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He had returned to save her...

Once a handsome prince rescued a beautiful princéagll, that
was what Rowena Goodman's children believed. Amy thoon
decided that Keir Delahunty was the prince sentetgcue their
mother. But Rowena had trouble believing that Kehp had left her
waiting for him all those years ago, and who cdwdste any woman
his heart desired, wanted her.

Keir insisted he loved Rowena and the children, thiadl they were
essential to his future happiness. To prove higsigo@ntions he set
out to slay all Rowena's dragons. That left Rowerta no excuses
and one secret to share with Keir...and it concehes oldest child.



CHAPTER ONE

ROWENA couldn't let go without putting up a fight. A sevgear
marriage didn't end overnight. There had to be samae to fix it,
some way to stop what was happening. She had toskerself this
woman who had turned Phil's heart so cold to hdrtheir children.
She had to know what she was up against.

Despite the steady determination she had fosteoedtheir home in
Killarney Heights to Phil's work place at Chatswpoerves fluttered
sickeningly through Rowena's stomach as she drowe the
basement car park of the Delahunty building. Heeseguickly
scanned the row of reserved spaces for staff. &imt dvant Phil to
be here. If someone told him she had come, he nrght prevent
her from confronting the situation head on.

His red Mazda convertible was nowhere in sight. Boavbreathed a
long, tremulous sigh of relief. As she manoeuvieel family Ford
sedan into a parking bay, it suddenly slid throbghmind that Phil
might have lied to her about the flashy sportsheng an impulse
buy. Had he been re-imaging himself to impressther woman? If
so, what kind of love needed sexy status symbols?

Rowena wouldn't concede it was love, no matter Wdgtsaid. This
was another one of his flirtations, an ego booat ttad somehow
gone too far, probably pushed by the woman. Phi$ \wavery

attractive man. He earned a high income as Delgsurdhief

property buyer. He was a catch in most women's.eyes

But she was his wife, and the flirtations had neweant anything
before. A bit of fun. Phil had always assured Hehat. Although it
hadn't been fun for her, and it certainly wasmt fiow.

The shock announcement last night that he wasrigakier for
another woman, leaving her and their children dmir thome, had



been so devastating she had barely been ablentq tat alone try to
change his decision. She hadn't even suspectedcihgiage was at
risk.

It shouldn't be. Not when they had shared so magbkther, had so
much together. Rowena would not accept what wapdrapg. Not
without a fight.

Some shallow infatuation... that was all it couéd Bropinquity at the
office. She had to believe that. She had to. Oesgrears of her life
lost their meaning.

She switched off the engine and checked her redleat the driving

mirror. Hours of weeping had jobbed her green @feny sparkle,
but at least the skilfully applied make-up concdalee shadows
under them. Her eyelashes were long enough arldehmugh to veil
the slightly puffy lids.

The ruby-red lipstick looked rather stark agairestmale skin but she
had read in last Sunday's newspaper that vibraateshwere part of
power dressing and gave a woman clout. Rowena w@aahout to
appear wimpish to her rival. She might be a houfgelnit she was no
walkover.

She brushed her fingers across the fringe thattkeghick curtain of

her black hair from falling over her face. It negdetrim. Maybe she
should have done something dramatic like gettinghlag cut into a

short-cropped style, make Phil take a second lédleg but he had
always said he liked her hair long. The shouldagie bob with the

soft, razor-cut wisps that framed her face did keit, and she had
washed and blow-dried it to shiny perfection.

She fiddled with the red and green silk scarf she tied around her
neck to add some bold colour to her navy suit, tiodsh herself she
was dithering for no good reason and alighted fitbm car. She



looked as good as she could in the circumstandes.h@dn't let
herself go. Her figure was slightly more roundedrenwomanly than
it had been before she had had children, but shaidy wasn't

sloppy.

Whatever Phil had told his other woman about Hes,v8as about to
come face to face with the truth, Rowena thougbldihg grimly to
her purpose as she locked the car and turned totavéthe elevators.
She checked her watch. Eleven- thirty. Time encwgbay all she
wanted to say before the lunch break.

A classy BMW swept into the car park and took thace beside the
elevators. Rowena froze. It had to be Keir Delaputite one man
whose path she least wanted to cross, especidiy tof all days!

It was difficult enough to come to terms with tleetf that Keir was
Phil's boss and always being mentioned when PlR&daabout his
work. She wished the job at Delahunty's had newerecup. Or been
won by some other applicant. Anything to be spénedconnection to
Keir and the memories he evoked.

No matter how better off they were financially frd?hil's move to

Delahunty's, it had been disastrous in every offesise, Rowena
reflected miserably. First the unsettling effechaling Keir on the

fringe of her life, and now this woman threatenimgr marriage.

Having to face both of them was too much this nmognBetter to go

back to her car and wait until Keir had gone.

His car door opened, head and shoulders risingelioe bonnet.
There was no mistaking those broad shoulders anithitk dark hair.
She started to turn away, feeling agitated atdbe of time, but more
agitated at the thought of being caught with Keeldhunty and
having to share an elevator with him. Did he kndwatwas going on
between Phil and another one of his employees?



"Rowena..."

Her heart stopped. No avoiding him now. He'd seehracognised
her. He'd recognised her instantly at the compamys@nas party a
year ago, despite not having seen her since sheavasiteen. Their
association had been too long, too close—all hddlubod and

adolescent years—for him to forget her face. Arfdsaurse, there
were other things that were unforgettable, howewaech one might
want to block them out.

But she mustn't think about that now. She had toecap with some
bright small chat to get her through the next feiwutes. She took a
deep breath to steady herself and turned to hifm witat she hoped
was a surprised smile:

“Keir..." She forced her legs into resuming thealkvtowards the
elevators. He remained by his car, clearly waitiog her and
expecting some polite exchange between them. "Hogverything
going for you?" she asked.

"Fine! And you?"

She ignored that question in favour of concentgatom him. A

brilliant architect and an astute property devetpg@ir Delahunty

had not let the grass grow under his feet ovelatstdew years. While
he'd established a highly reputable name on théheor side of
Sydney Harbour, he was now spreading his busings®sts to other
parts of the city.

"l loved your design for the town houses at Mankhe said with
genuine admiration. "Phil showed me through theheylve all been
sold already, haven't they?"

*Yes. They went quickly." He smiled, and in his ®yes the warm
appreciation of a man who liked what he heardudpssed her when
he remarked, "You look very chic this morning."



"Thank you. It's kind of you to say so."

It was a boost to her confidence. If Keir Delahuthtpught her
attractive today, she had certainly covered upréwages of last
night's despair. Not that she welcomed such a pafrsomment from
him. It was far too late, with far too much wateder the bridge for
her to want to be reminded of the attraction—theelmn her
side—that had been so cruelly severed eleven wpegrs

He'd been handsome at twenty-four but he was ewea impressive
now, exuding the kind of effortless assurance anidaaity that came
with a long line of successes in his chosen fi€lek terrible injuries
he'd sustained in the accident that had killeddnether had left no
lasting mark on him. He stood tall and strong araved with the
easy coordination of an athlete in top conditiormt for him the
consequences that had 40rn her family apart.

Was he aware that she was facing a more immednates personal
family break-up? Had Phil been indiscreet in purguihis office
affair? Why had Keir made a point of stopping teapto her?

"I'm afraid you're in for a disappointment if yoe'gome to see Phil. |
left him to do a valuation of a warehouse at Pyrméte won't be
back until well after lunch."

The information was welcome. "Thank you, but itsngone else |
want to see," she said, her inner tension bringibgttle tone to her
voice.

Keir's deep brown eyes scanned hers sharply adrehelevel with

him. Had he sensed something wrong? She quicklyethoewards
the closest elevator, acutely conscious of hininiglinto step beside
her. He pressed the up button. The doors slid opemnediately,

much to Rowena's relief. Another minute at most ahd could

escape from his disturbing interest.



A Christmas holly decoration was pinned to the baehl of the
elevator. Christmas only ten days away. How couidliPave her and
the children at such an important family time? Ahne woman... She
must be young and thoughtless and selfish to asikhitm. Or didn't
she know about the children? She soon would, Rowewad.

"It's been a year since we last met," Keir remacdasially, gesturing
for her to enter the compartment ahead of him. &lswooking
forward to seeing you at the company Christmasyfdast Friday.
Was there a problem with the children?"

A tide of heat swept up Rowena's neck and scorbbedheeks. Phil
had lied to her about that, too, telling her theypavas limited to staff
only this year. She moved slowly to the rear ofelevator, hoping
Keir hadn't noticed her embarrassment.

"I had another engagement," she said, instinctizelyering up her
husband's deception. It was too humiliating to ad8he didn't want
to encourage any enquiries about the childreneeiffihat was too
close to all she had to contain.

"l wondered if you were avoiding me," Keir said efly.
Such loaded words.

They pressed on Rowena's heart and constrictezhlbst. Why now?
she railed desperately. She didn't need this oot@verything else
she had to contend with. Pride forced her to sveiraund and face
him as he followed her into the compartment.

"Why on earth should you think that?" she asketi witat she hoped
was credible astonishment.

His swift scrutiny was offset by a shrug. "Becao$drett's death.
You could have ended up blaming me, as your parkdts* “'You
know | didn't. | visited you in hospital.”



His eyes seemed to take on a piercing intensitid yOu receive my
letter, Rowena?"

8he stared at him in confusion. Only days afterttBréuneral Keir
had been flown to the United States for highly sgsed corrective
surgery, and that had been the end of any conédiglen them.

"When?" The word sounded like a croak from herdhro
"l wrote from the clinic in California. You didrreply.”
She shook her heard. "There was no letter."

He frowned. "I thought... assumed..."

"Well, it doesn't matter now, does it?" she cut in.

There was simply no point in a post-mortem overtwheght have

been. Keir could have written again if she'd besaily important to

him. Or looked her up when he came home all regainal fit to pick

up his life. The past was gone. To open that seaetpartment and
invite the old pain out into the open was more tslage could handle.
It was the present she had to deal with, and Kag delaying her for
no good purpose.

She forced a smile to mitigate any offence in theipt snub. "Would
you press the button for reception, please?"

With a look of ironic resignation he turned to ttantrol panel, lifted
a finger, then unaccountably hesitated, passing thesbutton she
had requested and pressing the one for Close Didershen faced
her with a direct inquiry.

"Whom have you come to see, Rowena? | know all mpleyees
and the departments in which they work. There'sewd for you to
stop at reception. | can direct you to the floou yeant."



It sounded friendly and helpful, but Rowena wiskid could die on
the spot. She wanted to say it was none of hisnbasi The
expression in his eyes told her it was his busingéssrything that
happened in this building was his business.

It was a bitterly capricious stroke of fate that herival in the car
park had coincided with his. Here she was, trappid him in a

confined space, his eyes asking her for a dirgaiyré&ven as she
frantically sought some evasive explanation fonhgt, the certainty
came to her that he knew why she had come and stieaineant to
do.

Maybe the affair had been carried on so blatamthyas common
knowledge throughout the whole building. Rowenaardly cringed
at the thought. Then pride clawed through the ralderweight of
humiliation, pride and a fierce maternal need tghtfi for her
children's emotional security. She had done nothwngng. What
other people thought did not matter when so mugiealfimportance
was at stake.

She aimed a direct appeal at the man who had tvergo stop her.
"I've come to talk to Adriana Leigh."

He held her gaze for several fraught moments, sh@nly nodded.
"Adriana works in an open floor area, Rowena," &id gently. "I'm
sure you'd prefer complete privacy for your talkhes."

“I'm not exactly overwhelmed with choices," she fessed, her
courage deflating at the idea of a public audience.

"May | suggest you use my office? | can call Adadn come there,
and | guarantee you'll both be left alone togetbeiay whatever you
wish to say."

Once again unruly heat burned into Rowena's chétkssympathy
to her plight was somehow shaming, yet to rejectwis



self-defeating. "Does everyone know?" The painfidsjion slid off
her tongue before she could clamp down on it.

"There's been gossip."

She closed her eyes, swallowed hard. "How longw long has it
been going on?"

"l don't know, Rowena." He paused, then quietlyestjdMore than
three months."

Phil had bought the sports car three months agst. hight's despair
pressed in again. But she had come to try forfaréifit outcome, to
salvage what might not be a total wreckage. Shedag. She would
try. She mentally constructed a protective sheluad herself and
opened her eyes. Keir was watching her, waitindnérdecision, his
expression carefully neutral.

"Your offer is.. .very kind," she said with as mudlgnity as she
could muster. "Thank you. I'll take it."

He turned to the control panel. The elevator statberise. Rowena
fought to keep her composure and her resolve. Siehed the floor
numbers light up above the doors. They were trangelio the top
level of the building. Keir's eyrie, Phil called 8he would soon find
out why.

"Why are you doing this for me, Keir?"

It was an irrelevant question. Silly to ask it,Iedt put the situation
on a personal footing, which was the last thingwsaeted to invite or
encourage with Keir Delahunty. Yet something insioer had
wormed past common sense... perhaps a need forodofmdm
someone who cared about her. Although Keir was giilybonly
thinking of saving his other employees on the opj@or area from



what could be an ugly, disruptive scene, causingengwssip and
stopping work.

He looked at her, his face grave, his dark eyemnssly focused on
hers. "We were friends for a long time, Rowenanhember it, even
if you don't want to."

Friends... and lovers at the end. Did he remembat?tOr had
concussion from the accident wiped out the memdrihe night
before Brett was killed? She hadn't spoken of iemkhe'd visited
him in hospital. They'd both been in sfrock overatvhad happened.
She wondered what had been in the letter she hadeived.

She searched his eyes for some hint of knowledgbleofntimacy
they had once shared. It didn't show. Maybe henlsagcollection of
it at all. Maybe that was why he had never comé& bater. Maybe
he simply remembered her as Brett's younger siatfeo, had once
had a schoolgirl crush on him.

The elevator stopped. The doors opened. He waite@idr to exit
first. Courtesy. Consideration. A friend. Brettssbfriend all those
years through school and university. Like anotheather to her
until... But she mustn't think abountil. She had to think about Phil.
And this imminent encounter with Adriana Leigh.

She forced her legs to move. She was extremelyeagfafeir at her
side as he directed her to his private office. idnd. She needed a
friend. It was so hard...so very hard...to staodtea|



CHAPTER TWO

KEIR's office was an architectural wonder in itself. Tdeside wall
was constructed of massive glass panels, which avegked to extend
over half the rooftop. The room was flooded wittunal light.

At one end was Keir's workstation—desk, computdrsry, several
big drawing boards on stands made of round metaé twith
hydraulic lift for height adjustment. Rowena wasiigar with the
latter. Her brother, Brett, had owned one. She reb@zed her father
getting rid of it, getting rid of everything thatrinected Brett to Keir
Delahunty, photographs, books, postcards, uniyeessture notes.

Then there was the burning of the sympathy carddetters that so
traumatised her mother. Had Keir's letter from fOatiia been burnt,
too? It had been impossible to even mention hisengimhose dark
months after Brett's death.

Tears blurred her eyes, and she quickly turnedd& at the display
of models featured on shelves running along therinvall. These
were the buildings Keir had designed, an impressagtament to
what he had achieved by himself. It made Rowenademoif his work
took first place in his life and that was why he&lhdmarried.

Marriage didn't seem to be popular with high- padetareer people.
Easy-come, easy-go relationships probably suitewr thfestyles
better.

How different all their lives might have been iféBrhad lived. He
and Keir in the partnership they had planned, sitekaeir... but that
might not have happened anyway. Dreams didn't awayne true.

At the opposite end to Keir's work area was a raaie, furnished

with contoured leather armchairs set on swivel §ade ushered her
to one of these seats, then excused himself tckgpdas secretary,

whose office they had bypassed.



Rowena was glad of the opportunity to sit down i@adncentrate her
mind on the problem of Adriana Leigh. Yet it waffidult to come to
grips with the idea of a woman she had never natenseenl'll
know more when she walks into this rodtowena assured herself
trusting instinct more than unsubstantiated guesses

Her gaze drifted to the window view on the otheesof the table. It
was nothing dramatic, just blocks of homes on lireed streets
stretching out over the suburb of Chatswood, stseantars taking
people to their chosen destinations, everyday lgasg on as they
invariably did, regardless of death, births, mayes

And divorces.
Would it come to that for her?

An underlying sense of panic started churning thhober stomach
again. She didn't want to bring up three childrdan@ She
remembered how hard it had been without a helpnmaen Jamie
was little. Phil had been so kind and generousng¢athem both into
his heart and life.

She had tried to be the best of all possible wigdsm, although in

her heart of hearts she had known she didn't éeé&thil what she had
once felt for Keir. It was a different kind of lovkess passionate,
almost motherly in some ways. Despite being fivargeolder than

her, Phil could be boyish at times, wanting to shaify to be the

centre of attention.

Looking back over the past year, Rowena had to@aeglatdge their
marriage had become rather flat and routine. Buelguevery

relationship had its highs and lows. It was a maifevorking at it,

being committed, trying to make it as good asitldde. Both parties
were responsible for that. She didn't understang wWhs was

happening to her. What had she done that was sog®ro



The sound of the office door opening snapped herdnto the

Immediate present. Keir returning, having summahedvoman she
would soon be facing. He looked so big and powgdubck to lean
on, and Rowena ached for the support that hisgaeemed to offer,
yet she knew she couldn't afford to let Keir claséer. It could only
muddle everything far more than it was already nhedld

Keir didn't know he had left her pregnant eleveargeago. He knew
nothing of the son she had given birth to nine remfter the fatal
accident that had destroyed so much. She had corbelieve he
didn't want to know, long before she had marrietl. Ph

Whether that was true or not, it was not possiblehtange the course
of events that had taken place. Phil had legalop&etl Jamie. To all

intents and purposes, Phil was Jamie's fatheradtlvest for everyone
if it stayed that way.

Nevertheless, Rowena allowed herself the indulgeoiceeally
studying Keir for the few seconds it took him tolkvdown the room,
noting the likenesses to her sahisson.

Deeply socketed eyes, although Jamie's irises hazel, a mixture
of her green and Keir's brown. The hairline waskisigly similar
with a cowlick at the left temple. Jamie's upppniias softer, fuller,
more like hers, and the shape of his face was mninkbss
hard-boned. Perhaps as Jamie got older, his jawlowdd firm into
the same mould as Keir's, but that was not obweis

Her gaze skated down the perfectly tailored gresirimss suit to the
stylish leather shoes on Keir's feet, feet she khawvlonger second
toes than the big ones. The mark of a fast ruedr,had laughingly
told her. Jamie had them, too, and he was thespesiter in his age
group at school.

"Rowena..."



She sighed and lifted her gaze.
"Would you like coffee brought in?"
She shook her head."Is there anything else | cdordmu?”

"No. I'm grateful to you for this chance to getil straightened out,
Keir. This is all I want. | won't be making a nuisa of myself."

"I'd never consider you a nuisance, Rowena," he saiiously.

"You know what | mean." She grimaced. "I don't mdgo subject
Delahunty's to a series of hysterical scenes."

“If | can be of any service to you, at any timeegsde call me, Rowena.
I'll do all | can for you," he assured her.

She could see the deep sincerity in his eyes,tdngt. Unbearably.
Where were you when | needed yst@ cried in silent anguish's
too late now. Our lives have moved on.

A courtesy knock on the door heralded its openitmwena shot to
her feet and stepped away from the table, inadviéytmoving close
to Keir, who merely turned to greet the newcomdre Svasn't
seeking his support or protection, and wasn't avedrbow they
looked together as Adriana Leigh entered the affice

"Good morning, Mr. Delahunty," she said with a btigwinning
smile. Her elegance, sophistication and compldfteassurance were
heart-joltingly evident. Not a younger woman. Venych a woman
of considerable worldly experience. Rowena wasespar flick of
curiosity, but Jhe full beam of Adriana Leigh's centration was on
Keir as she added, "What can | do for you?"

She was the kind of woman who was always aware e and
knowingly watched for her impact on them. Rower@gnised that



instantly. She also knew instinctively there woh&lno tapping any
vein of sympathy or guilt. In a roomful of womehig woman would
be bored.

“I'd be obliged if you'd give some time to Mrs. Gowan, Adriana,”
Keir answered, his clipped tone making the reqoese of an order.
"Rowena, this is Adriana Leigh."

The bright smile was only briefly jolted. She bdtteer eyelashes at
Rowena. "How do you do, Mrs. Goodman?" A honeyette/o
dripping with confidence. With barely a pause,, stguired, "Did
Phil ask you to come?"

It was a bold and subtle sliding in of the knife.

"No. It was my decision," Rowena replied, silentlyallenging the
other woman to make something belittling of that.

Adriana Leigh raised perfectly arched eyebrows air.K'This is
rather different from the usual bounds of work ieguments, Mr.
Delahunty,"” she pointed out, maintaining her degorwhile
guestioning the propriety of his authority in wiiay all knew to be
a personal matter.

"Sometimes extraordinary situations arise," Kesvaered smoothly.
"l understood your position as personal secretaryrie of my
executives requires an ability to handle delicad¢tens with courtesy
and patience." He paused.

Was there a threat left hanging? "However, if yeel uinable.. ."

"Not at all, Mr. Delahunty. As you say, | am usedlealing with such
situations."

"l thought you would be." A touch of dry irony.



"Il do my best to give Mrs. Goodman satisfactishe said with her
own touch of irony as she started forward, shownag further
reluctance to join them by the table. A smart, lliggent career
woman would do no less after Keir had put her skilquestion.

Rowena concentrated on assessing everything aldndna Leigh
before they were left alone together. She had ltofige-coloured
hair, liberally streaked with blonde and delibeatstyled in a
casually tousled look. It was not only suggestiva cecent tumble in
bed but a ready receptiveness to repeating theyieat any time.

She wore a long-sleeved, transparent cream bloudk @&
lace-trimmed, silk camisole underneath. Her fuledsts jiggled
freely. Her hips swayed, their voluptuous curvarfra small waist
emphatically outlined by a tan gaberdine figuregding skirt that
was buttoned down to thigh levef and left freewang from a side
split. She wore high heels. High, high heels.

This woman exuded sexuality, flaunted it, and Raaveaubted any
man would be a hundred percent proof against ierdtwas no
problem in understanding the attraction for PhheTquestion was
how deeply did Adriana Leigh have her claws intmhi

"Rowena." Keir took her hand, pressing it to pelf httention to him.
"Il be in my secretary's office. You have onlydall me."

Part of Rowena's mind registered his earnest corared caring. She
felt the warmth and strength of his touch. She &aadaven urge to
cling to it, but the purpose that had brought herehmade it
inappropriate. Badly inappropriate. Didn't he realihat?

“I'm all right, Keir. Thank you," she said in dedifate dismissal.

He gently squeezed her hand before letting it giviaha noticed it.
Her amber eyes gleamed feline derision at Rowefadshe turned



her gaze to watch Keir make his departure. The mothe door was
closed behind him, she opened hostilities.

"How did you come to be so cosy with our Mr. Delaty®"

Rowena ignored the dig. "Do you love my husbandsdre simply
another conquest to you?" she asked with quiettglign

It won a flicker of surprise. "Well, you're certgirdirect.”
"I'd appreciate a direct answer."

Adriana led from the chin. "I love Phil and he lewme and there's
nothing you can do about it."

"You must have known he was married."

"So what?He knew he was married, too. | didn't take anythiragnf
you. You'd already lost it. Phil came to me." Giogttriumph.
Power. No sense of guilt whatsoever.

"Are you married?"
"NO_"

"Divorced?" Perfect and obviously expensive makeraye Adriana
Leigh's face a youthful glow, but Rowena had nobddhis woman
was in her thirties, possibly older than Phil, wiras thirty-three.

"No." She was amused by the questioning.
"Children?"

Her laughter was mqpkin'gTwo abortions." There was a hardness |
her eyes as she addddyon't go down that road again."



It made Rowena wonder if previous lovers had letgdh down, and
she felt a twinge of sympathy, remembering the dibeing left
without Keir's support when she was pregnant wemi@. The
sympathy was short-lived. There was none comingp fAalriana for
the situation Rowena faced.

"Has Phil ever mentioned our children?"

She shrugged Emily is five and Sarah is three. They're youn
enough to get over the separation without anyrigstauma. The boy
Is old enough to look after himself. It's not agubh their father has
played a great role in their lives'."

"Is that what Phil told you or what you want to ase?"
‘| know the hours Phil works," she said smugly.

