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TRIAL BY MARRIAGE
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Reform of the rake... ?

Sarah Sutherland: Twenty-six years of age, wears-himmed
spectacles and works as a schoolteacher: "l supfmaseould say |
fit everyone's picture of a typical spinster. | yithough, that the fact
I've taken a job in the outback of Australia didnitomatically lead to
the assumption that I'm out here because | cad'&fiman ...or worse,
don't want one!

"CIiff Wyatt certainly seems to think he just hasithistle and he can
add me to his harem. Luckily, I'm immune to hisrama Or at least |
thought | was. Now he's started taking me seriousnd | know I'm

in big trouble!"



CHAPTER ONE
'‘How do you do, Ms Sutherland? Sit down, please.’

Sarah Sutherland hesitated briefly and blinked @apleo of times.
She'd just been introduced to Cliff Wyatt and fotimel experience a
little breathtaking. So she sat in front of the oltk desk, unable to
think of anything to say, and waited for him to tone.

He did, after a slight pause, during which shedslif every detail of
her person had been thoroughly scrutinised. He, shidcting his

gaze back to her rather delicate oval face donuhhiea pair of

hornrimmed spectacles, 'As you know I've taken dwdgeleigh

Station and, as you've probably divined, a few glearwill need to be
made. A combination of drought, low beef pricegj-falshioned

methods and so on have seen the property ruroas ddtely so some
economies are required. Therefore, can you givethmee good

reasons for keeping you on?'

Sarah stared at Cliff Wyatt with widening eyes—taswaot sitting as
she was now but resting his tall frame negligerdlyainst a
window-frame behind his chair and he was probasihg thought,
still a bit dazedly, the best-looking man she'chsee years. He had
thick, dark hair, dark eyes, good-looking featusgh a faintly olive
skin, a well-cut mouth and the kind of physique thatuld have done
an athlete proud- very wide shoulders, narrow Ny legs and he
had to be at least six feet six.

And second impressions, she realised, reinforcedghod looks,
because there was an aura about him, in his impkcgellow
Lacoste shirt and beautifully tailored khaki trosseof raw power
combined with sophistication, the aura of a manwould be foolish
to tangle with, of intellect, of charm if you welecky, scorn if you
weren't. And there was little charm being direcidher at present,



she decided. Rather a businesslike and indifferemtner, as indeed
his question had conveyed.

She sat up straighter, remembering that questi@an’ give you a
dozen good reasons, Mr Wyatt,’ she said tartlyis'phnother
recurring dozen or so, but, if you casétethe advantage of having a
proper school and a resident teacher on a propgesgysize and this
remote, | could be wasting my time.’

He raised an eyebrow and murmured, 'Spoken likerug t
school-marm. Well --" he pulled out the chair aat down himself
'—let's proceed on your assumption that I'm dendeaaPhilistine. In
other words, do enlighten me. But | would just likestate that I'm all
for education and my question was not based omdifference to
good schooling.' He picked up a pen, dangled nveen his long
fingers and regarded her with a sort of pensivegamce that caused
her some more annoyance.

So she said thoughtfully, 'l read somewhere ttetigrave insult to
the Philistines to regard them as ignorant, uncedtiand unartistic
but, since you brought it up in that context and@gslied to yourself,
all right. The School of the Air does a wonderfabjbut it's an
alternativewhen the proper facilities are not available.Hrs tcase,
the facilities are already here, thanks to the aackconsideration of
the previous owners." She shot him an ironic litilgk from behind
her horn-rimmed glasses and went on evenly, 'l ¢sm guarantee
thatall of my pupils have benefited from my personal tuntiand, if
you don't believe me, check with their parents. ®trse..." she
paused and regarded CIiff Wyatt steadily ... itiyzan'tafford me,
that's another matter.’

The expression in Cliff Wyatt's fine dark eyes didhange as he said
musingly, '"You're handy with your tongue, | see, Slgherland. |
always did believe school-marms were born and ramtenWhy..." he
paused and looked her over consideringly agaimgak her plain



white cotton shirt, her jeans and boots, her |daknake-up and any
sort of artifice, her glasses, her long chestnutwarn with a fringe
and tied back with a rubber band ... you even ldak the kind of
spinster that is born so admirably to the vocatiou are, | gather, a
confirmed spinster?' he added, looking fleetingdyd at the papers
in front of him, and continued before she couldagpeAh, yes,
twenty-six and unmarried, never married and neualy to be,
perhaps. No, it doesn't say that here; it's justimition,' he said
gently as her mouth fell open. 'But you wouldn'tldead-looking girl
if you took some trouble, you know. A bit thin, at Intense
maybe—the two do often go together— but nice shih laair and --'
He stopped unhurriedly as Sarah rose and slamnfistl @ to the
desk so that all his papers jumped.

Nor did he look at all perturbed as she said thindogr teeth, ‘How
dare you? | should like nothing better - than to-rghuyou in the
mouth!'

He smiled for the first time. 'Now that would beeresting but
perhaps a little unequal. For one thing, | dondwrabout picking
you up with one hand but | certainly could with tem | really think
we'd be better off to continue trading insults eatthan blows. Do
you --' he looked at her quizzically '—make a halbigoing around
offering to beat people up?'

Sarah drew a deep, shaky breath and sat down satddenly, as it
occurred to her to wonder whether she'd gone n\ag. She said
curtly, and breathed deeply again. 'No,’ she sa&@dina more
collectedly although she was still angry, 'but Isthconfess that I've
never been insulted quite like this before—am make a habit of
going around offering verbal abuse to all and symithis manner,
Mr Wyatt?'

'‘Not usually,' he replied with a sudden grin anddack in his chair. 'l
do believe the first shot in this little war wasuys, however.'



'l hesitate to contradict you,' Sarah retorted, ylow immediately put
me on the defensive by implying that there mighhbgood reason
to keep the school going and then uttering offemsamarks about
school-marms!'

‘That's all?' he murmured, but as she opened hetmamd closed it
immediately he went on with only a wicked littlerglin his eye, 'As
to good reasons or otherwise, may | make a coupbeiats? There
will be no school even to argue about if Edgeleygles broke, so |
can't afford too many philanthropic gestures aneldd to make some
rapid decisions as the new owner and employersriéed faintly.
'‘As an employer it's handy to get to the hearhofgs as swiftly as
possible and that's often done best in a direehamsense manner.
But now that I've met you, Miss Sutherland, anddentally been
told by at least three pairs of parents that yoarrexcellent teacher
and they don't know what they'd do without youwetl as having
seen your—impassioned stance on the subject, ygwstag. For the
time being.'

'Did you... did you,' Sarah tried again, 'try tesettle, not to mention
antagonise, all your other employees in your capas a direct,
no-nonsense employer this morning, Mr Wyatt? Or itvasly me?'

‘Now why should you imagine | would single you dat special
treatment, Miss Sutherland?' he countered.

'‘Because of an innate aversion to spinsters suohlgsggressively,
unpleasantly macho .men can have?' Sarah suggestedithering
scorn.

'‘Dear me.' Cliff Wyatt sat up and looked at hehvigizy amusement.
'l perceive some interesting times ahead of usshstherland. It
would be funny if we discovered we weren't at crosiposes at all,
wouldn't it?'



'l have no idea what you mean.’

'l wonder?' He shrugged. 'In the meantime perhagb®uld confine
myself to running the place and you to your schdblat way we
might manage to...limit this conflict before it getut of hand. | take
it you are going to stay?' He looked at her quedcagain.

Sarah bit her lip and tried to stop herself buélsahad her emotions
been so turbulent and she heard herself say callgtitguess so but
| shall certainly do all in my power to stay outyafur way.'

'‘Good.' He stood up. "You'll have two new pupitgjdentally.’
'‘Oh?

'‘My sister's children. She'll be living here witle for the time being.
She and her husband have split up. They're sissanen. Would you
care to be introduced now or would you like timecédm down and
wrest your thoughts from the frustrations of agginedy,
unpleasantly macho men?'

Sarah's lips parted and her eyes sparked danggrbabkind her
glasses but as she opened her mouth to speakdh#al® open and
four people entered the study.

'‘Well, that takes care of that,’ Cliff Wyatt murradr 'Miss
Sutherland, may | introduce you to my sister Amy, mece and
nephew, Sally and Ben, and Wendy Wilson? Amy, ihisSarah, |
believe, Sutherland, the schoolteacher.'

The next few minutes were confused but Sarah wascmmus of
several overriding impressions—that Amy Weston aNeéndy
Wilson, who was apparently her best friend, weré¢hbglossy,
beautifully groomed and clothed girls who couldate looked more
out of place on a cattle station if they'd triectheir designer gear,
with their long, painted nails, flimsy sandals agxpertly applied



make-up. They were also striking contrasts, with Absing a
delicate honey- blonde, about five feet two, wiWendy was dark,
taller with a stunning figure and beautiful yetiously worldly green
eyes.

Sally and Ben were both fair and blue-eyed likarth®other, but,
whereas Sally hung back shyly, Ben caused Saramile inwardly
as she recognised all the signs of an energetice-d&vil,
naughty-as-they- come little boy.

And once the rather confused greetings had takerephAmy said,
'‘Well, thank heavens there'sehool but honestly, CIliff, this place is
unbelievable! The house is archaic and there arekmen
everywhere, and it's so...' She gestured helpléftsdy.. We might as
well be stuck out beyond the black stump! | didedlise it was this
far away, and thibush,'she said intensely

'‘But | warned you, Amy," Cliff Wyatt said impatidynt'Although the

house will be finished shortly and there are atltso@f mod cons
going in. Besides which you have a housekeepepsonvpn't really
have to lift a finger, little though you're capalbleit,’ he said drily,
and added, 'Tell me this, would you rather havgestaperhaps
languisheds a better word, alone in Brisbane since yountelyou

have no intention of going back to Coorilla?’

Amy disregarded the insults entirely and lookedtfwis'At least |
could go shopping in Brisbane. And I've just met Housekeeper,
Cliff," she added with more spirit. 'She.. .weli lost for words!'

Wendy Wilson stirred. 'She's probably got a hebgiotd underneath
that mountainous frame and peculiar—er—manner,saggested in
a husky, oddly sexy voice.

'She has,' Sarah said.



All eyes switched to her and it interested Sarahdte that it was
Wendy, not Amy, who drawled, "You could probablyphas out a
bit, Miss Sutherland. As you see we rather fed fikh out of water
at the moment. Would you mind... helping us to finat feet among
the locals a bit?"

'‘Not at all,"” Sarah said although she knew thattméghe locals

would view both girls with the utmost suspicionspibly for a good

long time. She also started to feel annoyed agedalse the other
girl was assessing her quite openly and contrivinghake her feel

aware that she was neither groomed nor glossy hasveery much

an employee.

‘Then that's settled," Cliff Wyatt said firmly. Ke&a'em away if you
wouldn't mind, Miss Sutherland; | have enough tadat is. Oh, I'd
like to check the schoolhouse out, though, anthalfacilities you're
so proud of.. .uh, say around four this afternddhfmeet you there.'
And he turned away and picked up the phone.

'Cliff can be impossible at times," Amy said dissolately.

They were in the huge homestead kitchen where 3aalhed them.
Edgeleigh homestead was a rather lovely if dilajgdaxample of
Queensland colonial architecture, with spaciough+weilinged
rooms, deep verandas running around it and a gesgn roof.
Because she'd become friends with the previous mwBarah knew
the house well and she was relieved to see thamntte cons Cliff
Wyatt had mentioned applied only to bathrooms &edkitchen and
that the rest of the house was being restored fortmer glory, with
fresh paint and repairs being made in charactdr the style of the
period.



'Cliff is in the position of being able to do aslikes," Wendy Wilson
said a shade drily. 'And you have to admit you\deHaeen miserable
on your own in Brisbane, darling.’

'l suppose so.' Tears sparkled momentarily on Ahagises then she
sniffed resolutely. 'Are you sure you can only dtaya week, though,

Wendy? This place --' she looked around '—welk got the feeling

it's going to defeat me.'

'l like it!" Ben pronounced.

Wendy looked around thoughtfully. '‘Perhaps | caregge in another
week. Well, Miss Sutherland, the housekeeper wie dgany such a
fright appears to have gone walkabout.'

‘Do call me Sarah," Sarah murmured. '‘Mrs Tibbs alve gone to
collect the milk; she always does at this time. Wagwu like to come
and see the schoolhouse?'

'l don't want tostartschool today!" Ben declared.

'Oh, there's no chance of that,' Sarah repliesl SkHturday."'

Several hours later Sarah sat on the front stedsepfvery basic
wooden cottage that adjoined the school- houseveaaidhed the
Land Rover, with Wendy Wilson at the wheel, driveag. She'd not
only given Wendy, Amy and co. a tour of the schoale but had
borrowed one of the property vehicles so that shddcintroduce
them to the wives and show them the mustering ydhas horse
paddocks, the machinery shed and so on. Whetheadtbeen a
success, whether she had accomplished what Clifativigad
expected her to was debatable.



There were ten men employed permanently on Eddeléayr of
than with wives who between them provided her tevetegular
pupils, and there was Mrs Tibbs, an institutiontlo® property. She
was a huge, formidable woman who could rope a ce
single-handedly yet had the lightest hand for mgkpastry and,
although no one called her anything but Mrs Tilithe,whereabouts
of Mr Tibbs remained a mystery. They'd finally ru@r to ground at
the cottage of Jean Lawson, wife of the statioerfwan, and Sarah
had attempted to establish some sort of bridge dxtwthe
newcomers and the two old hands, but although laarson had
tried her hardest Mrs Tibbs had remained inscratabhd
unforthcoming—although she had, Sarah had notiakowed her
gaze to rest on the children, particularly Sallgyesal times. Mrs
Tibbs had a very soft spot for children.

Well, | can't do any more, Sarah thought, and sharlhead ruefully.
As a matter of fact he's jolly lucky I did as muafkter what he said to
me, let alone Ms Wendy Wilson's patronising ways...

And she fell to thinking about her new employer.wtauld be in his
middle thirties, she judged, and immediately thdugtterly, Why
didn't I make some comment about him not being ie@ywhich he
obviously isn't? In fact I've beewld he isn't by everyone who got
into such a flutter when he bought the place!

She grimaced then propped her chin on her handseamdr mind
roam backwards. As soon as it was known that Edgelbad
changed hands much speculation had taken placee @nicad
become known that the wealthy Wyatt family had bdud, the
speculation had become tinged with reverence. Saeelf had had
no knowledge of them but then she was not eveneelander, let
alone an expert on the .great pastoral familieth@fstate. But she'd
swiftly become apprised of the fact that they ownether
stations—Coorilla had been mentioned often in treext of being a
showplace and the Wyatts' home base—and it had $sdrthat if



anyone could turn Edgeleigh's fortunes around Gliffatt was the
one.

'l wouldn't be surprised,’ she murmured drily toskd, 'but that
doesn't mean to say he's anything biltcmoughlyunpleasant macho
type of man.' Then she sighed and looked aroungkeleajh hadeen
her home for the past year; situated in westerre@sland, it spanned
thousands of acres and ran thousands of head ®é.chtwas
intensely hot in summer and could be brisk andychilwinter, with
cold nights. It was not the most beautiful placeeanth unless you
appreciated the often dry and arid countryside tando that you
needed a fairly subtle eye for colour. The greeersewt lush and
brilliant and sandy brown predominated but thereewshades of it
that were sometimes closer to ochre, sometimedibty pale, and
shades of blue to the sky that could be breathgakihere was
always an unlimited feeling of space. And in sprthgre was the
unbelievable glory of the wild flowers that bloomaald cloaked the
earth in blues and yellows, purples and pinks...

But it wasn't only the colours and space Sarahbemtdme addicted
to, it was the freedom of having her own schoole ¢$tad to
acknowledge, and she caught her breath sudderdwifg it would
be an awful wrench to leave.

At twenty-six, she had no steady relationship witiman, it was true,
but she rarely felt it as a lack in her life. Foreadhing she had reasor
to be somewhat cynical about what went on between wnd
women; for another she was passionate about tepchimd
knowledge—for yet another she was heavily intotovearts such as
papier mache, rug-makinglecoupageet cetera, she was a fine
seamstress, a creative cook, she loved growingghamd grew her
own herbs and anything else she could get to gnopots, and she
was the one who always got landed with any sicktay wildlife
such as orphaned baby kangaroos or koalas, ansl witd broken
wings.



Consequently her cottage was a riot of colour ffon artistic and
potted gardening endeavours—indeed they spilled aw® the
schoolhouse next door—and more often than not theas an
inquisitive lame joey about the place, and shelyanad a free
moment.

Yes, very hard to leave, she mused with a sigh tlamaght of "her"
school. Although the permanent number of pupils waslve
currently, she had a wandering population that $siomes doubled
the ranks, of children and even occasionally adubis: the mostly
aboriginal pool of stockmen and ringers who cane\waent like the
seasons. She never turned anyone away even whémealethey'd
be here today gone tomorrow, and it was amazingrhany of those
children turned up again and again. But for herlve/@ermanents,
she was more than just the teacher; she was tHelaote of their
parents, often the babysitter, sometimes the reliese, the adviser
who knew a bit about the big cities some of theohmaver seen, and
lots more.

At present she was even the dressmaker, she thaithra wry little
smile as she got up and wandered inside towardsnprovised
dressmaker's dummy, drew the protective sheet asidd
contemplated the wedding-dress she was makingifatyd.awson,
just eighteen, about to be married to a stockmam & neighbouring
station and determined to be married in a dress woauld be
remembered for years on Edgeleigh. It had evergthims dress, or
would have when finished, Sarah thought ruefulllye Hasic white
taffeta was in the process of being embellishech véice, with
sequins and pearl beads, with ruffles and frilld hows, and it had
underskirts of billowing net. And if | don't takeséand soon, poor
Cindy will be so buried by it all, we won't everedeer, she reflected.
But at least it is all nicely sewn, she thoughslas fingered a sleeve
absently, and found her mind for some reason @vits returning to
Cliff Wyatt— and the uncomfortable feeling she ltladt he'd all too



readily realised his first effect on her. And tratcouple of his
subsequent obscure remarks had been subtle akusidan

Which makes him no more likeable, she thought, tflanced at her
watch and decided to spend the next hour until &clock making
sure the school- house was in tip-top condition.

It was a waste of time. By four-thirty he hadn't epmed, by
five-thirty she decided he wasn't going to appd&aoagh she hadn't
hung around the school house all that time, bsbashe closed her
front door firmly against the rising chill of an tamn dusk. She
prepared a chicken casserole using herbs, bacormastirooms,
indulged herself in a rare treat—a glass of wingdothe her feeling
of being ill-used by an arrogant man—put a compést of Bach on
to the player to help the wine along, pulled thaber band out of her
hair and ran her fingers through it, and startezkto the last, theery
last, she told herself firmly, of the pearl beadd®@ Cindy Lawson's
wedding-dress while her casserole cooked.

So engrossed did she become in the delicate watkathen a knock
sounded on her door she called absently to containking it must

be one of her pupils or their parents. So shelgostrprise of her life
when a light, lazy voice she remembered all tool wald with

reverence, 'Hallelujah! Is it possible I've done yograve injustice,
Miss Sutherland?’