"Sinceyou entered his life." That truth was obvious now. Ro&
silently castigated herself for not realising Rhibng hours and
overnight trips could have another purpose besigdesk. How

complacent she had been to attribute it to amMdition

"Doesn't his desire to stay with me tell you sonmgid'’ Adriana
taunted.

Rowena hated her mocking amusement. She might by od
complacency, but she hadn't gone out hunting anottenan's
husband to fill in the lonely hours. It took allrhgillpower to keep
her voice steady, her demeanour unruffled. She dvoat give her
antagonist the satisfaction of goading her outooitiol.

'| suppose you think you've rearranged his priciti€or the short
term,” Rowena emphasised, wanting to shake Adrinegh's
complacency.Passion does tend to burn out."



"You don't know much about men, do you?" Pityingd=stension.
"They have two brains. Keep the one below thedaglisfied and you
can bend the other any way you like."

Such heartless calculation sickened Rowena. Plefeped this
woman to her?lf that's the case, | find it odd that you havéeen
able to hold onto one of the many men you've olshptad in the
past,” she retaliated.

‘| haven't wanted to until now."

"Then your theory hasn't exactly been tested,tRafkowena pointed
out, to no effect whatsoever.

"Face it, darling, you're beaten. You've nevers§iatl Phil as | do.
That's a fact." The cat's eyes glittered down R@gealassic navy
suit and up again. "l daresay you're too muchlafig."

"There's more to a relationship than sex," Roweedaded with
conviction.

"What?"

"Companionship, sharing goals and achievementsgabout each
other, understanding..."

Adriana laughed. "Tell that to a sex-starved mard fere's so many
of them around. Especially fathers."

The unexpected singling out of fathers bewilderemvéha. She
stood, speechless, as enlightenment came in a slodseorn.

"You dedicated mothers tend to focus all your eypeog your
children. Your attention is divided. You get tireou have
headaches. And the door opens for another wonginga man back
what his children have taken from him. Quite sudigére doesn't



give a damn about his children any more. He want®m@an in his
life, not a mother."

“I'm sure that's what you'd like to think,” Rowesaid tersely,
disturbed by Adriana’'s knowingness. Had Phil complé&to her that
his wife ignored his needs?

"I'm giving you some good advice for the next tiem®@und. The
world is full of discontented married men."

"Why pick on Phil?"
"He was here. He's what | want. I'll keep him happy

Rowena dearly wanted to rattle Adriana's mind-biaiieconfidence.
A flash of intuition came to her. "Phil wasn't yofirst choice,
though, was he?"

A pause. A flicker of wariness. Then a return tgragsion. "He's my
last choice, and I'll make it stick, so don't thyiu can muddy the
issue."

Rowena pressed further. "You got a job here socgald be around
Keir Delahunty and try to catch his interest. Hieésbigger prize, isn't
he? Only he didn't take the bait."

Her eyes narrowed with anger. "Did he tell you ?hat

"You were still flashing availability signals atrhiwhen you came
into this office. You'd drop Phil if Keir gave youwny
encouragement.”

Adriana snorted. "That man is made of stone. Phmlish more my
style, and he knows it. You can't put Keir Delalyum¢tween us."



That was probably true, Rowena thought in painfuktration. It
didn't matter how right her observation was abouri#dna's
motivations, Keir obviously had a fine sense ofcdmination in
judging women on the make and wasn't interestedy @rh earth
couldn't Phil see... But maybe Adriana was righbubhim
feelingneglected, overlooked in favour of the ctelds needs.

What was the best balance for being both a wife ranther? And
why was the onus on her? Shouldn't a good martegeutually
supportive?

Her head spun between a confused sense of guilaasidkening
sense of having all her ideals betrayed. Coming,lseaking to this
woman, was worse than futile. There was no heip Mone at all. If

Phil wanted Adriana Leigh, then let him have hdre shought,
resolution undermined by a tidal wave of deep hand

disillusionment.

But what about the children?

"l take it you're not overly keen about the rolestépmother,” she
said flatly, trying to think of anything that migblhange the situation,
might give Adriana pause for second thoughts alaofutture with
Phil.

"You chose to have kids. They're your responsybilitot mine."

"You honestly believe Phil will be happy about $imgt them out of
his life?"

"Put it this way. You needn't worry about any figher custody. Phil
may want to see the girls now and then, and I'lhé&apy to go along
with that."

"You're forgetting Jamie."



Again she shrugged, as though the burden was msttdhahoulder.
"Well, he's not really Phil's, is he?" she drawegkaningfully.

"Phil is the only father Jamie's known."
"Whose fault is that?"

Angry heat crept into Rowena's voice despite heolution to keep
cool. "Phil adopted Jamie as his son."

"When he was how old? Four?"
"Three."

"No difference. He was a little boy, not a babyeTheling's not the
same no matter how you want to dress it up. Thei®gpurs, not
Phil's, and at his age, he's bound to be a sutkyptemaker."

Rowena could not trust herself to suppress heragatrat these
callous sentiments. Her body was beginning to tteniffhank you,"
she said tightly. "I won't take up any more of yaore."

“Thank you," Adriana returned snidely. "It's alwaygeresting to
meet the wife."



CHAPTER THREE

"MRs. GoobMAN has said all she wishes to say to me, M
Delahunty."

Adriana's light, almost flippant tone made Keirt dyis teeth against
an unwise shap. It would be unprofessional to fetlea strong

antipathy he felt, knowing as he did that it wasused by his
sympathy for Rowena. He had no right to any persionalvement

with this affair. It behove him to maintain somgeuttivity.

He unhitched himself from the edge of his secré&adesk in
deliberate slow motion. The report he'd been tryniggad was still in
his hands, and he used it as a point of dismiSBaank you for your
cooperation, Adriana."”

"My pleasure."

“To give pain?" The biting, judgmental words weng before he
could monitor them. At least he had the satisfacbd wiping the
smug look off her face.

- "1 didn't ask for this meeting, Mr. Delahuntyliescoolly reminded
him.

"A matter of opinion, Adriana. It's my experiendeat changing
people's lives incites retaliation, even when thange is innocently
caused."

Rowena's parents had taught him that. Not that dbicobsessed
woman would care what damage she wreaked in gdiegvehat she
wanted. They were empty words to her.

"l don't want more company time wasted on gossigriagha,” he
went on, chilling her out of any further commentd 'advise you to



keep your meeting with Mrs. Goodman entirely prvddo | make
myself clear?"

"Perfectly, Mr. Delahunty. | appreciate your tact.”
He nodded.
She left.

He turned to his homely, middle-aged secretarym&#or you, Fay.
No talk about this."

"Locked box," she replied, giving him her owl look.

The tense muscles in his face relaxed into a srriteliked Fay
Pendleton. She not only delivered everything hedsK her with a
minimum of fuss and maximum efficiency, her wondéyf
expressive face and dry sense of humour alwaysedriim. As did
her hair, which was burgundy with wide, blonde @k at the
moment. Every three months she experimented witieva colour
combination. Grey, she had declared, was too dulér.

"Il check this later," he said, dropping the repshe had prepared
for him on her desk. "Would you make some coffesy, and bring it
in with the sandwiches as soon as they're delivA&red

"Will do."

He wasn't about to let Rowena go without any saste®. She had
probably been too wrought up to eat breakfast, Addana had
undoubtedly gone for the kill. Rowena would be m fit state to
drive. She shouldn't be alone, either.

Keir reached the office door in a few quick stridds didn't know if
Rowena would welcome his company or not. He remeedbée
polite barrier she had maintained between thenasityear's staff



Christmas party. He had felt then that she wanteplant of him, and
he had reluctantly respected her wishes. It wabgly only the
shattering effect of knowing her marriage was anrtbcks that had
allowed the old sense of familiarity to break thlgbihis morning. He
hoped...

Well, he could only try.

As he entered the office and closed the door quiethind him, he
was intensely aware of the need to tread very clyeRowena had
come to do what she could to save her marriage.
wanted—Iloved—Phil Goodman. She was not looking @nother
man in her life, certainly not in any close capacit

She sat with her elbows on the table, her headeinHands, fingers
pressed tightly to her temples. Pain, defeat.. tla@k was nothing he
could do about either. It flitted through his mititht Brett would
have pummelled Phil Goodman, inflicting hurt forrhto his little
sister. Keir knew it would do no good in these emstances, yet he
found himself empathising with the urge to do wame. Rowena
deserved to be valued. To be cast aside for a wdikarAdriana
Leigh ...

Keir took a deep breath, unclenched his hands eaddd down the
room to offer what comfort he could. Maybe she wloatcept a
shoulder to cry on. Maybe she would let him driee home. Maybe
there would come some time in the future when shiédcview him
as a friend again. More than a friend.

He was acutely conscious of the hole in his lifie, émptiness that no
one had been able to fill since Rowena and Brettiegn lost to him.
A bond of long sharing and understanding had beekeln, and the
years since had only hammered home how preciousaaadt had
been. It was impossible to get Brett back, but Rwve



Dared he lift her from that chair and enfold hehis arms?
She looked up.

Her beautiful green eyes were awash with tears.

There was no decision-making.

He simply did it.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT HAPPENED so fast, Rowena was scooped from the chair a
wrapped in Keir Delahunty's embrace before shedceuén begin to
think it was wrong to have such intimate contaghwiim. Then the
impact of his body against hers threw her into asian.

She wasn't used to being held closely by any maRili It had been
so long since Keir had made love to her, yet she imatantly
reminded of how it had felt with him. It made heutely aware of
both her sexuality and his.

Images of their youthful nakedness flashed into mend. Her
breasts, pressed flat to his broad chest, startezklipg with
disturbing sensitivity. Her thighs trembled withethshock of
recognising the virile strength of his. Her backrad under the
cocooning warmth of his arms. All normal thoughbgesses were
paralysed by sensations she was utterly powees®p.

One hand slid up to her neck, his fingers splagtimgugh her hair as
he gently pressed her head onto his shoulder. Eart Iseemed to
pound in her ears. The scent of some tangy afteedbion assaulted
her nostrils. Her stomach contracted in sheer paintbe memories
evoked.

"You don't have to fight the tears, Rowena," Keurmured, his
cheek resting against her head. "You can let acagtief with me.
Just as you would with Brett if he were here."

Guilt that she no longer had a big brother? Sympéth her pain?
The tears were gone, shocked back to the well gpaethat Keir's
action had suddenly submerged. She shouldn't bedexther things,
but she was. And it was wrong. Terribly wrong!



Her mind shifted from one turmoil to another. Wasremembering
other times when he'd held her, not as a surrdgatber but as a man
who wanted her, needed her to be a woman with him?

She was not seventeen any more. She was wella@gétwoman, an
experienced woman who was in a highly vulneraldg¢estwith her
marriage on the rocks and her husband in love—et—with
someone else. Did Keir think that made her avalatlhim?

Why hadn't he married? What kind of man was he nShW& didn't
know. The meeting with Adriana had left her feelgige was a naive
fool who didn't know anything!

It was as though all the foundations of her lifd baen ripped away.
Was Keir a steady rock that she could cling to?fidenn? Or was
there danger in trusting him, danger in trustingtealy?

His cheek moved, rubbing over her hair. His moutbrely that was
his mouth—pressing warmth...kisses! Her heart ldakealarm. She
jerked her head back and looked up. It wasn't brbtiess she saw in
Keir's eyes. There was no soft sympathy. She caaghirkly
simmering passion that triggered a tumultuous eyopmif the doubts
and fears Adriana had raised.

"Let me go!" she cried, pushing herself free of émsbrace as he
loosened it.

"Rowena..."

The gruff appeal fell on closed ears. Her eyesflaa fierce and
frightened rejection as she backed away from hasirtg touch.
"Adriana’s right. Sex is all that matters with nien.

"No," he denied strongly.



But Rowena took refuge in walking over to the glasdl beyond the
table, putting a cold, safe distance between thaampping her arms
around herself, hugging in the pain of hopelesuigonment.

She was a married woman. It was wrong of Keir tetgand to offer
brotherly comfort and then use the opportunity t@arge it to
something else. Even though Phil... But that didrttuse it. Keir
must realise she had come to save her marriagpe €culd. For him
to take advantage of her weakness at such a tiaeegblhim on the
same moral level as Adriana Leigh.

"Shewould have had you." The words burst from her ditter irony
of his behaviour being similar to Adriana's strikiher hard. "Why
didn't you take her on, Keir? She was handy, abksla"

"Rowena, | care about you. | always have."

The soft answer stirred more turmoil. She clutcwédly at the first
reason she could think of to disbelieve him. "Thdry didn't you
stop what was happening between Adriana and Phil?"

No answer.

She swung around to probe further. "Don't tell e didn't know
she fancied you, Keir. Even | saw the signals wétem walked into
this room."

His face tightened as though she had hit him, lgetet was no
backward step in the dark blaze of his eyes. "Yantva husband that
needs to be rescued from another woman?" he chellem sting of
contempt in his voice. "Face it, Rowena. Phil iswitrthy of your
love. If he really cared for you, Adriana wouldm&ve had a chance
with him."

Phil had cared for her. Rowena was not about to forgetauedared
when Keir's so-called caring wasn't anywhere irching distance.



"Who are you to judge that? Maybe it's my fault.yida | didn't give
him enough.. .enough—"

llSeX?ll

Heat flooded up her neck and scorched her cheékaas too
shaming to concede she must have left Phil dissatig that area,
yet it had to be true. She bit her lips, wishing sladn't started this
tasteless argument. Even Keir's mouth was curlingisgust."Sex
Isn't the glue that keeps a man and woman togd®asvena. It helps,
but if other things are missing..." He paused, calfimg her full
attention. "You have so many desirable qualities; man should
consider himself fortunate to have you in his tife.

Desirable Is that how Keir saw her? Still? But he had mhti And
she mustn't let herself get confused and distracted

"The evidence is against it," she reminded himil'\Rants to be with
Adriana. Everything we've shared means nothingrnasgjavhat she
gives him."

"She strokes his ego, Rowena,” he said flatly. I'Hkes to be
stroked. He can't have enough of it. He never halle enough of it.
Surely you've recognised that weakness over thesyea

"Then why did you hire him?" she demanded, tryiagdject his
clear-sightedness about Phil's vulnerability ttidigy. It went against
her ingrained sense of loyalty to accept it.

"He's good at his job."
"Why did you hire her?"

"I didn't. Phil did. He's entitled to choose thafsthat work with him.
Usually it makes for a more effective team."



All perfectly reasonable. Rowena was left floundgrnn a quagmire
of emotions with no outlet for them. A knock on tb#ice door
provided a welcome distraction.

A woman entered, pushing a tray mobile. Eitherditence or the
palpable tension got to her. She paused, her eyiaglfrom Keir's
rigid back to Rowena's face, obviously gauging weather in the
room and finding it dangerously volatile. She with@pologetically
and started to retreat.

“It's all right, Fay. Bring it in," Keir commandeplietly. He turned to
wave encouragement. "This is my secretary, Fay [etrd Mrs.
Goodman, Fay."

"Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Goodman." The quick tomgewas
accompanied by a tentative smile.

"Yes. Thank you," Rowena returned jerkily, surpdisey Keir's

choice of secretary. Far from being a slickly sepbated front
person for him, this woman looked more like a hgnmaldding.

Except for her hair. The rich burgundy colour witidle blonde bands
had a definite touch of eccentricity.

The traymobile was swiftly wheeled to the tableq @aps, saucers
and plates were set out with deft efficiency. Blaokee was poured,
milk and sugar placed handily, and a plate of #ca#ly arranged
sandwiches completed the service.

"Smoked salmon, turkey and avocado, ham and-"
"Thank you, Fay." Keir cut her off.

She gave Rowena a motherly look, her lively browasekind. "Do
try to eat.”

"Fay..." Keir warned.



Rowena watched her leave, instinctively liking W@man and oddly
comforted by the fact that she didn't emanate cdihmesexiness.
Not that it should matter what kind of woman Keadclose to him at
work. It didn't, Rowena told herself. The contrastAdriana Leigh

was simply a relief.

The click of the door shutting behind Fay Pendlgtited Rowena
into realising she should have left, too. Thistniatus didn't change
anything. Coffee and sandwiches did not fix anyghiim fact, they
lent an absurd cloak of normality to a highly clergituation, one
she should get out of right now before it developgd something
worse.

She steeled herself to look at Keir again, thank flor the use of his
office and escape from being alone with him any&mWith slow

deliberation, she shifted her gaze from the dodrraat his squarely,
determined to put an end to whatever he had in mind

No matter what Phil had done, she was still manaeldim, and Keir

had no right to be stirring feelings that shoulgdhbeen buried long
ago. Buried along with her brother, Brett, becahs¢ had been the
end of what they had shared together.

Whether he read her intention or not, Keir instafrestalled any
speech from her. "To answer your earlier questiba,5aid in a tone
of relentless pursuit, "I had no interest in Adadrecause | don't care
for manipulative people. | don't want to be withvaman whose
responses aren't genuinely felt. It's a complete-odf, regardless of
how physically attractive and available she is."

"And I'm suddenly a turn-on?"

The tense words hung between them, loaded witmiach to back
away from. Rowena was appalled at having been gbiaie such a
provocative retort. Somehow Keir's supreme confteéen who and



what he was diminished Phil as a man, and she texkenh She
resented even more the idea that Keir might thenkduld just step in
and take advantage of her vulnerable state, |ettengnow he found
her desirable even if her husband no longer did.

"No. Not suddenly,” he answered quietly. "I doutdttmany people
forget their first love."

The yearning for that simpler time was in his eyas] it hurt. It hurt

because if he hadn't forgotten, he should have dmmething

positive about it when it had really mattered. urthbecause it
reminded her how naive and trusting she had bkeriaith she'd had
that he would come back to her and they'd makie adgether.

It was he who had broken that faith, he who haddised his first
love and put it behind him, and he had no rightdt on it now. It
was Phil who had brought love into her life agayiet Phil was
betraying that love, just as Keir had.

"It doesn't mean anything," she said desolately.
"It does to me."

She couldn't believe him, not after all this tirkie. might still be able
to stir treacherous feelings in her, but his fegdircould only be
shallow, a response to present stimulus, nothieg dad lasting.

"How many years have we led separate lives, Keir?"
"We're still the same people, Rowena."

The burning conviction in his eyes riled her. "M&'re not. I'm not,"
she stated very deliberately, her conviction risig of the pain of
too many losse$'m scarred she wanted to yell at him, but pride hel
her tongue.



There was a shift in his expression. A frown. AliodDo you really
want Phil back, Rowena? Knowing what you now kndew him
and Adriana?"

It stung raw wounds. "He's my husband. He married' iWWhen you
didn't. "He's the father of my children," she added, tiveshed she
had cut out her tongue before uttering those lastisv

His face tightened. The sudden bleakness in his gty®te her heart,
awakening a painful guilt over the secret she hegat kom him. His
child.,. his son. But Keir had forfeited any rigbtJamie. Phil was the
only father Jamie had known, and Phil had beeretfa@rhim, good
to him. Only now... What should she do now? Whakdfiana got
her way and Phil didn't want to be bothered witmidsany more?

Keir's gaze dropped to the table. He stepped avigrand lifted the
milk jug. "Do you still have white with one sugaf® asked without
looking up.

"l don't want coffee," she said flatly, wishing hadn't remembered
how she liked it. The familiarity hurt. Everythihgirt. She should go.
Why did she feel this heavy reluctance to move? \Wioalld be
gained by continuing such a disturbing dialogud\ieir?

He slowly returned the jug to the table, then diftes gaze directly to
hers, his eyes having gathered a piercing inter$iy you want me
to try to take Adriana away from Phil?"

That he should even think of making such a movehfar stunned
Rowena. "You said you didn't like manipulative plecp

"l don't. Sometimes fire can only be fought witreff He shrugged.
"If it means so much to you to get Phil back..."

"No. Not that way." She inwardly recoiled at thefalvdishonesty of
it.



"If you really believe your happiness lies with hirh

"It wouldn't work anyway. Adriana's not stupid, KeYou shouldn't
have taken my hand."

Hand... body... She flushed again at the resporsserhbrace had
drawn from her. It wasn't fair that he could sitfect her so deeply,
so shatteringly.

"I'm sorry. | didn't mean to upset you," he saittlgoThen with dry
self-mockery, he continued, "I should have curbed mnatural
impulses."

"Maybe you meant no harm, but people put their overpretations
on things and reputations can be tainted. | doatttwnore trouble
than I've got, Keir." She nodded to the door. "Yeacretary could
have come in while you were holding me. How wouidtthave
looked?"

She saw his eyes harden with weighing calculatigéou want Phil
back," he said, as though planning how to achieaednd.

"l don't know what to do," she said miserably. Slomestly didn't
know how their marriage would work with the undemmg spectre
of adultery hovering between them, yet for thedriaih's sake...

"It could do some good to jolt him out of takingwfor granted.”
"How?" she asked without hope. Adriana had leftvién no hope.

"I'm his boss. Most people would consider me a lyigHigible
bachelor. Adriana certainly saw me in that lighté said
sardonically.

"What has this to do with me?" She didn't follows triain of thought
at all.



"Sometimes people don't appreciate the value of Wieg have until
someone takes it over, especially someone in ahigbsition than
themselves. If we make a point of being seen tagellou could use
me to make him jealous, Rowena," Keir suggestedouitbatting an
eyelid. "You might find that Phil will suddenly wayou again."

"If you think I'd start an affair with you.. " Sheas shocked
speechless. It simply wasn't in her to play tit tatrin the adultery
game. And Keir thought he knew her?

"l don't expect you to jump into bed with me. Waulkbobviously
spend some time together. We used to be friendsieRa," he
pressed, giving her an appealing smile.

She stared at the smile. No, she thought, theydodube friends.
They had moved beyond friendship. There was no tdoady that he
remembered making love to her. And his attracticas iar too
potent. She'd be aware of him all the time. It wlooluddle her up.
Hopelessly. And for what gain?

"I don't want to make Phil jealous. If he losestifain my
commitment... Don't you see? It all becomes todrdesve. We'd
have nothing left."

The smile died, swallowed up by a dark, blazingeangHe doesn't
deserve you."

"And you do?" The bubbling quagmire of emotionsidasher
erupted. "What about the women who've been in ytyriKeir? The
intimate relationships from which you've moved émd on. Why
didn't any of them stick? Did they mean as litdefariana would if
you seduced her away from Phil?"

"No." Hot colour raced across his cheekbones. Hdenaaslashing
gesture with his hand. "I wouldn't have touchedi&a. | was only
trying to see what you wanted, Rowena."



"What about the others?" she pressed, wanting e¢avkneeding to
know how he treated the women he had made lovewmn't believe
you've been celibate all these years."

"Of course I've sought what | needed. No one wants alone," he
justified with passion. "I tried. | tried," he regted, then shook his
head in anguished hopelessness. "There was alwaygtlsing
missing."

"So you dismissed them from your life."
"No. They're still friends."

You dismissed méwWell, | won't be your friend, Keir. I'll never be
your friend," she decided, her hurt deepened byhbeght she had
been the least of his women, someone he hadn'etsstho contact
after the trauma of the accident had come betwsam.t

"Rowena, please." He stepped towards her, handkingaout.

"Don't come any closer, Keir," she fiercely warnédon't touch me.
Ever again."

"l want to help. | want to—"

"No! | suppose it's some kind of compliment that $till desirable to
you, but that's all it ever was. Only sex. You t&nbw the meaning
of the word love. Or commitment."

"That's not true." His eyes burned into hers aaghde was focusing
his whole life force on her heart and mind. "Isny fault that the
woman | loved married someone else? That the @mldrwanted
with her are Phil Goodman's?"

Her heart stopped. Her mind reeled. The worlddjltden slowly
straightened. Her path was deadly clear. In a wbigeshook with the



strength of irrefutable knowledge, with all the ppahe had once
suffered for him, she delivered her judgment orr Kelahunty, her
eyes green daggers, stabbing home the fatal truth.

"I waited years for you. Years of faith and hopattigradually

crumbled into the inevitable reality that what welthred was not
important to you. Years, Keir. Years before | medrPhil Goodman.
Who gave me what you didn't give."

That stopped him. There was no comeback to thasd facts. With
a sense of having put the record absolutely straggid with
adrenaline running high, Rowena moved forward, gedoher
handbag from the chair where it had rested sintmd®®@driana had
arrived, skirted the shell-shocked figure of hestflove and headed
for the door into the corridor that bypassed theretary's office.

"Rowena, stop! For God's sake! This doesn't maksesé

She whirled as she reached the door. "Liar! Liané hurled at him.
It silenced him.