She swung round from the dressmaker's dummy camelydo see
Cliff Wyatt standing just inside the front doorshdark gaze riveted
upon the wedding-dress. 'What a—concoction!" heedduayly, and
drew his gaze from it to her, standing in her sogkst you know," he
mused as he took in her loose hair and the lovallk pnd gold
quilted sleeveless jacket she'd put on for warthttguld picture you
in something... simpler?'



Sarah closed her mouth with a click, bit the cottmead and put her
needle carefully into a pin-cushion before she aaatically, 'It's not

mine, Mr Wyatt, so neither did you do me an injgsstnor are any
aspersions you care to cast at my taste in fagjumy to do anything
other than bounce harmlessly off me.'

'‘My apologies,’ he said gravely. 'So you make wegldiresses in
your spare time?'

'‘No, | don't,’ she said crossly. 'Well, | am dothgs one in my spare
time but it's the first. It's Cindy Lawson's. Yo@ayrhave noticed that
this part of the world is not densely populateddbyssmakers so |...
well, offered to help out.’

He laughed. 'As a matter of fact I've had that faotmed down my
throat with monotonous, maddening consistency tedayean the
lack of dressmakers, hairdressers, beauticians, icoésts,

boutigues—and the like. My sister does not belisiie can live
without them these days,' he added with less thamhr.

‘Well, | should have thought that would have bebmiaus to you
beforetoday,' Sarah said candidly.

‘True," he agreed drily. 'What was not so obvioas that she would
take it into her head at this highly inconveniemig to decide she was
a much maligned wife and to come running home to me

Sarah shrugged as if it was none of her busindsshvit wasn't, and
said curtly, 'If you've come to check out the sdhoose, it's all
locked up and you're about three hours late.’

'It seems | need to apologise again,' he repliedsantly, ‘which | do.
| got caught up in other things and away from an@ho

'Oh." Sarah gazed at him and discovered whattitikel to have the
wind taken out of your sails. 'Well..." she paugkdn reached for her



boots '...I suppose | could unlock it—uh—my casktrdf you
wouldn't mind waiting while | take it out of the e --'

'‘No, don't do that—is that what's creating such dlicius
aroma?—and don't bother to struggle into your bagtsn,' he said
politely. 'l really only came to explain that I'ddn held up; we can do
our tour another time. But there is something yawla do for me,' he
said, his gaze wandering around the colourful r@ma coming to
rest on the open wine bottle on the counter thadled the living-area
from the kitchen. '"You could offer me a drink.’

Sarah blinked then took her glasses off and rulbi@edeyes. 'You...
want to sit down and have a drink with me?' sheé sautiously as she
put her glasses back on.

'‘Why not?' he queried. 'lt sounds like an essdyntialilised thing to
do. | also like Bach.’

‘Very well," Sarah said with a little tilt of hehin, because although
there was no outward manifestation of it she knevigetly well that
he was laughing at her and would succeed in mdiendeel churlish
and petty if she expressed any further reluctadegan him! she
thought darkly. 'l was having a glass of wine;ntdhing outstanding
but it's all there is --'

'S0 you better just drink it and behave yourself,Wyatt,' he said
softly. 'I'll do my best, ma'am." And he had thdl ¢@ sit himself
down in an armchair and offer her a bland, innoesptession.

She went to get another glass with all the composine could
muster, and took her casserole out anyway becaussiready. But
finally there was nothing left to do but sit dowpposite him after
handing him his glass, and rack her brains for $oimg to say.

He said it for her. 'Were you born to this kind lde, Miss
Sutherland?'



Surprise caused her to lift an eyebrow. 'No. Whyaolo ask?'
'You seem to be extremely competent at it.'

'l like it," Sarah said slowly. 'For one thing,eslvent on with a little
spark of irony in her blue eyes, 'as you so rigbtigmised, I'm... well,
| love teaching --'

You could teach just as well in a city.'
‘But | couldn't have my own school.'

'l see,' he said thoughtfully. '‘But there must beepthings you like
about the place?"

'Oh, there are. They're just a bit hard to put wtwrds,' she said
non-committally and sipped her wine.

His lips twisted. 'l wouldn't have thought that vedien a problem for
you." And he waited.

Sarah frowned then said with some asperity, 'Whiyghd the feeling
this is lapsing into the kind of discussion we lf@d morning?"

'It could be,' he drawled, 'that, while I'm tryitydraw you out in a
very friendly sort of manner, you are resistingsgly. Very strongly
for the rather small person you are, in fact. Butaurse | should
have realised that smallness in stature and snsallofespirit are two
very different things; indeed, | should have reslist from the
moment you offered to punch me in the mouth.’

Sarah stared at him steadily for a long moment rmutblinding
revelations came her way. He looked only miniméglgs vital than
he had in the morning—as if he was enjoying theoojpmity to
relax—and he looked absolutely no less wildly ative for being
able to rest his broad shoulders lazily back indren chair, stretch



his long legs out and return her steady regard jughthe suspicion
of a wickedly amused little glint in his dark ey&he said at last,
'‘Perhaps | don't forgive and forget that easily.'

‘Ah. Well, may | say that you look much less likéb@n and bred
school-marm than you did this morning?' His gastacon her loose
hair that had a tendency to be full and waywardmineconfined and
show off the golden glints in its brownness moeaweall as highlight

her delicate bone-structure, then his gaze drifidwet hands, which
were slim and elegant, and her narrow, also eldganhtn plain white

socks—which she immediately tried to tuck out afhs$i 'Yes,' he

mused, 'not so prim and proper or fighting mad. éeHgou ever

thought of wearing contact lenses? Your eyes aratleer lovely

blue.'

A tinge of colour stole into Sarah's cheeks butfsineed herself to
say coolly, 'Flattery will get you nowhere, Mr Widtadjusted to not
being a raving beauty years ago.'

‘There's that old saying about beauty being iregleeof the beholder,’
he murmured thoughtfully. ‘It seems rather—ine>adtie to me that
your domesticity alone hasn't made some man watak you for

his wife.'

The colour in her cheeks increased. 'lf that'©igyo draw me out in a
very friendly manner,' she said curtly, 'I'd haté¢hink how you'd do
it when you're feeling hostile.’

He shrugged and looked at her with a faint, gentrovwn. 'l don't
know why but you strike me as something of an emigiMiss
Sutherland.’

'‘No, I'm not, I'm perfectly normal!" she was goadetb saying.
'‘However | may look to you, for example,' she wamtscathingly, 'l
would rather die than be married for my domesticity



'So you believe in love, grand passions—and atlkhmal of thing?"
'Yes,'Sarah stopped and bit her lip.
'Has it ever happened for you?'

'‘No... look, why are we talking about it?' she saith, a mixture of
confusion and irritation. 'lt's got nothing whatgeeto do with you!

‘All the same, it relieves my mind," he said sweedhd drained his
glass. 'l don't suppose..." he paused and glanted assessingly '... it
would crossyourmind to offer me some of that tantalising casséXole

‘It would not. Why don't you go home? I'm sure Mrs Tibbs he
something just as tantalising.'

'‘Ah, home and Mrs Tibbs,' he mused. 'Amy was irstdze last time |
looked in, so was Sally in sympathy—a habit oflditgirls, one
wonders? Be that as it may, Wendy and Mrs Tibb&wecling each
other like wary tigresses and Ben had allowed thé&thb to
overflow. Not an essentially peaceful place, hoatéhe moment.’

'‘My heart bleeds for you.'

He laughed and his dark eyes were so amused thiat #something
quite strange to Sarah, she discovered; it madefdedr oddly

breathless for one tiling. He also said, 'You'retasely a worthy

opponent, Miss Sutherland—OK, [I'll consider mysbHnished.

Goodnight." And he got up with all the easy graeevas capable of.
'‘Uh—I thought of having a barbecue tomorrow nifiit everyone on
the property. Care to come?'

'l... thank you very much,' Sarah said stiffly.

'‘Good girl,’ he responded lightly. "You wouldn't daee another
favour, would you?'



Sarah rose too and looked at him warily.

He smiled faintly. The room wasn't large and thegrevstanding
guite close together so she had to look up at ham ther height of
five feet three, and was unaccountably struck leyntlemory of him
saying that, if he couldn't pick her up with onenthahe certainly
could with two, and by the little tremor that thetight of it sent
through her body.

" What?'she said tersely as all this occurred to her.

'Oh, nothing desperate or dangerous,' he said lgrdus eyes taking
in the wary, troubled expression in hers. 'Not exeything mildly or
wildly immoral.’'

She could have shot herself as she blushed vithadytime.

'‘No," he went on. 'l just wondered if you would e good as
to...liaise, | guess is the right word, between Aang Mrs Tibbs and
whoever else needs to be liaised with to makebtmisecue a success
| would like to think it might be instrumental irlping us all to get to
know each other better and, consequently, worloggther better.’

‘All right," Sarah said.

‘Thanks. Goodnight, Miss Sutherland,’ he said fdgméut what
lurked in his eyes was that wicked amusement agady to her
horror, Sarah discovered she had absolutely no emfw it other
than to turn away with a muttered goodnight herself

It was while she was eating her dinner that sheodisred to her
further horror that she felt unsettled and lon8lyt why you should
be feeling like this after encountering a man whquite shamelessly
taking advantage of the effect he probably haswamyewoman he
comes in contact with is a mystery! she thoughtri§ngAnd he is
doing that. Why else would he say the things hedwgzess any kind



of interest in me? No, it's got to be... a gamed Awen if | did sort of
fuel it this morning, | had cause!

'So,' she murmured militantly, 'don't think yougeing to get the
better of me, Mr Cliff Wyatt!'



CHAPTER TWO
"THIS is very kind of you, Sarah," Wendy Wilson said.

'‘Not at all," Sarah replied as she sat at the htmadsitchen table
drinking some of Mrs Tibbs' excellent coffee thexnmorning. '‘Mr
Wyatt asked me to help out if | could.'

'Did he indeed?' For some reason Wendy's greerresesl on Sarah
with, if she wasn't imagining it, Sarah thoughtinge of hostility in
them.

Although it was ten o'clock, Amy appeared not teehasen yet and it
was Mrs Tibbs who had given the children breakéast made them
some play dough to occupy themselves with. 'Amehdy went on
to say, 'was so upset last night, we decided thdetsleep in this
morning. | gather you've been apprised of her brgakvith her

husband?'

‘Yes. I'm very sorry," Sarah said quietly.

‘And | don't suppose she'll want to be too botherigd this barbecue
so I'll be deputising for her. If you could tell méhat needs to be
done Sarah, I'll get working.'

‘All right." Sarah hid any surprise she might hdel; there was
actually little because it hadn't been hard to e the barest
acquaintance that Wendy was a much more deternaneédapable
person than her best friend. She also looked fgg Exotic this
morning in a pair of well-cut brown corduroy trousepolished

brown moccasins and a lightweight green jumper. leeely dark

hair was also tied back and her nails, Sarah pdetiy noticed, had
been filed to neat, shorter ovals and the fire-emgeu polish

replaced by a colourless one. 'If we give Jim Lawaduzz, he can
organise a couple of men to dig the barbecuegrtsthe coals going
and set up the spits. | --'



But Wendy immediately walked over to the phone ba wall,
consulted the list of numbers stuck beside it anndgreded to call up
the Lawsons.

Sarah couldn't help raising an eyebrow, secrethg kBoped, but
discovered Mrs Tibbs looking her way with a simidagpression of
'you don't say! in her eyes. She then turned batler sink.

It took ten minutes for Wendy and Jim Lawson to endke
arrangements for the pits. Wendy particularly wdnteknow where
they would be dug, and why they would be dug irhsaispot. Jim
had obviously suggested the usual place—the sagudrent of the
machinery shed which had some grass, a couple gé haid
peppercorn trees and some permanent tables anddserand which
was the general gathering place, even the hubeoh#art of the
property—whereas Wendy had thought the homesteekl dirden
more appropriate. But she finally conceded andai$ awrranged that
they should be able to start eating at five o'cl&ike came back to
the kitchen table and said, 'Well, | gather thecpca is to spit-roast
the meat—Mrs Tibbs, would you be so kind as toctele meat from
the cold room? Two men will be up to collect it.atHeaves the
salads, | gue&,' she added.

Mrs Tibbs snorted. 'Salads! We're not feeding atypaof
namby-pamby fancy people on this station, missad&lmy word!'
And she crossed her arms that were like sides af themselves in a
gesture of outrage.

'‘My mistake,” Wendy murmured. 'Whalo we eat on this here
station?'

Sarah intervened hastily as Mrs Tibbs opened hetimtRice is very
popular. We generally have a few pots of curry oulgsh, Jean
Lawson makes a particularly fine potato casseraolke drs Tibbs
does a tasty dish of ground maize meal that sivesevith gravy.'



‘Very well," Wendy said with just the faintest eggsion of distaste at
the mention of maize meal. 'Perhaps you wouldmidminging the
Lawsons back, Sarah, and asking Jean to do hetopsfals it
anyone's special prerogative to make the curryatagh?'

'l make the goulash or the curry, whichever | de@d,’ Mrs Tibbs
pronounced, arms still akimbo.

"Then I've had a wonderful idea," Wendy said ingasly. 'l make a
really mean curry, Mrs Tibbs, so why don't you kde gjoulash?’

"You mean you want to make curry here in my kitéhen

‘Yes, but | tell you what—if you don't think it'p o your curry, Mrs
Tibbs, I'll feed it to the pigs or whatever you'get here as an
equivalent.'

'Is that like a bet, miss?' Mrs Tibbs enquired egpionlessly.

‘Yes.'

‘You're on!'

'‘Good. Now rice --'

"'l do the rice,' Sarah said as she struggledm&ugh.

'‘Excellent.” Wendy looked thoughtful for a mometWhat does
everyone drink?'

‘Beer,' both Sarah and Mrs Tibbs replied, althoMgé Tibbs added,
‘And you don't want to go suggesting spirits or-gotting wine,
miss. Many a fight has started that way!"

Wendy grimaced but said nothing further on the ectojHow many
people will there be, do you think?'



'‘Uh.. . ten, twenty-three, twenty-seven—about thivig:tthere are a
couple of ringers in the camp -but fourteen of &esll be kids,'
Sarah said.

'‘What a thought," Wendy murmured.

'It's all right. | usually take care of the kidseWlay games and so on
until the food is ready. If we're eating at five generally collect an
hour or so earlier --' Sarah stopped as Amy trai&mthe kitchen in a
beautiful silk housecoat but sporting a pale, wgebe expression.

'l suppose it's too much to hope this barbecueffl@ she said
petulantly.

At four o'clock that afternoon Sarah was at thébaune area, as were
most of the other employees, but there was nodigime homestead
party as yet. And she detected a certain amoutdnsion that was
not normally present as smoke drifted through therad the roasting
carcasses were turned slowly on their spits.

It was a beautiful afternoon as the sun startesdirtk, with a few
streaks of cloud in a sky tinged with apricot, andst of the men,
cattlemen born and bred, discarded their tall kdtgch normally
appeared glued to their heads. Most of them alse Wwoots with
heels and silver-studded belts and, looking arowmd, couldn't
doubt this was cowboy country, Queensland styleabge, although
Edgeleigh now possessed a helicopter with the WOrdATT'
painted on its side, a lot of the men had been &ondbred to a saddle
as well and the night paddocks with their compleinoémorses were
not far away.

For a couple of minutes Sarah stopped what she v
doing—arranging dishes on one of the wooden tabdsd-Hooked
around a little dreamily. It was romantic to becktout so far away



from anywhere, with these people with their slowmst not
necessarily less wise speech, their far-seeing #y&is simple ways.

Then she noticed two Land Rovers approaching fl@rhbmestead,
and everyone sat up.

It was CIiff Wyatt who contrived to break the ice a masterly
exhibition that Sarah could only applaud secretlg avonder how
he'd done it. But the fact remained that in tenutas or so he had
everyone drinking and talking, he had Amy placetivieen Jean and
Cindy Lawson and he himself with a beer in handd avas
surrounded by the men.

'‘Not bad,' Mrs Tibbs remarked, plonking a pot davext to Sarah's
rice. 'Him | could get along with. Her—that's arathmatter,' she
added darkly.

‘Amy?"

'‘No! She won't stay long—the other one, with theegreyes like a
cat.'

'‘Well, she's definitely not staying long," Sarafedd, and had Mrs
Tibbs look at her with severe contempt. 'What'd thgpposed to
mean?' she queried with a smile curving her I\W&sn't her curry
any good?'

'‘Her curry is bloody good,' Mrs Tibbs said. 'Thaedn't mean | have
to like her.’

'l still don't see how it's going to be a problefatah said with a faint
frown.

‘Then I'll spell it out for you even though youttee teacher round
here—she plans to be Mrs Cliff Wyatt one day, yarknmy words.'



Sarah's lips parted and her eyes widened. 'Gie.sa&id very slowly.

‘Yep, makes sense, doesn't it? Well, maybe ndiddikes of you,
right off, leastwise, being a bit naive on thesejscts --'

'l am not!" Sarah protested.

'‘Course you are,!’ Mrs Tibbs replied indulgently.asHt the
veterinarian been making eyes at you for months—Hawe you
noticed? Seems to me not.'

Sarah swallowed in an unusually flustered way agisbught of Tim
Markwell, whom she liked, but not in that way. 'kigsn't!

'‘Who hasn't?' Wendy Wilson asked as she delivarethar pot to the
table from the Land Rover. 'My curry,' she addexdtlge'Mrs Tibbs
has allowed me to present it. Sarah, you can theredf two things
for me—help Amy out a bit or help Sally and Ben butstarting to
organise the kids.'

Sarah controlled an urge to tell Wendy Wilson ttoghell and said
stiffly, 'Right, I'll do the kids.'

Whereas Mrs Tibbs said to the world at large, "Wt tell you?

It was a successful barbecue. Almost from the Best joined in the
games with vigour and initiative and even Sallgasled Sarah's hanc
eventually and consented to be part of things. When the meal was
served Sarah had them all sitting in a ring so tiay ate in a fairly
orderly manner but with much enjoyment and it waly avhen they'd
all finished that she released them to run wilditairb the firelit
darkness to play an energetic game of Cowboys adiéris. And
Wendy contrived to hold court with the wives andesldaughters in
an exhibition almost as masterly as CIliff Wyathattall the same



irritated Sarah for reasons that weren't that éasyentify. At least,
she did acknowledge honestly to herself, the afiverubbed her up
the wrong way, so whatever she did would probaldyirbtating,

however well she did it.

But surely why this was so could have nothing toaditn Wendy's

ambition to be Mrs Cliff Wyatt— or could it? shekad herself once
then shook her head in a gesture of disbeliefadded to herself, |
don't even know if it's true and not an odd fantWos Tibbs'! But

the irony of that thought made her feel curioushgamfortable so
she resolutely closed her mind to the whole subject

It was a lot harder to keep her mind closed whenveas presented
with undeniable verification of Mrs Tibbs' theohat same evening.

She'd helped Mrs Tibbs clear up after the barbedhey-had taken
herself and the children to bed and Wendy and G4t disappeared.
And after they'd scoured the last pot they hadmafuea in the big
kitchen, then Sarah yawned, said goodnight anldeieself out of the
back door to make her way home. It was about atguaf a mile to
her cottage and she pulled her jacket around ltendobed her hands
as she descended the back steps and walked atwaimduse. The
night was clear, starry and cold and she walkeadiessly on the
grass for a few yards until she heard voices amgpstd uncertainly.
They were coming from above and in front of hesndrthe veranda,
and she immediately recognised Wendy's voice—niyt loer voice
but what she was saying and the way she was saying

"You must admit | did well tonight, darling.'