She opened the door and left him behind.

If she had to leave Phil behind her, she wouldhdd, too. She didn't
need a man in her life whom she couldn't trust.

But what about the children?



CHAPTER FIVE
"WHEN is Daddy coming home, Mummy?"

The unanswerable question. "I don't know, Emily,'onRna
murmured as she bent to kiss her five-year-old kdargyood night.
Phil had not called her since he had left lateriagtt, reinforcing his
announcement that their marriage was over by wal&ut on her and
going to Adriana Leigh.

"If it's soon, could | get up again? | want to shiovwn my painting.”

Emily was very much Daddy's girl, being Phil's tib®rn and
favouring him in looks. Her fair hair was long, feer father liked it,
and her blue eyes looked hopefully at Rowena, ngglker heart ache
with the uncertainties that lay ahead of them.

"Darling, your painting is pinned to the cork- bodr Rowena
reminded her. "Daddy will see it when he comes ha@wto sleep
now."

She dropped a soft kiss on her forehead. Emilyesigbisappointed,
and Rowena wondered how scarred her young life dvbelwithout
the father she adored on hand to provide her Vighever- ready
support children needed.

Then Emily's little arms wound around Rowena's naokl she
planted a big wet kiss on her cheek and said,v& pou, Mummy,"

and Rowena's heart turned over. Perhaps havingreemeas enough
if the bond was kept strong. In today's world th@eze many single
parents coping successfully with the problems shelavface if Phil

didn't come back.

"l love you too, Emily," she whispered. "Good night



Emily snuggled into her pillow, and Rowena tuckbkd bedclothes
around her, fighting back the tears that prickeddyes. She quickly
crossed the room to check Sarah, who had dropdedpaduring
their bedtime story. It was fortunate that todag baen one of her
two days a week at a local playgroup. Sarah wa® guprecocious
three-year-old, and Rowena had been grateful te havbright little
girl occupied with other children while she gramgplejth grim
realities.

A strand of long brown hair was still curled arouheé finger that
habitually twiddled with it. Her thumb rested slcknr her mouth.
Still a baby, despite her surprising astutenessy gently, Rowena
removed the thumb and untwined the hair. Sarah'tdsgdnmuch as
twitch, tired out from playing games all day. Woiwdde miss her
father as much as Emily would?

It was easy for Adriana Leigh to say the girls wgoeng enough to
get over the separation without any lasting trauBlae was far
enough removed to neither know nor care. What wdriRowena
was how much Adriana was influencing Phil's thigkabout it.

Yet how could Phil not miss his family? He hadréeh the kind of
man who ignored his children. If anything, he haskrp on the
indulgent side, leaving any disciplinary measuoeisdr.

Best Daddy in the world.
Had that stroked his ego?

She shook off Keir's insidious criticism of Phdlsaracter and walked
quickly to the door. She cast one last maternak lower her
daughters settled peacefully in their twin bedsyitidn't have to be
told anything yet. Phil might change his mind.

Two more days and school was finished for the yBagen Christmas
only a week later. There wasn't much time for Riihave second



thoughts. How could she possibly explain his absetw three
children who expected their father to be with tHemChristmas?

Having quietly closed the girls' bedroom door, Roav¢ook a deep
breath, hoping to lower her anxiety level beforarfg Jamie again.
Being ten, he stayed up later than the girls, ad Ibeen unnaturally
quiet over dinner, watching her although he sessetkthing wrong.
She hadn't given him much attention. He remindeddw painfully

of Keir tonight. And the memories that had beerkeddearlier today.

She had to shut that out of her mind, concentratetioer things. No
good could come from thinking about Keir and whatdhsaid and
how he had reacted to her. She could not deludeeliewith
might-have-beens. If he hadn't lied to her... Bathad, and she
couldn't forgive him that patently false declarati®éhe had to be
strong now, strong enough to stand alone if need be

She had left Jamie watching television in the fgmdom. As she
headed for the kitchen she realised the house uias qo noise at
all. Perhaps Jamie had his head in a book. He Imasting. Rowena
hoped that was the case. It would leave her frepemader what course
she should take next.

He was sitting on a bar stool at the counter thatled the kitchen
from the family room. A book was open in front oy a glass of
milk half-drunk at hand. He looked up as Rowena e the room,
and she had an instant flash of Keir, assessingnitarweighing
calculation. The expression was shockingly the same

"Good book?" she forced herself to ask lightlyssiog to the sink to
fill the electric jug for coffee.

No reply.

She flicked him an inquiring look as she reachedHe jug. "What's
going on, Mum?" Serious, direct and determined.



Rowena's heart fluttered. She swiftly switched &iention to the
tap, turning it on, running water. "Well, the gidse settled for the
night."

"l mean about Dad."Rowena's heart squeezed tigiw. ¢buld Jamie
guess that something was wrong? She thought sleered up
reasonably well so far. "What do you want to kn@damie?" she
asked, evading his keen gaze by putting the jugooboil and
spooning coffee into a mug.

"l heard you crying last night. It sounded awfudidn't know what to
do. | thought Dad was with you and | shouldn't lutBut when | got
up this morning he wasn't here. And he hasn't cbharae tonight,
either."

The blunt statement of facts was recited in a tygtwntrolled voice

that tried so hard to be calm and sensible it mdvedena to tears
again. Jamie was only ten, yet here he was, martiking the bull

by the horns in his concern for her. He must haaenbworrying all

day, poor darling, and she hadn't wanted to see it.

Well, there was no hiding the truth now. Jamie wlatilbe fobbed off

with soothing platitudes. Yet to tell the wholetbrumight damn Phil

In his eyes for a long time. A surge of white-hogear helped restore
her composure. Did Phil even begin to comprehenak wamage he
was doing, getting his ego stroked by that woman?

llMum?ll

Jamie had to be answered. What was the best liread? She put
down the coffee spoon and turned to face him, gdenthe first time

the underlying anxiety in his eyes. It made hertwarweep again.
Why were the innocent made victims of other peepligsires and
pain?



"I'm sorry for upsetting you with my crying, Jamiour father and |
had an argument. Parents sometimes do, you know."

He nodded gravely, but he wasn't satisfied. "I'sean heard you cry
like that. It went on for a long time."

She thought of him lying in the dark, listeningdamas ashamed of
letting herself go so much. It had felt as thoughwhole world was
breaking up, ending, but it wasn't really. It wasg to be a different
world whether Phil came back or not. It could nelberthe same
again. She recognised that now. But she would ocopk it.
Somehow.

"Things change, Jamie," she said sadly. "Sometittseesot easy to
accept the change."

His face suddenly assumed a bullish expressionhasnelyes took on
a fierce glitter. "Has Dad gone off to another woftia

She was shocked. "What makes you think that?" Tivelsvtripped
off her tongue, not in denial, simply in appallednaler that he had
leapt to so much. Or had he heard part of theuraemt?

"Half the kids in my class have divorced parengetlto hear things."
He looked too wise. "Dad's been coming home latieraxt here most
of the weekends."

"Work. He's had a lot of work to do." That was theuse Phil had
given.

"Why isn't he home tonight?"
"Because he.. .wants to be somewhere else," sisbduhlimply.

"Is he coming back?" Hard suspicion, giving no tgrar



"l don't know." She couldn't lie to him. On the etthand, the trouble
with saying anything more was that it couldn't said later, and
Rowena didn't want Jamie completely alienated fRimi. "If you
don't mind, Jamie, I'd rather not talk about tlagtnow. Your father
and ... We need some time to work things out. Gkay

He considered for several moments before noddi@gay, Mum."
Then with a flash of fierce feeling, "l just wanbwy to know that
whatever Dad does, you'll always have me."

"Oh, Jamie..."

She heard her voice waver and swallowed hard. Besbe could
speak again, Jamie was off the stool, around thateo and flinging
his arms around her waist, his head pressing adandreasts as he
hugged her hard. So loyal, so protective, so iign®ving. Her
hands curled around his head, fingers strokinghlais. Her son,
Keir's son. If only Keir had been worthy of him.

don't want you to cry like that any more, Mum," @athe muffled
plea, revealing his deep inner distress at heikidman.

"I won't, Jamie," she gently promised him. "l wasling very alone.
But I'm not really alone, am 1?"

"No. You've got me."
"And I'll never forget that again. Thank you fonmading me."
"That's okay."

What courage he had! Courage, resolution, cariogueéRa savoured
the comforting warmth of holding him, her boy haoigliher. For the
past year or so he had shied away from "soppy.stdéf didn't seem
to mind it right now, but she didn't want him tarstfeeling awkward
about it.



"What are you reading?" she asked.

His head came up and his arms dropped. "It's a labokit rabbits
calledWatership Down."

She slid her hands to his shoulders and smiledy"déim't you take it
to bed and read it there? I'm going to watch TVaavhile."

"Will you be all right by yourself, Mum?"

"Il be fine," she assured him warmly. "Light oat nine o'clock,
remember."

He collected his book, said good night and wentofii the jaunty
confidence of having settled what needed to béedett

Rowena wished that life could be so simple. Sheenself a mug
of coffee, switched on the television, sank intodsal armchair and
idly flicked through the channels, stopping at wappeared to be a
documentary on train travel. What was on the scvessirrelevant,
its only purpose to provide a semblance of norm#dithe evening in
case Jamie checked on her.Her mind ran endlesslymo@mories of
her marriage, both good and bad, sifting throughatwhad
contributed to the highs and the lows. She found theughts
coloured by the opinions given by Adriana and Keispecially
Keir's, despite her efforts not to think of him.

You want a husband who needs to be rescued frothemesoman?

She didn't. She wanted a husband who would alwatysegy first. As
Adriana had pointed out, she was guilty of puttimg children first at
times, but they were Phil's children as well assh&hey certainly
weren't another man.

The problem was, even if Phil did come back to Renwvena didn't
think she could ever feel right with him again. At could only



lead to more problems. Whichever way she looketl gtere were
unhappy times ahead.

A noise caught her attention. Was that the fromtr dgpening ... and
closing?



CHAPTER SIX

RowENA hurriedly clicked off the television set and pusiherself to
her feet. Phil—it had to be—come home. Yes, foptsteeading for
the kitchen. What did it mean?

She glanced at her watch. Nine-forty. He'd waitetll the children
were asleep. Out of the way. Maybe he found itezasi face her
without a watching audience, especially if he idtsh to admit a
mistake.

She moved unsteadily towards the counter whereelJdad sat,
instinctively wanting something solid separating bed the man
who had betrayed his commitment to her and thenljya She felt

defensive, although she told herself she had rsoreto be. It was he
who had put their marriage under threat.

She also shied away from the thought of being tedcHhil had
undoubtedly come from Adriana. If he reached oubhfr now... No,
she couldn't bear it, not with the image of Adriatafresh in her
mind.

Phil came into the kitchen in aggressive modealkmit hard to see he
was not bent on reconciliation. He glared at hsrplue eyes ablaze
with fury. "What the hell do you think you were dgi going to
Delahunty's today?" he demanded in a voice lacddoutrage.

It was like a punch in the stomach. Didn't he smahow desperate
she'd been to put herself on the line againsttheravoman? Didn't it
tell him how much their marriage meant to her? Wasre no
appreciation at all of what she was going througtalise of him?

"l wanted to see the woman you prefer to me ancliidren," she
answered, needing to focus his mind on the reaéiss



It floated over his head. "To go to my boss... @adn it, Rowenal
You put me in an invidious position, dragging Kieito this."

The realisation hit her that this rage was abopeapances. She had
made him look bad in his boss's eyes. That was dbrought him
here. Not her and the children. Phil hated looliag.

A great distance yawned between them as she tgptéte clean-cut
handsome face, the perfectly groomed dark blongtietha buttoned-
down collar of his expensive white shirt, the sigkkperfectly in place,
the smartly tailored double- breasted suit that wasup-to-date
fashion statement. It had always been so very itapbito Phil to
look good. She had been proud of him looking gdside hadn't
known it was more important to him than her anddhi&ren.

"Emily wanted to show you her latest painting," sla&l, waving to
the corkboard on the "wall above the kitchen couyt@ping it would
jolt him out of his self-centredness.

He didn't spare it so much as a glance. "Don't tlhagchildren into
this. | want to know what went on between you aed Belahunty."

Jealous? Was Keir right about jealousy bringing Rhiheel? She
frowned. It was so grubby, somehow.

"You were with him before and after you saw Adridrne went on in
fuming accusation.

Rowena instinctively minimised what had happenédie" met
accidentally in the car park. He knew about you Addiana. He
guessed why I'd come. He offered his office fovacy."

"Why should he do that?"

"To prevent an unpleasant scene. More gossip."



"Adriana said he was holding your hand. And he tpolr side. I'm
one of his top executives, and he's hardly met ydy should he
care about you? Tell me that!"

Had Keir really cared, or was he an opportunist likdriana?

Rowena felt wretchedly confused about Keir's mativieerhaps he
regretted not having pursued her. And the attraciias still there. If

he hadn't lied... That was the killing point.

"He knows me from a long time ago," she said quidtlying to
defuse Phil's anger and suspicion. "Our familiesevesice friends."”

A fierce resentment flared. "You never mentioned thefore. I've
been working with him for almost two years, andim&i you nor he
has ever referred to having known each other."S$tragged. "l
imagine he didn't want to remember it any more thahd. The
friendship ended when my brother died in Keir's. ddy parents
blamed Keir."

"Was he guilty?"

Rowena hated the speculative spark in Phil's dy@she want to
hold something over Keir? "No, he wasn't. It wasaanident. Brett
was driving. My parents were too distraught to atdeat it was
Brett's fault. As they saw it, if Keir's parentsdhd given him a sports
car and if he hadn't let Brett drive it, the acaidgouldn't have
happened."”

"Then he should feel bitter towards you, not— Hoida moment."
He was clearly struck by another train of thoughtleren't you
seventeen when your brother died?"

"Yes. As | said, a long time ago."

"When was it exactly?"



"New Year's Day." The memory was still stark, theck, the grief—
Brett and Keir, and the guilty relief that Keir wstdl alive. Still alive
now, and making more trouble for her. She shoulthve gone to his
office, shouldn't have stayed talking to him.

Phil's fist crashed down on the counter. "He'Sdleer, isn't he?"

The yelled words rang in her ears. She looked dtsHuriously
pugnacious face and was too stunned to make ahy rep

"Jamie's birthday is in September, nine monthg #feaccident that
killed your brother. Oh, it adds up now, doesrX' iPhil jeered.
"That's why Jamie's father didn't stand by you. ryjparents blamed
Keir Delahunty for your brother's death and sent §ff to your aunt
in Queensland."

He flung up his hands and swung away from her, hiagcaround

the kitchen, smacking his fist into his other hati&hd you let me

take a job with the father of your son," he showedtier in savage
condemnation.

Rowena snapped herself out of the shock of Philgty{eir to her
pregnancy. "Jamie is your soviour son," she cried in a desperat
attempt to set things straight. "You're the onlthéa he's known,
Please stop this. It has nothing to do with-"

"Nothing?" he shouted. "You call it nothing for yaa fob Keir
Delahunty's son onto me?"

"Jamie is my son. And you adopted him as yours¢' sbuntered
fiercely.

"Well, he's not any more."

She couldn't believe this. How could he turn onidaas though their
father-and-son relationship had meant nothing? t'Thaery



convenient, Phil. Are you going to suggest thesgithve other
fathers, too?" she demanded heatedly.

"Leave them out of this."

"You keep saying that, but you can't leave them Qutis that what
you really want? Not to think about them. Grasmng excuse not to
think about Jamie."

"All these years, keeping it a secret from me...

"All these years you haven't been the least biteomed about who
Jamie's biological father is. You looked after hoared about him,
played with him. You were proud to own him as ysean. How do
you wipe it all out, Phil? Tell me that!"

He flushed, evading her gaze for a moment, thengng back to
turn guilt into anger again. "You had no right totell me before |
accepted the job at Delahunty's."

"You wanted the job. It was a feather in your dapanted you to be
happy. If I'd known it would lead to your meetingdana Leigh and
deserting all of us for her—"

"I have every intention of remaining a father toilgmand Sarah."

At least he had that much conscience, Rowena thipugindering
where the rest of it was. "So it's only Jamie y®going to dump,”
she said, wanting to bludgeon every shred of hisscence into
reviewing what he was doing. "Is it because Adridaasn't want to
be bothered with him? Little girls are much morelleable for a
woman like her. Or maybe you haven't got the gatsahswering
sticky questions from Jamie."

The flush deepened. "I haven't heard you denyKwmisDelahunty's
bastard kid."



Rowena seethed over that demeaning phrase. SHg bale herself
back from flying at him tooth and claw. "I don'tveato deny
anything," she fired at him. "You adopted Jamigaod faith. You
just want to muddy things up so you'll feel jugidfiin what you're
doing, and you have no justification. None at all!"

He slapped his hands on the counter and leanedrdeweer in
belligerent challenge. "Look me straight in the ,elR@wena, and
deny that you and Keir Delahunty were lovers arad dfamie is his
natural son."

She stared at him, hating the feeling of being ergd, hating all the
connotations he was putting on a love affair thrattesl long before
she had met Phil and married him, and hating higsien of
responsibilities he had willingly taken on.

Even so, she couldn't bring herself to lie. In setnenge way she felt
a pride in Jamie's natural heritage and didn't wadeny it. After all,
Keir Delahunty had certainly made his way in theldidHe was also
Phil's boss, hardly a comedown in the genetic pdet.to make a
claim...

"Keir doesn't know. He doesn't know," she repeatd passionate
emphasis.

"Well, maybe he ought to know." Phil straightengxq a triumphant
gleam in his eyes. "Maybe he should take over tippart of the boy
I've been supporting all these years."

"No," she gasped, appalled that he should everk thide looked
smug, in control. "Stay out of my business, Rowehaat's my
territory. And Adriana's. And | don't want you mggwith it."

"So it's all right to keep working for Keir now, " she snapped
bitterly.



"He doesn't know, and you don't want him told. Tiwatis me in the
driver's seat.”

He was feeling good again. It was crazy. He wasevding a son
who had done nothing to deserve rejection, ancewely he held
some kind of trump card over her and Keir. Whaidkaof twisted
thinking was that? Rowena couldn't relate to it.

He shook a finger at her. "No more putting Adrianahe spot. Keep
out of our lives, Rowena. | told you last night yoan keep this
house. You've got a home for yourself and the odThat's more
than fair."

She supposed she had to concede it was generoughtthere was
no telling how long the spirit of generosity wouiést once Adriana
got to work on him.

"Il be seeing a solicitor tomorrow," he informéer. "I don't want
any hassle about reasonable access to my daughters.

Her heart bled for Jamie, but what could she donggauch unfair
intransigence? What more could*she say? "Thatls it, Phil? All
that we had together has come to an end?"

Guilt flickered briefly in his eyes. "You were thgwong woman for
me, Rowena. I'm sorry, but that's the truth."

"How was | wrong? You didn't think | was wrong whgou married
me. When did | change?"

"You didn't change."
"Then explain it to me, Phil. | need to know whefailed."

He heaved a discomforted sigh. "You were what i | wanted in
a wife. It just didn't turn out how | visualised'it



"l don't understand,” she pleaded.

He grimaced but went on reluctantly. "Well, younegented the ideal
| had in my mind. You were happy for me to be theadwinner,
happy to have children and make a home for us,ingolfter
everything on the domestic side."

"You saw me as the old-fashioned housewife."

"With the family. The whole bit. | hadn't had itoM know my parents
were divorced," he said tersely.

And he was about to visit that upon his own chidr&owena
thought grimly.

"And you're quite beautiful in your own way," heudgingly
conceded. "l was proud to have you at my side."

"Then why? Why let it all go?" she cried in ang@dtbewilderment.
"l told you. It was good for a while, but it's n@hat | want now."
"You believe Adriana is better for you?"

"It's not just Adriana," he said petulantly. "I waneedom. | want
stimulation, excitement, the fun of doing thingsthwspontaneity
instead of having to live up to your ideals."

"By fun | assume you mean infidelity."

Anger bloomed again. "You expected too much oflnetired of it.
| want out. Is that clear enough for you?"

"Yes. Thank you."



It all made sense now. She had been Phil's farthsynistake was in
underestimating how much he needed to put intordies for the
fantasy to become real. Looking good wasn't enough.

"So you're just walking out and leaving me to #lie said flatly,
having had any last bit of caring for Phil draireed of her.

He shrugged. "You've gained a home, remember. Andllyfind
someone else. You're still young and attractivee"ttirned his back
on her and walked towards the door as though ste@r been
anything to him.

It struck a vengeful streak in Rowena. "Maybe fihd Keir
Delahunty. How will you like that?"

He stopped, his back rigid. Rowena knew he dide@tit one bit. He
swung a glittering gaze to her. "Try it, Rowenad #ms house won't
be yours. It will be sold, and I'm entitled to hdlé proceeds."

She bit down on her wayward tongue. She had toidenghe
children's welfare. Wild threats were only selfebting. She had no
intention of inviting Keir Delahunty back into higfe.

Satisfied he had won his point, Phil walked outwv@pna didn't follow
him to the front door. She wouldn't follow him anyere anymore.
He had severed the last sense of bonding with him.



CHAPTER SEVEN

KEIR DELAHUNTY gave up trying to concentrate on work. There w:
too much on his mind, and telling himself that nafdat was his
business didn't help one iota. He rolled his claaiay from the
drawing board, stood up and strolled around hig@ffending up
where Rowena had been yesterday, behind the tableng down at
the streets of Chatswood.

He'd had to tell Phil about her visit. It would ledyeen unnatural not
to when he'd come to give his report on the Pyrnwautehouse.
Adriana would have had no qualms about telling hiahil's
embarrassment, the barely suppressed anger iydssdel not bode
well for Rowena.

Had she suffered a backlash from him last night?

Keir groaned inwardly. The frustration of not bemigje to help, not
being able to go to her was eating into him. Pidhd want her.
Rowena had no reason to still feel committed to laind their
marriage. How could she keep loving him in the fadfesuch
demeaning infidelity? Surely it was impossible.

His mind replayed every minute he'd spent with yesterday, the
words spoken, the tension, the eye contact. Whighhe¢d her, he'd
had such a strong sense of connecting with henalyai her rejection
had been so swift, so vehement, maybe he'd beéndgdomself.

Nevertheless, he didn't believe her conflict withil Rvas entirely
responsible for her intensely emotional responsdsn. She might
not want to acknowledge it, but the attraction ssthere, surging
between them.

Liar...



He shook his head. The word kept ringing in his eadeath knell to
any hope of recapturing what he'd once had with &y But it
wasn't true. If there had been a lie, it wasn't his

He could still remember the sickening emptinessl tielt when

Rowena's mother had shown him the photograph, allytot
devastating reinforcement of her father's insiseribat their

daughter didn't want him in her life and to staghtiout of it and not
bring her any more grief.

He'd stared disbelievingly at the photograph, R@aweith a baby on
her lap, a man crouched adoringly beside them. istirher parents
had said, married to a good man, mother of a fialeykooy and
happily settled in Queensland. There was no plaickéir Delahunty
in any of their lives.

It had to have been a lie if Rowena had waiteds/é&arhim. And he
couldn't disbelieve her. He couldn't forget thezlvlg passion in her
eyes as she had accused him, condemned him farghdone what
Phil Goodman was doing to her now, betraying hee |aeserting
her.

It must have been someone else's baby she'd b&ndhsimply a
fortuitous photograph her parents had maliciouskduto get rid of
him. Or to give him the pain of loss they felt. &®ugh losing his
best friend and suffering through all those operetito walk again
wasn't enough, Keir thought bitterly. They'd made lose Rowena,
too.

Vengeance, indeed. And for what? Brett had almdktdkhim, as
well as himself. If that dog hadn't run onto thado. Keir shut his
eyes tight, wanting to erase the memory of theftasitic moments
before the car had crashed. Better to forget ekenyt But he
couldn't.



Liar...

Would Rowena believe him about the photograph? dbiel believe
he'd written to her? He had no evidence to backitlier claim. At
least she didn't blame him for Brett's death. Tlwas one small
comfort, although it didn't balance the rest of ldager against him.
Was his word enough to get past her distrust?

The telephone on his desk rang.

He swung around in irritation. He'd told Fay todall his calls this
morning. Why wasn't she handling this? He was teohptot to
answer, but there had to be a cogent reason fotohéisobey his
instructions, and he trusted Fay's judgment. Hedstrto his
workstation and snatched up the receiver.

"What is it?"
"You have a visitor."
"l said no appointments."