‘Very well," Cliff Wyatt answered.



'Surely | deserve a bit more than that for... sigy\8o many dragons in
a manner of speaking?' Every husky, sexy intonatibfVendy's
voice carried clearly on the cold night air.

'‘What did you have in mind?'

‘This,' she said, and Sarah couldn't help hetdelfeyes had adjusted
to the darkness and she could see both Wendy afid\ghatt—not
in any great detail but their outlines—and she ¥&ndy move into
his arms and gaze up into his eyes. They stoodtti&efor a long
moment then she saw CIiff Wyatt's dark head loveethie paler
glimmer of Wendy's upturned face and their lips inee

That was when she turned and slipped away aroundthier side of
the house.

'‘But do you believe in Father Christmas, Miss Sutherland?yBil
Pascoe said. He was a thin, intense, trouble-prdmil with
awkward dark hair that seemed to grow straight ugs/and resisted
his mother's every attempt to tame it.

‘Well, it's generally only little people who belevin Father
Christmas, the tooth fairy and the Easter BunnylyBbut | must
admit that last Christmas | could have sworn | smmeone who
looked exactlylike Father Christmas getting around Edgeleigh on
horse --'

‘You always tell us we're not allowed to swear,ghis

‘Yes, | do but this is a different kind of swearamyg has nothing to do
with the saying of rude words --'

'‘Anyway, he's supposed to be on a reindeer andvidsat-'

'‘Perhaps his reindeer were sick, Billy," Sarahrpased smoothly.
‘And now, as it's two minutes to three and neam tfor the bell, you



can collect the art books, Billy—Billy," she sa@mly, and outstared
him firmly until he subsided grudgingly and didreswas told. 'And
you, Ben, can put away the paints.’

Ben sprang up and did so obligingly—anything tovdth art and
painting appealed to Ben—then he said, looking o8arah's
shoulder. 'Oh, here's Uncle CIiff!'

Sarah didn't turn but reached for the bell and gwtifAll right, off
you go.'

CIiff Wyatt waited until they'd all tumbled out dfie schoolhouse
before he said anything. Then he strolled in frofither and

remarked, 'That was a masterpiece of diplomacys I8istherland. |
guite thought he'd got you over the matter of sugar

Sarah grimaced. 'lIt's the likes of Billy Pascoe wWeep teachers
honest. How long were you there?"

He grinned. 'Not long—you seem to have a large qmam of
under-nines in your school.’

'l have three teenagers actually but there's amexaming up so |
gave them study leave after lunch. It's easiethiem to work at home
sometimes.'

‘Any budding geniuses?' he queried.

Sarah shrugged. 'l don't know about that but Dobalgson, Cindy's
brother, is very bright and should be able to gtoamiversity—with
a bit of luck.'

'Such as?"

'His father's approval,’ she said quietly. 'Jirstifl a bit staggered, |
think, to find he has a son who is more interestethe Theory of



Relativity than cattle. And, to be honest, I'm mpgftout of my depth a
little. He should be at a proper high school witceence department
but --' she smiled briefly '—I'm sure they'll wortkout. Have you
come for your tour of the facilities? Where woulolyike to start?'
she added briskly.

He studied her for a moment with a faint frown is éyes then said,
'‘Perhaps not.’

Sarah eyed him exasperatediyhynot?"
'l don't think this would be a good time for it.'

'It's a much better time now that school's finisteter than sneaking
up on me when I've got Billy Pascoe pinning mehie wall about

Father Christmas in front of a whole lot of youngets,' she said
crossly.

'So that's why you're angry? But | thought you hedhd very well --'
'I'm not—angry," Sarah denied frustratedly and rnooetruthfully.

‘Constrained, then?' he suggested. 'As if I've demmething to
alienate you further?'

Sarah stared at him and discovered that her hesrtoeating oddly
with a little pulse of panic. Surely he couldn'tvBadivined her
peculiarly ambiguous state of mind since she'desgited him kissing
Wendy Wilson on the veranda last night?

'You'd be bettor off telling me,' he said aftertiesgely tense little
pause.

Sarah came to life. 'No! | mean no, there's nothiiogk, I'm quite
fine actually so why don't we get it over and daid... ?' She trailed



off on a lowering note as she realised hbwat sounded. 'Oh, hell,'
she added hollowly, '‘perhaps you're right.’

What he would have said then was to remain a mybtrause as he
looked her over with the frown still in his eyesrBand Sally popped
back into the schoolhouse demanding to know if beltde to fetch
than or what. 'Yes,' he said slowly, 'why not?' Aadded
expressionlessly, 'Another day, then, Miss Suthef?a

‘Thank you. Yes. Whenever it suits you," Sarah seid groaned
inwardly at how cravethat sounded.

It was two weeks before she had anything more plaasing contact
with Cliff Wyatt but it was impossible to be unawasf his presence
daily on the property. Her pupils and their paremése full of his
doings, the changes he was making, and there wais ahhope and
expectancy about the place rather than the saohdeef whistling
against the wind that had prevailed before it wdd.s

It also became evident that Cliff Wyatt was not salleetness and
light, as Sarah could have told them, but an emgcboss who
expected everyone to give their best and who cdadcoldly,

cuttingly and sardonically unpleasant in a devasigt accurate
manner when they didn't. Nevertheless, this omh@le engendered
a spirit of respect, she judged—and discoveredttatirritated her
as well.

All in all, she thought with a sigh once, the whetd man has
contrived to set me on an uneven keel and | caathgo right myself.
If I didn't have to hear so much about him it migalp and, of course,
if | didn't have to see him at all, that would helgen more...

But it was not so easy to avoid seeing Cliff Wyathough it was
generally at a distance, but, even so, his heighteasy carriage



made him unmistakable, as did his air of authoatyd, whether he
was riding a horse, climbing into the helicopteriethhe piloted
himself sometimes or simply striding to and frora ttomestead, she
not only saw him often but felt the same stupidactmas she had the
first time she'd laid eyes on him.

Of course it has to go away, she told herself mibam once. I'm
twenty-six! I'm not a giddy girl—and | don't likarh. You simply
can't be a rational adult and be obsessed withreyma don't like...

That was how, unfortunately, as it turned out, na of the occasions
when she did come into contact with him briefly site came to be
more friendly than usual towards Tim Markwell, thet, who was

with him when they all met as she was shepherdiaghildren back
from a ramble they'd taken as part of a natureystiabs.

Tim was not as tall as CIiff Wyatt but good-lookinga quiet way
with a kind, gentle manner towards animals and msraike. He
flew his own plane from Longreach where he was das®d his
surgery covered hundreds of square miles. He wakignearly
thirties, she judged, and it was only after she&bktwed a
particularly warm smile upon him that she found skedr hoping
against hope that Mrs Tibbs had besrong, and remembering
uneasily that she'd been right about Wendy Wilsoough.

'Hi, Sarah," Tim said easily but with a faint tingkesurprise in his
eyes. 'Been studying the local flora and fauna?’

‘Yes,' she said wryly, ‘and I'm all talked out ba subject.’ In fact she
did feel a bit tired, she realised, but for no megson that she could
fathom.

'Why don't you give than an early day?' Cliff Wysittggested after
subjecting her to a penetrating scrutiny.

'Oh, no."' Sarah looked shocked. 'l couldn't do'that



‘Ah, but | could,' he said, and turned to addréesgroup of kids,
who, delighted at their stroke of good fortune, degk no further
invitation to scamper off delightedly.

'‘How could you do that?' Sarah said incredulously.
'It was quite simple,’ he replied gravely but watkinge of irony.
‘Well, you shouldn't have!

'Why not? A couple of hours off isn't going to hatmem and it might
even do you a bit of good.’

'‘But it's undermining my authority!"

'l doubt it,’ he drawled. 'Don't you think you'rgeo-reacting?' he
added politely but in a way that somehow causedthesquirm
inwardly and feel shrewish, and also added fordeg@oint that she
needed a break.

'‘Perhaps you're right,’ she said abruptly and thaveay.

'Oh, by the way, Sarah," Tim said. "That sick wotibat | took to the
surgery has recovered completely and is in a fay W becoming the
bane of my life! He eats shoes and socks.'

Sarah turned back with a smile lighting her fa®é., 'I'm so pleased,
Tim! Not about the shoes and socks but that hes/exed. What will
you do with him?'

'l've got the feeling I'm stuck with him," Tim saidefully. 'Unless
you'd like him back?'

Sarah grimaced. Tm not sure that | could cope \wwithaughty
wombat on top of—well, some naughty kids.’



"Then I'll spare you that fate!'

She spent that afternoon working on Cindy's dragstaking herself
to task over the image she appeared to be prageofira slightly
rattled teacher.

Three days later she was summoned to the homestelalrrived to
find Amy in tears, Wendy still in residence andflCWyatt in an
unpleasant, cutting mood.

'Sit down, Sarah." They were assembled in the m:
lounge-cum-dining-room, a large, graceful room vathigh ceiling
and a wooden archway dividing it. The furnitures sloted in a quick
glance around, was beautiful; there was a round ogeahy
dining-table with a central pedastal and eightishai studded leather
lounge suite and two exquisite Persian carpets hen restored
wooden floor.

'‘WeJve asked you to come up and give us your ap@sao whether
Sally and Ben can be left here for a couple of weskhout their
mother,' Cliff Wyatt said.

Sarah blinked and Amy said tearfully, ‘Do you hawvenake it sound
so awful? As if | really am abandoning them?"

'I'm not doing anything of the kind," he repliectlipped tones. 'What
would be quite ridiculous, to my mind, is the iadgaou carting them
off for an indefinite period, upsetting their sching and generally
unsettling them all round while you try to get ydite back together.
Sarah --' he turned to her '—as if it isn't obvidusw are they settling
in?'

Sarah said slowly, 'Very well. Ben can be a biadfandful at times
but that's nothing unusual for little boys, espkgciaright little boys.



And now I've discovered he has quite a flair fdreerd loves to paint
I've been giving him some extra art lessons, whigHoves. As for
Sally, she's made a friend, they're inseparablealigt and got over a
lot of her shyness. I'd say they're both happyweelttadjusted at the
moment.’

'‘And we can't lay much of the responsibility foathat your door
these days, Amy,' her brother said pointedly.

The result was inevitable. Amy started to sob césively and
Wendy murmured, 'Cliff, | don't think this is hehg much.’

Sarah stood up. 'I'll --'
'Sit down," Cliff Wyatt ordered.

But Sarah stood her ground with a little glint ofgar in her eyes.
"This has nothing to do with me," she replied eyeahd in truth,
although she couldn't help feeling some impatienaéh the

ever-tearful Amy, she also couldn't help feelingjtasorry for her.

'It has in the sense that if Amy could be assufegbar interest in
Sally and Ben she might go with a clearer cons@enc

Sarah returned his hard, probing look with a rathé+fashioned one
of her own. 'Naturally I'm interested in them,' Slagd stiffly, 'and if
Mrs Tibbs needs a hand at all I'd be happy to kélp

'‘Good, that's settled, then,' Cliff Wyatt said dealy but Amy only
sobbed harder and Sarah glared at him then walkexdto the other
girl and said gently,

‘They'll be fine with us for a while, Amy. But littkk you should let
them know that it won't be for long, and you shaulake every effort
to be calm and loving before you go.’



1l try—I will' Amy wailed. 'Oh, thank you, Sakd | know Mrs
Tibbs is very good with them but you're such a sd@ssort of
person. I've watched you with the kids and so'ddmd she resolutely
blew her nose, swallowed several times and managéaky smile.

‘The very personification of it," Cliff Wyatt murmed, while Sarah
thought two thoughts—that she'd been unaware of' &\agproval or
that she'd even been interested enough to notigéhiag, and,
secondly, to wonder what she was getting hersedf in



CHAPTER THREE

AmMY and Wendy departed a day and a half later andh®mext
couple of days Sarah watched Ben and Sally wittaeodre but could
detect no trauma. And on the third day after thether's departure
they arrived at school, bustling with importance an invitation for
Sarah to have dinner that night at the homestead.

She groaned inwardly but, looking at their eagee$a knew she
couldn't refuse although she would have dearlydaweebecause she
was still filled with indignation directed squargbwards Cliff Wyatt
for his high-handed ways.

But the early dinner they shared with the childvesis a pleasant
meal, and something became obvious that hadn'triectdo her

before—Sally and Ben were clearly very fond of thueicle. And she
helped Mrs Tibbs put them to bed, read them a shany went to find

her host to bid him goodnight, only to find thatdMIribbs had made
coffee for them and served it in the lounge.

'Sit down, Sarah," Cliff Wyatt said with a tingelafmour. "There's no
need to dash off; I'm really not the ogre you taieefor.’

She hesitated but as he poured her coffee shedaicaepted it with
a quiet word of thanks.

'So. No problems with our temporary orphans, | géth
'‘None that | can see,' she replied, 'Has... hauehgard from Amy?’

'Yes. She rings every day. She's staying with Wdndy'm not sure
that's such a good thing.'

Sarah raised an eyebrow at him.



'‘Wendy is a very... assured person,' he said thtulyh'Amy never
has been and for her to try to practise Wendylegtphies regarding
love, men and marriage...' He shrugged.

‘They seem to be such good friends, though.'

‘They've known each other since primary school Whgreas Amy
got herself into marriage and motherhood when sightrhave been
too young to know what she was doing, Wendy has bezareer girl.
To date,' he added.

Sarah frowned faintly as she tried to analyse ¢me tbut it proved
iImpossible so she sat in silence for a while theardh herself say, a
little to her surprise, 'What's Amy's husband llke?

It took about a minute for Cliff Wyatt to reply. &h he said drily,
‘The strange thing is, he's a good friend of mime \&orks for me.'

IOh.I

‘Yes,' Cliff agreed wryly. 'Rather awkward. And, lethe may not be
the finest husband in the world, he's not an oinele But something
has gone out of it for them obviously and she issister.'

'I'm glad to hear you say that," Sarah murmured.

He glinted an amused look across at her. "What ptednthat? Your
membership of the universal club of women? Or thviction that
blood should be thicker than water?"

'‘Both probably," Sarah said caustically.

'So if | were to tell you that my real conviction the subject of Amy
and Ross is that it's about time she settled dowlstopped looking
for moonlight and roses around every corner, stopp@rying more
about hairdressers and clothes than being a maticka wife she



would be a lot better off—if | were to tell you #tiat, no doubt you'd
take instant umbrage?’

Sarah looked across at him coolly. 'Not at all. Bwbuld make the
comment that it's probably impossible to know elyaehat goes on
between a man and a woman and only a fool wouldimeshe does.’

‘Ah, well, I'd be surprised if | was wrong but,' the@wled, apparently
In N0 way put out, 'that's quite a list you're cdimg, Sarah.'

She frowned. 'l don't know what you mean.’

‘You've called me a fool, an underminer of youthauty—oh, and
let's not forget what an aggressively, unpleasandgho type | am.
But tell me something—what goes on between you &md
Markwell?'

The unexpectedness of it caused Sarah some comfasoh caused
some colour to come to her cheeks. "That's non@waf business...
nothing?'she said disjointedly.

‘Then there's no need to protest so much,' hdasalg. '‘But | thought
you'd be quite well-suited.’

Sheer anger all but took Sarah's breath away. Rfmw nothing
about it,' she shot at him. 'You're just being...'

He lifted a wry eyebrow and waited a moment. 'Aeotdamning
epithet? | don't mind, you know. In fact | enjoyrdiitle sparring
matches.'

Sarah ground her teeth but before she could sahiagyhe went on
leisurely, 'I'm just not quite sure why | have thigbility to enrage
you so much whereas Tim apparently doesn't. Herycguastion.'



'‘Every second thing you say is calculated to enrageone way or
another," Sarah replied coldly.

He laughed softly. 'So it would seem. But in poait fact, for
example, I'd be much happier to see Amy spendingesiime here
with you and getting down to a few of the basicdife—now that
surely has to be a compliment?’

Sarah stood up. 'Depends which way you look aslitg¢ said. 'If
you're implyingfor examplethat I'm such a down-to-earth, mundan
sort of person for whom moonlight and roses migdwen exist --'

‘Sarah --' he stood up as well and looked downeatgnavely '—I
think you should give Tim a bit more encouragemensay that
because it seems to me you're exhibiting all tagsit symptoms of a
girl who has gone too much the other way—the oppagay to Amy,

| mean—and that you're actually dying for a bitnadonlight and
roses.’

Sarah's lips parted and she was struck speechiedssbsheer
effrontery, speechless but stiff with outrage tivals stamped into
every taut line of her body, She longed to hit him.

'‘And that,’ he murmured, his gaze suddenly narroesed rather
intent, 'is where you slap my face, | gather, Mssgherland. Now
what would be a fitting finale to such a scenairia®uld always
retaliate by pulling you into my arms and kissiray\breathless.'

'‘D-don't you dare!" she stammered.

'‘Why not?' he drawled. 'I'm quite as capable as WMarkwell of
providing some moonlight and roses, | should imagiwhy don't
we put it to the test?' And, without waiting foreply and before she
could guess his intentions, he removed her glasse¢kat not only
was she besieged by a maelstrom of emotions butasisuddenly at
the acute disadvantage of having to peer up atshiont-sightedly.



Nor was anything relieved when he said softly, tEheuch better,
and much more comfortable for doing this, I'm sure.

‘This', as she moved convulsively and opened hertimagitatedly,
was to be drawn into his arms and have his lipk bees.

‘No, no!" she protested. "You mustn't—Mr Wyatt!d3e...'

‘You're probably quite right—I shouldn't,’ he samghinst the corner
of her mouth as he moved his hands on her backthBdact remains
I'm going to—I don't know why but you rather intug me, Miss
Sutherland. Is it possible that you're still a \nfj

She gasped and tried to wrench herself free bthpwi exerting a lot
of effort, he kept her in his arms and when shemtd struggling
merely gathered her close again, quite gently,séaded to kiss her.

Five minutes later, they separated and Sarah pahd to her mouth
and said helplessly, 'Oh, this is terrible!"

'‘No, it's not," he contradicted but in an entirdlfferent voice and
kept his hands on her waist until she was steadyeorfieet. Then he
let her go and she looked around blindly with herds pressed to her
cheeks.

'Here.' He handed her her glasses. She took thextiessly and as
everything swung back into focus as she put themrmteadily she
found him looking down at her with that narrowdapughtful look
she was coming to know and a fresh wave of colourgd into her
cheeks.

She opened her mouth but he forestalled her. &iingd Sarah. Il
pour you some more coffee.’

She breathed unevenly and said jerkily, ‘No. 6H-¢



'You'll do as you're told." And he simply put hignds around her
waist and deposited her in the chair behind herelihe said again, a
few moments later, and put a cup of coffee downdeelser. 'Drink
it," he added quietly and turned away to pour afoupimself.

She closed her eyes and licked her lips then dsanke coffee and
after a few moments felt herself calming a litBg.this time he was
sitting opposite her with his own cup and when ahewed their
gazes to meet at last she said with a strange raigfudesolation and
reproach, "You shouldn't have done that.' And chalk shot herself
for not being able to come up with something masitpre.

'‘Probably not," he replied consideringly, his dgdze holding hers
captive, 'but you have to admit it had its moments.