"Keir, you remember yesterday when | brought in toffee and
sandwiches?"

‘What are you getting at Fay?"

"I'm very sensitive to vibrations, you know. | tkigiou'll want to see
this visitor."

"Who is it?"

"Mrs. Goodman's son. He's come to see you. Vergifsgaly you,
Keir. He does not intend to go away until he deEsyou."



That knocked the wind out of any further protest iggered a buzz
of questions. Why would Rowena's son come herefsii@ Where
was Phil? What was happening to Rowena?

"Bring him in, Fay." The quiet command belied tlienoil in his
mind.

He put down the receiver, hesitated over wheretbgstace himself
to meet the boy, then moved out of the workstattogreet him as he
entered.

Fay opened the connecting door to her office andeddorward a
schoolboy—eight, nine, ten? Surely too tall to bg wounger. Black
hair like Rowena's. He didn't have her green eljesy were similar
in shape but they were hazel. He was smartly ddess@ school
uniform and carrying what was obviously his schuey).

He should be in his classroom right now, Keir thaudHis parents
undoubtedly believed he was. Yet there was no trdcguilt or

concern in the boy's expression about having bhanty found out.
He looked directly at Keir, curiously, assessinghs though
measuring him against some preconceived image.

"Jamie, this is Mr. Delahunty. Jamie Goodman, Kéiay introduced
them, giving Keir a roll of her eyes that clearfyds Well, the fat's in
the fire now, and this is what you get for involyipourself in other
people's intimate problems.

Keir stepped forward, smiled encouragingly and reffiehis hand.
"How do you do, Jamie?" Rowena's son. Another ohdacreach
her?

The boy put down his bag and gravely took his haihd.pleased to
meet you, Sir."



Drilled in good manners. He didn't show any pleasnithe meeting.
No responding smile. He seemed caught up in stgdyir's face,
feature by feature.

"Please see that we aren't interrupted, Fay," ikstructed and gave
her a nod of approval for making an exception thecs for Rowena's
son. "Thank you."

She left them together.

Jamie withdrew his hand and his scrutiny and castjhesting gaze
around Keir's office. "Is this”all yours?" he asked

"All mine," Keir affirmed. "I designed it, as weNVould you like a
tour?"

A flash of keen interest. "Yes, please."

Keir wondered how many tests he had to pass bdémnge Goodman
revealed why he was here.

He proceeded to explain the purpose of all hisigacts tools in his
workstation, demonstrated how the drawing boarddcbe adjusted,
showed how he drew visualisations of his designshencomputer
and answered a comprehensive range of intelligeastepns. The
boy was extremely bright.

"How old are you, Jamie?" Keir asked as he ushkiredover to the
model display.

It earned another speculative look. "How old are®/o

Keir had to smile at such a direct retort. "I'nrtyrfive."



Jamie frowned, "That makes you older than—" He pladndown on
whatever comparison he had been about to make wneédt to
examine the models.

Apparently the subject of age was not to be pursyetdKeir was

tantalised by it. Rowena had stated she had wg#ads for him. If

that were the case, this boy could only be eighast, yet he looked
and sounded older.

"I've seen this one. It's been built at Manly," daremarked, pleased
at recognising the town houses Rowena had commeated
yesterday.

"Yes. Your mother said she liked the design."”
Jamie moved on to the next model. "Do you like nymf"

The question sounded offhand but Keir knew intelvit wasn't.
"Yes, | do. We were close friends once. Unfortulyatgour mother's
brother was killed in a car accident. | was injuredhe same crash.
My parents flew me to the United States for specradical
treatment, and | didn't see your mother again fong time."

The boy was still, not looking at Keir, but the serf him weighing
every word Keir said was very strong. "What did ymed treatment
for?" he asked.

"My pelvis and both my legs were broken in manypk There was
some doubt | would ever walk again."

Jamie turned and looked at Keir's legs. "How loitbitctake for you
to mend?"

"Eighteen months."



Jamie nodded as though the answer met whatevek biiee had in
his mind. "You must have been badly smashed up,lehsarked
sympathetically.

Keir grimaced. "It wasn't much fun."”

"No, | guess it wasn't." Jamie's eyes travellednuppen assessment
of Keir's physical condition. "You're okay now, tigh," he decided.

"In top shape,"” Keir agreed.

Jamie pointed to the glass wall across the room. y&u mind if |
have a look at the view?"

"You're welcome."

Keir watched him walk around the table and standrelhis mother
had stood, looking out. It was uncanny. He wondé@a close the
bond was between mother and son.

"You sure can see a lot," the boy said apprecilgtive

"It also gives me plenty of natural light,” Keir samered, playing
along with the game of not hastening to the purpdske visit.

"Are you and Mum friends now?"

The question caught Keir unprepared, and it wasdddavith pitfalls.
What was behind it? Had there been an argumenteleatWwhil and
Rowena last night, heated words that Jamie hadheaed and
possibly misconstrued? Keir swiftly decided thahésty was the
best policy.

"l would like to be friends, Jamie," he said slowlgut | don't think
your mother feels the same way."



"Why not?"

As an inquisitor, Jamie Goodman was excelling &imyKeir on the
spot. "Well, there's your father," Keir startedttdively.

"He's not my father."

The hard, vehement denial stunned Keir into tumitusgence. His

mind leapt into overdrive. Rowena had had an illegite child?

When? By whom? The man in the photograph? His backbeen

turned to the camera, unidentifiable. But if he weesfather, Rowena
had not waited. Unless the pregnancy had resuibedl £ from an act
of rape.

Keir was inwardly recoiling from this last thoughthen Jamie swung
around, an oddly adult look of set determinationh@young face.
Keir was reminded of not Rowena but...

“I'm ten years old."
"Ten," Keir repeated, still trying to pinpoint tifemiliarity.

"My birthday is the twenty-eighth of September & thoy stated with
portentous emphasis.

The date sent Keir's mind reeling. "Apduare my father."



CHAPTER EIGHT

IT wAs best to keep busy, Rowena told herself, settirngatiuhe
ingredients for the Christmas pudding. Apart fronmick, just
because Phil would not be with them for Christmias'td mean that
anything else had to change. She would procedtbagh everything
were normal. It would be less upsetting for thddrkn if they saw
her carrying on as usual.

"Sultanas for me, please, Mummy?"

She smiled at Sarah, wriggling excitedly on theolsteehind the
kitchen counter, her big green eyes agog at alirthiethat went into
a pudding. "In a minute, darling. Wait until | whigvhat | need, and
then you can have what's left in the packet. Okay?"

"Okay." Blissful contentment.

Sarah was so easily pleased, delighted with thédvemd everything
in it. Rowena hoped her bright little girl's happutlook on life
wouldn't be too dimmed by her father's absence.

Emily would take it the worst. She would need a dbtloving
reassurance. Her disappointment when Phil wasnd &again this
morning had put her in a sulky mood. She had staaevhine about
Daddy being away too much. Jamie had cut herelfing her to stop
acting like a baby and get ready for school.

Jamie, the man of the house, protecting her.

Rowena sighed. She couldn't let Jamie shouldebinetens. Emily
had to be told the situation. They each had tooltk Was it better
done all together or separately?

Rowena pondered the problem as she poured sul@masthe
kitchen scales. Having measured the right quarghg, tipped them



into the mixing bowl and handed the largely emppadket to Sarah.
The currants were another simple measuring jolthleutaisins, dates
and cherries needed cutting up.

After considerable thought, Rowena decided to letineedreaded
announcement for one more day. The school tershad tomorrow.

She didn't want Emily upset in front of her frieralsd classmates.
This was strictly a family problem, and it was betor Emily to have

the whole Christmas vacation to come to terms with

As for Jamie... Rowena sighed again. How was sheggo tell him
his father didn't want him any more?

The door chimes sounded.

"Il go, Mummy," Sarah cried eagerly, scramblirf§tbe stool in her
hurry to greet a visitor.

But who was visiting? Rowena wasn't expecting amydiait,
Sarah. We need to wash our hands first."

A quick trip to the sink, and the stickiness of that was removed
from both sets of hands. The door chimes rang agawena hastily
threw a cloth over the mixing bowl. She glancethatwall clock as
she ushered Sarah out of the kitchen. Almost lumehtWho would
be calling at this hour? Well, there was only orag/wo find out.

Sarah skipped down the hallway ahead of her buegulp in the

foyer, waiting for Rowena. The front door was al&&gpt locked for
security. There were two shapes visible through sfaned-glass
panels. One was considerably shorter than the ,cbeut the same
height as Jamie, in fact. For some reason thisreassuring. With

her sense of apprehension fading, Rowena openatbtre

Shock hit her like a cannon ball.



Keir Delahunty and Jamie together. Keir, eyeing Wweh steady

resolution, holding Jamie's hand as his claim sEpge. Jamie, who
should be at school, looking at her with an air tomphant

satisfaction.

"He knows. | told him," her son announced as thoiigias a deed
well done. "He's going to help you, Mum."

"May | come in, Rowena?" Keir's request was pafielit, but he
emanated an air of relentless purpose that cleaity no amount of
wild horses would drag him away.

"Who's he?" Sarah inquired of her older brotheis"Hame is Keir
Delahunty and he's my real father," Jamie declanddpride.

Rowena closed her eyes. She felt the blood dram frer face as her
world spun out of control. Keir's voice rang in lears. "Jamie, look
after your little sister. Your mother needs todgitvn." An arm came
around her waist, hugging her close to a wall afmth and strength,
supporting her as she was walked into the loungesatiled onto the
closest armchair. "Head down, Rowena."

"What's wrong with Mum?" Jamie demanded in alarm.

"A little faint, | think. Nothing serious," Keir anwered. "Did she eat
any breakfast this morning?"

"l didn't see her have anything except coffee."
"Mummy's making a Christmas pudding,” Sarah supgiielpfully.

"Jamie, could you make your mother a cup of coffed find some
biscuits or cake for her?"

"Sure | can. You'll look after Mum?"



llYeS-ll
"l want some biscuits, too, Jamie."

Rowena lifted her head, her eyes clearing eno.ogkee Sarah
trailing after her brother, leaving her alone wKihir.

"Take a few deep breaths, Rowena," he advisedyge'itl just go
and shut the front door so everything's secure.”

Secure? Rowena felt a bubble of hysteria risinglaslily clamped
down on it. Her mind whirled around the realisatibat Jamie must
have eavesdropped on all that had been said betveeemd Phil last
night, and bringing Keir into their lives was hisligion to the

situation. But it was no solution at all. It wamassive complication!

Then Keir was back, crouching in front of her, tekiher hands,
rubbing them between his.

“I'm all right," she croaked.
"I'm sorry about the shock, Rowena. There was 8y aay."

Concern and caring in his voice. Of course he ddtett just been
presented with a son, hadn't he? Jamie would irm@m@gone as a boy
a man would be proud of fathering. Any man excdpt And now
everything was going to be ten times worse.

"Jamie shouldn't have—"
"He had your interests at heart, Rowena."

She looked up wildly, her eyes filled with chadbement. "Then he's
hopelessly mistaken, isn't he?"

Keir held her gaze steadily. "Give me the chancghtow he's not."



"Phil threatened to sell this home and put us btibl got involved
with you. Even if | wanted you, | can't afford youour lives, Keir."

"Il give you a home that no one else can sdlliplit it in your name.
Absolute security of tenure."

It was a mind-boggling offer, too big to be belidy¢ossed off as
though it was the easiest thing in the world fon ko do. She stared at
him, the seeds of mistrust growing, multiplying. $Vé& another
grandiose lie to impress her?

"Why on earth should you do that?" she asked slssly.

His gaze didn't waver, direct, intense, compellitiffor no other
reason, | owe it to you and Jamie."

Maybe he felt some indebtedness right now. Rowen#dcaccept
that he did. But things changed when it came davthe nitty-gritty.
Phil had left her in no doubt of that.

"You're in the first flush of finding out you haweson, Keir. What
about tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow? How lavij the
sense of responsibility last?"

"For the rest of my life," he said quietly.

She wanted to believe it. She wanted to but shddotu She
wrenched her eyes from his and looked at her hastidlsyvarmly
enfolded. She pulled them out of his grasp andhirao the deeply
cushioned armchair, frightened of letting him gt tlose to her. It
was too tempting to swallow the dream he was ofteri

"I've heard promises before. I'm sitting in the dbe&d of broken
promises,” she said, more to herself than himhlthk I'd rather
manage my own life than count on support that dosty true."



He stood up, very tall, very formidable, rock saldhis purpose.
“There is Jamie to consider, Rowena."

"And my other children," she fiercely insisted, meaternal instinct
rushing to the fore. "I won't have my children seped by fathers
who only care about their own. If you think you earerlook the rest
of my family in your plans for a future with Jamié—

"l have no intention of overlooking anything. Nbtg time," he said
grimly.

"What is that supposed to mean?"

"It means | want you in my life, Rowena. | want Jamm my life. |
don't want to lose out on any part of either of.yaAnd that includes
your daughters, Jamie's sisters."

She steeled herself against any melting towards Hirheard the
same from Phil. About Jamie. Only now it suits hnadisown the son
he adopted.” The still raw pain of that rejectitashed out at Keir.
"We're not pieces of baggage to be passed around.”

“I'm not Phil."

He was right. Keir was more powerful, more selfuasd, more
focused on her and her needs than Phil had evar Bed probably
more capable of answering them. She didn't doulbialdethe wealth
to buy her a house. She suspected he was harbabemxpectation
of living in it with her, too. Yet he couldn't waher that much. It had
to be the idea of having Jamie that was spurrimy dn to such
sweeping declarations.

"You think you can just walk in here and take owee and my
family?" she asked, trying to gauge how far he ¢@usidered what
he was doing.



"No, | don't. | think | have to earn those priviesy"
"It will take a lot of earning, Keir," she warned.

"I'm not acting on impulse, Rowena. I've had maesrg to consider
what is meaningful in my life. | don't come hermghlily."

He looked unshakable.

She remembered how convincing he had been abolav@dor her
all those years ago. It hadn't proven true. Wordseweasy. They
were also empty unless backed up by real substance.

On the other hand, maybe she was being too hamslsweeping in
her demands. Expecting too much. Ideals were boewhen they
didn't work, compromises had to be made. Jamieanatied to have
a father in his life, and since Phil had abdicatssl role, why not
Keir? He could give Jamie more advantages in anmhtense than
she ever could alone. But if he let Jamie downhadad let her
down...

"Are you sure you want to be father to Jamie, Keir?
".Yes."

"Are you aware of how much it costs to bring ugdd; physically,
financially and emotionally?"

"Whatever it takes, I'll meet it."

His confidence niggled her. He was untried, ineigrexed, and
words were cheap. Promises were cheap. "In tha gas won't
mind making provision for him," she said, drivemtake him realise
the consequences of commitment.

"No problem."



Put him to the test, a mutinous little voice whigae "As an act of
good faith, you could open a trust account for &atinat will cover
his keep and his education," Rowena rattled offh&wyou show me
how committed you are to being his father andtahtails, I'll agree
to your seeing Jamie on a regular basis."

He didn't so much as blink. "And you, Rowena?"

"l come at a higher price," she said loftily, detered to test him to
the limit. "You see, I've been supposedly loved disg¢arded once
too often. You'll have to buy me a house of my dwefiore | even
begin to think of involving myself with you on apgrsonal basis."”

He observed the hard glitter in her eyes for sévamaments before
answering her challenge. "Would you then begititok, Rowena, or
Is this simply an act of vengeance for what yoswiered?"

Was it vengeance? She hesitated, not liking thagjemof herself. No,
it was common sense, the little voice whispered.eidherself be
fooled again would be too damaging, both to heessdf her children.

"Call it what you will," she answered him, grimlyesolved on
keeping her feet on the ground. "I want protectfmnmy children.
Give me that, Keir, and I'll certainly consider ywarth having in my
life. You can risk it or not, as you please, buit ot risking anything
more."

"The hurt goes so deep,” he murmured, his eye®rsaofl with
compassion.

It made Rowena squirm inside. But she had notlarigptashamed of.
It wasn't she who had betrayed her commitmentdidti't ask you to
come here," she said resentfully.

"No. Jamie did. He was worried for you. With goeason."



"I'm not a basket case. | can cope. I've donefdrbeand | can do it
again."

Though she was hopelessly rusty on her secreskilld. She would
have to do some computer courses to update hbeefelfe applying
for a job. If that became necessary. She didnwknbat the law was
on maintenance payments. Phil was seeing a soliattay. Maybe
she should see one, too. At least find out whapbsition was.

"You don't have to cope this time," Keir said, staley reading her
uncertainties. "Just let me do it for you."

How could he be so confident of delivering wfiat IRffad found too
oppressive? "You're welcome to try, Keir. But leg tell you, when
you really get hit in the face with the difficuldieit can be another
story. I'll be more impressed with action," shemfied him, her eyes
brood- ingly sceptical.

"Did it ever occur to you to act yourself, Rowerla®let me know
you were pregnant?"

The softly spoken challenge sliced through the dmefences she'd
been feeding. It plucked at her heart. There wasipdis eyes, pain
she couldn't dismiss.

“If only you'd told me," he went on, such infinitegret in his voice,
the pain of loss, all the years he had been depo¥&nowing Jamie,
the baby years and the wonderful little-boy yeatarting school,
sports days where Jamie always won his racesutharfd the joy of
SO many things.

Rowena was suddenly gripped by guilty confusiore Bad blamed
Keir for not coming back to her, but was the blaatidis? What did

she know of his life in the years following the @ent? The need to
justify her own course impelled her to speak.



"l was only seventeen, Keir, and my parents...dswo bad, | was
frightened of even mentioning your name, let aloh&he winced at
the memory of endlessly fraught days, weeks, monthsd you
didn't write to me, didn't let me know."

"l did, Rowena," he asserted quietly.

He'd said that yesterday, too. He could have wrjfier all she knew.
She shook her head in helpless anguish. "You dorderstand.
Everything to do with you was destroyed. It waslikving in a
nightmare, and when Mum realised Iwas pregnant bad to tell her
you were the father, she was so unbalanced—"

"I'm sorry," Keir murmured. "You shouldn't have hade so alone.”
He crouched again and gently squeezed her knemssdlry it was
like that for you."

She doubted he could ever imagine what it had tikenNo one
could. "They wanted me to have an abortion," sheedtflatly. "I
refused. So they sent me to my aunt in Queenslaademed best. |
knew you weren't in a position to help me, anddhitiwant to add to
whatever you were going through. It was all suchess."

"My parents would have helped."

"l would have been disowned by my parents if I'ch@do them,
Keir."

"Yes, of course."

"l thought the only thing to do was to ride it thgh and wait until
you came home. | thought... | believed ..."

He grimaced. His eyes begged more belief from HEdrere were
good reasons | didn't seek you out, Rowena. Bwehbs to you, if I'd



known you'd had my child, nothing would have kep# Bwa”.
Nothing."

"Was it true? He seemed so sincere. Maybe she uggkd him
unfairly, without enough knowledge of his side. Wtia he consider
good reasons?

"l would have given you and Jamie everything | dguhe went on
vehemently.

I'll never know thatRowena thought sadipever know what might
have happened if I'd somehow got in touch with &he didn't want
to think about it. It was all too late. "It's pdeds going over what
might have been, Keir."

"Yes, itis," he agreed, withdrawing his touch aisthg again. "And
you want proof." He suddenly grinned, his wholeefdighting up
with pleasurable anticipation. "Action you will havaplenty,
Rowena."

She stared at him, forcibly reminded of how ativeche was and
how much she had once felt for him. But she wouldréke the
mistake of falling in love with him again. That wdwnly be asking
for more heartache. This time she would follow head, not her
heart. He hadn't said what his good reasons weneofoseeking her
out.

Before she could pursue the point, Jamie camenefally balancing
a cup of coffee on its saucer. Sarah followed, ihgaa plate of
cookies. Impossible to continue an intimate coratgra in front of
the children.

"Are you feeling better, Mum?" Jamie asked anxipas he set his
offering down on the occasional table beside hexchair.

"Yes, thank you, Jamie."



"These are my favourite cookies. You'll like thadymmy," Sarah
encouraged, handing her the plate.

"Thank you, Sarah."

They all proceeded to sit down, Keir in the armcbaposite her, the
two children on the lounge. Both Jamie and Keirolwat her, waiting
for her to eat and drink what had been orderedbmadght for her.
Sarah studied Keir with keen interest.

At least her younger daughter didn't appear codfumeupset by
Jamie's identification of Keir as his real fathieogwena observed in
some relief. Sarah was clearly consumed with cityios

But what about Emily? Rowena worried as she durekedokie into
her coffee and lifted it quickly to her mouth tdisty the onlookers.
The cat was out of the bag, well and truly. Jamaubh hold his
tongue if she asked him to, but Sarah couldn'tised not to blurt
out everything. She was too young to understartchtaat discretion.

So much for waiting another day, Rowena thoughtatisolately.
Now she had to explain about two fathers going imgssand the
return of one was not the one Emily would want.rkeuld have his
work cut out to win her older daughter over to @ticey him as a
replacement for Phil on any terms whatsoever.

She finished the cookie and took a sip of coffee.
"Are you and Mum friends now?" Jamie asked Keirdfalby.
Rowena almost choked.

"Your mother needs some convincing that | mean whkay, Jamie,"
Keir answered quietly. "That will take a little t@nt

"You're not going to give up?" Jamie pressed.



"No. Nothing will make me give up," Keir assurednhi
"See?" Jamie said to Sarah, nudging her to takeenot

"Yes," she agreed, gravely nodding her approvaeit. "A real
prince never gives up."

"A prince!" Rowena spluttered over her coffee cup.

Sarah looked at her as though she was slow ofhdr&. "Jamie said
it was like a fajry tale. The wicked witch took @hdaway, so the
prince has come to look after us. And he's goirnigite us to a castle
where nothing bad can happen to us."

"Oh, my God!" Rowena groaned, appalled at the teelamie had
taken in explaining the situation to his littletsis

"l have to show your mother that the castle is fiess Sarah. That
could take a few days," Keir warned indulgently.

"Stop!" Rowena cried, crashing her cup down andditey to take
command. "Jamie, take Sarah out to the family raowh stay there
until I join you. | want a private talk with—withogyr father. And no
more fairy tales. That's an order."

Jamie sighed and stood up, tugging Sarah with him.

"l like fairy tales, Mummy," Sarah protested."No maotoday,"
Rowena amended.

"Come on, Sarah,” Jamie urged. "We'll build a eastith your
blocks."

"Yes," Sarah gleefully agreed and skipped alongdedsim as they
exited from the lounge room.



"l like fairy tales, too," Keir remarked, risingoim his chair. He gave
Rowena a warm smile of approval. "Thank you folicgime Jamie's
father. It sounded good."

Rowena found her tongue. "How dare you encourage—ithis
fantasy when—when...?" She floundered.

"I like your daughter very much," Keir said, ssthiling as he moved
closer to her.

"You're making trouble for me," she cried in angeid protest.

"Rowena." His arms enfolded her and his eyes glowd#ti a
compelling intensity. "I want a happy ending. Theyoperson who
can stop that happening is you. All | ask is that give it a chance."

"You're deluding yourself."
"Let's see if | am."
"Life isn't like a fairy tale. It's..."

H.is head was bending towards hers. There waspgeiul glitter in
his eyes, a simmering glitter, a mesmerising glitkowena forgot
what words she had meant to say. Her mouth remaipeq.

His lips brushed hers and ignited a field of electingles. She
gasped. His mouth blanketed the sensitive aredhisgoit with a
warm pressure that was too captivating to resisttugged at
memories... her very first kiss on her sixteentthiiay.

She'd been waiting and waiting for it to be Keiroigave her that first
kiss. How she'd longed for it, willing him to sdseswas grown-up
enough for him, and it had been so right, so pgrtee touch like
thistledown at first, and then...



He was doing it now, the slide of his tongue ower $ensitive inner
tissues of her lips, so tantalising, exciting...t Bhe shouldn't be
letting him do it. He shouldn't be stimulating tbefeelings. She
wasn't sixteen any more. Nor seventeen. Yet thasaweed in her
to know if it would all be the same as it had bdéemn.

Keir lifted his head, ending the kiss, leaving heuth aquiver with
anticipation. He stroked her cheek with feathenifingertips. His
eyes held a soft tenderness that curled into hart.h&\ new start,
Rowena," he murmured.

No, that was impossible, her mind dictated. Thedasy of reliving
her youth crumbled against the stark force of #adities she had to
face. "We can't go back, Keir."