She felt hot all over again and looted down atiy@in her hands but
was relieved to discover that she also suddenlyiéete and ill-used.
So she said tartly, ‘Well, | do hope you're nohgdb make too much
of that? Mr Wyatt, because you'd be making a bgtake if you did.'

He smiled fleetingly. 'Would I1? | don't know,"' hauged.'Are you a
virgin, Sarah?'

She tightened her lips and said precisely, 'lliyieu what | am, Mr
Wyatt --'

'l think you should call me CIiff," he broke in Wwiainother, this time
wry, little smile. 'Otherwise we could sound agé've stepped out of
Pride and Prejudice?

'I'll tell you what | am, Mr Wyatt," Sarah repeatigliberately. 'I'm in
the situation of having had myself taken advantzgetolerably!’

'Intolerably?' He lifted an eyebrow at her, 'Foggme but | quite
thought you enjoyed having such— intolerable adsgattaken of
you.'



Sarah bit her lip. 'Well," she said, 'well.. .whate but all the same...'
and she paused to cast him a chilly glance '...\mould you describe
the situation of a woman who found herself beirggé&d merely on a
whim? Because | certainly didn't instigate it, v@ano doubt it was
only a whim on your part and | also happened toegs you kissing
Wendy Wilson only a couple of weeks ago," she saanfully, 'so
don't try and tell me you're anything but a..." Stopped, lost for the
right word.

'‘Ah, so that explains it,” Cliff Wyatt murmured. '#orough,
two-timing bastard, you were going to say?' he @edupolitely.
‘That's two new ones to add to your repertoire.'

Sarah glared at him. 'Explaindat!

'‘Why you've viewed me like some sort of unpleassuib-life
lately—Dby the way | wasn't aware of your presenbenvl was with
Wendy but, be that as it may..." He shrugged agdrded her with a
wicked, quizzical little glint before continuing mfdy, 'l think you
ought to explain whether you disapprove of my kigdier on moral
grounds or personal grounds.'

Sarah swallowed suddenly as she saw the trapteara could have
died of embarrassment anyway at what she'd reveatecth a hasty,
hot-headed way. Then she said tautly, 'Let's Ipavsonalities out of
this. Nor was |—snooping in any way; | just happkte be going
past on my way home the night of the barbecue wieh, you and
Wendy were on the veranda and | didn't realisetil too late. But
talking of moral grounds, I still don't think itgreasonable to object
to being kissed when you—simply whgou—'

‘Even though you enjoyed it, Sarah?"

She took a breath and stood up. '‘Goodnight, Mr ¥W\stie said as
evenly as she could.



'‘And here endeth the lecture,' he drawled with akimg little glint in
his eye. 'All right, go to bed, Miss Sutherlandt Buay | just say in
my own defence that Wendy and | have no—formalremhtowards
each other of any kind and --?'

'‘And you were intrigued?' Sarah said flatly. 'liee¢ you.'

He laughed. 'As a matter of fact it was more a cddmeing kissed
rather than the opposite, but | wasn't going to troarthat; it didn't
seem terribly gallant to do sp other than in theseaof truth. Whereas
| was fleetingly but quite genuinely intrigued iowyr case, although
I'm not sure why.'

Sarah's nostrils flared. 'Of all the...' She stapgleruptly.

‘Well, you can't have it both ways, Sarah,' he saatonably. "You
seem to be so sure it was a thoroughly reprehensiblg to do on
my part, so badly motivated, so unacceptable todespite certain
manifestations to the contrary, | can't help womderwhat did
intrigue me in the first place. Would you like neevtalk you home?"
he asked, getting up at last.

Sarah closed her mouth with a click of her teettyrgy on her heel
and marched out.

She slept badly for the next few nights and sufféhe consequences
over the succeeding days, in the form of findingrgvone of her
twelve charges one too many. So by five o'cloclEnday afternoon
she was only too happy to be able to close hargelher house, kick
off her boots and sink into an armchair.

But the real horror of it all, she decided, the @vweimbarrassment that
made her soul cringe, was the fact that she cdtflohget those few
minutes in Cliff Wyatt's arms when sheer surprigd bvercome her



and she'd been unable to close her mind to a Kindyure that
shouldn't, in the circumstances, have come toMely it had, in the
form of an undeniable awareness of him, of thengtie of his body
but used so lightly, the... just the lovely feebeing in his arms, she
thought despairingly, and how it maaefeel, how it made me lose
my head and kiss him back... How did he put itAdd its moments'.

She took her glasses off, laid her head back weand contemplated
whether shavasa bit starved of moonlight and roses. But how dou
it sneak up on me like this? she asked herseléd perfectly happy
until ...Isit just the effect he has on women? | don't kndvetler that
makes me feel better or worse. | don't knefy | always get so het
up when I'm with him but | suppose | do know tHat teally a sane,
rather serious schoolteacher, and I'm certainlynatch for Wendy
Wilson in the glamour stakes—no, stop, Sarah! shrancanded
herself and sat up abruptly. Just... put it outaafr mind.

The telephone rang.

She glared at the offending instrument then gdbwgmswer it. It was
Billy Pascoe's mother in a panic because Billy appa& to have
disappeared.

'I'm sure he hasn't, Mary," Sarah said soothinghyath an inward
sigh because this happened on average about dotaight. I'll bet
you'll find him hiding in the machinery shed.’

'I've searched every inch of the machinery sheceardywhere else!
Mary Pascoe replied distraughtly down the line. S@lls® added
accusingly, 'He said you were cross with him todegr something
he didn't do.’

Sarah leant against the wall tiredly and thoughthaf perpetual
disruption Billy Pascoe was with his eternal qumsti and his
awkward facility for being just plain awkward afie time, none of



which was helped by an anxious, fussing mother afather who
drank a lot. But none dhataltered the fact that she'd possibly bee
sharper with him than was warranted today and sheaftinge of
guilt. 'Where's Mike?' she asked, meaning Billgibefr.

‘They're camping out tonight on a muster; theretsarman around!'

'OK, Mary, I'll come over right away. I'm sure wefind him
somewhere.'

But by dawn the next morning Billy Pascoe had siit been found
and, feeling guiltier and guiltier by the minutehalugh she well
knew that Billy was a genius at not being foundldrd wanted to be,
Sarah took a Land Rover and decided to widen tha af search.
There were several abandoned sheds and structithéis s&vtwo- or

three-mile radius that he could, just conceivabhyvenwalked to. She
left Jean Lawson and Mrs Tibbs in charge of thenest and children
left behind and told than she'd only be away fohanr at the most.

It was to prove a thoroughly disastrous decisidme Tand Rover
conked out on her about as far away from the haadsas she'd
planned to go and, being quite unmechanical, sdenbadea what
was wrong with it and decided she'd have to wak ttiree miles
back. Then she put her foot unsuspectingly dovabhit hole and the
result was an ankle that swelled up alarmingly stadted to throb
painfully. She sat down on the ground, put her hedeer hands and
could have wept with sheer frustration.

Two hours later, when she'd hobbled a bit and®ahd lot and been
burnt by the sun and was getting thirstier andsti@r, an aboriginal
ringer on horseback and leading another horse fbend

'Oh, Charlie, thank heavens!' she gasped, recognibe broad face
of the young aboriginal who had occasionally grabed school.
‘How did you find me?"'



'Followed your tracks, missus,’ Charlie respondeth va wide,

dazzlingly white smile as he hopped off his hored &nelt down

beside her. 'l ain't the best tracker round theses gor nothing,' he
added with simple pride. 'Wow! You sure done hadryankle.'

'l know. | stepped in a rabbit hole but,’ she saigently, 'l was
looking for Billy Pascoe --'

‘Now don't you worry your head there, Missus Sar@harlie said
soothingly. 'They found him. In the roof of his oWwause.'

Sarah beat her fists on her knees. 'l knew it'dvkime had to have
found some... Oh, well, that's good news, Cha@iee grimaced with
pain as he helped her up and on to the second.gusence up and
as they were walking gently side by side she waglstby another
thought. 'Who... sent you to find me, Charlie?"

'Cliff did. | told him | was better on a horse, tode me, "Just bloody
find her; | don't care how."™ Charlie laughed cligiéy.

'He's... not in a good mood?' Sarah queried caljioWhy did he
come home?'

'See, it was like this," Charlie said expansiv€Rhat crazy ringer
Willy Doughboy goes and gets hisself stomped byaagry cattle
early this morning and we lose the mob because dgbéyhe jitters
now and decide they like to go walkabout—take amotouple a
days to catch ‘em too!

'‘Anyway, the boss says to me, "You come with mar{idy we'll take
Willie back in the chopper and call the Flying Darcio meet us.” But
what happens? When we get back the Flying Docte tileright but
there's also a whole lot of women and kids runnouond .like chooks
because you gone walkabout like the cows and gatsedf lost and
Billy Pascoe's lost too. All make Cliff plenty made finished, and



chuckled again as if the vagaries of cattle mats,vwrath of Cliff
Wyatt and everything else were but the merest pks.

Sarah looked round at the ancient landscape ana feoment was
lost in admiration for the wonderful philosophy arfi ancient race.
But a moment later tension returned to her athibadht of facing the
'‘boss’ in a bad mood. 'Haoavd Billy get found?' she asked to distrac
herself.

"Think he musta heard Cliff, ‘cause he just appareldenly. Said
he'd fallen asleep and hadn't heard no one elsat. Kiti's a right
handful!’

‘You're not wrong,' Sarah said feelingly as theggd into the square
in front of the machinery shed to be met by altsof anxious people
who suddenly parted like the Red Sea as Cliff Wgtatide towards
die horses.

'‘Where the devil have you been, Miss Sutherlarei8aid coldly, and
added cuttingly, 'Wouldn't you think that one lesul was enough
without adding yourself to the list?'

Sarah was struck by several things: that her amkds aching
abominably, that Cliff Wyatt in dusty khaki and kgdoots looked
as he never had to her before—like a true cattlemuash she realised
this had niggled her subconsciously, but primasite was struck by
the fact that she should try to keep her temp&pmt of everyone. So
she said carefully, 'l thought Billy might have wedl to one of the
abandoned sheds around the place but when | gmi@ecof miles
away the Land Rover—uh—died on me and unfortunatetyno
mechanic; but | wasot lost, Mr Wyatt; | would have got back
eventually,' she finished coolly.

‘Mighta taken you a long time," Charlie put in, mwsly quite
unaware of the undercurrents. ‘That there'm arihé tbok too good



to me. She stepped down an ol' bunny hole," heda@t& Wyatt
pulled up the leg of her jeans, swore audibly aithout so much as
a by-your-leave, lifted her off the horse and s&tb walk away with
her.

'‘Will you put me down, Mr Wyatt?' she commandedraygquite
forgetting her resolve not to lose her temper.

'‘No, | won't—just shut up, Sarah, and do as ydole&' Cliff replied
caustically, and every wildly interested child émiing them became
pop-eyed and breathless with further excitement.

'‘Look here,'she started to say.

He stopped striding along briefly and said roughdpking down at
her with his dark eyes blazing, 'Nmulook here, Sarah Sutherland
and just draw your claws in because I'm not caryiog off to my
harem as your spinsterish little soul is secrethng forme to do
anyway, I'm simply taking you to the first-aid roavhere the Flying
Doctor is still stitching Willy Doughboy up, so kean have a look at
your ankle.'

There was only one indignity left for Sarah to suffShe quite
spontaneously—she couldn't have stopped herself she'd
tried—burst into angry, frustrated tears. Whereug@@if Wyatt
breathed deeply, raised his eyes heavenwards, Sluerdly again
and proceeded once more towards the first-aid rdomwas at this,
point that everyone else decided discretion migtihle better part of
valour and all interested spectators melted away.

'I'm not staying here."'

Cliff folded his arms and leant his shoulders badainst the
door-jamb of a guest bedroom in the homestead egarded Sarah



steadily as she sat on the bed he'd just set h&n dgpon—nher
sunburnt, tear-streaked face, her ragged hair amy dothes and
finally her bound ankle. 'What do you suggest?' dmguired
witheringly at last. "You've just been told to staf/that ankle for at
least two days.'

'l could do that in my own house! I'm sure no onk et me starve
and Charlie said he would make me a crutch. Whyadothink you
are anyway?'

'‘My dear Sarah --' he pushed himself away frontdii@ '—much as
this obviously displeases you, you will stay heheeve Mrs Tibbs can
look after you and, because we've had to declaxeek's holiday
from school, you can helper by entertaining Sally and Ben a bit. It's
the most practical, sensible arrangement besidag ldat you will
do because say so and the sooner you get over your petty a
ridiculous bout of emotion and bad temper the be#tad don't
bother to tell me | get around as if | own the plad do.'

'l wasn't—'She broke off and bit her lip.
'‘Or something of that nature.’

She drew a shaky, exasperated breath, then diszbvaticulous
tears misting her glasses again, so she pulledathaniped them on
her blouse, wiped her nose with the back of hedhand finally
swore herself.

'I'm so glad Billy is not here to hear you," Cldid placidly. 'Feel
better?'

'l just wish you'd go away!

'‘OK—or you could have another cry on my shoulder.'



'l would never have done that if | hadn't had &dfeh morning on top
of a sleepless night, if my ankle hadn't been aghihyou hadn't
insulted me terribly and if | hadn't been feeliggilty about Billy

Pascoe,' she said bitterly.

He sat down on the end of the bed and looked atvtiera frown in
his eyes. '"Why should you feel guilty about him?'

'l was a bit tough on him yesterday.' She grimalbksakly. 'His
mother thought that was why he hid like that.'

‘Sarah, even from my limited experience of BillysB@e it's obvious
you would need the patience of a saint to cope lith'

'‘But that's justit, she said frustratedly. 'Normally | do have
the—well, not the patience of a saint but.. .anh@irepatience than |
seem to have at the moment.’

'So what do you attribute this sudden falling afpatience to?"

Sarah opened her mouth, shut it, couldn't lookiat d&nd finally
muttered, 'Perhaps | need a break, that's all.'

‘Then this is the solution,’ he said after a lorggmant. 'Until the end
of term at least when you could take a proper hglidarah?

She was forced to look up at him at last and aljhdus expression
was unreadable it was also narrowed and acutetengad the highly
uncomfortable feeling that he understood only toell what the

cause of her problems was. 'Yes.. .well, you cbeldight,' she said
hastily. 'l... OK.'

Mrs Tibbs drew a bath for her and helped her tobroom then
left her to soak away her woes for a while butaswt easy when one



had on one's mind a series of thoughts that tetale round in
circles, when words and phrases like ‘harem' gmdsterish little
soul' seemed to be burnt into your consciousndssnyalthough you
would have died rather than do it, the memory gfngy into Cliff
Wyatt's shoulder refused to be banished from yomdmnot from
the crying point of view but the safe, solid feélitbagainst your
cheek and the tantalising, purely masculine sdeait had assailed
you...

But finally, clad in a fresh nightgown and in bedhe darkened guest
bedroom with her ankle cradled on a pillow, shé dsleep deeply
and dreamlessly and for hours.

It was Ben and Sally who finally woke her, comintgead of Mrs

Tibbs who brought a dinner-tray. She ate with ssmpg appetite,

and was apprised of the fact that Uncle CIiff hadl fa lot of her

things brought over, including Cindy Lawson's wedgddress so she
wouldn't have time to get bored, they said seryousl

Sarah grimaced. But it was hard not to be touchbdmwthe two
children brought her their favourite jigsaw puzzled Mrs Tibbs
supplied a large tray and they started on it tagetith solicitous
care to make sure that when they hopped on theéhegadidn't hurt
her ankle.

It was CIiff who sent them to bed after about anrheomething they
took in good part mostly, and Sarah couldn't hefindp further
touched when they both gave her a hug as theygsaidnight.

'‘How are you feeling?' their uncle asked as Mr$3itook them off
to have their baths. He was showered and changddwanof his
cattleman mode in a pair of grey denims and a ageckey and
white shirt beneath a sage-green V-necked pull@enah slid down
against the pile of pillows and pulled the covers'kine. Thanks.'



'‘Now that can't be true,' he said with a slightismbon't forget the
doctor gave you some pain-killers to help you tigiothe next couple
of days.'

'l... took one with dinner.'

'‘Good. What about your sunburn?' He came closermapected her
small pink face on the pillows, surrounded by thesk, shining mass
of chestnut hair which she'd washed in the bathlefido its own
devices.

Sarah stared up at him rather owl-like through hesses. ‘Mrs Tibbs
gave me some lanolin.’'

'‘Good old lanolin," he said wryly. 'So there's maghl can get
you—such as a goatiff brandy?"

She blinked and licked her lips. "'That mightn'tvgel with the pills.’

'‘No, of course not—thoughtless of me. What | hadigint it might do
was relax you sufficiently to make you think aldéittess darkly of me
and—some of the things | said today.'

Sarah's eyes widened. 'Are you apologising?' sh&edas
incredulously.

He pulled up a chair and sat down beside the Wdéduy don't you tell
me," he said pensively, ‘exactly what | should agiske for—and I'll
try to oblige?'

Sarah nearly bit her tongue as the words rushet¥op.don't think
telling the whole world | was a frustrated spinstherishing secret
hopes of.. .ofyoudeserves an apology? Or telling me to shut up
front of my entire school?'



His lips twisted. '"Well, | am sorry for telling yda shut up in front of
your entire school. As for the other --'

But Sarah, who had gone from nearly biting her tengnwittingly to
wishing she had deliberately, said suddenly, weamd desolately,
'‘Don't. Please. I... could we just leave it?'

He held her gaze with a frown in his own. Thai &l sn a different,
even voice, 'But you know that's not going to sa@wgthing, Sarah,
don't you? Because | believe you're basically § Yemest person
who finds it hard not to say what you think, and waathin my
limitations, am |. Which is to say, we can't goawcling each other
like this; it's certainly not doing you any good.’

Sarah swallowed, wished herself on the other didleeocontinent as
more heat flooded her already pink cheeks, and sigdred deeply,

knowing that it was probably both futile and diskstto pretend she
didn't know what he meant. 'All right." She hitchest pillows up so

that she wasn't at quite such a disadvantage andtked the front of

her unexceptional and modest nightgown down. S rabved her

ankle to a more comfortable spot. Then she clagpetands in front

of her on the covers. 'This is one of those thitngd happens from
time to time, | guess,' she said composedly.

‘It happens to you often?' he queried quietly bith & sceptically
lifted eyebrow.

Oh, God, she thought, why are you putting me thindihgs?

' Perhaps that wasn't a good way to put it," siteséawly but thinking
furiously. 'What | mean is, | haven't got to thgeavithout realising
that rushing into these things is unwise to saydhast and | think I've
got this firm conviction within me now that whena.man comes
along he has to be thlight man; it has to be special and permane



and the most important thing in my life, and & ot all those things
I'm quite happy to stay the way | am—or was,' stiéed, and her
blue eyes were completely honest if bleakly soha&sraised them to
his.

'l see,' he said slowly. 'But these things dowagk happen that way,
Sarah.’

She conceded this with a little gesture. 'On tiheohand, | have this
equally firm conviction that, having reached twesaty and all this
maturity and wisdom --' she grimaced '—to throwaiway on
someone like you, whom | barely know and whom,aé'l forgive
me, | have to cherish the gravest doubts about,fveil, that point
of view, would be a piece of supreme folly on mytpa

'I'm glad you stressethat point of view," he said gravely. 'lt makes i
just short of a total character assassinationwioich I'm humbly
grateful.'