"We can move forward." He smiled. "I'll go now astart the action
to prove it."

He was at the doorway to the foyer before she kexteld herself
enough to say, "You don't appreciate how difficthiis will be.
There's Emily."

He paused to look back, still smiling. "I look faawvd to meeting her."
"She's older than Sarah."

"Jamie told me. Don't worry. I'll handle it." Heiigmed. "I'll fight all
your dragons, Rowena. | have a quest.”

And on that quixotic note he left. His devil- magre grin stayed
behind, stamped indelibly on Rowena's mind. He ‘tikimow. He
didn't understand. He didn't care what barriersdgkto jump over or
negotiate around. He had a quest.



CHAPTER NINE
"WHAT's the wicked witch's name?" Emily demanded again.

Rowena sighed. Her careful explanation of the priesikuation had
been completely supplanted by Jamie's fairy tajgakently it had
more appeal. Children had a habit of judging thimg®lack and
white. Greys, Rowena reflected, were probably iffacdlt a concept
to grasp.

"Her name is Adriana Leigh, and | told you, Emgie's not a wicked
witch," Rowena answered with somewhat frayed pag&ers she bent
to kiss her older daughter good night.

"She is so, too, if she took Daddy away," camepetelant reply.
"Your father wanted to go, Emily."

"She put a spell on him,” Sarah piped up. "Thatstwwicked
witches do."

It was a fairly apt interpretation of what had haped, Rowena
thought, although if it hadn't been Adriana, it Wbinave been
someone else sooner or later. Adriana had mershghad what had
been brewing.

"Can we undo the spell, Mummy?" Emily asked hopgfebwena
gently stroked her hair. "I'm afraid not, darliigut your daddy did
say he'd come and see you."

"When?"
"l guess when he's ready to, Emily."

"For Christmas?"



"l don't know. Perhaps."

"He'd better. Or she is so, too, a wicked witchyiilg declared with
conviction.

Rowena could only silently agree. Whatever Phdslts, Adriana
was pandering to them, not caring who got hurt.ti@nother hand,
Adriana’'s influence didn't exonerate Phil of resploility for his
actions.

She gave Emily an extra good night kiss. "Go tesleow and don't
worry about it. Daddy will call us and let us knofll right?"

"All right, Mummy."

She snuggled obediently into her pillow. Rowena eubto the door,
checking that Sarah was still settled. She was meallowed down,
her head barely visible. Yet as Rowena switchedha&flight, Sarah
had the last word.

"Anyhow, we've got the prince on our side, Emily."

A more comforting thought than any she'd been @bigve, Rowena
conceded ruefully, but if the prince fell down ors lguest, the
collapse of the fairy tale would cause more traihan Rowena
cared to contemplate. Did Keir even begin to comnenel all the
ramifications of what he had put in motion?

Jamie was waiting for her in the kitchen, seatedhencounter stool
again, his book ostensibly open. "Are you mad af Mem?" he
asked without preamble.

What he had done was irrevocable. There was not pain
recriminations. Besides, perhaps it would turnfoutthe bestGive
me a chanceKeir had said. She had no other option now. Sheetbr
a smile. "No, I'm not mad at you, Jamie."



His face lit with relief, and a wide grin broke dligh his cautious
control. "The flowers look great, don't they?"

Beyond him, on the coffee table in the family roaat a glorious
basket of flowers, Christmas bells, dark red ljlesarlet carnations,
yellow daisies, a profusion of blooms in seasohatt come just after
Emily had arrived home from school, and attached teas a card
that read, "To cheer you, Keir."

It had lent substance to the fairy tale.

Rowena had to concede it had also given her hddit kh had been
years since Phil had given her flowers. "They'raubiéul, Jamie. It
was nice of Keir to send them," she added warmantmg to erase
any guilt Jamie might have about going to Keir berer back.

"He explained about you being separated by thelantiand all that.
He really does care about us, Mum. | could tell."

"Yes, | think he does," Rowena agreed, wishinghsiteheard thall
that She would like to know Keir's good reasons farseeking her
out when he'd returned to Australia from Califormist that it really
mattered now.

A new startWas he courting her with flowers?

"You won't have to worry about Dad getting nastyyon any more,
Mum. Keir said he would fix everything," Jamie sawdith
satisfaction.

Rowena hoped Jamie's faith in his new-found fatees well-placed.

She couldn't quite quell her fears over what meyl@ntuate now that
Keir had thrown his hat in the ring. She frowne@m¥amie's use of
his Christian name. "I don't think you should ¢afh Keir, Jamie."



"He suggested it. He said it would be easier forlf{eamd Sarah if we
all called him Keir. That way they won't get mixaol about fathers. |
thought it was a good idea."

It amazed and impressed Rowena that Keir had ba®sidering the
girls' reaction to him even before he met thershtiwed he really did
care how they felt. "What about you, Jamie? Did waint to call him

Dad?"

"No. Not yet anyway. It didn't feel right."

Too soon. Too big a leap in one day. Phil had ieedad for so long,
Jamie couldn't be expected to suddenly transfdr ittemtity to a
virtyal stranger. "How do you feel about Keir?"

Another wide grin. "He passed all my tests, Munr. fay real father,
| don't know that | could have got much better."

She had to smile. "Well, | hope he lives up totb#& score."
"He's doing good so far."
"“Time will tell, Jamie."

Would Keir pass her tests, as well? Rowena wondé&reeh her son
had been wary of giving his trust. Rejection casing shadow.

Caution—that was what was needed. Having been ptungo the

wilderness by Phil's defection, it was very temptior her to be

swept along on what might feel like a magic carpat,she couldn't
squash the sense of dangers lurking at the edepedy to grab them
all if she wasn't vigilant.

Rowena's apprehensions, however, received onegéllow the next
day. The mail was delivered at ten o'clock, and rageb an
assortment of Christmas cards was an official lefrem a



Chatswood bank. It was not the bank Phil usualbitdsith, and it
was addressed to her. Mystified, Rowena openeenkelope and
read the letter enclosed.

It informed her that trust accounts had been op&méloe names of
her three children. If she would call at the baatkher convenience,
the paperwork could be completed for her to bectbrasignatory for
each account.

Rowena was totally stunned at the speed with wkgh had moved
to fulfil her demand. More than her demand. He haidonly opened
a trust account for Jamie, but for Emily and Saeashwell. He must
have done it straight after he left her yesteraetHis letter to have
come in the mail this morning.She reread it to malsolutely sure
she wasn't hallucinating. Still she could hardlyngrherself to
believe it. There was only one way of checkingtifimMas bona
fide—go to the bank in question and present it kmavever was in
charge of such things.

Emily and Jamie would not be home from their lasio®| day of the
year until three-thirty. She had plenty of time det herself to
Chatswood and back. She dressed in her navy saiit,dgeling the
need to look smart. Sarah was happy to have thertyppty to wear
her best dress. It was made of a pretty red antevgrint, with a
white yoke and pockets. Sarah loved red.

The drive from their home in Killarney Heights ortigok fifteen
minutes. Rowena entered the bank with Sarah in abweleven
forty-five and made her way to the inquiries coundeyoung woman
came to attend to her needs, and Rowena hande¢denhkatter. "My
name is Rowena Goodman and I've come to settldtisivess," she
said, hoping everything was in order.



The woman read the letter then smiled at Rowenauldyou please
take a seat, Mrs. Goodman? I'll check if the bam@kager can see
you now."

Rowena did as she was told, but her heart poundét v
apprehension. Did bank managers oversee new asGotier only
experience with a bank manager was over a homewahrPhil, and
that had involved a lot of money. Phil had onlyemty finished
paying off the mortgage on the house.

A few highly nervous minutes later, the door tadeffice opened
and a semi-bald, middle- aged man wearing gold-ddspectacles
made a beeline for Rowena, his hand already swdtabut in
greeting. "Mrs. Goodman, delighted to meet you. Harvey Ellis,
the manager."

Rowena stood and shook his hand. "How do you do Bllis." The
letter had to be genuine! She wouldn't be welcolfitexl this if it
wasn't. "This is my daughter Sarah," she offerddtbdly.

"Hello, Sarah." His voice dripped with indulgencelahe beamed at
Sarah as though a three-year-old girl was hisad@aChristmas box.

"Hello," Sarah replied, staring at his shiny, bpide.

"Come right this way, Mrs. Goodman. We can sit comafbly in my
office while you do the necessary signatures. bttryou have
identification with you."

"Yes." Her mind whirled. Driver's licence, cred#rds... But she had
really only come to satisfy her curiosity, to kndawKeir had truly
done it.

It was a very streamlined executive office. Rowand Sarah were
ushered to comfortable chairs, and Mr. Ellis sdtteehind his
massive desk. Its clean surface made Rowena wahaery real



work was done here. However, there was one folddront of the
bank manager, and he proceeded to open it.

"Now, as you undoubtedly know, Mr. Delahunty haacpld one
hundred thousand dollars in each of the childréwnist accounts.
Jamie, Emily and of course—" he smiled benign8atah."

"One..." Rowena shook her head. Her mind was bgzziith
astronomical figures. She must have misheard. §lymur pardon,
Mr. Ellis. Would you please run that past me again?

"Mr. Delahunty..."

It was the same the second time. Rowena sat daeagdely aware
that the bank manager was explaining her partgma®ry for the

children, but none of it sank in. Then he was shg\papers at her
and offering her a pen. All she could think of vihe enormity of

what Keir was handing over to her. It was far, f@yond any

expectation she'd had of him.

"Mrs. Goodman?" It was a prompt.

"l have to speak to Mr. Delahunty first. This isqiite what | thought
it was," she said distractedly.

Harvey Ellis looked surprised. "Well, if you'd like use my phone,
Mrs. Goodman..."

"Yes, please."
He pushed it towards her.

"1"need to speak to him privately," Rowena presseEriembarrassed
to reveal the true situation to the bank manager.



"Il leave you to it," he said obligingly, standinup. "Will ten
minutes be enough?"

"Yes. Thank you."

She didn't know if it was or not, but the momentgone she leapt
from her chair, snatched up the receiver and fekbrijabbed the
numbers for Delahunty's, knowing them off by hdeastn calling
Phil. She was put through to Keir's secretary.

"Good morning. Keir Delahunty's office. How maydlp you?" Her
welcoming voice instantly conjured up the homelaga.

"It's Rowena Goodman. Is it possible for me to &pt&a Keir,
please?"

"One moment, Mrs. Goodman. I'm sure he'll be happyke your
call," came the warm reply.

Rowena wildly wondered if the news of Keir's in@ren her and
Jamie was all over the building. If so, Phil might.

"Rowena, what can | do for you?"

"Does Phil know about Jamie's visit? And about goming to me?"
"l haven't told him."

"Your secretary..."

"Everything held in the strictest confidence. Hasmsthing
happened, Rowena?"

"No, |—I'm at the bank, Keir."

"l hope Harvey Ellis is treating you as he should."



"That's not the point. This—all this money..."
"Educating children is expensive. Over the years—"
"Keir, | can't accept it!"

"It's simply a safeguard against the future."

"But three hundred thous— " She bit down on the lasrd,
remembering belatedly that Sarah had a mind ligpamge. "It's far
too much," she said curtly.

"It's ready cash. | changed my will yesterday, mgkyou and the
children my beneficiaries. If anything should happe me—"

"Keir, for heaven's sake!"
"It's protection for you until we're married."

"Married! Keir, | am married. I've only been separated from m
husband for two and a half days. It'll be a yedoolgea divorce
becomes possible. And I'm not going to be rushedanything!"

"Rowena, you wanted proof of commitment from me'shid gently.
"l want to give it to you. | want to give you evémnng you need."

"I can't say I'll marry you, Keir. | don't know. tightn't work.
There's so much—"

"l promise | won't rush you," he soothed. "All kas that you give us
a chance. We'll take one step at a time."

"This step is too big."



"No, it's easy, Rowena. Just attach your signaturehatever needs
signing. | can afford to give your children finaalcsecurity, and |
choose to do it. Okay?"

"It's... it's madness."

He laughed. "The best kind of madness there is,dRawAre you and
the children free tomorrow?"

"Yes. Unless..." It was Saturday tomorrow. Phil htiggant to see the
girls.

"Unless what?"

Then again, he might not. He hadn't called. Whyughohey wait

around on his and Adriana's convenience? Phil beckdl separate
lives upon them.Let us lead separate liveRRowena thought
defiantly. Besides, Keir was showing more caringanthher

husband—her ex- husband—had. A lot more!

"It doesn't matter,” she declared with determimatitvhat do you
have in mind?"

"A castle."

Rowena suddenly had a vision of ramparts and girf&tou can't
mean that."

"Well, it's really a house. But we can call it stbe. I'd like you to see
it. Will ten o'clock suit for me to pick the familyp?"

A smile tugged at her mouth. The magic carpet n@es zipping
along at supersonic speed, and she really ougi¢ttoff and plant
her feet firmly on the ground, but she couldn'pHekling fascinated
about where it might lead next. "Yes. Ten will lneef" she heard
herself say.



"Now do what Harvey says, Rowena. Then you can @oehand
bask in a sense of security."

No, she couldn't do it, no matter what argument kKised. She would
feel as though he was buying her. Such a huge conant from him
automatically placed a commitment on her, one sagniv prepared
to give at this juncture in her life.

"The gesture is enough, Keir. | really can't tdke thoney from you,
but thank you for placing so much value on my akitg" she said
warmly.

"l want you to feel safe."

"It's good of you. | appreciate it very much. Ak you for the
flowers. They're lovely."

"My pleasure. Tomorrow at ten."

She smiled. "We'll be ready." She dropped the vecen its cradle,
feeling distinctly lightheaded.

"Was that the prince you were talking to, Mummyateh asked.

"Yes, it was the prince." In a giddy moment of ghtithat Keir had
proved as good as his word, Rowena scooped SavahHer chair
and hoisted her up against her shoulder. "He'sggmirsweep us off
to a castle tomorrow," she told her darling liteughter.

"A real castle?"

Rowena laughed. She hadn't laughed so light- hidarter a long,
long time. It felt good. "Not quite, Sarah. A hontethe home is
right, it feels'like a castle."

Sarah grinned. "l like the prince."



He was certainly scoring well at the moment, Rowdmaught
happily.

"If you marry him, you could be a princess, Mummy."

That brought Rowena down to earth with a thump. THile about
marriage had clearly filtered into Sarah's actittéelbrain, and she
might blurt it out at the worst possible momentgating trouble
Rowena could well do without.

"We mustn't think about that yet, Sarah. The primag to do a lot of
brave deeds first."

"He said he wouldn't give up," Sarah reminded her.

"Let's wait and see. He might not mean to give upits better to
wait and see. It might be bad luck to talk aboutrgnag him. We
wouldn't want to give him bad luck, would we?"

Sarah gravely shook her head.

Rowena was relieved to have that settled. She hopleere was
always an unpredictable element with Sarah.

The bank manager entered the office. She turnleairtevith beaming
confidence. "Mr. Ellis, thank you so much for ydume, but | can't
continue with this business right now. Mr. Delalyuwill be making
further arrangements with you."

"Oh! Well, thank you for coming in, Mrs. Goodman."

He escorted her and Sarah to the bank door, shothemg every
courtesy. Rowena felt the pleasurable glow of beinugth three
hundred thousand dollars even though she didné haS8he also felt
good about showing Keir she wasn't out for vengeanc



A new start.Magic words.

She wasn't going to do anything she didn't wanibtdut she saw no
harm in giving Keir a chance. He had earned it.



CHAPTER TEN

KEIR DELAHUNTY finished signing the letters his secretary he
brought him and handed her the sheaf of papers.

"Is everything all right?"

He glanced at Fay, surprised by her question. Yane concerned
about any of the letters?"

"No. Horses for courses. You looked so grim. | wenedl..." She
gave him a rueful smile. "Well, Mrs. Goodman souhdaxious
when she called you."

He sighed and leaned back in his chair, broodireg the note of fear
In Rowena's voice when she'd asked if Phil knewt\whd developed
over Jamie. Was it fear of losing her home or feat the door would
be shut on any chance of Phil coming back to hedsbe still want
him?

"It's not an easy time for her," he said.

Fay gave him her owl look. "It's messy, Keir, withil working for
you."

"Don't | know it," he agreed, flicking her a devisilook for stating
the obvious. "I've been considering what to sayine."

“It'll be blood on the floor," Fay warned.

"Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, | will not have Raveefrightened,"
he said decisively. "I'm going to straighten Phit on that point."

"Good for you," Fay approved.

He gave her a wry smile. "Not much gets past yoesdt, Fay?"



"Old eagle eye strikes again. If it's not too moélan impertinence
..." She paused, eyeing him warily.

"Go on."
"Is Mrs. Goodman the reason you haven't married?"

He nodded. He didn't mind Fay knowing. She coultribsted, and in
a way, it made his situation less lonely. "I'veddvRowena all my
life," he revealed. "But she's been hurt, Fay. B&dirt. Through no
fault of her own."

"It's a hard road when someone's been damaged; kay advised
softly.

He frowned as he remembered the anguish in Rowengs
yesterday, the tests of commitment she had throowmvndas a
challenge to his caring, her fear of him making entvouble for her
and her children.

"Somehow ['ve got to fix it," he said resolutely.

"l wish you luck." She smiled. "I was impressedhadamie. Your
son?"

"Yes," he acknowledged with pride. "How did you ki

"Well, he's not exactly a dead ringer in looks, bet gets a set
expression on his face that is pure you. When lotackrl he would
wait all day if he had to..." She rolled her eyes.

He grinned, his heart lightening momentarily at steength of
character his son had displayed. "Persistence p#gs off."

"l hope it does for you this time," Fay said syniedically.



His grin turned lopsided. "It won't be for wanttofing."
"You do have the boy on your side, Keir. That'sgadbus."
"I've got to win Emily."

"Who's Emily?"

"Rowena’'s older daughter. | haven't met her yelt.gaing well, |
shall tomorrow."

Rowena had agreed to his plan for tomorrow, but Kein't feel he
could take it for grantedUnless she had said. Unless what? Was sl
hoping, wanting Phil to call? Would she still accapeconciliation at
this point?

Over my dead bod¥Keir thought grimly. To his mind, Phil had burn
his boats with his rejection of Jamie. Keir was abbut to stand by
and watch Rowena hurt any further, either.

He looked at his secretary, who was still hoveriaggd made his
decision. "Call Phil up, Fay. I'll talk to him not's best done before
the weekend."

"Right!" She nodded agreement then waved a satughaturned to
go. "Battle stations at the ready."He stood anddeeed down his
office to the table at the far end. Rowena fillegirhind. The way she
had accepted his kiss yesterday, the bemused, @hmpsful look on
her face as he had left her to start proving hifrineher eyes. The
attractionwasstill there. He was certain of it. The task wabudd on
it.

His instincts told him speed was critical to suscé$e had to block
Phil out of her mind, fill it with thoughts of afterent, happier, easier
future. With him. Fay was right about Jamie beimghts side. Keir
foresaw no problem with Sarah. She was delightiofign. Emily, at



five, could be a stumbling block. He would haveb®very alert to
Emily's sensitivities.

He was pleased Rowena had refused the money fochitdren,
though he wouldn't have begrudged a cent ofshdiwed a softening
of her stance against him, a return of some faitimis word. He
wanted to tell her about the photograph and hdvadt been used to
crush his hopes and dreams, but he wasn't surevabeeady to
believe him yet. What if her parents denied showiirg any such
thing?

No, it was better to concentrate on a new stargéidhe past. It was
gone. Rowena had different needs now, urgent neadishe had to
answer them. First and foremost was protection.

A.knock on the door alerted Keir to Phil's arrivaé swung around to
face one of the most important diplomatic meetingsl ever had to
deal with. He needed a win-win result to set traugd for the future
he wanted.

"Keir, you just caught me. | was on my way outundh. Something
urgent?" Phil asked, a tense edge to the blufftimeds he was trying
to project.

"Urgent and important. I'm sorry if I've inconvenozd you."
"Not at all. Fire away."
"Take a seat, Phil."

Keir gestured to the chairs on the other side et#ble and sat down
himself, careful to avoid any suggestion of a sigpgyosition. Phil
Goodman's pride was very much at stake here. Kawkhe had to
set the scene for a man-toman talk, removing amatthis employer
status carried.



This had nothing to do with work. Phil had to bewed of that. He
had to be left feeling comfortable, not ill-affedt@ any way by what
Keir planned. In fact, the optimum result would foe Phil to feel
advantaged by Keir's stepping into the breach.oltld prevent any
negative fallout on Rowena.

Highly aware of the thin line he had to tread, Keaited until Phil

relaxed in his chair, then looked him straighthe eye and said, "
had a visit from your son, Jamie, yesterday. Herméd me that |
was his natural father. He gave me facts to subatarhnis claim, and
| have no doubt whatsoever that he is my child."

Phil looked stunned. "Jamie came to you?"

"Yes." Keir carefully kept his voice level and naatbf-fact. "l
subsequently visited Rowena, who confirmed whatiddoild me.
She was, however, extremely shocked and upsetdyehelation.
She had not intended me to know."

Phil ruminated over that for several moments befmking, "How
did Jamie find out?"

"He didn't say. It came as a shock to me."

Phil gave a nervous, derisive laugh. "And to menly found out
myself the other night."

Time for some judicious ego stroking, Keir thoughs. much as he
disliked any form of manipulation, he was prepatedise every
tactical move he could think of to free Rowena frtms man's
destructive capabilities.

"Jamie is a fine boy, Phil," he said admiringly.dlYve done a great
job of bringing him up.”



"That's mostly Rowena's doing," he conceded withlootight. Then
wryly, "She's a good mother."

"You were there for him. And you supported himaht thank you
enough for that. Rowena and I... we were sepatat@iicumstances
that I'd rather not go into."

"l understand," Phil put in hastily.

"But things change. As with your marriage. Somesmmaeelationship
doesn't work out and it's better to part and moveP@ople grow and
want to take different directions. Is that howsiwith you, Phil?"

He flushed but manfully replied, "Yes, it is."

"These things happen. No one's fault. But | findsetfy presented
with a situation where a responsibility that shcudde been mine can
very properly and appropriately be taken up by me.

Keir paused. Phil's expression had turned waryexain, as though
he sensed he was being pushed into a corner frarevthere was no
exit. Keir pushed.

" You have shouldered that responsibility long enoudjiil, Po you
mind if | take over Jamie's care and support?"

He looked surprised, relieved. "No, that's finerbg, Keir. He is,
after all, your boy."

"Thank you. | feel I've missed out on a good ddalamie's life. |
want to make up for it."

"Yes. It's a shame you were.. .well, left out. A=id before, | wasn't
aware you were Jamie's father until a couple difitsiggo, and | felt |
had to respect Rowena's decision not to tell you."



Abrogation of responsibility complete. Keir hid hiser contempt.
Although it suited him and it was what he wanteli Boodman's
dumping of Jamie stirred an urge to smash hisifad¢€eir controlled
the primitive reaction with some difficulty.

"Yes, after all, Rowena was left holding the balhg"couldn't resist
saying, hating the fact that it was true of himdalft it was even more
true of the man across the table from him. "I apiate now that | let

her down," he con-tinued, concentrating on the see. "l want to

make up for that, too."

A gleam of speculative interest. "What do you hawvenind?" Phil
was clearly fishing for what might be in it for him

"Marriage, if she'll have me." Keir plunged strdigh

Phil's mouth tightened. Anger flared in his eyes.ditin't like it one
bit that Rowena might end up winning more than ide d

Keir shifted it to a matter of principle. "It's whiwould have done
had | known about her pregnancy with Jamie. Evendh he's ten
years old now, | feel the same way about it."

A nasty little smile tilted one corner of Phil's atb. "Very noble of
you, Keir. | admire you for taking your responsilyilso seriously.
But man to man, you should get to know Rowena afyanbefore
proposing. She expects one hell of a lot from a.man

And how many times did you let her dowe?r thought caustically.
"l did know Rowena for a long time," he said, kegphis tone level
and matter-of-fact.

"Knowing her and living with her are two differehings," Phil said,
scoffing.

"“I'm prepared to take my chances on that."



"Your problem," was the mocking concession.

Keir's fingers began to clench into a fist. It taokact of will to relax
them. For Rowena's sake, he had to remain civilis@gas better that
Phil vented his sour grapes on him, where it cculaurt. One day,
Keir vowed, when he'd won the right to stand by Boa's side, Phil
Goodman would get what was coming to him if he liesURowena
again.