To her amazement, as she observed the wicked (tile of
amusement in his dark eyes, Sarah found hersdlshaling. "You
know what | mean.’

'You mean that unless | make all the motions ofam nmtent on
wooing and winning you with a view to wedlock y@umnot even
prepared to consider me,' he said.

'‘Now that does sound likeride and Prejudice,5he retorted, no
longer smiling.

'But true nevertheless.'

'Had it crossed your mind?'



'‘No, Sarah, it hadn't,’ he said calmly. 'Althoughust say it occurred
to me that when you weren't fighting me you werather peaceful,
well-organised --'

'‘You've told me that before,' she broke in withsidarable irony.

'‘And you replied that you'd rather die than be medrifor your
domesticity," he replied reminiscently.

For some reason she blushed and as a consequeddartyg, 'l

haven't changed my mind!" And added briskly, 'Smy mve've had it
all out and got it settled, perhaps we could getvth our lives in
some sort of harmony?'

His dark eyes lingered on her thoughtfully untidily he smiled
enigmatically. '"Well, we can try.' He stood up. &/lwould you like
to do now?'

'‘Go to sleep, | guess,' she said and hoped ittdidnhd as forlorn to
him as it had to her so she added exasperatedign't have a lot of
options at the moment, do 1?'

'l just thought you might like to cast around fonse other problem
you could bend your mind to and settle per the soéslium of
intellect.'

Her eyes widened as the import of his words sanKen she said
through her teeth, 'Go away, please. Why is itwian women try to
be rational and reasonable about these things maysobject?’

'l can't answer for the world of men at large Iouhis case it could be
because this man knows there are some things tbat always
susceptible to reason and rationality. There,glmthought for you
take to sleep with you, Miss Sutherland. Goodniglkdo hope your
ankle doesn't bother you through the night." Anthvihis parting
shot, delivered so politely despite its impact gesomewnhat like a



missile landing, as he very well knew, she thouddnkly, he took
himself off.

She stared at the closed door and took severalliteamhs.



CHAPTER FOUR

THANKFULLY , Sarah was spared Cliff Wyatt's presence for the n
four days. He went back to supervise the musteshgowas able to
work on her resolve to put all thoughts of him mecacontext, out of
mind, but— not that she'd expected it to be easypraved terribly

hard.

She thought it might have something to do with gemhis house,
she suspected it might have a lot to do with Mrsb§j who, for
reasons best known to herself, took to deferrinigetoas if she were
in charge of the household, causing Sarah to flimetardly and
fume yet again over the way Cliff Wyatt had tole twhole world
that she cherished a secret desire to be madeitbftavhis harem. |
might have known everyone would pithat one up, she thought
gloomily several times. But surely Mrs Tibbs doesseriously
believe 1...? Her thoughts had the awkward habittrafling off
uncertainly at that point, however.

So far as being in his house went, and even desm@téact that she
could only hobble about on the crutch Charlie heshioned for her
and not even do a lot of that for the first two slaghe found herself
curiously fascinated by it. By the fact that it Haekn furnished well
but had an impersonal air about it. It's such alwld house, it
deserves better, she mused once. | wonder why WandyAmy
didn't do something about it? Well, Wendy, anywshye amended her
thoughts, because she'd also come to the con-eliisibdespite Cliff
Wyatt's disclaimer of anything formal between th¥vendy had
other ideas. And, to make matters worse, Mrs Tilolok it upon
herself that day to show her cupboards full of @lysilver and linen,
vases, ornaments, lamps, even paintings stackeg avibunpacked
as yet.

'‘Needs a woman's touch, this place," Mrs Tibbswdidwhat seemed
to Sarah to be elaborate casualness.



'l...this is a bit surprising,’ Sarah heard hersgty. 'l mean, | would
have thought that once he got Edgeleigh back dedtshe'd... well,
everyone says Coorilla is their home base.'

Mrs Tibbs snorted. 'What's that thing about be#t- pgans? See, the
plan was for Coorilla to be turned over to thalysAhmy and her

husband to run and make their home while Cliffdivesre, but, now
she's done the flit, things have got themselvesammed, you might
say.'

'l see.

'‘Quite thought Miss Green-eyes would make it hemass to get in
among all this stuff but Cliff didn't give her aeycouragement,’ Mrs
Tibbs said with a swift, significant glance in Sasadirection.

'So do you think you're wrong about her?' Saralk@skowly, hating
herself a bit for fishing in this manner but noteato help herself.

'‘No way! She's got him firmly in her sights all right. Whethhe
wants to be there is another matter.'

'‘Because he didn't encourage her to...?" Sarahdvameeloquent
hand.

Mrs. Tibbs grimaced but mainly, Sarah realised,abee she was
battling with the dilemma of whether to be honest® continue
encouraging her as she seemed to have made itisgom 'Well,
what he said was, actually, that until they worked what the hell
was going to happen with Amy they should leavdl ibe. But mark
my words, Sarah, Miss Wendy Wilson isn't goingital fit such an
easy job to nail Cliff Wyatt!'

'Oh, well, it's got nothing to do with me,' Sarabrmured and turned
away.



Mrs Tibbs snorted again.

But one thing stayed in Sarah's mind apart fronoth@ous—that if
Cliff Wyatt intended to remain a bachelor it wasingpto be a
particularly fine bachelor establishment when etheng out of those
cupboards was deployed about the homestead.

But during those four days she mainly concentratedetting over
her disability and on keeping Sally and Ben happy@ccupied. And
the only time she gave rein to her feelings abloeihiouse was on the
afternoon of the fourth day when she found fouelg\pink roses in
the rather wild, abandoned garden so picked thehwemt in search
of a vase for them.

But it was that evening after the children werd&u and when she
was in the lounge, standing in a pool of light witie rest of the room
shadowy around her, readjusting her roses in gier vase, that
Cliff came home.

They'd not expected him because word had filteheough that the
muster party would not be back until the followingprning, but
nevertheless something alerted her and she glamzded see him
standing in the doorway only a few feet from ha&garding her
expressionlessly but with a curiously arrogantilhis head.

She took her hands from the blooms as if she'desugdbeen burnt,
put some unwise pressure on her ankle and hadndieavily on her
crutch to stay upright. 'l didn't hear you!" sh&lsancertainly.

'So | gathered.' His tone was clipped, his voica es he allowed his

dark gaze to drift over her. She was wearing aegathnavy blue

skirt with little white polka dots, a fluffy whitangora sweater she'd
knitted herself and her hair was tied back witraayribbon.

‘We didn't expect you until tomorrow,' she saidthieying to match
his cool tone. 'Has there been a problem?’



When he answered, after a curiously tense littlespahe said, 'Yes.
A clogged fuel line on the chopper so | drove bagka-must have
been pretty deep in thought not to hear the LangeR0

Sarah blinked through her glasses as she reahs¢dlie must have
indeed. 'l...yes,' she said huskily. She had thendt feeling that it
wasn't only a clogged fuel line that was annoyimg but something
she'd done as well; although she knew full well whghad reacted
So precipitately she only prayed that wasn't it] sine took refuge in
politeness. 'l think Mrs Tibbs has gone to bed—taget you
something to eat? You look tired and irritable.'

'l am tired and irritable.' He raked a hand throbghdusty dark hair.
‘Then --'

‘Yes, Sarah, you may,' he said curtly. 'Just sonfflee and a snack;
I'm driving back shortly." And he wheeled about ahsappeared
towards his bedroom.

For a moment, Sarah stayed where she was with dat to her
mouth and a wary, desolate look in her eyes, therdisiped towards
the kitchen.

* ‘ *
"Thank you." Cliff finished the last of the toasttdcken sandwiches
she'd made and drank his coffee. 'How's everytharg?' he added
abruptly.

'Fine. Sally and Ben are happy, Amy has rung evday
and—everything's fine,' she repeated.

'‘What about you?'

'I'm almost as good as new.'



'‘When you got such a shock to see me, it didntedaok like that. In
fact it looked as if your ankle is still pretty sdrHe said it roughly as
if it was a further source of annoyance to him.

'If it is | don't know why it should be aggravatiggu to this extent,'
she said very quietly and poured him another cuptée.

"Then I'll tell you,' he said precisely. 'You loake- before you were
aware of my existence—like the warm, peaceful dhete of this
establishment, deep in thought certainly but inetumith your
surroundings and happy to be so.’

Sarah closed her eyes because her prayers hadamoahswered. In
the moments before she'd looked up and seen hanws exactly
what had happened to her; the tight rein on hertiem®had eluded
her briefly and she'd given herself over to theagplee of four roses in
a lovely room and a lovely house, and that waspafse, why she'd
reacted so guiltily.

'‘And that,’ he continued, 'for some reason or otmeade me

remember how much you enjoyed kissing me, Sarahhaw much

I'd like to be doing something along those linethwiou rather than
driving twenty miles back to the camp along a loéla road in the
middle of the night with a bloody tool that we shiboever have been
without anyway. Strange, isn't it?" he said mockirend sat back
with his armsfolded over the bulky charcoal sweh&d added to his
khaki shirt and trousers.

‘Yes, it is," she answered in a pained voice, ésitim not the
chatelaine and that wasn't quite how | saw myself -

'‘How much of a leap forward in your imagination Wbit take to
make the adjustment?’ he asked with a sardoniofldh eyebrow.



'Stop it,' she whispered, standing up unsteadil;n bnly here
because it was your idea; | knew it was not wrsltduld do to-—-'
She stopped abruptly.

‘Do to yourself?' he suggested, and added drityyi©for that matter.
So I'm beginning to agree with you, Sarah.’

‘This is an... impossible situation.'
'Oh, definitely. What dyousuggest, as a matter of interest?’

She straightened her spine. 'Look, you can't sglgjoexpect me to
believe you want to have anything other than af lafil@ir with me
and | even find that hard to believe --'

‘There's one way to prove that.'

'‘Well, I'm not going to do it,' she said with angiglour pouring into
her cheeks.

He got up. "You know, you shouldn't base your estiiom of my taste
in women entirely on Wendy, Sarah. Because it gpéas that I'm
fully aware that there is more to it than a glogggmorous, well-
packaged exterior.'

‘Bilt I just don't have any gloss or glamour --'
She broke off and bit her lip.

'You have a way of kissing, however, that i
unexpectedly—satisfying,' he drawled. 'And you haveeat, slender
little figure that is unexpectedly tantalising.'

'Have youany idea how that one word "unexpectedly" gives yc
away, Mr Wyatt?' she said through her teeth. ‘tfiifidell you what it
does to me—it makes me quite sure you're no hibthera torn cat on



the prowl because he's stuck out here without mssual...
resources!’

He came round the table leisurely, sat on the coame put his
fingers meditatively beneath her chin, tilting f gently. 'That's a
very black picture you paint of me, Sarah, andquite an accurate
one. | have had one—resource, as you put it, bgahe from my
side, had | wanted to. But I'm a little allergic.tche paused '... being
manipulated into certain things as well as quitergic to brazen
attempts to share my bed; but | wonder if you kradivthat," he
mused, 'and have planned a much more subtle ap@®oac

Sarah gasped but the arrogant tilt of his head allakoo clearly
printed in her memory. "You thought.. tlatwhat you thought when
you came home?'

'It crossed my mind,' he agreed. 'Unfortunatelgame respects | am
the—reprehensible person you take me for.! He simigthout
compunction. '‘But | tend, on reflection, to discbtitat now. And |
think | can honestly say to you that | am, howeusexpectedly,
attracted by quite a few things in you, Sarah Sidahd. Your
fighting nature --' he smiled again wryly '—and thery pleasant
experience it turned out to be when | kissed yoairey your will,
the --' his gaze moved fleetingly downwards thecklta her wide,
stunned eyes '—feeling | have, which incidentallgs hbeen
intensified by finally seeing you out of your ewasling jeans and
shirt, that there's a delicate but shapely bodyeumehth it all with
small but sweet, crushed-velvet-tipped breastsiny waist and
possibly --'

The slap of her hand against his cheekbone sounudeaturally loud
in the quiet house. But although CIiff Wyatt wincledefly he also
laughed softly and immediately put his hands on hetist,
imprisoning her as he said, 'l knew we'd get ardorttiat one day! |
suppose | should just be thankful you didn't pumehin the mouth as



you offered to do after we'd barely met. But if ybunk | don't realise
that's an invitation to—respond, &®nce postulated, think again,
Sarah.'

INO __I
'You've said that before too," he drawled.

But Sarah by this time was trembling down the langfther with a
mixture of fury and fright which caused him to rawrhis eyes as he
felt it through his hands, before she said in g lotense voice, '‘Don't
play games with me, Cliff Wyatt. I'm not a childdam not a flirt and
the fact that you're a good-looking cynic who getssped by brazen
women, which | think is what you were trying toltete, doesn't
Impress me in the slightest, nor do your insultse-at's all | meant
to show you!

He didn't bother to deny the charge; he simplyechisn eyebrow and
said, 'If | am, aren't you?'

‘A cynic?' she said uncertainly.

'l thought that was what you were trying to tell men you
delivered that long sermon on the night you spihipeur ankle?
That you were done with all casual encounters dride big show
didn't turn up for you, too bad. Or something tattéffect.’

'l don't see how you can call that cynical; it's dpposite if anything,'
she countered.

'‘But you took one look at me and became extremglical, | would
have thought.’

'‘Because you.deservat,' Sarah said frustratedly.



'Why? On account of kissing a girl who didn't happeebe you on the
veranda one night?' he queried blandly.

'‘Oh! Will you let me go?' Sarah commanded fiercely.

‘Certainly,' he replied, and did so promptly altgbune had to steady
her while she felt for her crutch. 'Do you get feeling,' he added
politely, 'that we're still going round and roumdather futile circles,

Sarah?'

'Yes.'She bit her lip. 'But because you're promotingrithehe added
bitterly.

'I'm also, so I'm told, a hard man to say no t® said sweetly.
'Of all the..."

He laughed and got up off the table. 'The othenghl am,
unfortunately, is a man pressed for time at the smmf | don't get
back soon, we won't get the chopper ready by mgraind this
blasted, I'm tempted to think even cursed, musi#trdnag on yet
another day. So I'll say farewell in the meantiiéss Sutherland,
and hope to see you tomorrow.'

'‘No, you won't, not here!" And she turned away @nelsented a
furious, straight back to him.

He only laughed softly and walked out.

* * *

But she was there when he got back late in thenaioe of the next
day and she was concerned and anxious enoughatdd® put aside
some things as she answered his highly mockingidrnook when

they first met.



'It's Sally and Ben,' she said straightly. 'As vasIBilly Pascoe and
one other kid. We think they've got chicken-pox.'

They were in his study where she'd come to seekohithand he sat
down at the oak desk and said savagely, 'Bloody beks it never
end? How on earth did they pick it up here of Ecps?’

'I've worked that out. One of the kids had a friemdtay for a couple
of days. Apparently he broke out as soon as hehgote and the
incubation period fits in—he came to school and/@tawith the lot
of them so we can expect every child in the plab® Wwasn't had
chicken-pox to get it, | would imagine.'

Cliff swore weatrily. 'Well, we'll just have to deck a further holiday.
Are they very sick?'

‘They're fractious and uncomfortable but as fath&schicken-pox
goes it's not a terribly serious disease, it's jstl, Sally wants her
mother --' She stopped awkwardly.

'‘What?'

'‘And Ben, for the first time, wants to know whdiappened to his
father and he's quite truculent about it. | mustisaondered about
that.'

'What about it?'

'How you'd handled their father's disappearanceobubeir lives.
Why they never mentioned him, that kind of thingt it's none of my
business so | --'

'‘We told than he'd had to go away on businessif €did curtly.
'‘Whether they believed it, seeing their mothertgec and miserable
all the time, remained to be sera, which | poirgatito Amy, but to
be honest | couldn't think what else to do. | alsnppose, was living



in the hope,' he added bitingly, 'that this whdlgpgl mess would
clear itself ugbeforethey began to worry too much.’

Sarah grimaced.

'‘And I'm quite sure you're about to tell me you dboalways be
honest with children—although not about Father &hras,' he said
with all the arrogance he was capable of.

'‘No, | wasn't," Sarah replied quietly.
‘You surprise me," he said coldly.

‘Well, for one thing | wouldn't presume to, nothwtou in this mood

at least,' she said calmly. 'But | think we caretdlas read now that
they were concerned, or Ben was but he buriedtheback of his

mind because he didn't know how to cope with it, imw that he's

feeling sick and sorry for himself it's all boile@.’

Cliff made an abrupt movement. 'I'll get on the pldo Amy. Look,
don't make them any promises until I've spokendn-H take it
you've decided to put aside your spinsterish pregsdagainst me for
the time being?' he said with a suddenly sardauk.!

'If you mean will | help two sick, unhappy kids auttil their mother
comes, yes, | will," she responded evenly, anddroiuhelp adding,
'‘Which is a lot more than you deserve, incidentally

He looked into the deep blue of her eyes behindjlzesses, smiled a
tigerish little smile and murmured, 'Yes, ma‘'amaikyou, ma'am.’

* % %

He didn't tell her the result of his call to Amytiithey were having
dinner together, alone.



‘Mrs Tibbs," Sarah had said when she'd realisdadyth@ad lady's plan
for a tete-a-tete dinner, 'don't do this to me—whiatean is,' she'd
changed tack hastily, 'l would rather eat with you.

‘Too late now," Mrs Tibbs had said laconicallyaté my dinner the
same time the kids had theirs and you were havbrgak and a bath.
| also asked the boss if this was OK.' She'd gedtta the small table
she'd set in the breakfast-room with, Sarah notmaae of the finery
from the cupboards. 'He said fine. He also toldhmewnas looking
forward to something a bit different from the hakbe camp cook
dished up so | done you some lamb cutlets with dmfpre and a
trifle after. Be ready in about two minutes.'

Sarah had sighed helplessly. ‘Well, I'll go andc&hen the kids.'

‘They're asleep. Cliff read to 'em and settleddemin no end but I'll
keep an ear open while you have your dinner. Héwed she'd
handed Sarah a bottle of wine and a corkscrew.u@iiothis might
go well.’

And that was how CIiff Wyatt came to find her turgia bottle of
wine round in her hands as he entered the roomv tKat's a good
idea," he said casually.

'It Wasn't mine.' Sarah put the wine down.

'‘None the same it was mine; you look as if you dald with a bit of
a lift, Mrs Tibbs remarked as she pushed in deyoladen with
covered dishes. 'I'll leave you two to it!

'‘What a character," CIliff said with a grin when th@or was safely
closed. 'Such a rough diamond yet able to comeitipak this.' He
waved a hand at the elegant table. 'And this,tdec appreciatively,
lifting some covers.

'Yes.'



He looked her over. 'Sit down, Sarah. You do lotit-a-taxed.'

She glanced at him expressionlessly and did aswvsisebid. He'd
showered and changed into brown corduroy trouset@dine cream
wool sweater. She was wearing the same ensembtk sk on the
night before. And she was quite silent as he sethvedoup—creamy
pumpkin with little florets of cauliflower floatingn it—and opened
the wine.

'‘Cheers,' he said, sitting at last. 'l couldn'tlygt of Amy.'
Her eyes widened.

‘Tonight, that is,’ he added, and started On hip s&elieve it or not
she and Ross are on their way to an island in thigsdhdays to try to
sort things out between them. It would appear teastormed the
bastion today, according to Wendy, and told Amyt tha least she
could do was listen to him.'

‘Well, that's good news, isn't it?' Sarah saidioasty.

'Of course. But it does pose the question of whdthleould interrupt
than and no doubt throw Amy into a panic over ainguchildhood
ailment or give them a few days' peace.’

Sarah finished her soup before she said, 'If yelyfeu can set Sally
and Ben's minds at rest, why not give than a feyg'daeace?'

'l might need your help, though.'
'l told you | would.'

He got up to serve the cutlets. 'l thought you miidge to tack on an
addendum. Provided you behave yourself, Mr Wyait, sf thing.'
He handed her her plate with perfect courtesy appdd up her wine
before sitting down himself again.



A fighting little glint entered Sarah's eye althbughe said

composedly, 'I'm never one to waste time hittinghmegd against a
brick wall—Mr Wyatt. But | can't help wondering ifve wounded

your vanity severely.'

'Oh? Why is that?"

'‘Because of the way you keep returning to the stiges if you didn't
know,' she retorted.

He smiled sweetly at her and raised his glasssifeat toast. 'OK. |
suppose you have.'

This was the last thing Sarah was expecting anadsady choked on
a mouthful of peas.

'Have some wine,' he advised.
She flashed him a speaking look but took sevepal si

'‘Better? Good. Sarah, if the truth be told," hd sa¢ditatively, 'l can't
work out if you're too good to be true or if youaethorn sent
expressly to lodge in my side, so, as a way toestite mystery as
well as to solveur dilemma, why don't you tell me some more abo
you? Did you arrive in this world as a model ofdasn and common
sense, albeit a shortsighted one? Or is the wayg®now a backlash
against a wild and wanton youth or some deeply ppfaffair or
some trauma to do with your parents? Those kindhifgs,' he
finished conversationally.

'‘Da | look as if | spent a wild and wanton youtsi¥e said acidly.
'‘Not at all but looks can be so deceiving. For exiam-'

'If you're going to refer to how | kissed you agashe said hastily and
swallowed some more wine, 'I'm sick to death ofrimgaabout it.



You... took me by surprise; you obviously know eajrdeal about it,
including howto take unsuspecting females by surprise andittton
your advantage!'

He said nothing but his gaze never wavered fronfde until she
breathed exasperatedly, took her glasses off lplithem agitatedly
on the tablecloth, and finally said shortly, 'Alyint, that's not quite
true but whats true is not so flattering to you either, you know.

'What's that?' he murmured.

"That I'm suffering from a case of ,.. to use ybenms, spinster's
blues --' she grimaced '—and it caught me unawarkat's all.
Perhaps | ought to take something you said to nge tmheart and..
.get to know Tim Markwell better.'

But there came a look of such amusement to his tgeder hands

trembled and she put them out of sight below thketsuddenly. 'Yes,

why don't you give it a try?' he said blandly. bel interested to hear
the result.’

She swallowed. 'Look here --'

But he laughed softly. "You're right, enough othiis that what you
were going to say? Well, I'm in agreement. Whag gleuld you like
to talk about?'

‘Nothing.'

'‘Now, Sarah, don't sulk,’ he chided gravely. "Thess something
else | wanted to talk to you about as a matteacf+young Donald
Lawson.'

Sarah looked up, arrested, her eyes wide and bitke surprise.
‘What about him?"



'Since you mentioned how bright and brainy he'vg taken a bit of
time to get to know him, and you're right agai®,'daid wryly. 'He
deserves better. So | took the opportunity to—soautcthe subject
with Jim. He has agreed, at the end of this teonydnald's going to
live at Coorilla with a family who've lived and wad on the
property for years and | know well, so that hedl &ble to go to a
proper high school—Coorilla's only an hour or so loys from

Toowoomba and there is a school bus that passemtes.'

'Oh!" Sarah closed her eyes but they flew open idiately, 'Oh, |
can't thank you enough—thisnsarvellous!

He regarded her enigmatically. 'It could mean ammte work for
you, though. | should imagine he'll need some epteparation.’

"'l only be too happy to do it,;' Sarah said eatlye 'Have you told
Donald? | think it will come as such a relief tarhil think he was
getting really frustrated—nhe'll be fourteen in aple of weeks and...’
She waved a hand expressively.

'‘No, I'll let his father do that. | think Jim wagcsetly relieved
although, as you so rightly observed, he's stilitalazed at having
produced such a brainy kid. But with Cindy's wegdapproaching,
apparently the Lawson household is becoming suafhbalent place,
he was rather at his wits' end.'

Sarah laughed. 'She's exhibiting all the usual $gmp of a

bride-to-be. Only yesterday she told me that if stveld change her
mind and have a slim, slinky dress she's decidatstivhat she really
wants. | didn't remind her that I'd suggested sbingta little less

ornate originally.'

Cliff looked at her with comic dread. 'Heaven'sahadon't tell me
you're going to change it!



'l couldn't. I'd have to start all over again ahé tvedding's only
about a month away. No, | hope | managed to peeshad it'll be
fine.'

‘You're a braver soul than | am, Gunga Din,' hemuwred. 'Well,
shall we try Mrs Tibbs' trifle?’

They ate the rest of the meal companionably, aihoBarah was
tempted to pinch herself a couple of times, butwhs in such a
genuine glow about Donald's good fate, she didntdtit that hard to
respond to his conversation. Nor did he introduce/ttang
controversial.

And at the end of it, when she stood up to cleaayaand he said he
had some work to do, she said naturally, 'l doattto bore you with
too much gratitude, but it'sveerygood thing you've done for Donald
Lawson.'

He lay back in his chair and his dark eyes werezcal as they
roamed over her briefly. Then he stood up and feaudally, "Thank
you for those kind words, Miss Sutherland. | susgéiccherish
them.'

But, before Sarah could think of anything to sayeiturn, he strolled
out of the breakfast-room.

The next few days continued in kind.

Sally and Ben got over the worst symptoms of tbkicken-pox and
an old-fashioned remedy of Mrs Tibbs' stopped themffeeling too
itchy.

Cliff got hold of Amy and assured her she had aldsty nothing to
worry about, the kids were fine, which was onlylighg deviation



from the truth, he told Sarah, and told Amy nottwrry about ringing

in daily. In fact, as much due to his efforts asStrah's and Mrs
Tibbs', Sally and Ben soon returned to their statemental

well-being.

'I'm amazed how good he is with them,' Sarah reethrknwisely as
it turned out, to Mrs Tibbs once.

'‘Which just goes to show how good he'd be withdws kids,' that
good lady replied. "Thought of that, Sarah?’

'‘No. Why should 1?' Sarah countered irately.

'It's always a good idea to think of these thingss Tibbs said airily,
and went on her way.

Sarah glared after her but it was that same aftertioat she had it
further demonstrated to her what a paragon a Iqeople thought
CIiff Wyatt was.

Cindy and Jean Lawson came up for a fitting of weelding-dress
and they were in the sewing-room next to the stuldigkvMrs Tibbs
had suggested Sarah use "seeing as that's wiatrjpsse in life is",
and Jean was still on cloud nine about Donald.

'‘But that's why he's such a good boss and why @etlithis place
going if it kills him, Jim reckons,' she said glogly.

Cindy was in the wedding-dress and Sarah was kigeeh the floor
in front of her, attempting to pin up the hem. '8ase of Donald?' she
gueried a bit indistinctly with a couple of pinshier mouth. 'Cindy,
could you just stand still for a moment?’

'‘Not only Donald but that's a real part of it!' demnthused. 'But he
also does so much; there's nothing going on hentdasow about
and he can turn his hand to anything he expectsities to do. Look



how he camped out with them on the muster! Andrdickons he can
shoe a horse as well as the blacksmith, he carasdmod as any of
them, as well as being able to fly that helicogted fix it when it
goes wrong. He's like a different person when keisking and
although he can be tough he can be like one ofttiah

'I've noticed that—Cindy!'
'l want toseemyself, Sarah,' Cindy said petulantly.
‘All in good time.'

'‘And then on top of it all,' Jean continued unpdxa, 'he takes this
interestin us and our families. Why, he even told CindidHeve to
come to the wedding!

, 'He did too!" Cindy said, sounding momentarilyedted from
whatever was ailing her. 'l think he's a lovely manust..." She
stopped and sighed. 'I'm just not sure about tt@ssdnow.'

Sarah and Jean glanced at each other expressBetyit's exactly
what you wanted, love!" Jean said beguilingly. 'Aafter all the
trouble Sarah's been to!

‘There.' Sarah sat on the floor. 'Now we need aomi'm sure ClIiff
wouldn't mind if | took you through to the mastedboom—it's the
only full- length mirror | can think of. Just goredully Cindy, and lift
the skirt up a little.’

And that was how it was that as they were crostiegong central
passageway Cliff Wyatt came unexpectedly out ofthdy, stopped
dead, then said, 'Why, Cindy—you look absoluttlynning!

The metamorphosis this achieved was remarkablahSaw Cindy's
cross, woebegone little face light up like a candke she said
breathlessly, 'Do you really think so, Mr Wyatt?'



'l think,' he said gravely, 'you're one of the pest brides I've ever
seen.’

‘**

'l believe | owe you another debt of gratituderafasaid over dinner
for two that night—something she hadn't been abtaite Mrs Tibbs
of providing. 'But | didn't expect you to perjurew soul.’

He looked amused. 'If we're talking about Cindgidn't exactly.'

'‘No?' Sarah looked across at him wryly. 'l was urtkde impression
that her dress didn't appeal to you in the slighites

‘All the same,' he responded lazily, 'it is stugniAnd for a couple of
moments she looked so happy and radisilewas quite stunning.
Besides which, | thought it was time someone tostaad.'

'Did you --?' Sarah narrowed her eyes as she slydommembered
that the sewing-room was next door to his studg you hear.. .what
we were talking about this afternoon?'

‘Some of it," he said innocently. "Your window wgeen and so was
mine—and they are right next door to each other.’

'So that's.. .I'm surprised you haven't got a smohead,' she said
severely. 'You could have closed your window!

His eyes laughed at her. '‘But then | might not hbeen in the
position to solve the problem of the dress.'

'‘No,' Sarah said gloomily.
'l really thought that would appeal to you,' he ediguizzically.

'It does. I'm merely ruminating on the nature ataie things.'



'Such as?"

'‘How, after one word from you, Cindy is convincéxa svas right all
along in her choice of dress, indeed will cherfsdt tress for the rest
of her life, is a transformed girl, you might evesy—it just doesn't
seem quite fair.'

'l would concentrate on the fact that | saw theaspymity to do you a
good turn, and took it,' he recommended.

' will,' she promised. 'Well, by tomorrow morniigh sure I'll have
persuaded myself to see it exactly in that light.’

His lips twisted. 'And for the rest of tonight?’

Sarah opened her mouth, closed it, felt the cofoaunting in her
cheeks and said expressionlessly, 'l was only gokin

'Of course.'

It occurred to her as she lay in bed that nighablmto get to sleep,
that she was in a minority of one regarding herleygy... And even

that's getting harder and harder to be, she thawgppily, setting
aside, of course, the awful irony of.. .well, sgySarah.. .now much
he attracts you despite your better judgementllf &dmy and Ross
would come home and claim their children! Then uldo't have to

put up with living side by side with him.

'‘Put up with it?' she whispered to herself and edha bitter little
smile at the ceiling. 'Going away from here, evaokixo my cottage,
IS going to be like going back to a half-life, likerning off the sun...
If I had any sense, I'd get right away from EdggleBut who would
help Donald then? And who would have the patieocat leastry
and get through to Billy Pascoe?’



CHAPTER FIVE

SARAH was heavy-eyed and slow the next morning, somgtthiat

didn't go unnoticed by her employer who, with hustomary vigour,
had turned his attention to the homestead garddneahsted her
advice, saying that for someone who grew as mangshn pots as
she did she must have some ideas. And the onlgmestge'd not got
herself out of it somehow had been because it nafirst time Sally
and Ben were to be allowed outside and they'd ltebgeto go too.

'Is your ankle still playing up?' he demanded withtinge of
impatience. 'Why didn't you say so?'

'It's not," she replied quietly. 'l only get a faiwinge now and then.’

'S0?" he queried autocratically, his dark eyeseaant bright—in fact
everything about him, in his brown cords and a daden sweater
against the lovely fresh morning air, was lean, dignamic and
enough to make her catch her breath unwittingly.

'l... it's nothing," she said helplessly. 'Uh—thesses could do with a
heavy pruning but July is the best month for thaewthey're all but
dormant.’

‘Do you list pruning roses bushes as one of yoaomplishments,
Sarah? Youmanyaccomplishments?'

She decided to ignore the subtle mockery in higestiecause she
wasn't sure why it should have returned after balmgent for the last
few days, and tried to ignore the little shaft afrpthat pierced her
heart. 'Yes, I've pruned a few rose bushes,' siklesszadily. 'l did
once think of becoming a horticulturalist.’'

‘Then why are you so reluctant to give me the beagyour advice?
| would have thought this garden and its reclanmati@uld be an
irresistible challenge to a horticulturalist.'



She looked at him briefly. 'I'm not reluctant—I didsleep very well
last night, that's all.’

'‘Any special reason for that?'

'‘No. Sally and Ben are loving this." She gazed td#/ghe two
children playing like puppies on the grass.

'End of subject, | gather. Yes, they are,' he dailg. 'l think we'll
leave this to another day."'

'‘No!" Sarah said involuntarily. 'l mean, we mightweell...' She bit her
lip.

'‘Get it over and done with?' he supplied. 'You'a&l ghat to me
before too, although in that case we never dichgaind to it.'

She swallowed and knew she was incapable of cigpsswords with
him in this mood so she took a deep breath and 'gdidight, yes, |
must admit that ever since I've been here I've dgamg to, well, get
my hands on this garden.'" And in cool, composedathat she
dragged up somehow or other she went on to tell temideas,
finishing by saying, '‘But it would need a couplestong men and a
lot of water.'

'l've got plenty of strong men,' he commented. 'Andouldn't be
such a task to divert another line from the bore.'

‘There you go, then—I think Sally and Ben are stgrto flag; I'll
take them in.'

'‘Why not?' he drawled.

As she turned away, she found to her horror that tshd tears
pricking her eyelids.



It got worse later the next day.

The fine weather abated and a cold westerly wimdrgpup and blew
with a vengeance, covering everything with eye-stigged dust and
giving both humans and animals alike the "williess,Mrs Tibbs put
it. And, although Sarah and the children remainedbiors all day, the
howling of the wind around the house was enougdetdheir nerves
on edge and by late afternoon Ben and Sally wawifus, irritable
and naughty and Sarah was beginning to feel akeiflsbeen run
through a mangle.

It was not a good time to tangle with Cliff onceaayg she discovered,
when she finally ran out of patience and confirfedahildren to their
room with the warning that they behave or else!

'‘Or else?' Cliff drawled, meeting her and barrirgy way in the
passage as she closed their door with a snap.

'S0?' she countered irately.

'It just seems rather imprecise, done in the téahe® moment and
contrary to accepted how-to-deal- with-children prssj | would
iImagine—not what you would expect from such an aaaweacher
and educator,' he explained with a curiously instojgance from his
dark eyes.

Sarah gritted her teeth. 'I'm not teaching themtrang at the
moment. I'm shut up with them in these appallingditons—if |
were their mother, | would have been a lot morecisezabout it,
probably.’

‘You mean you would have smacked than both andtkent to bed
without dinner?' he suggested.



She bit her lip because she'd actually itched tusiothat briefly.

He laughed softly. '‘Dear me, Sarah, you do nee@aklbut in fact |
find it refreshingly human in you. It's just a pitydoesn't extend
to—other areas of your life.’

Sarah eyed him angrily. She knew he'd been odirigathe elements
but he'd showered and changed and was wearing ¢bicls and a
black jumper and he radiated a sort of sardonadityt Which caused
her to say tartly, 'lI've no idea what you mean lbatso have no
intention of being enlightened so don't waste yime, Mr Wyatt.
May | get past?’

'In a moment,"” he murmured. 'I'm not so easy tondis as two
naughty kids, Miss Sutherland. I'm also your emetoy’

'If you think that has the slightest bearing witle &t the moment,
you're wrong," she flashed.

But he only laughed softly and took her wrist iredrand before she
had the wit to realise what he was doing. 'Webntltll just have to
fall back on the fact that I'm a lot bigger thauywon't I?*

‘You..let me go,' she whispered and tried to break hygslt it was
useless.

'It never ceases to amaze me how much sheer dymmsmpi@icked into
your petite frame, Sarah,' he marvelled. 'And fmo,not going to let
you go until I've had my say. Which is this --'

'If it's to do with my inhumanity—I think | can gse --'

'‘Well, that's just it, | think you can,' he saidlyr'And that's why
you're so cross.' His lips twitched. 'But to my dhithere would be
one infallible way of ridding ourselves of the fiaions of a day
liketoday. We could hand the kids over to Mrs Tiblse could repair



to some private place such as my bedroom, builti@ifire, close the
curtains and you could allow me to take your cletbf one item at a
time—you could even respond in kind if you werensaved—and |
guarantee that what would follow would blot out thied, naughty
kids—and all your frustrations.'

‘You... you..."

He watched her as she sought for words and faileén he said
ingenuously, 'l do believe I've struck you speeshleSarah
Sutherland!'

She blinked several times then said hoarsely amdsety, 'Why are
you doing this? Why can't you just... leave me a®dn

You know why, Sarah.' He released her wrist albyupt

She rubbed it unthinkingly and he picked it up agand inspected
the faint red marks on it. 'Sorry,' he said abgeritididn't mean to
hurt you.'

She took a deep, trembling breath then, as heeletvhist go for the
second time, she fled past him.

But, once in the safety of her bedroom, she covieeedace with her
hands as she leant against the door and triedtk but not the anger
or feeling of being ill-used she should be burnwigh, but those

insidious images he'd created, of them togetheatiage an oasis of
peace and warmth, of...

'‘No,' she whispered. 'Give me the strength to trésis. Why's itso
hard?' she asked herself passionately then tookdrets away and
went to sit desolately on her bed.

'‘Because he attracts you as you've never beentattraefore and it's
no good telling yourself heshouldn't, that he's diabolically



clever—and all the rest of it!' she muttered imgatly, and
swallowed. Because the truth of the matter wasatdeliked Cliff
Wyatt when he wasn't being impossible, liked, adohir And am |
just as much star-struck if not more so than evegyelse in this
wretched place? she thought and shivered. So withitz

She got up and paced the room distractedly, hugdiecself
protectively. | don't think | can take much more bdon't know what
to do...

What she did eventually, as a temporary measurs,tavdell Mrs
Tibbs she had a headache and wouldn't have dinaenight but just
take a snack to eat in her room. Thus she saw me ofdhim that
wild, windy day. But by dinnertime that night sheekv she couldn't
hide from him any longer and she hoped that bytithe they did
have dinner together she would have preached eramrgmon sense
to herself to take care of all eventualities. Asithed out she couldn't
have been more wrong...

It was after dinner when Mrs Tibbs had served eoifethe lounge
that she said carefully, ‘Any idea how Amy is gejton?"

'‘Not a one. Why?' And he cast her a cool, indifiegdance.