"Thank you for your advice, Phil," he said, keeplihg savage streak
at bay. "l take it you don't actually object to mgrrying Rowena."

He brooded over the proposition for several momearmascaring for
it but having no reasonable grounds for objectitirhe girls are
mine," he said possessively.

"No question. | respect that, Phil," Keir sooth&ido you intend to
contest custody of them?"

"No." He flushed again. "They're better off with\ikena," he added
quickly. "I can't recommend her as an understandife—" another
spiteful stab "—but she is a good mother."

"l thought she would be."

"Of course, I'll be paying maintenance for EmilydaBarah and |
expect reasonable access."

Putting a good face on it, Keir thought cynicalie was tempted to
test the depth of Phil's devotion to his daught&sould Rowena
consent to marry me, Phil, | wouldn't mind suppaytthem. You've
supported Jamie all these years."

"No, no, they're my daughters," he protested. "¥ioin't know about
Jamie."



"l just feel | owe you so much."

"l appreciate that, Keir." He liked it, too. "As yaemarked, these
things happen.”

"They do indeed."

And Keir wouldn't be at all surprised if the mam&ace payments
and the paternal feeling wilted away as time wantEspecially if

Adriana Leigh had her way. That calculating ladgndi have a
maternal bone in her body, and she wouldn't takélkito the money
going out instead of coming in.

Rowena was right not to trust her ex-husband. 8bibdman was
looking for ways out. Keir instinctively increastue carrot.

"You're a generous man, Phil. | understand yoda®ihg Rowena
the family home."

“It's for the family," he agreed, then had quickc@® thoughts.
"Though should Rowena remarry and the house is Suwdoroceeds
of the sale would be divided between us."

"That would certainly happen if | can persuade Ruav® marry me,"
Keir assured him. "As far as I'm concerned, youleddwave all the
proceeds, but Rowena might feel entitled to half."

Phil's mouth curved into a self-satisfied littleilen’l wish you, luck,
Keir. Rowena couldn't do better than you."

* "That's big of you." It was worth the pay-off tget him off
Rowena's back. "l hope you'll be happy with youwsisiens. | thought
it better to have all this out in the open so esaegyknows where they
stand."”

"Good idea." Warmly approved.



"Well, I won't hold you up from your lunch any logrg"
Keir stood and offered his hand. Phil Goodman eyskgripped it.
Deal done.

Keir watched him leave, savagely wishing it wasl&st he ever had
to see of Phil Goodman, but he knew he had tovite his presence
for a while. Alienating the man would inevitablyogund on Rowena
and her children.

He wondered how Rowena could have been so decaivedt the
character of the man she had married.

The need to feel loved, he decided. The words adéharled at him
echoed painfully through his minHe gave me what you didn't give

It il behove him to forget that. Besides, Phil blook good and
sound good, and he@asgood at his job. Keir had chosen to emplo
him. Rowena had chosen to marry him. But for Plub@man, they
might never have met again, might never have lemtand chance to
come together. That was a sobering truth.

Could love rise out of hurt?

Tomorrow, Keir thought. Tomorrow he had to get gt@ing right

for Rowena. And give her all that she needed tgiven. He must not
fail her this time. His second chance was, in sedbability, his last
chance.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
"HE's here, Mum!" Jamie's excited voice rang throughhihese.

Rowena's heart skittered. It was not quite terookclKeir was five
minutes early. Not that it mattered. She was reddey were all
ready. But she couldn't help worrying how Phil vgagng to react to
her involvement with Keir Delahunty. Her ebulliemood of
yesterday had wilted overnight.

She heard the front door open, Jamie running ogtdset his father.
His real father. Whom he had a right to know. Ingiloie to stop that
now.

"Come on, Emily," Sarah urged, her voice high veixicitement, too.
"The prince is here to take us to the castle.”

Rowena winced. She shouldn't have embellished dhrg fale in
Sarah's mind. Maybe she was doing everything wrong.

"I'll wait for Mummy."
Sarah dashed through the kitchen to follow Jamie.
Emily hung back, unsure of her place in this ndweagion.

Rewena picked up her handbag from the countergédas fell briefly
on the large crystal bowl of big black cherrieshdd been delivered
by taxi yesterday afternoon. From Keir. He had neimered her
favourite fruit. Flowers, cherries, the trust aausy a house... She
took a deep, calming breath. It was good to feklecghagain, she told
herself, even if it was a risky business.

She turned to Emily with an encouraging smile agld but her hand.
"Keir is a nice man," she assured her. "You'll ligen."



"Will he like me?" Emily asked, trustingly slippinger hand into
Rowena's.

Rowena squeezed it lightly. "Of course. He has ndh@s not a
prince."

That was the truth of it, though Rowena instantighed she hadn't
said it. This fairy tale business had to stop.dswoo facile, too fertile
a ground for future disillusionment. She didn't waer children
subjected to another, possibly worse, disappointnmetheir young
lives. If Keir didn't live up to the expectations'th raised, how was
she going to explain it all away, compensate?

As she and Emily stepped onto the front porch, &g @@ming up the
path with Jamie and Sarah dancing around him. Hewearing blue
jeans and a red T-shirt, and Rowena was instatntlglsby a sense of
deja vu, Keir as a university student in happieres, coming to
collect Brett for a football game or a cricket nigtber at her parents
front door, waiting to ask if she could tag alotay.

He smiled as he saw her, just as he always hadhenkleart turned
over. Keir... Then Jamie's and Sarah's voices meadimer that time
hadn't slipped back, and the years of separatiom fthat age of
iInnocence made their former relationship irrecobkeraEmily's little
hand gripped hers more tightly. It rammed home thatpast was
gone.

"Good morning," Keir greeted them warmly, his gaaeeping from
her to the little girl hugging her side.

"Hello, Keir," Rowena returned as naturally as sbeld. "This is my
daughter Emily."

“I'm happy to meet you, Emily." He crouched to berenher height.
"What lovely blue eyes you have!"



"They're like my daddy's."
"So they are."
"Do you know my daddy?"

Rowena tensed. Emily was clearly fixated on hdrdatind holding
Keir at a distance.

Keir gave her a reassuring smile. "Yes, | know hita.works with
me." The open establishment of a link made himdéssstranger.

"I've got green eyes like Mummy," Sarah piped up.
"l noticed that, Sarah. They're lovely, too," Kagsured her.

"Your hair is the same as Jamie's," Emily saidp@teg forward to
touch the cowlick at his left temple.

Keir laughed. "Well, | guess we've all got a bitesferyone. That's
what families are like."

"Yes, they are," Emily agreed, pleased at havinmdoa familiarity
that made Keir properly acceptable.

Rowena's inner tension eased. The initial awkweassivath Emily
had been smoothed, and Keir had managed to end at ositive
note.

He straightened to include Jamie in the group. "Ndvat | need to
know is can you all swim?"

"Mum and | can but the girls can't," Jamie inforniah.
"Aren't we going to the castle?" Sarah demanded.

"We most certainly are, but the castle has a moat."



"Keir," Rowena reproved.

"l mean the house has a swimming pool," he swifbiyected, but the
whimsy was still there as he added, "It doesn'ttenat you can't

swim because we can float across it on a raft,yout will need

swimming costumes. Have you got some?"

"Yes," they all shouted and dived into the houseijlfeas eager as
the other two.

"You look breathtakingly beautiful in green," Keaid softly.

It caught Rowena off guard. She flushed. The erdegegen linen
skirt with gingham trim on its pockets, teamed wathvhite T-shirt

and a matching green overblouse, was the kind aftsoasual outfit
she had thought suitable for today's outing. Shan'haxpected a
compliment, hadn't anticipated the warm male agipt®n in Keir's

eyes. It made her feel nervous, unprepared.

"l thought we were looking at a house," she said.

"We are. | own it, so we can do as we please. ufgad the children
like it, it's yours."

Just like that! Speechless, Rowena searched his ayd found
nothing but steady conviction. "l didn't mean gtie said in helpless
agitation. "Not really."

"l do."

He was serious. Deadly serious. Rowena flailed ratofor an
adequate explanation for the way she had behawvedyitd demands
she had made. "It felt like everything was crastangund me, Keir.
And Phil..."



"I've spoken to Phil. You have nothing to worry ahdRowena. He
accepts that I'm seeing you and the children. s seite a lot of
advantages to him if you marry me."

"You told Phil you were going to marry me?" Rowasgaeaked. Keir
was moving too far, too fast.

"l informed him it was what | wanted."

"What about what want?" Her mind whirled chaotically around the
image of Phil happily shifting all his responsitis over to Keir, not
only Jamie but... "Our home. He'll sell it up."

"Il provide you with another home, Rowena."

The affirmation of his seriousness threw her iotaltpanic. "But that

ties me to you, Keir, and I'm not ready to makensatiuge decision.
You can't expect it of me. We... it's been so land... and there's the
children..."

"Rowena, you're tied to me anyway. Through Jamie"stated
quietly.

That was true. She steadied for a moment. Thatwasoidably true.
And she could no longer count on Phil for anythikde had

undoubtedly passed the buck to Keir. Bhtwas not going to be
passed to him. Keir had better believe that.

Her eyes flashed a fierce autonomy. "Don't take faregranted,
Keir."

"l don't. I never will," he replied gently.

The soft, caring expression in his eyes reducethba&tes to mush. A
deep yearning welled up, making her chest acheagsipnate cry
filled her mind.Please let it be true. Please...



"What about towels?" Jamie called out.
"No need," Keir called back, not missing a beat.

The immediate practicalities of the present snagpedena out of
the thrall of emotional need. She had to be warg tdbound effect
from Phil's desertion. She had to take stock, heibke, not surrender
to the weakness of leaning on Keir just becausevae here and
offering her all his strength. How could she kndwvouldn't be a
mistake that she'd rue as time went on?

"Rowena, why not relax and simply enjoy the day®irksuggested
quietly. "There'll be no pressure from me. Notdagthing."

"Promise?" It sounded hopelessly childish, the kifidhing she'd
said to him in their teens when she'd desperatahted him to grant
her a favour.

He grinned. "Promise."

Did he remember, too? His grin was like a burstusfshine, warming
her with the happy beams of the past, making hedilifes a teenager
again. And this was their first date, just Keir dred, without Brett..
.without Phil.

The children broke the dreamy bubble, rushing duthe house,
urging her to get her swimming costume so theydga. As she
went to collect it, she told herself very sterrdykeep her feet firmly
planted on the ground. Keir had always been atiatd her. He still
was. But that didn't mean everything in the gangas rosy.

She automatically stuffed her costume, a comb andleck cream in
a beach bag while she tried to calculate the dangepitfalls in
Keir's plan. She would lose her independence ifestoepted Keir's
house.



It was different with this home. She felt she hathed half of it over
her years of marriage to Phil, and he owed the o&st to their
daughters. It was his choice as much as hers ® &&mily, and he
shouldn't be able to slide out of it now.

It offended Rowena's sense of justice.

No doubt Adriana would profit by it, too, and thstraped raw
wounds. What had the wicked witch ever done to es® pick up
the fruits of Rowena's hard work®ve Phil as he wanted to be loved
came the sobering answer.

Rowena sighed away the pain of it. She had to #tojking of
Adriana as the wicked witch. If Phil hadn't wan#sdriana, nothing
would have happened. The plain truth was Phil wgrhher as the
wrong woman for him, and he had certainly proves wtong man
for her.

Better to concentrate on Keir.

He was definitely going too fast for her. She digrant to reject him,
but she did want to slow him down as far as big maments were
concerned. It was important for her to have timesdd herself out
and figure out her best future course.

It was an easy matter not to like his house, slueddd. There was
sure to be something wrong with it, unsuitabletfe children, too
small a kitchen, a shower stall instead of a prdgeh. That was
enough to stop Keir from putting the property im hame, which he
might be mad enough to do. The experience withrils accounts
demonstrated he was not fooling around.

Satisfied she had wrested back some control oflifeerRowena
emerged from the house to find the children alrgzayked into the
back seat of Keir's BMW. Keir was standing by theem front
passenger door, waiting for her. Rowena's heatesi&d again as she



locked the door of the house that represented laeriage to Phil
Goodman. Somehow it seemed fateful.



CHAPTER TWELVE
RowEeENA lovedKeir's house.

Set on a battleaxe block of land and overlookingature reserve
leading down to Lane Cove River, it was construatea widened U
shape to take full advantage of the view. The hdghtral section
made an impressive entrance, with tall columnskitam the front

doors. Rowena was fascinated by the graduatiooalflevels that
ran down the two wings of the house. The entireflira® was

suggestive of a phalanx of birds rising up to tkg. She knew
intuitively that Keir had designed it.

"It's big," Jamie commented.
"Castles are always big," Sarah said authoritativel
"Will we get lost in it?" Emily asked, her insedyrshowing.

"No," Keir assured her with a warm smile. "Once \g@ae how it's
planned inside, you'll know how easy it is to gétene you want to
go, Emily."

They entered a spacious foyer backed by a walaogled Western
red cedar. Dominating it was a breathtaking Prot Hardscape,
spotlighted for immediate impact. Keir ushered thenthe right,
where a gallery overlooked a wonderful, homey kyvarea, leather
lounges, television set, a log fireplace, thickffiumats on the slate
floor, a breakfast setting in front of glass dottrat opened onto an
extensive sundeck, and behind the foyer wall aesi&the-art
kitchen and pantry, which left absolutely nothingoe desired.

"This is the heart of the house, Emily," Keir exp&d. "You start
here and always come back to here. Now if we gihéaralong the
gallery we come to the bedroom wing."



There were four bedrooms, two with private ensiwatestwo sharing
a bathroom that had both bath and shower facilifléee master
bedroom featured a walk-in wardrobe, and the cupbspace in the
other rooms was more than ample. The wing alscagwed a laundry
with every convenience, a boxroom for extra storage a private
study with a computer, photocopier and fax machine.

Jamie's eyes lit up at seeing the computer. "Dopjay games on it,
Keir?" he asked eagerly.

"No. But we can soon buy some, Jamie," came thiginglreply.
"Great!"

A father-and-son activity was cemented. It was jusiat Jamie
needed, Rowena thought, and becoming familiar eathputers also
had to help with his education for today's worldhaéver else
happened, it was good, for Jamie's sake, that thgdiae to Keir.

Rowena could find nothing to criticise. It would bery easy to be
seduced by Keir's castle, she reflected, as hihéad to its heart and
then down the left wing. A powder room off the foyeas followed
by the formal dining room and lounge. Both had sueh elegance
that pleased the eye without being intimidating.

The piece de resistance was the completely enclpsedand spa
room, which also had a bar, a change room witls piféowels and an
adjoining shower and toilet. Comfortable cane fuma was spread
around for easy entertaining. The entire area waded with

fibreglass shingles to let in the sunlight. Thelgvalere mainly of
glass bricks, and a profusion of ferns and exolamis gave it a
wonderful, tropical atmosphere.

Keir had every conceivable safety aid ready fordhiddren, floaties
to go on the girls' arms to make them unsinkalléated tyres and
rafts. Simply for fun he also supplied a water po#&l and plastic



ducks and boats. The children were wild to insyaty out "the
moat," clamouring to get changed as fast as passibvhich, of
course, meant Rowena and Keir getting changed, too.

Rowena suffered some initial disquiet at seeing Kearly naked in
his brief, black swimming costume. The sheer maauby of his
body had always had the power to set her horm@woasg, and jt was
disconcerting to find it was no different now. lade her acutely
aware of her own body, clad only in a sleek yellmaillot, but the
self-consciousness gradually eased under Keiegeadland friendly
manner.

The water was heated to a lukewarm temperaturenited
swimming. With no initial chill factor to overcom#,made slipping
into the water a real pleasure. Keir helped withghils, laughing and
playing with them, teaching them how to move tlaems and legs to
propel themselves around the pool. They were sawriident of
manoeuvring themselves to wherever they wanted.tdgmie teased
them into being braver.

"This is marvellous, Keir," Rowena happily enthussdshe watched
the girls frolic like born waterbabies with Jamieefgnding to be a
submarine. "What made you think of an indoor pool?"

They were sitting on the steps that led into théewaeady to go to
the rescue if needed.

She turned to him quite naturally, appealing ferdahswer that hadn't
come. "l don't remember swimming being a passiorydao."

His smile held a touch of irony. "I guess it becaarabit. The kind
of injuries | had led to a lot of hydrotherapy. Asmtimming was the
best exercise for strengthening my leg musclesdgai

She had noticed the faded but still discerniblegssoa his legs and
wondered how many operations it had taken to pemyging right. It



had been a long time since she had considered hmh pain he had
suffered, not only physical but emotional, as well.

"What was in the letter you wrote me, Keir?" shkeas suddenly
impelled to know, to understand what he had fethose sad, broken
months following Brett's death.

He grimaced.

"You don't have to tell me if you don't want,” shaid quickly,
realising she had contravened the new-start agreesmne not really
wanting to dredge through the past again. It wdamtafter all this
time. People did change. She had changed. Probabtiie worse,
she thought ruefully.

"l wanted to know how you were," he answered slowly though
feeling for the words. He scooped up a handful afewand watched
it trickle through his fingers. "I knew Brett's deavould have hit you
hard," he continued. "The shock and the griefstiden empty hole
in your life. It worried me... how you were copiiWith everything."

With him gone, as well? Had he any idea how muehhsld missed
him? He lifted his gaze to meet hers, and the desi regret in his
eyes mad.e her heart miss a beat. It also convineetle spoke the
truth as he went on.

"It worried me that | hadn't used any protectionN®aw Year's Eve. |
hadn't planned what happened between us that rghtena. You
were simply irresistible to me. Afterwards... Weélgsked you in the
letter if you'd fallen pregnant. And to contact memediately if you

were."

"What would you have done if | had?" she asked] gmhad thought
of the risk they'd taken and the possible consempsen



"Got my parents to fly you to the States so we @quén what was
best for you."

"No marriage?" she mocked lightly, disappointechwvifite answer.

"I didn't think it would be right to tie you to mie the circumstances,
Rowena,” he said softly. "It was more likely thaot that I'd be
crippled for life."

"Oh!" She turned away as she felt the hot burn ftdsh race up her
neck. He had been thinking of marriage, but canmaye abouher
future.

"l also wrote, if you weren't pregnant to get orthwyour life, go to
university as you'd planned and do your arts cogsee it might be
a very long wait before | could come back to yosaid to feel free
about going out with other guys and having fun.dnted you to
enjoy all there was to enjoy because that was Whiaily young was
for, exploring life and finding out what you realanted."

"Didn't you believe | wanted you?" she asked ireay\small voice,
wishing she had never started this conversation.

"Rowena, | didn't want you to waste the yearsabuld never walk
again."

"And that's why there was only one letter," shel sadly. "You set
me free."

"l thought I'd done that, yes."

She had to know it all now, had to know the truthow long did it
take for you to walk again?"

"Eighteen months. | worked very hard at it so lldocome back to
you."



"Then why didn't you?" She turned to him with arsineid eyes.
"What were the good reasons, Keir?"

"Rowena..." He didn't want to tell her. She cowde ¢he reluctance,
the uncertainty over her reaction. Then he tooleepdbreath and
said, "Your parents..."

"Go on," she urged.

His eyes focused intensely on hers, willing heligen and accept
what he said. "They showed me a photograph of yitlu avbaby in

your lap. There was a man crouched beside you. $aielyyou were
married, Rowena."

Her heart stopped. She had the numb sense ofytaaipended
animation. Her mind floated back, and she coulditse¢he terrible
turning point in her life, Keir's life, that her r@ats had forced upon
them in their bitter vendetta against Keir, thetplgoaph she had sent
them in the hope- of healing the rift with the gifttheir grandchild.
And it was her cousin, Aunty Bet's son, who hadnbsgquatting
beside her, playing with Jamie's toes to make mmbes She could
see it all. And then her mind shattered under teadful enormity of
what had been done to them.

The lie—not Keir's, her parents'. And she had asglsm, blamed
him, rejected him out of hand for dismissing hemirhis life. The
awful injustice of her behaviour towards him rushean her. And
still she hadn't killed his feeling for her. Shailttn't bear the shame
of it, the guilt. Tears spurted into her eyes.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry," she gulped, then turned éed into the pool,
swimming hard, thrashing the water with her arntlags, her chest
hurting with so much pent-up feeling, her hearetlag from all the
might-have-beens.



She reached the other end of the pool. There watere to go,
nowhere to hide. She clutched the ledge just belmwvater level
and tried to catch her breath. The water eruptedral her as Keir's
head and shoulders emerged from it.

"Mummy won!" she heard Sarah crow.
"Keir gave her a good start," Jamie pointed out.
"But Mummy won," Emily said with pride.

Rowena felt proud of nothing. She hadn't won. Taeimhad been
lost.

"It's not your fault,” Keir said in a low, intenseice.
She looked at him with agonised eyes. "But | saidhought...”

"It's not your fault, Rowena. It was your pareuising. And they're
probably not going to like any reconciliation beemeus, either."

"They're dead.”

"How? When?" He looked concerned."My father said mmgther
died of a broken heart. That was when Emily was bhefather then
proceeded to drown his sorrows and his liver. Hel dist year."

“I'm sorry."

“I'm not. I'm glad they're dead," she said savadély never forgive
them if they were alive. They had no right to ifteg so...so—"

"They were hurting," Keir cut in quietly. "Some @ can't ever put
the hurt behind them, Rowena. If you can't forghem, you'll never
be able to put it aside and move on, either."



How could he be so understanding when...?

"They're beyond hurting now," he softly pointed .otltet it go,
Rowena. Let it all go. We can make a new start."

"Can we? Can we really, Keir?" She felt as thoughlife was a total
mess.

"Just give us time, Rowena. You'll see."

He was so sure, so confident, it eased some osittkechurning
inside her. If he could forgive and forget, mayhe sould, too.

But the sense of having been cheated of the Idéestlould have had
remained with her, and it was difficult to maintairfacade of good
humour for the children, who were unaware of whatl transpired
between Keir and herself.

The excitement and exercise in the pool soon maem thungry.
They changed into their dry clothes and Keir lednthout to the
sundeck in front of the kitchen where he barbeasdages, which
he served with an array of tempting salads angybsead rolls. This
was followed by ice cream, scooped into cones é&mydicking. It
was a relaxed and happy family luncheon, thoroughjgyed by the
children. Even Emily's blue eyes sparkled at Keir.

He should have been their father, not just Janfkosyena couldn't
help thinking. She was haunted by the words Keirthaown at her.
Is it my fault that the woman | loved married someelse? That the
children | wanted with her are Phil Goodman¥®uld he ever be
able to forget the girls were Phil's and treat tlaanfis own?

He was good with them. Would he always be?

She felt a fierce love for her daughters. Even gioRhil was their
father, they were very much part of her. Keir hat ghat, too.



Maybe he could put aside the fact they'd been fathby another
man. On the other hand, Phil had seemed to do #pJamie, but
when it had come to the crunch...

But Keir was different to Phil. It wasn't fair tadge him by another
man's failings. Despite the passage of all theaesyd&eir remained

steady in his love for her. Or was he clinging tiream that had been
lost a long time ago?

Time. Time would tell. She had told Jamie that.

"I wish | could swim like Jamie," Emily said withvaistful sigh.
"Would you like me to teach you?" Keir offered.

"Can you?" Her eyes lit with hope.

"Well, | taught your mother when she was a littie.'§

"Did he, Mummy?"

"Yes, he did, Emily." How she had adored him, easra little girl.
He had been kinder and far more patient with han ther brother,
Brett.

"Can you teach me now? This afternoon?" Emily préss

"We could have your first lesson. It might takeeavtbefore you take
off like a mermaid," Keir warned.

Emily giggled. "Mermaids have tails, Keir."
"Legs are probably better," he returned with a.grin

He hadn't lost his giving nature, Rowena thoughtmiy



They cleaned away the luncheon dishes and retuméde pool.
Sarah was flagging, ready for her afternoon nag. \8&s happy to
curl up on one of the cane lounges and watch Esngwimming
lesson. Rowena sat with her. Jamie elected to Keipby showing
Emily how to follow his instructions. Learning hdw float was the
first step, and Keir quickly earned her trust.

"Is teaching Emily how to swim a brave deed, Mumimgarah
whispered.

Rowena had to smile. "Yes, it is, Sarah."

"The prince will do it," came the vote of con- fgige. Demonstrating
her complete trust in him, Sarah closed her eyage @ contented
little sigh and went to sleep.

By the end of the day, Rowena had to acknowledget Kleir had
done a great deal towards gaining both acceptandeeal liking
from her three children. After Emily's swimming $es and Sarah's
nap, he put on a video of Walt Disnegkddin, which was greatly
enjoyed. For their evening meal he took them to @éDbhald's,
always considered a treat.

When they arrived home, the girls clamoured for torstay and tell
them a bedside story about when Mummy was a lgite Then
Jamie wanted to discuss the merits of the compyaernes in the
catalogue Keir had found and given him. As
new-family-togetherness day, it had to be counted hagghly
successful.

But it was only one day, Rowena told herself, nahting to build too
many hopes on it. Nevertheless, she deeply appedcad the effort
Keir had put into giving joy and pleasure. The dfeh had been
wonderfully distracted from the misery Phil's déiser could have
brought.



Rowena tried to examine her own feelings. She caolddeny the

underlying yearning for the fulfilment of her yofithdreams, yet the
breakup with Phil had eroded her confidence indpaiole to live up

to Keir's expectations. What if she fell short? Wihdhe Tightness

she felt with him was simply a desire to feel icase she was
frightened of standing alone? It was a scary wimtdsomeone who
had been out of the work force as long as she Jeahie said to tell

you good night." Keir's voice broke into her prvaeverie. "I've put

his light out."

She swung around from the laundry tub where shebkad rinsing
swimming costumes. "Thank you, Keir. For everythirghe added
in a rush of gratitude for his being the man he.was

"Would you like me to go now?" he asked quietly.

"No, I..." Was it wise to be alone with him whereshias feeling so...
needful? He stood in the doorway, almost filling—Hig, solid,

strong—and the urge to step forward and lean ontoifeel his arms
enfold her with the promise of holding her safeef@r, coursed
through Rowena with close to irresistible force.dWld you like a
cup of coffee?" she blurted.

He smiled. "Very much."

His smile curled around her heart, squeezing littid was the smile
of the Keir she had loved, who had loved her. Tinegs a dull ache in
her stomach, a faint quiver in her thighs. It slestker into action.

I'm playing with fire she thought, as she hurried ahead of him to t
kitchen. It was wrong to'want another man whernveae still married
to Phil. But Phil had Adriana. Why should she ocalat he thought,
what anyone thought? Who”cared about her? Only. Keir

And the children, she sternly corrected herselé Béd to remember
the children.



She was reaching for the electric jug when the platne above it
rang. She grabbed the receiver as though it weslimé out of her
internal churning. "Hello. Rowena Goodman speakirsie said,
turning to wave Keir to one of the armchairs in tamily room. It

was sensible to establish space between them.

"Well, it's about time you were home," a voice diedhvin her ear.

The tempting excitement of a moment ago drained mtsick
hollowness.

It was Phil.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

GuILT at having been out all day was swiftly dissipdtgda strong
surge of self-determination. Why should she behaksPbeck and
call? He had chosen to be with Adriana. He couleikptect the wife
he had scorned to dance attendance on him, as Aveilmeeting
they had should be by mutual consent, with conatder given to
both sides.

"I'm home now, Phil," she stated, her tone delitedyaneutral.

Keir froze midway from the kitchen to the familyom. His gaze
swung sharply to her, assessing her reaction tealheShe had the
sense of something fiercely primitive emanatingrfimm, as though
he were a warrior of old, poised to do battle wt@ct his territory.

"l suppose you've been with Keir Delahunty,” Phildssnidely.

Rowena felt her face tighten. No doubt Phil wouke Ito justify his
actions by putting her involvement with Keir on $a&me level as his
with Adriana. She would not give him that exonerati

"What do you want to talk to me about?"

He laughed. "No need to get your knickers in attviewena. | know
what's going on."

He made it sound dirty, and it wasn't. She hadingtto be ashamed
of. "Is there some purpose to this call?" she deledroldly.

"l came to visit the girls this afternoon."

Guilt struck again. Rowena stubbornly repelledPitil could have
given her fair warning. "I'm sorry your trip was sted. If you'd—"



"Oh, it wasn't wasted. | picked up all my thingsir®@edroom is now
completely yours."

A chill ran down her spine at the thought of Phohting in and
removing all his personal possessions from themdadt was such a
final act. Seven years... gone. And she hadn't desn here to
witness it. Maybe it was easier that way, but @msed underhand,
like a thief in the night.

"l see," she said tightly. "Thank you for lettingerknow it wasn't
burglary.”

"Don't tell me you were about to ring the cops."
"No. | haven't been in our—my—bedroom since confioge."
"Busy with the kids, | take it," he said sardonigal

Conscious of Emily's need to see her daddy, Rowerahered her
resentment at his mockery of proper parenting and, sWe'll be
home tomorrow if you want to visit the children."”

"l have other plans for tomorrow."

Not so much as a pause to reconsider, Rowena thdugilas typical
of his self-centred attitude. "Then could we makeagangement so
they don't miss you next time?" she pressed, wamngomething
definite so she could organise herself accordingly.

"Well, as you pointed out, Christmas is coming agtrweek. I'll take
the girls out for a while on Christmas morning, tietm out of your
hair while you're cooking the turkey."

No mention of Jamie. Rowena instantly resolvedniote Keir for
Christmas Day. She would not have Jamie left olawing a father.
"l presume you won't be staying for the turkey."



"No. Adriana and | are booked in at a hotel foirtfestive spread.”

No work for Adriana. Not that Rowena cared aboat.t&he would
much prefer to have a family Christmas in her hdma@ go to a hotel
where the children wouldn't feel at ease. "Whatetighould we
expect you?" she asked.

"Oh, ten-thirty, eleven o'clock, whatever," he aas¥d carelessly.

She wanted to saipon't bother but she held her tongue, mindful tha
it wasn't only her feelings to be considered. "Yaill come, won't
you, Phil? | don't want to tell the girls if theyight be disappointed.”

"| said I'll be there. You can have the girls wagtifor me."

Rowena burned. Had they always danced at Phil's&coence?
Looking back, she could see they fiad, for the nuemt. As the
breadwinner, Phil expected it, and she had thobghieserved the
extra consideration. She had tried so hard todpeod wife to him.

"By the way, I've taken the stereo from the louraged my favourite
CDs."

She frowned, wishing he hadn't done it while she a&ay, but she
didn't begrudge him his precious sound systemiditsdrprise her
he'd been able to fit so much equipment into higddaconvertible.

"And Adriana took a few bits and pieces she liked."

Adriana? She'd been with him, picking over the serpf their
marriage for what she could get out of it? Snoopimmgugh personal
possessions, ransacking the house while no onenarasto watch
over anything? No doubt she had brought her cay ttocarry off the
spoils.



Outrage billowed through Rowena, making her héantp hard and
her head pound with the hurtful injury of having pavacy wantonly
invaded by a woman who had already taken her hdsban

"You invited Adriana into my home?" She barely fdwoice enough
to ask the question.

Phil snorted. "Don't tell me Keir Delahunty hasréen there."

It wasn't the same. Not the same at all. "Whatdnts pieces did she
take?"

"Nothing | didn't buy, Rowena. You're not entitkedeverything, you
know."

"l am entitled to be consulted, Phil. Please kéapit mind, or | shall
call the police ifanything more is taken without rkyowledge or
consent."

She was shaking. She fumbled the receiver ontaval$ bracket,
unsure what her rights were but too upset to atgaepoint. She
would have to see a solicitor. She would have to...

"Rowena," Keir called softly, "if there's anythihgan do..."

She stared blankly at him, too caught up in thetsof her marriage
to consider what he was saying. The need to knewvtirst impelled
her feet forward, faster, faster, down the hathlounge. Open the
door. Light on. The far end of the room bare withthe stereo
equipment. The china cabinet emptied of the crysta¢glasses, the
Capo Di Monte figurine of the card players gonanrfrids pride of
place on top of the cabinet. Her gaze swung to th@—ro, not the
lamp, too. Not the beautiful wisteria lamp he haddht her for their
first wedding anniversary.



Tears welled into her eyes. An arm curled arourrdsheulders and
turned her to a broad chest. She sagged agaimgteiting comfort,
needing a solidity that wouldn't be stolen awayfiger. "Why?" she
cried brokenly. "It was good.once. Couldn't he &dvike that, Keir?
Does it all have to be destroyed?"

"No. It shouldn't be," he murmured.

"He brought her here," she sobbed. "He let her takdamp. | was
pregnant with Emily when he gave me that. How cdu® How
could he?"

"I don't know."

"It's like my parents, getting rid of everythingdo with you. It was
so awful. Like murdering the memories."

"But I'm not gone, Rowena. I'm here with you nowg' soothed.
"And we'll never be parted again."”

"Oh, Keir!" She burst into uncontrollable weeping.

He held her tight and stroked her hair. "I'm sdrcan't wipe all the
hurt away. | wish | could."”

"Not your fault," she sobbed.

"It's not your fault either, Rowena. You always didur best at
everything you undertook. Don't think you're argslef the beautiful
person you are because of this. Phil is the lgssmion, not you."

"Why is Mum crying?"

Jamie! She'd promised him not to cry. She strugtpecontrol the
tears.



"There was a lamp. It's gone," Keir answered.
"So's the stereo. And the—" A hiss of breath. "Datl take them?"

"He was here with his friend while we were outcduld have been
his friend who took some of the things," Keir addednitigation.
"Jamie, could you bring your mother a box of tissydease?"

"Sure."

He was back in a trice, and Keir gave Rowena afoaniitissues to
mop up her face.

"I'm sorry, Jamie," she choked out. "You can gddtaded now. I'm
all right.”

"l don't think so," Keir said gravely. "Jamie, cgmu get the girls up?
Your mother is too upset to stay here. | think wewdd go back to my
house tonight."

"No...no, | can't," Rowena protested, afraid of vehhat might lead
and too wrought up to handle any decisions properly

"It's okay, Mum. Keir will look after you," Jamiessured her. "I'll get
Emily and Sarah."

He raced off again.
"Keir," Rowena appealed desperately.

"l can't leave you here, Rowena. Everywhere yon yu'll feel a
sense of violation. It's better that you all com#wne."

"But..."



"Don't worry. You'll have a bedroom to yourself. ©thmat Phil and
Adriana haven't been in."

She shuddered. Would they have? In the light oft\whd happened,
anything was possible.

"You left your bag and keys in the kitchen, did@ti?"
"Yes."
"Come on. We'll collect them and get on our way."

He kept her hugged warmly to his side as they vehtlehe kitchen.
Rowena couldn't think in any coherent fashion. €were too many
mixed-up emotions running rampant. With all the eglal and
revelations of the past week, she felt her life hadn turned upside
down and inside out, and nothing made any sensenang.

When they returned to the hall, her three childvere standing in the
open doorway to the lounge, staring at the empagsq

"See?" said Jamie.

"l bet the wicked witch did it," Emily declaredying to be loyal to
her father.

Sarah turned to Keir. "Can the wicked witch get ithte castle?"

"No. | guard the gate, Sarah. You'll be absolutsye there," he
promised.

"It's good to have a brave prince, isn't it, Mumthy?

"Yes," Rowena said weakly, too drained to take aeyt task over
the fairy tale.



“Let's go," Jamie urged, leading the way.

Keir took charge of everything. He switched offhlig, locked the
house, settled Rowena in the front passenger sba car and made
sure the children had their safety belts fastendlla back seat before
taking his place on the driver's side.

Rowena stared at the darkened house as he staetedrt It looked
abandoned, empty, empty of love and commitmentd deaany
happy future. The car moved onto the street andlaated away.
Keir's hand reached across and grasped hers, pmgeibin warmth,
linking her to him.

"Trust me, Rowena," he said softly.

A brave princeshe thoughtBrave to take me on, and all the baggag
| bring with me.

She looked at their hands, feeling the strengthi®fseep into her
veins. A helping hand, a loving hand, a hand shedchbold onto. It
wouldn't slip away from her, would it?

Trust me.

But could she trust herself to do right by him? $fas no longer sure
what right was. Only that Keir's hand felt right in hers. What
enough on which to let the past go and forge adutngether?



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE children had fallen asleep without any problemirKeasn't
worried about them. He was confident of answerhm@rtneeds and
concerns as they arose. There was a wonderful isitgphbout
children.

He could see Rowena in all three of them, evengitmjing her best
to learn how to swim. It was easy to love themgiee them the
attention that made them feel happy within thenmesgli«nowing they
had their special place in the affections of thegbe who counted
most in their lives.

Rowena's parents had robbed her of that preciaiside They had
let Brett's death overshadow everything. She hadninted any
more. Phil had just done the same thing to hexak like crushing
out of her all the value she had as a person,tamds so wrong, so
hurtful. It was fortunate that Phil Goodman waswthin striking
distance, because the violence Keir felt towardas tas close to
murderous.

At least Rowena now knew he hadn't dismissed ber,He hoped
she was beginning to realise how meaningful she tawdam. He
desperately wanted to heal her hurts, to givelretdve and life she
deserved. He had to pull her through this, winthest, give her back
the bubbling joy that had once been naturally hers.

He paused by her door to listen again, worryingualher state of
mind. The shower in the ensuite had been runninghi® past half
hour. It was a relief not to hear it. He hadn't\wnovhether it was a
lethargy of mind and spirit that had kept her stagdinder the beat
of the spray, or some sense of wanting to wash awayrotten

distaste of what Phil and Adriana had done.



Whatever... it had stopped now. He had given her anhis soft,

cotton T-shirts to wear to bed. Maybe she was d{rsattled for the

night, but he doubted that sleep would come eddgyremembered a
habitual nightly routine from her childhood, andatled for the

kitchen.

A mug of hot Milo. It didn't matter if it was nonger a habit with her.
It would recall happier times. He tipped two heappdonfuls of the
sweet chocolate grains into a mug, poured in ratikred the mixture
vigorously and slid it into the microwave for twonutes.

Happier times...

There had been several little occurrences todaywieenad felt they
had been recaptured, if only fleetingly. This mami. Rowena
waiting for him on the front porch as he walkedthp path to her.
When she had appeared in her swimming costumeoakdd at him

in his, barriers had slipped away momentarily, las sure of it. Then
tonight, in the laundry, that vibrant moment whes $ensed her
wanting to reach out to him, wanting to try whatdfiered.

If Phil hadn't phoned ...

But Phil's crass insensitivity had resulted in Roav&oming here,
under his protection. That was a plus. If he c@@dsuade her to stay,
it would give him his best chance to show her hbwould be for
them. They had so many years to make up. He diadmt a second of
this new start wasted, didn't want a second ofélseof their future
wasted. If only she could see it as he did.

The microwave clicked off. He took out the steantieymug, stirred
the Milo through the milk again, then, hoping Roaewould
welcome it, returned to her bedroom door and kndcke

"Yes?" Definitely awake.



"It's Keir. I've got some hot Milo for you. It mighelp you sleep.”
"Hang on till | put the bedside light on," she edll

He waited, wondering if this was such a good idésr all. It might
help Rowena sleep, but seeing her in bed was boorarouse
thoughts and feelings that would make sleep diffibor him. He
wanted her so much it was almost a constant aceimim.

"It's okay. You can come in now."

Think of her as the child she had once been, hmlgtadvised
himself. He had waited years for her to grow infmang woman. He
could wait.. .please, God, not years again. Hetleftdoor ajar to
assure her he had no desirous intent. It was irapbghe feel safe
with him. Absolutely safe. She was sitting up, greg against the
pillows. She looked like a lost waif, the sleeveshts T-shirt
dangling shapelessly around her elbows, her blagkihdamp wisps
around her wan face.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

"More or less." She managed an ironic little sniiléhanks, Keir. It
was kind of you to think of the Milo."

"I hope it helps." He set the mug on the bedsiddeta'ls there
anything else I can do for you, Rowena?"

"Are the children all right?" she asked anxiously.
"Yes. Fast asleep.”

"You were good with them today. And tonight." Heg lgreen eyes
were darkly soulful. "I appreciate it. Very much."

"It's a pleasure."



"You really mean that, don't you?"
"Yes."

"Keir..." She flashed him a look of vulnerable a@ipéSit with me?"
She shifted somewhat gracelessly, nervously, toenna&m for him
beside her on the bed.

It left him no option but to oblige her requesteStould interpret any
retreat as rejection. Unfortunately, her movemeuat pulled the soft
fabric of the T-shirt so that her breasts werendglied too clearly for
Keir's comfort. He tore his gaze away from themhaslowered
himself gingerly on the bed, determined to be tlenfl she needed.

"Will you hold my hand?" she asked huskily, offgrir for him to
take.

He shot her a swift, searching look, wonderinghg $elt frightened

and lonely. Her lashes were lowered, her gaze foredhe inviting

hand. Her face had a soft, pearlescent glow inatmplight. Her lips

were slightly apart as though waiting to shape meoeds. Or

perhaps anticipating, wanting the kind of kiss ad given her before
starting on his quest.

Keir grimly leashed in that thought. He couldnfoad to give in to
temptation when Rowena already had too much to aéhl He
turned more towards her so he could enfold her atth of his,
feeling both tender and possessive as his fingevkesl softly over
her inner wrist.

Her pulse leapt under his touch. Again he glandeldeg, sharply
questioning. Her gaze remained fixed on their haaddg she was
absolutely still, as though even her breathing suspended.

What was she thinking? What did his touch mearet@ h



"l want you to..." She hesitated, drew in a deegatir. "l want us..."
She spoke more strongly, but with a slight quakeat suggested she
was screwing up her courage. "To make love."

His heart stopped, then seemed to catapult aroima@hest with
chaotic abandonment of any control whatsoever gdee flew to his,
her eyes dark, swirling pools of tortured uncettas) yet overlaid
with a desperate pleading for him to sort themfouher.

No, no, his mind screamed. He wanted it free aedrobf anyone
else, proving nothing, a joyous celebration of igdeach other
again, loving because it was beautiful to love. Netfelt his body
stir, urging him to appease the need that had regeidh for so long.
She would respond. She had to. Or there was ne@ seray of the
feelings he'd nursed all these years.

“Tell me it's not because of what Phil Goodmantdigou," he heard
himself say, his voice uncharacteristically harslen with deep and
violent emotions. "If this is some hit back at hirRgwena..."

"No! It's not, Keir."

He saw the recoil in her eyes and both gloried snd regretted it.
Was he spoiling everything? He couldn't help hirfnsEhe need to
have her all to himself, cleaving only to him, was powerfully

imbedded it reeked of the primitive, buHie did@te. He couldn't be
civilised about this. She was his woman, and hen'didant the

slightest taint of another man coming between thdran they made
love.

"I need to know...about us, Keir," she pleaded. Hegernails
scraped the palm of his hand in her agitationatéaction. Her eyes
begged him to understand.



Not another test, he thought in violent rejecti®he couldn't turn
making love with him into a test. He wouldn't le¢rhlt was too
demeaning, too repugnant to him.

He set her hand on the bedclothes and stood upotddn't bear her
look of hurt. "I have needs, too, Rowena," he st&i@dly. He hurt,
as well. He hurt all over. He turned aside lesblfeak and give in to
her, even knowing it was wrong and possibly desitrado both of
them. He walked away from her because he had twtbing would
turn out right. Even his bones ached.

"Keir..." Anguish.

He felt it, too. "I hear you, Rowena. | hear youefand your pain,
your doubts and your fears. | understand theniBalll can only give
so much." He reached the door he had left ajahatdlit to reinforce
his resolve to go when he'd said what needed saying

"Don't you want me?"

The lost little-girl voice pierced his heart ancgthred his defences.
The passions he had tried so hard to contain egdlddrough his

mind and ripped through his body. "Want you!" Thedih hissed

from his lungs. He slammed the door shut and wheeléace her.

"Want you!" he repeated, words jamming in their @limio be
expressed, then spilling into a torrent. "Have gay idea how it felt
to besuddenly confronted with you last year, yo®lat Goodman's
side, his wife? | didn't even dare ask you to damitle me. It made
me sick to watch you with him, wanting.. .wantingpat/ | couldn't
have."

She stared at him, dumbstruck by his vehemenckeaat he had her
full attention, Keir thought with fierce satisfamti.



"And | had to work with your husband, knowing hentveome to you
every night," he said, hammering the emotional nditea he had
faced. "I couldn't make myself get rid of him. Kiven him a
well-paid executive job. Maybe you needed the mphegasoned.
But the truth, the deep-down basic truth was | didant to give up
the link to you, Rowena."

She shook her head, as though dazed by his rexredati

It spurred him to lay it all out for her, so sheuMbunderstand and
realise the length and depth and breadth of whatwsls asking of
him.

"l could hardly believe it when Phil started flmgj with Adriana. At
first I was angry on your behalf. How could he ptagund when he
had you as his wife? Then as the affair ripened futl-blown
infidelity, | took a different attitude."

He paused, warning signals flashing in his braias\We flagellating
her with too much honesty?

"What?" she asked.

It was enough to goad him on. "l wanted your mgeito break up. |
wanted him out of your life so | could step intoAnd if that shocks
you, I'm sorry, but it's a measure of my wanting."

She said nothing. She simply stared at him.

Too late to retract anything now. He felt too rammself to do any
healing. "Then you came to fight for him." He flutige words at her.
"To fight for a man who cared so little about hogtiyou. While I...
I'd die for you, Rowena."

Utter stillness from her. Silence.



His hands lifted and fell in a gesture of despaiant you..." The
words were a whip to tortured passion. "I've warnjted most of my
life. But when we made love all those years agay&@, you came
to me as a woman who wanted me equally as much| ailtnot
accept less. To ask me to make love on the chhatd might make
you feel better about yourself—"

"No, Keir. It wasn't that," she swiftly denied.
"Then what? A test of what you feel with me?"

She didn't answer. Her eyes lost focus as thoughwsls looking
inside herself.

"You want a test?" he demanded hoarsely. "I'll g a test,
Rowena." He hauled off his T-shirt and tossed itlo floor. "I've
already stripped myself naked for you in every pthay. Let's get
down to the absolute basics."

She made no protest as he savagely removed hisabbiiees. Then
he stood before her, ostensibly at ease, arms akiodliberately
challenging her with his nudity, his eyes blaziagh his need. "You
want us to make love?" His voice shook with thedoof it. "Then

come to me, Rowena. Show me you want me. Not ag g@amacea
for other ills, but wanting me for the man | am."

Her focus was certainly on him now.
The air between them was charged with tension.
Decision time.

She moved. Keir could hardly believe it. Hope tetgthrough him,
electrifying every nerve end. Bedclothes tossedeasong bare legs
reaching for the floor. His heart pounded in hisse&he stood. Her



arms crossed, hands bunching folds of the T-3hithout hesitation
she yanked it over her head and hurled it aside.

Keir's stomach contracted as the full flood of hakedness hit him,
more womanly than he remembered, softer, lushlyifem®. His

loins tightened, desire shooting through him, visssxpanding,
wanting. This was Rowena now, Rowena who had beimex son in
her rounded belly, suckled his baby at her breastsh glorious
breasts, their nipples tightly pointed at him.

There was a magnificent air of pride and confideincihe way she
held herself as she walked towards him, shouldesk,bhips
swaying, her gaze fixed unwaveringly on his, heeseyiercely
aglow,. No defeat in her, no grief. Keir exultedtire breaking of
those deadly chains, exulted in the freedom witlicivishe came to
him.

"l want you, Keir." Her husky voice caressed tret thegs of torment
from his mind. "I've always wanted you." Her woligned the scars
from his heart. "And that's the naked truth," shie stouching him.

The dark, empty places in his soul exploded inse&de of light, like
brilliant fireworks erupting in showers of starspmdrous patterns
imprinting themselves in renewed bursts, the ecstatival of all he

had feared lost.

As her hands slid up his chest and linked arouschéck, he crushed
her body to his, craving the oneness he knew waissthunlocked

from seemingly impassable doors that had beensshdevastatingly
between them. His mouth found hers with a hungerrsturned, her
passion matching his, her need as wild and asiatdat The kisses
were long and infinitely sweet in their total laakinhibition.

But they weren't enough. Not nearly enough. Hisdsaswept down
the sensual curve of her back, curled around htofnp cradling the



intimate heat of her closer, wanting the ultimaiming, his flesh
sheathed in hers, together as they had been, weuld

She stretched on tiptoe, as eager as he for theseegsensation of
desire fulfilled. "Lift me, Keir," she urged, parg her legs for him,
winding them around his hips as he hoisted herdnigieady for the
seeking, the finding, the thrust that took him desher, deep as she
settledaround him, her muscles convulsing with pheasure of
containing him.