Now don't get angry, Sarah, she warned herself. WHouldn't |
wonder when she's coming backibshe's coming back? She sai
evenly, 'Because now that Sally and Ben are so rbetier | was
thinking of going back to my house, and startingsepool again.
And | ought to be spending more time with Donald --

'Sarah.'



She'd been pouring the coffee but after a momentwimed to find
him standing beside the fireplace with his handsvet into his
pocket and a sort of savage impatience writteoat him.

'‘What?'she said huskily.
"You know damned well.’

'l know you've been trying to start a fight with o days but I'm
equally determined you won't succeed any more.’

‘Starta fight?' He raised an ironic eyebrow at her. tdar Sarah, it's
been a fight ever since we laid eyes on each other.

'‘Not of my choice’, it hasn't,' she said tautly.

'Oh, there you two are!' Mrs Tibbs lumbered inte thom. 'Just came
to tell you I'm off to bed and the kids are slegdike little logs right
next door to me! So you got the place to yourseglgeg said breezily
and with unmistakable implication. ‘Night!'

Sarah raised her eyes heavenwards then turnedtda&k up the
coffee-pot.

Whereas as Cliff Wyatt said in grave accents #fahler in no doubt
that he was laughing inwardly, 'Well, you've got hkessing, Sarah.
What more do you need?"

She moved jerkily and the pot slipped so that sbergd some
droplets of hot coffee on to her hand. She gaspedllowed and bit
down on any further exclamations but he was bdsaien a couple
of long strides. 'You little idiot," he said roughiHere, let me look!

'‘No, it's nothing."'



But he possessed himself of her hand and exanteddint red mark
on it. 'You're right,' he said, 'but it won't htotput something on it. In
the meantime, I'm going to do this, though, andtdangue with me,
Sarah; it's what we both want, it's why we're bédhse and
impossible.'

'I'm not impossible --'

‘Yes, you are," he contradicted her forcefullynthes voice deepened
and quietened as he added, 'Impossible to résist...

She stared up into his eyes and felt her heatttstheat like a train in
the moment before he lowered his head to hers.

'‘Why didn't you tell me?'

Sarah stirred. She was lying with her head on Ingilsler, her hair

splayed out across his chest, and only abeeminutes before she'd
climbed a pinnacle of pleasure that had left hespgey and falling

and calling his name. 'Does it matter?'

'l --' He paused and slipped his hand gently thindugr hair. 'l ought
to have known anyway.'

Sarah sat up slowly and turned to look down at hiime master
bedroom was in darkness save for flickering fifelignd its glow
tinted her bare pale body light gold. 'l didn't wamere to be any
gualifications or cause for reservations; | wanted take full

responsibility for doing it... That's why.'

He brought his hands up to cup her breasts andrsatiduite evenly,
'l was right about these. I— but Sarah, we coulde shouldhave
shared it.'



A faint smile touched her mouth. 'l don't thinlcduld have made it
any better; you didn't hurt me. Perhaps | wasaustugh old virgin
anyway but --'

But he drew her down into his arms again. "Thers m@thing tough
about you. You were—I don't know quite how to dé=sert.' And he
frowned over her head. 'Unusually lovely.’

Sarah smiled again against the rough dark haiisathest. "You were
breathtaking.'

He chuckled quietly. '"How do you feel now?'
‘Sleepy.’

"Then let's sleep.'

She stirred. 'No. | should go back to my room.’
‘There's plenty of time for that—trust me."

'‘But Mrs Tibbs gets up with the birds; that's why slways goes to
bed so early. So do the kids.'

'‘She may do. | get up even earlier. In fact | sasdtep for more than
five or six hours a night.'

'I might have known,' she said drowsily.

He pulled up the covers and took her back in msaand Sarah's last
thought before she fell asleep was that tomorrosvvsbuld have to
face the consequences of this act, but for nowas Wke no other
feeling on earth being with CIliff Wyatt like this..



True to his word, he woke before the birds wengisty. But as her
lashes fluttered up Sarah saw that he was watd¢tengand she saw
what was in his eyes and felt the way his handstelyer body, and a
tremor rippled through het as she slipped her anmsnd his neck in
an unmistakable gesture of acquiescence. But tlsecond
lovemaking was sweet and slow and he made herfe&lrike silk
and her warm, soft body feel as if it was flowerbeneath his hands
and his lips.

'Oh..." she said barely audibly, lying beneath Aimd smoothing her
palms down the long, taut muscles of his back.

'l quite agree,' he murmured, holding her hard@ses of pleasure
racked them both.

A wicked little glint lit the deep blue of her nakeyes. 'lt's not often
we agree so—completely.'

‘Ah, but I've now discovered the key to getting yagreement on
things, Miss Sutherland.’

"That's a typically male kind of thing to say,' slesponded gravely
but with laughter in her eyes.

'I'm afraid there's a lot about me that's typicailgle.’
She laughed openly up at him. 'l always knew that!

He grimaced and kissed her lightly. 'What I'm hatlike hell is
having to let you go so you can observe the propseDo we really
need --?"'

Sarah moved suddenly and he rolled off her but kepin his arms.
‘Yes, we do,' she said firmly. 'Please, Cliff,n&t go.’

'‘But there are things we need to talk about, Sarah.



'l know. But...' she hesitated '... could | havmtaf breathing space?’

'So long as,' he said slowly and with a frown mdyes, 'you don't use
it to persuade yourself there is any cause foreteégr

She put a suddenly unsteady hand to his cheek.|'Noubt if I'll
regret this until the day | die.'

He captured her hand and kissed her fingers amdexkabout to say
one thing, then change his mind. He said, 'l nehemget around to
putting something on your burn.’

'I'd forgotten all about it. Oh!" She raised headh@s distant sounds
began to make themselves heard from the kitchen.

'‘Don't panic,' he said wryly. 'It takes her abaalf in hour to stoke up
the stove. And just stay there for a moment.’

She stayed and watched as he pulled on a paiao$ j@nd a sweater,
raked a hand through his hair and rubbed the Ilad®vs along his
jawline then gathered up her clothes and brougdr to her. 'You
carry these and I'll carry you.'

Her eyes widened but he wrapped her carefully enstineet, put her
glasses on then picked her up and carried herfdus ®bedroom and
into hers where he put her into her bed and covesedp. 'Why don't
you sleep in this morning, Miss Sutherland? Youedes it. I'll
contrive to keep the rest of the world at bay.'

Her lips trembled into a smile. "You're rather stygeu know, Mr
Wyatt.'

He grimaced then laughed. 'Not often, unfortunatiy --' he kissed
her '—I'll see you later.’



Sarah sighed once as he left the room, then skehoglasses off,
pulled the spare pillow into her arms and withimutes fell deeply
and dreamlessly asleep for a couple of hours.

Which was how she came to miss Amy and Ross's piamt arrival.

It was nine o'clock before she woke and then ik toer an unusually
long time to shower and dress and it didn't petetrher
consciousness that the homestead was full of tadklaughter, so
deep in thought was she.

What did pierce her preoccupation briefly was ho&ll\she looked,
in a rather indefinable way. As if there's beenoftesing and a
blooming, she mused a little wryly. Is that what dees for you? As
well as making you quite unable to come to gripthwie fact that
you've done the unthinkable and have no idea hawegoing to go
on now?

She stared at her reflection in the mirror and aamzed to see
herself start to blush. That was when she squagedhoulders and
decided she had to face the world sooner or later.

But as she walked past the breakfast-remmouteto the kitchen, she
stopped and blinked because it was unusually fyleople—Amy,

looking radiant, for one. Then Sally and Ben haggdoringly off a

strange man, Cliff and, finally, Wendy Wilson. Thege all tucking

Into a gargantuan breakfast.

It was Wendy who saw her first. 'Ah,' she said,r 'dittle
schoolteacher. How are you, Sarah? | believe yooden making
yourself absolutely indispensable,’ she added medothat were
lethally insolent beneath a blatantly false and ki little smile.

Before Sarah could answer, Cliff stood up, cameataw her, smiled
down at her, possessed himself of her hand and aredn'Come
and join the melee. Uh...' he turned back '... Rdss is Sarah



Sutherland who's taken such good care of yourtkidgigh all sorts
of traumas. Sarah, Ross and Amy have made up thett-you can
probably see all that for yourself," he said wigb/Amy blushed and
her husband, who was not particularly good-lookinghad an open
face and steady grey eyes, smiled at her, 'and fleay in this
morning to give us the news. And," CIliff continuaahile | hadn't
meant to spring it on everyone, | guess there'dime like the
present—so the other good news is that Sarah aa@ Igetting
married.'An absolute stunned silence greeted hidsv@hen Wendy
started to laugh, an oddly chilling sound, and sai directly to
Cliff, 'Darling, do you really think you should? Five me for saying
so but what will that achieve? | can't help thirgkitwill hurt Sarah in
the long run far more than it will me.’

‘You're mistaken, Wendy,' he replied, quite natyrahd even in
friendly tones. 'Because the last thing I'll evenglhurt Sarah.'

‘How...? | don't understand. How could you?' Saaid ten minutes
later when they were closed into his study, ang there the first

words she'd spoken other than mechanical thankwbaa Amy and

Ross had belatedly proffered their congratulatiéwmsl she started to
shake in reaction.

Cliff guided her to a chair and reached for thBonise intercom. The
result was that a few minutes later, during whigdhreceived a
telephone call with savage impatience, Mrs Tiblbisad with a fresh

pot of tea and toast.

She also directed Sarah a militant look and sdehrd the lot! Don't
let that wild cat with the green eyes get to you!'

"Thank you, Mrs Tibbs,"' Cliff said with hard authigras he put the
phone down.



But she merely shrugged and took herself off.
‘This is becoming a farce!" Sarah said desperately.

'‘No,' He poured the tea and brought it to her waime toast. 'No,' he
said again as she looked up at him a little blindpn't say anything
until you've had something to eat.’

'l... all right but I don't think I'm the one whbauld be saying things
other than. ..how could you?' she repeated helgless

He sat down on the corner of the desk and simpiyedaintil she
drank some tea and ate half a slice of toast. Becdt's what |
intended to do anyway,' he said at last. 'Fromt iadfer we made love
for the first time last night."'

'‘But you can't... you can't marry me against my,w&ll else aside."

'‘Against your will, Sarah?' he said very quietlyttwa narrowed,
intent look that pierced her to the core.

She felt the hot colour come to her cheeks anckdlbgr eyes briefly
then said doggedly, 'l never meant it to come i® @liff. | did what

| did last night because it seemed inevitable.llt..for reasons best
known to myself, | just wanted to do it,' she daidvely. '‘But I'm not

for you and, perhaps more importantly, you're notfie.'

'Why?' he said simply.

For a moment she could only look at him with humeaement in her
eyes.

'l don't mean that,' he said roughly. "You donitehto take her into
consideration at all. Just tell me why we wouldmttake a rather
excellent team, in fact.'



Sarah tried to concentrate but she blinked seueras with the
effort. '‘Basically I'm quite a boring person,’ sed at last. 'I'm a
plodder and a pot- terer, I'm.. .just not the Higirg kind of person |
would associate with you.'

'What makes you think I'm such a high-flyer?' hergaewith some
irony. "There's nothing exactly high-flying abouthat I've been
doing these past weeks. I've all but worked mysethe bone," he
said with a sudden little glint of humour.

'l know," Sarah said slowly, 'but I've always thbuthere are two
Cliff Wyatts, the cattleman and... something rathfferent.
Whereas there aren't two Sarah Sutherlands. Aftdiva spent the
last few yeargprovingthat to --' She stopped abruptly and went a |
pale.

‘What do you mean?' he asked with a frown. 'Prowihgt?'

'It doesn't matter,’ she said rapidly. 'Look, Clift that it's going to
make a difference but you can't just gloss oversstiigect of Wendy
Wilson. Toanyprospective wife.'

He was still frowning as his gaze roamed her fauk she thought,
when he did speak, that there was a slightly attetlaquality to his
words, as if his thoughts were elsewhere. 'Whatyolo want to

know? That she's tried to drag me to hell and lsacduple of times?
She has.'

He paused, saw the shock in her eyes, and sudteniged more
intently on her. 'But it's over; it's been over j@ars and all this...
trying to blow life on to cold ashes is just a veast time. She seized
the opportunity of Amy's split with Ross to try ittgratiate herself
once again—it didn't work. And, Sarah --' he raisedand as she
opened her mouth '—I'm not proud of this nor angihg to excuse it,
believe me, but there are some occasions when niebevmen,



unfortunately. That night on the veranda was orteerh. But Ididn't
accept her other invitation—which was to sleep wg.'

'‘And you didn't decide to punish her this morniagthe years of hell
and... whatever by telling her you were going tamnane the way
you did?' Sarah said very quietly. "That's a littlerd to believe,
Cliff." She stood up. 'l think we should just forgal about this
before --'

'‘And decide we were simply ships passing in thét?ghe said with
gentle satire. 'Sarah --' he stood up and cametovser and put his
hands about her waist '—can you honestly tell na¢stwhat it felt
like for you?'

She trembled as the memories of it came back talfter and, as if
he could read her mind, he added, 'No, it was@tthat—because it
never could be that way for you, could it? Not yo8o | think you'd

better tell me who you've been proving certaindhkito for so long,

and why.'

‘That doesn't really have anything to do with thikff,' she said. "You
said you made this decision after the first time made love last
night. Why?"

He lifted a wry eyebrow.Yousaid something about being a borin
sort of person—it certainly didn't bore me to sledgh you last night.
In fact the way you did it --'

"There wasn't any specialay | employed last night,' she objectec
huskily.

' know. All the same it was a revelation.'

And as she stared up at him Sarah suddenly thanghtinderstood.
'‘Because | was a virgin?' she whispered. 'Is tlgt w?'



His hands moved on her suddenly and she thouglsastieomething
bleak and bitter in his eyes but it was gone bedbeecould be sure as
he said, 'Because you've got no idea how muchd pee, Sarah.’

But, although he drew her into his arms then, imeart of hearts she
discovered that she believed two things—that GMfatt did need
her, or thought he did, but to help him forget Weekidilson, and that
she'd given herself away last night by surrendehiegvirginity to
him as she had. Given him the secret she'd even toi hide from
herself, had tried to fight so hard and so unswstag—that she'd
fallen deeply in love with him. She believed, skalised, that he saw
himself responsible for all of it.

'Cliff --'
'‘No, Sarah." And he silenced her by starting te k.

They were married five days later.



CHAPTER SIX

FIVE days later Sarah stood at the window of the madrdiom

staring out over the darkened garden, twisting andynew

wedding-band and a very lovely old pearl and diathemgagement
ring on her left hand.

Her Wedding ceremony had taken place that afternoonthe
homestead veranda before a pastor who had floandreveryone on
the property had been invited. Between them Mrd3Jildean and
Cindy Lawson and Amy of all people—but this was ifedent
Amy—had provided quite a feast, and it had beewrhmg to find
that everybody was apparently absolutely deliglaethis turn of
events- touching but not wholly reassuring to Sarat she was
doing the right thing.

And her mind roamed back to a conversation shaldiizn Amy the
day after CIliff had informed her and the worldagke that they were
to be married...

‘Sarah—Sarah, can | talk to you?'

Sarah was in her cottage, sorting through thingd,sie dusted her
hands and said, 'Of course. Come in, Amy. Shahave some tea or
coffee?’

And it was helpful to make coffee while Amy made/eal false
starts. But finally she said haplessly, 'I've baean awful position,
Sarah. Cliff is my brother and Wendy is my bestrid. But you've
been absolutely marvellous to my children so..Ahd wailed off
again.

Sarah smiled slightly and handed her her coffeeu 'dfon't have to
explain anything, Amy. | understand.’



'‘Well, yes, | do and Ross agrees with me," Amy gaild more spirit.

'‘But | got such a shock yesterday when Cliff sprémgnews on us
like that and | knew Wendy...well, | probably dom&ve to tell you
that she and Cliff go way back?' And she glancadicasly and

guestioningly at Sarah.

‘Yes, he told me,' Sarah said equitably.

Amy immediately looked relieved. 'They were engagede; they
just seemed like the ideal couple to start with,.bwell, something
happened and | don't think Cliff has ever forgiveer for it,

although.. .but anyway,' she said hastily, 'whessRand | --' she
swallowed '—had our problem, | really needed a kleyuo cry on so
| turned to Wendy. Cliff wasn't that sympathetiouysee, although |
always knew he'd look after me, and while all tvas going on |
thought that the spark had come back for them, lakow she

thought the same. Was | ever wrong!" She stoppdulelssly and
grimaced. 'About CIiff, anyway. But what | camegay was—and
Ross agrees with me—that as Cliff's wife you'll @awy... affection
and support, Sarah.'

Sarah studied her wordlessly for a moment and waadkeow two
such different personalities could be brother astkis But she said,
‘Thank you, Amy, | appreciate it. Does Cliff knowuyre—doing
this?'

'Oh, no!" Amy looked horrified. 'He told me it wasne of my
business and to butt out. He... I... oh, well,'sdid helplessly, 'l got a
bit upset about the way he bundled her off the eplgesterday
morning. Ross says | was wrong there but, well, lyave to agree it
was an awful position to be in." And she gazed alopgly at Sarah.

'Of course,' Sarah agreed. 'And do you know, inrespect | agree
with CIiff? But only this,' she said as Amy's fastarted to fall. 'I'm so
happy for you and Ross; | like him very much and lgave two super



kids—I don't think you should worry about anyone&eelat the
moment!’

'Oh, thank you, Sarah," Amy said gratefully.

Mrs Tibbs had been much more unequivocal. 'Doirgrigpht thing,
Sarah!' she'd said at the first opportunity.

‘Mrs Tibbs," Sarah had replied, 'thank you but ambeks ago you
were recommending Tim Markwell to me.’

'Forget the veterinarian—the boss will suit you midoetter," Mrs
Tibbs had said, quite unabashed.

Sarah had looked at her curiously and been unabikestrain herself
from saying, 'Just as a matter of interest, whadtesgou so sure of
that?'

"The man makes you come alive, that's why, Saraighwis what it's
all about even when you can find all sorts of regghat say it's not
the right bloke. Besides which, although he mayh®oall sweetness
and light, | don't think he's a bad bloke all sadl done. You could
do a hell of a lot worse.' The door clicked opehibe Sarah and she
turned from the window to see CIiff come in but diein't come
across to her immediately. Instead, he studiedcbemprehensively
for a long moment—the simple but beautiful Wedgwdbae dress
she wore with its long skirt—her one good dress;|lbese hair that
Amy had insisted on dressing, taking two wings bBiokn Sarah's
face and pinning them behind her head with a frathyfection of
white and blue ribbons that she'd made; the waystsestill twisting
her rings—and he said, a little drily, she thoughell, Mrs Wyatt?'

‘Well, Mr Wyatt," Sarah responded, but uncertainly.



'‘Don't look like that, Sarah.'
'How am | looking?' she asked huskily.

At last he crossed the bedroom towards her. 'Aliksat Alice in
Wonderland. Bemused.'

'l would have thought | was too old to look likei@d in Wonderland,
Cliff." She tilted her head as he stopped rightant of her.

'‘No,' he said very quietly and put the tips offingers to her cheek.
'‘Not to me. | take it you're still cross with mea-feforcing you into
this marriage?'