The ecstasy of it, Rowena wanting him as he wahé&dHe swung
her around in sheer elation, carrying her with honthe bed,
smoothly accommodating her position on top of hincjting the
rhythm with hands and thighs, moving to match teeexcite, to thrill
to the beat, the slide and the plunge. And herNotdl breasts
dangling above him, inviting capture, suction.

The fantastic freedom of drawing her flesh intorhuth, lashing the
taut nipple with his tongue, pulling, tugging, tbeductive music of
her gasps and moans of pleasure as he moved frerbreast to the
other, taking them in tandem, greedy for the ta$teer, for the feel
of her response to him, the silky heat of her lpafHnis pulsing shaft
until her shattered cry and the milky flood of ksémax spurred him
to take the control that had melted for her.

Gently he rolled her onto the pillows where sheksawo languid

abandonment of any further action. Her thighs vetiteaquiver. He

cradled her hips and pushed to the place that &ée kvould increase
her pleasure. She arched as he reached it, caies&adnarticulate

cry broke from her throat. Her eyes flew open, @@k wonderment
filled him with joy as they mirrored the intensenér world he built
for them, the soft undulations and the high peaks.

He sustained it as long as he could, but whenitbd her hands and
ran her fingertips over his shoulders and chestghtire body was



ignited with excitement and the dance he had otchtesl fell apart to
the drumbeat of uncontrollable need. He drove hadlifast, and she
lifted herself to give him the fullness of his pdeae, welcoming the
ultimate release of his love for her, her armsiwgito receive him as
the final melding came.

It was good simply to hold her close in the blissfontentment of
knowing all the barriers had been crosddihe at last,he thought,
intensely happy, uncaring of any problems that tégise from what
might be viewed as a premature coupling. It waeritm. It wasn't to
Rowena, either. The wanting had been deep and mutua



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

ROWENA lay in his arms, incredulity, awe, bliss, driftiagross her
mind, like shining clouds, pierced by a sun thapdiled all gloom.

Keir.

His name alone embodied a wealth of feeling for Boav She had
forgotten or suppressed the magic of loving andd&ved by him.
And to think she had spent eleven years withostlhiliant sense of
being utterly, poignantly, beautifully alive.

She nestled closer to him, tucking her head undeclHin, giving

herself more reach to play her hand over Keir'smi@gntly male

body. He hadn't changed at all, not in nature imbteart, not in any
way that counted. He was Keir, her first love, vee that would

always endure. She knew that now.

How bravely and passionately he had ripped theesdedm her eyes,
torn aside the shadows in-hfer mind and smasheshthekles of the
eleven long years that had parted théy. prince, slaying all my
dragons,she thought in smiling whimsy.

"Thank you for being you, Keir," she said with gpg sigh.

"And you...you're a miracle, Rowena,” he answereilys "More
than | dared dream of."

"l lost faith in dreams," she confessed. "I'm spKgir. | should have
trusted you. | should have known. Will you forgivee my
blindness?"

He stroked her back, sending delicious little stivever her skin.
"There's nothing to forgive. You had a lot of baggao carry,
Rowena," he said, generously excusing her of amly. fa



"l still have," she said, thinking of the childrei¥ou really don't
mind about getting a ready-made family?"

"What's yours is mine," he stated simply. "Theygreat kids. All
three of them."

The warmth in his voice left her in no doubt thatdccepted them
without reservation. And he wouldn't disown anytleém. Not like
Phil. It wasn't in Keir to renege on commitment.

"Are you worried about them accepting us?" he asked

Rowena considered the question seriously, then comunsy
dismissed every niggle of concern. Perhaps shenaa@ the mistake
of putting the children's needs first in her mageido Phil, although
certainly not all the time, as Adriana had suggestéhat she knew
now, with utter conviction, was the love she andrilsbared would
always come first. What they had was so speciabitld rub off on
the children, anyway. They could only benefit hyewen if it took
some time for it to permeate their lives."No, I'ot nvorried," she
replied with firm confidence.

"Good! Then how do you feel about moving in herghwme
tomorrow?"

She laughed and hitched herself up to see the siprein his eyes.
The need and want so clearly emblazoned in thenirgh depths
sobered her. So much time wasted. And who knew loog their

lives would be?

"We'll do it," she said decisively.

"You don't mind returning to the house to pack yimgs?"



She shook her head. Nothing in that house coulchtber now. What
had been there was gone, irrevocably. Keir wasfihae, every
minute of it.

He grinned. "I'd better give Sarah swimming lesstos The sooner
they learn, the better. Then you won't have angean worry."

He was so generous with everything. "What can ¢ giou, Keir?"

His eyes sparkled with mischief and desire as Hheddner onto her
back and leaned over her. "I could suggest mangi— " he kissed
her, and his voice dropped to a husky throb ofeamient "—but the
gift of yourself is enough for me, Rowena." He kidg$ier again, more
passionately, thrillingly.

She would think of something to give him, Rowejiargly vowed.
Something he wasn't expecting. A gift of love thatwould know
was especially for him, for being the man he was.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE week leading up to Christmas sped by.

There was no protest from the children about moinrig the castle.
To Sarah it was a natural progression of the tailg. Emily reasoned
that Daddy had packed up and left what had beefathdéy home, so
it was only right to do the same. Jamie's energgllbit a new high.
He could barely contain his excitement at beginrantew life with
his real father. Plus a computer to play with.

Keir was marvellous. Both Sarah and Emily learntstam very
quickly under his patient tuition. He bought vidgames for the
computer, some of which were simple enough fordinis to play,
too, although Jamie was put in charge of them aad the
responsibility of showing and helping.

The highlight of the week was the Christmas pantegniof
Cinderella which was showing in the city. Keir provided therith
tickets to a matinee, and the performance was aolate delight,
much talked about afterwards, with the children irgyv Keir
renditions of the parts they loved best. His enjegtmof their
mimicking added enormously to their pleasure indagng.

None of them questioned her sharing a bedroom M&tin. Maybe
they accepted it as natural, Rowena thought, gikerfact of living
together as a family. Maybe they wanted everythmégel natural.
She hoped that when Phil came to see the girlsdhoist@as morning,
he wouldn't stir up any uneasy feelings about it.

Keir had informed Phil they had left the house dlakney Heights
and were living with him at Lane Cove. Only perdooelongings
had been taken with them, so if Phil wished to alégpof the furniture
he could do what he liked with it. Rowena and thiédecen would not



be returning to the house, which could be put oa tharket
immediately if Phil and Adriana had no use for it.

Phil was also informed that the move in no way&#éd his right to
see his daughters, and both Emily and Sarah had todsk of his
intention to visit them on Christmas morning. Kagsured Rowena
that the conversation had been conducted in asgdilmanner, but
she could not help having some trepidation abouisRhanner with
the girls when he had them to himself.

Keir opened a bank account for her and urged hgpead freely. He
wanted this Christmas to be the best ever for filthem. They

decorated a marvellous tree in the living room. Boavhad already
bought most of her gifts for the children, but adeled a few more for
extra surprises, and indulged herself in findinghespecial gifts for
Keir.

She laid the festively wrapped parcels out undetridne once she was
sure the children were asleep on Christmas Evlaerastonishment,
Keir added a heap of his own, which he'd kept mddethe boot of
his car.

"It's great having kids for Christmas," he told t&th a happy grin. "I
can't remember when I've had so much fun shopping."

It slid into Rowena's mind that Phil had alwayg tgft shopping for
the children to her. Too much hassle with the crowadd too little
time to think about it, he had excused himself. Sheuld have
known Keir would be different. Thinking about whabuld give
them pleasure was second nature to him. Doingghis pleasure.

As expected, they were woken early on Christmasimgiwith cries
of feverish excitement. Every gift was unwrappedhwgleeful
anticipation and greeted with delight. Keir had madme inspired
choices. Best of all to the children was a threwettisional jigsaw



puzzle of a fantasy castle. The picture of the deted construction
showed it had turrets, balconies, open arches, mrdges and a
moat, as well as cobblestoned courtyard garderrsredlistic grass,
water and rocks. It was, in fact, a detailed madial classic medieval
castle.

One of Keir's gifts to Rowena was the title deedhf house,
transferred into her name, makingher the legal ow@n its
accompanying Christmas card he had written, "Therdy | want
you to have, with all my love, Keir."

Impossible to protest. Rowena wished again there samething
special she could give him, something of simildugan so far as it
would answer a need he had. She was busy in ttieekit preparing
the traditional roast turkey, when Jamie, in resedn some question
from Keir, fetched the photograph album devotekite. The answer
Rowena had been looking for struck her forcefuykaeir leafed
through the album.

Photos of Jamie as a baby, as a toddler, hisdagtat kindergarten.
There was a sad, regretful look on Keir's face—sydarever lost to
him, joys he hadn't shared. She remembered hisswédte children

| wanted with her.

A baby, Rowena thought.

She was only twenty-eight. She wouldn't mind havangther baby
with Keir, and he would love it so, sharing intimlgtthe experience
of birth and a new life unfolding. She was privgtedvelling in the

pleasure it would give him when the door chimegran

Phil!

She had been half hoping he wouldn't come ata@iianting the day
to be soured in any way. But he was the girlsefigtand rights had to
be observed. Emily and Sarah looked up from theiv toys.



"Is that Daddy?" Emily asked.

It had just gone ten-thirty. "I think so," Rowenaswered, giving
them an encouraging smile to put them at ease.ll"®eago and
see?"

"Well, I'm going to play my new computer game," Jaannounced,
proudly independent of Phil. "Want to have a loathwne, Keir?"

"Yes. It should be quite a challenge for you, Jahiee obliged,
moving to give his son the reassurance he needed.

It felt wrong to have the family separated likesthbut there was
nothing that could be done about it. Rowena gathapethe girls,
who had gone oddly quiet, looking after Jamie arar Kas they
walked along the gallery to the study and not esging any
excitement whatsoever over the visit by their fatidevertheless,
they compliantly followed Rowena to the front deord didn't hang
back when she opened it.

One step onto the porch and all three of them damaedead halt.
Phil was accompanied by Adriana Leigh.

Neither of them looked as though they had comater&in two little
girls. Phil was in a smart navy blue suit and Adaiavas semi-
clothed in a red and gold sundress that showedypbércleavage and
leg. Rowena and the girls were wearing jeans asthiits printed
with bright Christmas motifs. The contrast in drigsdantly created a
distance between the two parties.

"Well, how are my girls?" Phil began with forcedahnness, not
bothering with Christmas greetings to Rowena.

"Who is she!" Sarah demanded, eyeing Adriana up and down w
hostile suspicion.



"Don't be rude, Sarah," Rowena softly reproved. utYtather will
introduce you."

"This is my friend Adriana. We're going to take yaxnd Emily to a
big park where you can play on the swings andlthpesy dip," Phil
said unctuously.

While they sat and twiddled their thumbs until tvwes up,Rowena
thought. Adriana'’s high heels were definitely natkpshoes. Which
raised the question of how much supervision thieledm would get.

Sarah gave Adriana a baleful stare and bluntlyedtaer decision.
"I'm not going anywhere with the wicked witch!"

"What?" Phil snapped.
Rowena barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes

"She'll put a spell on me," Sarah explained. "long back inside the
castle. She can't get me there because the primce let her."

Before anyone could stop her she turned tail andm@ the foyer,
heading full pelt towards the gallery.

"What the hell is this, Rowena?" Phil demandedlyesiHave you
been bad-mouthing Adriana to my daughters?"

"No, | haven't. Sarah has her own way of workingdh out, Phil.
You know she does," she pleaded in mitigation.

"You could have corrected her," he accused.

"l tried." Though not very hard, she had to admibérself. After all,
she couldn't see why she should defend Adrianaeiicitcumstances.
The woman was not interested in children, andwlaatas obvious as
the dress she wore.



"l didn't think you'd be spiteful,” Phil said, smpg.

Rowena held her tongue, wondering how he deschizdctions to
himself.

He gave up badgering her and dropped to his hasnttheourt
Emily. "How's Daddy's girl? Have you missed me?"

Emily shrank back against Rowena. "Why did you éas, Daddy?"
she bravely asked.

Phil sighed. "Well, it's hard to explain. | wage'ally happy with your
mother, Emily."

"Don't you love Mummy any more?"

"I'm much happier with Adriana," he stated firmfFrhat's why I'm
with her. And you'll like her very much once you geknow her."

Emily looked at Adriana, who obliged with an indeitg smile, which
was enough to turn Rowena's stomach. Emily wasrchrtaken with
it, either. She returned her gaze to her father estinued her
childish inquisition.

"What about me, Daddy? Weren't you happy with me?"

"Emily..." Phil flushed uncomfortably. "When you'ggown up, you
need to be with another grown-up. That doesn't rhelan't love my
little girl. I've got lots of Christmas presentstire car for you."

"Have you got Mummy's lamp for her? The one with lthue beads
hanging down?"

“"No, | haven't," he growled. "Now let's get goiMge haven't got all
day." He straightened up and offered his hand to he



Emily looked doubtfully at Adriana, then shook lerad, her hand
seeking Rowena's, not Phil's. "l want to stay witlnmmy."

"Emily, I've come out of my way to see you," Plaidtersely. "Your
mother said you wanted me to."

"Yes." She nodded gravely. "Thank you for seeing Deddy, but |
don't want to go with you," she said in a verydittoice.

"All right," Phil snapped. "If that's the way youam it, I'll give all
your presents to the Smith family."”

"Phil,” Rowena reproved quickly. "You can't ford¢engs. It would
have been wiser to come without Adriana this time."

"You can say that when you're living openly withiKBelahunty?"
he scoffed.

Keir appeared in the doorway, Sarah's hand firndgped in his,
Jamie on his other side. "Is there a problem?" sieedy politely
nodding to Phil and Adriana.

"No. No problem," Phil mocked. "I only came to dg mhuty, and
that's done. Have yourself a happy family Christinae stepped
smartly back to Adriana and took her arm. "Comedanling. We've
spent enough time here."

"Happy Christmas!" Adriana trilled, delighted toveathe duty
disposed of.

Keir stepped out to stand at Rowena's side. Jaanne ¢orward to put
his arm around Emily's shoulders in big-brothedport. They all
watched Phil and Adriana get into what had to baak@'s car, since
it wasn't the red Mazda convertible.

"He said he'd give our presents away, Sarah," Esailg mournfully.



"l don't want them anyway," Sarah declared uneaualrp. "l bet the
wicked witch touched them."

She was undoubtedly right, Rowena thought. Philldvdwave got
Adriana to buy them for him. She had the feelingould be a long
time before Phil came visiting again.

"He didn't bring Mummy her lamp, either,” Emily aat clearly
affected by the injustice of it all.

The car zoomed away from the kerb and disappeaned the street.

"We've got the prince, Emily," Sarah said, hersfagtion in the
choice abundantly clear.

"Yes. We've got the prince," Emily agreed with fau.

Jamie gave Keir a smug look. "And we've got lotpralsents inside,"
he reminded the girls.

"Yes!" they shouted in unison.
"Let's play!" It was like a bugle call.
"Yes!"

Jamie led the charge into the house, the girls isnhkels, the
encounter with Phil shrugged off and left behindnthwith what

seemed like extraordinary ease. Emily, at Jamigsg, ran with

him to the study to see what was on the computees¢ and Sarah
skipped down the gallery, as carefree as an inipihfairy.

Keir closed the front door and drew Rowena intaeatlg embrace,
his dark velvet eyes scanning hers for stress. Yareall right?" he
asked. "Phil didn't upset you?"



"No." She released her inner tension with a sigkentsmiled her
relief at the unexpected outcome of Phil's vigithildren can be so
amazing."

"Their logic is very direct," he said dryly.

"Keir..." She wound her arms around his neck aedged closer. Her
eyes projected all the desire in her heart, ddsirdnim, desire to
please, to give, to share all life had to offeret's have another baby.
Together."

Sirrprise and delight lit his eyes. "You mean igvWena? You really
want another child?"

She laughed, her heart lifting exultantly at hispanse. "Well, we
needn't stop at one if you wanf more," she ted$ad pretty good at
being a mother, you know."

"The best." He grinned. "I'd love a big family, Rema. Having been
an only child..."

Of course! That was why he and Brett had been arsdéye—the
only child in each family until she had come alotigg much-loved
little sister.

"But what about you?" He quickly changed tack. hbught you
might like to pick up the arts course you'd warttedo."

"l can do that in my thirties. Or my forties. I'nlapning on a long
life."

He laughed, his eyes shining with unadulterategimass. "A very
long and a very full life."

"How could it be anything else with you?"



"And with you."

Their lips met in a kiss that sealed so many thiathe love and the
giving and the open trust and the sense of conipldiended
togetherness.

A new start.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

FAY PENDLETON, Keir's wonderful all-purpose secretary, bustle
around them in the nave of the church, making shee bridal
procession was arranged to proceed perfectly.

Jamie was in the lead, dressed in a formal bladelpay suit,
carrying a white satin cushion on which lay the tyald wedding
rings.

Emily came next, then Sarah, both looking absojuéaiquisite in
flower-girl gowns of ivory raw silk. Seed pearlshamced the lace on
their bodices and outlined the waistline. Frillgldrows ornamented
softly puffed sleeves, and the full skirts weregliatat the back with a
feature bow. Around their hair were circlets diditpink florabunda
roses and baby's breath, and they carried beawytifldcorated
baskets of rose petals to sprinkle down the aisle.

"There! Now don't twitch or anything," Fay advisRdwena. "I've
got the train just right. You're ready to go. $lgnal the organist
before taking my seat."

Rowena smiled. "Thank you for organising everythiogme, Fay.
You've been marvellous."

"It's been a real pleasure, Rowena. Like havingugtter."

She moved to the head of the aisle and gave thenashlook-over,
nodded approval, then set off for her seat atrbra Of the church. It
would be easy for the organist to spot her, Rowkaaght. Fay had
her hair dyed a fiery copper and was wearing aawvibviolet outfit.

Sarah disobeyed the eyes-forward edict and tureetiéad to catch
one more admiring eyeful of her transformed mothéou look just
like a princess, Mummy," she whispered, a noteaad B her voice.



"Thank you, Sarah," Rowena whispered back, het Baailing with
happiness.

She feltlike a princess. Keir had insisted they be marrieda

traditional fairy-tale wedding, and she was to Ibag dress of her
dreams, no expense spared. When she had seenetiaéngy gown
she had just stared and stared at it, spellbounding it utterly

magical and perfect in every detail.

It was made of ivory silk duchess satin and hadiarof elegant
majesty about it. The empire sleeves, cinched warst deep
neckline evoked a bygone era. The wide flare ofslig created a
wonderful balance to the tightly fitted bodice.féatured a centre
gore encrusted with lace and pearls, repeatingaltiern sewn onto
the flared lower half of the sleeves.

In keeping with the style of the dress, the veiswa#tached to a tiara
of fine gold and tiny ivory flowers. Rowena's hiagd been swept up
into a high topknot, which the tiara encircled. &nd her neck she
wore a fine gold chain supporting a beautiful goéhd
pearl-encrusted cross.

Keir hadn't seen any of it. She hoped—no, she knske—was
everything he wanted in a bride. To him, she wdattk beautiful

whatever she wore, and part of feeling like a grgscwas knowing
her prince was at the altar, waiting for her.

The soft organ playing stopped. There was a huskpdctancy in
the church. The "Wedding March" started. Jamieosietiown the

aisle, keeping in perfect time with the music. Bnabrrectly paced
her entrance, gently scattering rose petals frombasket. Sarah
followed on cue, apparently deciding a shower &erpetals was
more appropriate. Or more fun.



Rowena couldn't help smiling. She smiled all they vdawn the
aisle—to the friends she had met and made ovepdse sixteen
months while living with Keir, to Aunty Bet and hepon and his
family, who had flown down from Queensland for thedding, to
Keir's parents, who were so delighted to be getilogvena as their
daughter-in-law, and finally to the man she loved always would
love.

Kfeir.

He looked stunningly handsome in black, peak-laqiéd and white

wing-collar shirt, so elegant and debonair. Thesilastyle gave him
such a distinguished air. But it was the expressgiohis eyes that
mattered most to Rowena, the shining of a love lthdt spanned so
many years without ever faltering.

She wished her parents could have been here, nbégpsvere after
Brett's death, but before, when they had been happgve Keir as
almost a second son, happy for her to go out with 8he hoped they
had found peace and perhaps were even looking doher and Keir
right now, knowing it was right for them to havenw®together again.

The marriage service began.

She thought fleetingly of her marriage to Phil, wenng if he was as
happy as he wanted to be with Adriana. He had mesigfrom
Delahunty's over a year ago, investing the monay fihe sale of the
house in a real estate business on the Gold Cb@stensland. The
fast-paced life there suited them better, he hadl sad the girls
could come and have a vacation with him when thesewld enough
to travel alone.

Their parting was reasonably amicable. So was thiearce. There
was no question over the custody of the childred,farmal visiting
rights were waived. The girls could contact hirthigéy wanted to, but



basically he had simply dropped out of their livaas Rowena didn't
believe he was missed.

Keir more than filled the gap.
Keir.

Their commitment to each other was at last beimmédised in this
marriage service, husband and wife in the eyet®ftorld, yetthe
inner bonding went back a long, long way and wayddn forever.
Rowena was certain of that. No doubts. No fears. fEipture in her
heart was completely unshadowed.

Keir slid the gold ring on her finger. She slid thatching ring on his.
They said the words that sealed the promise ofthegeess. They
kissed. They signed the marriage certificate. Twiese one.

Then Keir's parents came forward, his mother ldyimaying Keir's

and Rowena's new baby son in Rowena's arms. Helotagd in the
same beautiful ivory christening robes Keir hadmiiirty-six years
ago. They moved over to the christening font. Faydfeton proudly
joined them as designated godmother. Aunty Betis Barren, who
was godfather to Jamie, stepped up to take oratine sesponsibility
for Jamie's new brother. The children clusterediagioto complete
the family grouping.

Brett Keir Delahunty.

To Rowena the name symbolised so much that w
good—friendship, trust, sharing and caring.

Once the christening ceremony was over, Jamie etlae had
something to say, and he and Emily and Sarah heskddhat this
was the time to say it. The girls nodded vigorouklkir smiled at his
older son, his eyes shining with love and pride.



"Say what's on your mind, Jamie," he invited, hpponfident it
would not be amiss.

"It's like this," Jamie started, then turned toradd Rowena. "When
Brett gets a bit older and begins learning wor@d| be saying Dada
when he sees Keir, won't he, Mum?"

Rowena hadn't thought that far. "It would be theéursd thing,
Jamie," she answered, feeling strongly that Keiou&ln't be
deprived of the joy of hearing Dada for the firstd.

"And he's our brother," Jamie went on, "so he mggttconfused if
we don't call Keir Dad. We're all in the same famiil

His reasoning was wonderfully clear, beautifullgan. A brilliant
smile burst from Rowena's heart. "That's true, ddmishe
encouraged.

He looked at Keir. "So if it's okay with you, Emignd Sarah and |
would like to call you Dad from now on."

Emily and Sarah lifted brightly expectant faces$ito.

"I'd like that very much," Keir assured them alk foice deepening
with emotion, a sheen of tears making his eyes shamer.

"I'd rather call you Daddy," Emily appealed.

"Daddy is fine, Emily. Whatever you're comfortaklgh," Keir said
warmly.

She beamed.

Rowena's heart turned over. Such full acceptarmra Emily meant
she really felt she belonged to Keir.



"l like Dada," Sarah declared. "Dada, Dada, Dadh¢' trilled with
uninhibited glee. "Brett will learn real fast frame, Dada."

Keir laughed. "I'm sure he will, Sarah."

And he'll live in a fairy-tale wonderland with Séras his guide,
Rowena thought. Her younger daughter was uttertsaeoed with
the baby, and her attachment to Keir had never lrequestion. He
had entered her life as the prince, and Rowenaestesp that when
Sarah grew up, there would be many a man who'dhiimgelf being
measured against the prince, and woe betide th#mayfdidn't reach
the mark.

“That's it, Dad," Jamie said with a huge grin. "\d& move out
now."

Keir returned the grin, father to son. "Lead the/wkamie."

Rowena passed baby Brett to Keir and curled heramound his for
the long walk down the aisle and out of the chuiitteir eyes caught
in a magic moment of love, utterly fulfilled.

His wife, Keir thought, his heart so full it was o burst. He looked
down at the baby cradled in his other arm. His btmwatched Emily
and Sarah take their places in the procession debamie. His
family.

To be so blessed... the wonder and glory of it.

Their wedding day.