You didn't force me, CIiff," she said unevenly.
‘Seducing you into it, then, despite your betteiggment?'
Her colour fluctuated but she said nothing.

'Isn't that why you forbade me to have any furthertercourse with
you until the deed was done? Why you...' he pauseden removed
yourself to your house for the last five days?'

‘That doesn't sound like being seduced into anygthibut no,' she
said. 'l did that to observe the proprieties.’

'‘Well, the proprieties have now been thoroughlyeobsd,' he said
thoughtfully.

‘Yes. CIiff..." She stopped and closed her eydsedsaced the outline
of her mouth with one finger.

'Sarah,' he said very quietly, 'look at me." Andewher lashes
fluttered up at last he went on, 'Why don't younhet show you how
good a husband | can be? In other words, why dgmit stop



worrying about all sorts of things and—Ilet the grd® in the
pudding?' A wicked little glint lit his eyes andsHips twisted wryly.
'‘Not the best choice of words perhaps.'

'Only if you'll let me say this, Cliff,' she whisysel. 'I've been trying
to say it for days but..." She lifted one hand leslgly. 'I.. .slept with
you, and now I've married you to some extent withdgs between us
that | don't know about. My..." she hesitatedf'you like rationale to
myself has been that | believed you when you said needed me
and | found I... had some needs of my own. | thoagout what you
said in the context of us being an excellent teady@u have proved
to me that a lot of things that matter to me, sastonald Lawson
and that kind of thing, mean something to you taso... love this
place and this life.'

‘And while we're on the subject,' he said, agdimeradrily, 'l think we

should clarify your erstwhile conviction that | waso much of a
high-flyer for you, Sarah.' He raised a hand astmted to object. 'In
the context, my dear, that you're a very well- eteatacultured

person and despite your affinity for country peopda wouldn't be at
all unused to or out of place in a higher socitdy,want of a better
word.'

Her eyes widened and she said uncertainly, 'Howodoknow... ? |
mean—what do you mean?'

'It's obvious,' he said with a touch of impatience.

She relaxed a little. 'Perhaps, but what | wasiyyo say before you
side-tracked me was that all of the reasons | e@duyou for would
count for nothing if | ever came to believe you fgurself tied to
me, and in those circumstances the least hurtiiadythou could for
me would be to...cut the ties.’



'S0 you don't really trust me but you've decidethk® a punt on me
anyway?' His dark eyes mocked her.

'Cliff, I'm trying to tell you it's not your faultfell in love with you --'
‘That's the best news I've had all week, Sarah.'

She bit her Up. 'I'm also trying to tell you it'stryour fault | was a
virgin but if you do ever decide Wendy Wilson isyiour heart and
your blood despite whatever it was she did to yloen I'm telling you
that | came into this marriage... aware that itldde a possibility.'

‘What makes you so sure of that?'

She sighed. 'l didn't say | was sure of it. On olleer hand, you
yourself have accused me often enough of being sach
down-to-earth, common-sense sort of person --'

''ve changed my mind about that," he said gravely.
She blinked behind her glasses. 'Why?'

'‘Because of the way you made love to me. There nabking
down-to-earth about it at all.’

'Cliff, we keep coming back to that,’ she said lesgly.
‘You've—every time I've tried to say all this yael'v.you've..." She
stopped.

"Reminded you of it?' he suggested politely.
‘Yes!And worse...'
‘Kissed you, held you—that sort of thing?'

'Cliff..."



'‘What a cad,' he murmured but she could see tlghtaulurking in
his eyes. 'l told you | was a hard man to say rlo to

'‘But don't you understand that that makes me woidl@am --?' She
stopped abruptly.

The laughter left his eyes. 'If you're what, Sarah?

‘Nothing... nothing. Look, this is an impossiblengersation—at
least, you're making it so!'

"That could be because it's my wedding night,'dié =lly.
She trembled and blushed.

He saw it all and continued in the same idle whlycould have
something to do with the fact that we're reallyooin own at last, what
with Amy, Ross and the kids on their way back t@f@@ and even
Mrs Tibbs gone walkabout for our first couple ofjimis together, as
she put it to me. "So you can do what you like—wandround
starkers if you're so inclined, play hide and seek the
nuddy—different things turn different people oms.what she also
said to me.'

Sarah opened her mouth, closed it then said, '6iné!t

'She did—after a few glasses of champagne adnyttedl it was
her—er—way, | gather, of contriving to let me kngau felt a bit,
well, conscious of being the object of such inteaewl attention and
possibly inhibited by it all. Not that | neededite told that.'

Sarah frowned, all but choked and raised her hamtier face as a
sudden gurgle of laughter forced its way up.

"That's better," Cliff said barely audibly and tdudr into his arms.



'Oh, d ear.' She laid her head on his shoulderbaeathed shakily
several times.

* * %

‘This dress,' he said some time later when theg witing side by
side, hand in hand on the edge of the bed, 'didmyake it, by the
way?'

'‘No.. .why do you ask?'

'l thought you might have run it up for the weddimbile you were
insisting on living away from me.'

'‘No, | didn't—I doubt if | could emulate Balmain—tl hadn't ever
worn it before so | thought it could be suitable.’

‘Do you mean..." he looked into her eyes and hig we teasing yet
warm that she felt she would die for him'.. .thatiybrought it to

outback Queensland on the off-chance that you'd htnee

opportunity to get married in it?'

'‘No!" she protested. 'l actually brought a lot of possessions to
Edgeleigh—my sewing machine, my compact-disc pldyewoks and

so on—>but | know what you mean about this dresiyeaisn't quite fit

the image of an outback schoolteacher. My... faglage it to me.'

‘Correct me if I'm wrong but if it's a Balmain itgibably came from
Paris.'

'It did,' Sarah said briefly.
‘Don't you want to tell me anything about your &tiSarah?’

'‘No,' she said quietly.



He didn't pursue it but said, 'Getting back to thiess, what | was
actually wondering in the first place was whetheu'd give me
permission to take it off.’

‘Considering it is all but off --' she looked doatthe open front and
his hand lying on her breasts beneath a oysteastklace bra, then
up into his eyes '—I wonder you feel you need togesmission!'

'‘Ah, but that's the very correct sort of guy | awfrs Wyatt,' he
responded soberly and seriously.

‘Actually, | think you're the opposite,’ she saidlva quiver in her
voice that wasn't solely laughter as he circlest fine nipple then the
other with his thumb.

'So long as you don't hate me for it.'
'No...'

And finally she was free of her dress and her dgudmedautiful and
expensive underclothes and he was still sittintherbed but she was
standing before him; he'd taken her glasses offveal running his
hands down her body.

'l told you what | suspected | would find beneathiyclothes, didn't
I?' he murmured. 'Something delicate and shapdlyvas so right.'
And he nuzzled her breasts gently so that she dtewvtured breath at
the exquisite torment of it and put her hands abh@ubead as she said
his name shakily.

‘You're right," he responded. 'Enough of this;ntaking me slightly
crazy... with desire.' And a few minutes later whefd got rid of his
clothes and they were lying together he addedreiely... desirous,
as you can probably tell.’

'l can,' she whispered.



‘Do you think you feel the same?'
Her lips curved. "Try me...'

But some minutes later she wasn't smiling, becanse again she
was falling and calling his name as pure physiapture rocked her,
and he had to hold her hard to bring her back tihea

'‘Oh!" die gasped and buried her face in his shouldew can you do
this to me?"

'l don't know. | mean..." he paused and strokedhhgt.. .you have a
way of coming that's—unique.’

'l don't think it's me, it's you,' she replied wdbme agitation.
‘Sarah—don't. Relax,' he said gently. 'lt's mutaelyally.'

And gradually she quietened until finally she wateao say with
some wonder in her voice, 'l didn't know I..." Bae stopped in some
frustration at not being able to find the right d®r

‘Well, I'll tell you something that should interggiu.’ He was still
stroking her hair. 'Men have a fatal fascinationvilomen who don't
advertise their sensuality to the world. Thergdgmitive urge in us, |
think, to want our women to be very private abbig.t

'I'm sure | should be able to poke holes in thabtit or come up with
some contraindications but right at the moment n'tcashe said

wryly.

He moved her away slightly so that he could lodk imer eyes, and
said with his old, lazy amusement, '"We should lmabet.'

'A... what kind of abet?"



‘Are you right or am |I? That kind of bet.'
'‘How would we prove it, though?'
'l said something earlier about the proof beinthenpudding.’

Sarah looked at him narrowly but then it seemetidép-as if they
were straying into dangerous territory so she mesaid, 'OK.'

He laughed. 'That sounds like a bit of a cop-out Miyatt.'

‘Not at all. I'm merely being cautious, Mr Wyatininot a gambler by
nature.’

'It's funny you should say that, because neithet.&nt I'd still like
to bet | can prove it to you.'

‘All right. I'll tell you when you have.'
'I'm afraid I'll have to extract a promise for that

‘All right, | promise!" Sarah said but he only ldwegl at the urgency in
her voice and kissed her lightly then settled lenfortably in the
crook of his arm and pulled the covers over them.

He then said, "There are some things we shouldislésclhings you
didn't give me the opportunity to say before younmad me.'

'l..." But she bit her Up and amended what sheet lg@ing to say to,
‘Such as?’

'‘Such as whether you want to continue teachingdchdnether you
have the slightest interest in what you've marmgd, such as my
ambitions in life, my philosophies on life, suchvesether we'll have
two children or ten—those kind of things,' he gaavely, but added
on a different note, 'And why you declined evetetbme about your



family, why you—married me out of hand and refusgdoffer to at
least contact than, if nothing else.'

'‘Out of hand!" Sarah murmured. 'lt was the othey waund...

However, CIiff..." she hesitated, putting her hamdhis chest and
twirling the rough dark hair through her fingersitig ... | don't have
much family. My mother died when | was about ted any father

remarried. She, my stepmother, was much youngerhkavas and
she only married him, | believe, for his money. 8lmaed our Uves
upside-down; aU she appeared to be interested snse@alising. |

don't think she was faithful to him when he waseahknd | know that
since he died about three years ago she's takewerias sof

ever-younger lovers. When | took this job on Edmgyld didn't even

tell her where | was going | was so...upset with'he

'So is she the one you've been proving thingsami®"

She was silent for a long time. Then she said wiiigh, 'l suppose
so. | grew to hate the kind of life she lived—thelkess parties, the
endless clothes, the endless men. | hated seeirfgther become a
cold, formal shell of himself—I think | grew up witthe burning
ambition to be as different from her as | could.ly®nvhen this
happened to me, | couldn't help wondering how ckffieé' she said
honestly.

‘Sarah, if you're comparing this to --'

'l know," she said, 'there appears to be no cosmabut by the same
token it's not a straightforward case of two pedpléng in love
either.’

'‘Well, there's certainly been little that's beemightforward about
it—that doesn't mean to say it can't be the gensmlel-gold kind of
thing. How did you feel about it several minutesg

She moved against him involuntarily, and sighetdat® not fair.’



‘You know what they say,' he replied placidly.
‘About love and war?'

'Yes.'

'I'll tell you what | know --'

‘Yes, do,' he teased. "You often do it to me agehlerally find it quite
fascinating.'

‘Then! won't—well, | really didn't think you'd sirtk using tired old
cliches, CIliff Wyatt, but | won't say any more.'

"That was enough and, my essential Sarah, I'm gérfeatisfied.
But we still haven't worked out how you want tceliyour life now,
Mrs Wyatt.'

Sarah realised that she was still stroking histchiethe same time as
she realised that she wasn't going to get a secmugersation out of
her husband of so few hours and her fingers faltbreefly at the
implications of it, but then she continued curlsingy bits of hair
round them and said, 'Would you mind if we wentsrbefore?'

'With certain reservations.'
'l mean, if | did go on teaching et cetera.’

'‘No,' he said slowly. 'If it's what you want to llat it won't always be
practicable. For example, | acceded to your request no
honeymoon because there's still so much that rtedols done here
but you won't be able to put me off forever, anglon't want to be
leaving you behind every time | have to go awayt \Bliat would be
practicable would be for us to look around for &ieoteacher and --
he stilled the sudden tremor that ran through ‘rgrou could still
help out when you wanted to.'



That was when, Sarah later realised, the full impd&ovhat she'd
done hit her and she could only marvel that despbédrauma of the
last five days, despite the sheer weight of higesiand that was what
it had been—an unrelenting assault on her physesgdonse to him
even though she'd refused to go to bed with him—esbimg she now
realised he'd even used skilfully—despite it afie'd never done
what she should have, and that was to sit dowrtlank of how her
life would have to change...

‘Sarah?’
'Yes?' she said, but a bit shakily.

'‘Believe me, there'll be consolations to losing rycaeloved
school—and you won't be losing it entirely anyway.'

‘No...

He propped himself up on one elbow and looked dather and
when he spoke again it was with no inflexion othean one of
authority as he said, 'Sarah, thigl work.'

But she could only look up at him helplessly uhtl swore beneath
his breath and then gathered her close and justiesl

It worked for a couple of months.
'l told you this would work.'
'So you did but it's not very nice to keep sayihtpld you so".'

'‘My dear Sarah --' Cliff paused as he was buttonim@ fresh white
shirt '—your Balmain dress is becoming invaluabieidentally.’



They were dressing for Cindy Lawson's wedding anel i®oked
down at herself a little anxiously. "You don't mireb you? It's just
that after all tie rush to get her dress finished kelp out with the
bridesmaids' dresses | suddenly realised | didaite hanything
appropriate to wear myself other than this.'

'‘Why should | mind?'

'‘Well, it was my wedding-dress.'
‘And sort of sacred as such?'
'Well..." Sarah hesitated.

He crossed the bedroom to her. 'No, | don't mirdlo8g as you're
always with me when you wear it, so long as I'mgdo be the one
to take it off you— | have to tell you, it bringsadk remarkable
memories that I'm keen to repeat.' He put his hanolsnd her waist
and looked gravely into her naked eyes.

‘That... goes without saying,' Sarah replied kltiteathlessly and, to
counter it, finished doing up his shirt buttons am.

"There are a lot of things that go without sayihg,murmured, 'but is
the doing pleasing you, Sarah?'

She looked up at last with her hands smoothingtise cotton. 'Yes,
CIiff.’

'Is that all?'
'I'm.. . not a great one for putting these thinge words.'

‘Then could | expect a demonstration when this bastver?' His
hands moved down to the curve of her hips.



'l expect so.’
His lips twisted. 'Have you any idea how tantatisinat is, Sarah?'

She felt the colour rising to her cheeks and hitlipe Because, truth
be told, she was still stunned after three weekiseatirgency of their
lovemaking, and how, with just a look or a remé could draw her
mind irresistibly to their bedroom and what wouddke place when
next they were behind its closed door. But, sharded herself, she
was not totally lost to all good sense, so she sattl a swift look up

at him from beneath her lashes before she theneotrated on his
third button, 'If you expect me to believe you wilhit around to be
invited to...to..." She stopped.

'‘Wait around to be invited to bring you back heoebed?' he
suggested.

'Yes—I don't for one minute believe it.'

He removed his hands from her hips and coveredotver on his
shirt-front. 'I'm undone at being so accurately ssse.'

'And | don't believe that for one minute either!

He started to laugh then he said wryly, 'Oh, well) may not believe
this but | am undone now and, before you say ametbed, | think I'd
better just do this.'

Which was to kiss her fairly comprehensively.

In some ways, Cindy's wedding was a strange expeziéor Sarah.
Because, she diagnosed, it was their first offiodasion together
and for the first time she was acutely conscioas$ she was now a
matron with a husband, but not just a husband—a mhom



everyone present looked up to and the kind of mastwomen
secretly dreamed about.

Is this really me? she thought once as she alsectdet a subtle
change in everyone's attitude towards her. Nottkigat were any less
friendly but there was a new respect, and she ftnanslelf feeling a
little guilty about it and wondering, with a tingé irony, what she'd
done to earn it.

But it was a great success, Cindy's wedding, aadltess was the
object of much admiration—indeed, Cindy's radiadicekmanage to
outweigh all the pearl beads.

In fact such was the success of the wedding thidegswvalked down
the central passageway of the homestead aftengardd slipped off
her shoes and murmured, 'I'm exhausted.’

‘That's what the Pride of Erin does to you,' Giiffid Wryly. "You
didn't tell me you were such an expert at all thokkfashioned
dances. | had to fight my way through an absolaterig to get to
you.'

She smiled faintly. 'l wasn't until | came to Edggh.’

He stopped her with a hand on her shoulder ardltiier weary face
up to him. 'l have a plan, Mrs Wyatt. Take yoursd#ffand have a
bath. Then hop into bed. I'll join you there.’

He did but he brought with him a bottle of Frenblampagne and an
artistically wrought platter of cold ham, cheesgparagus and salad.

Sarah glanced at it in some surprise. 'ls Mrs Tdilsut?'

'‘Mrs Tibbs will be under a table by now. No, thesail my own work.
| don't know about you but the food and champagmend at
weddings in general leave a lot to be desiredhd.fi



Sarah grimaced. 'They went to so much trouble.'

'l know, I'm not knocking them. But | thought a gtlipeaceful glass
or two wouldn't go astray.'

'You were right," Sarah said some time later, wsles was feeling
deliciously relaxed.

He removed the tray from between them and came tiodo&d.

'l suppose,' she said dreamily, as she slid hgefsithrough his hair
and down his neck to his bare shoulder, 'now istithe for me to
prove I'm not a... tantaliser.'

He slid her nightgown off her shoulder. ‘It woutdmo astray either
actually. I've been in a certain amount of pais tong afternoon.’

'‘Oh? Why is that?' she queried innocently.

'I've had to put up with seeing a whole lot of ethen dancing with
you. I've had to watch you, looking so slim andeigvn your lovely
dress, and count the minutes until | could getyoay.'

Sarah laughed softly. 'l don't know if it's all ghchampagne but
sometimes you do say very nice things, CIiff.'

He flicked open some buttons, drew the nightgowayafvom her
breasts and murmured, 'l wonder why? | have arfgélihas a lot to
do with these and my absolute fascination with them

‘There are some things | find fascinating about,'yshe said
seriously.

"Tell me.



'l don't think | could except to say that when ygloy—that --' he'd bent
his head and was teasing each nipple in turn visttkongue '—I.. .get
goose-bumps all over me.'

He lifted his head and laughed silently down atdret there was so
much vitality in his eyes as well as amusement shat caught her
breath. He said, 'I'll tell you what gives me gebsenps—when you
arch your body and it's like a silken, quiveringveethat really gets
to me.’

'‘Now you're waxing lyrical,' she whispered. 'I'mest+—don't.'

'Want to bet? Wait and see.' And his hands moveehdeer body,
flicking open the rest of her buttons and comingetst on the tops of
her thighs.

She took a breath because she knew what would cexte Knew
how, with the lightest touch, he would seek the tmosmate,
vulnerable part of her— and it happened. She mabasay little
sound and arched her body towards him just aspnetticted.

They had two slight disagreements over those carfpieonths. The
first came regarding the contents of the cupbodtds Tibbs had
shown her.

Cliff said to her one morning, 'l don't know if yoe1 aware of it,
Sarah, but there's a treasure trove of linen, akystver and art work
stuck away somewhere.'

'l... yes, | do know,' she confessed, and added, Tbbs showed it to
me.'

He raised an eyebrow at her. 'Recently?’



‘No, when | sprained my ankle.'

‘Well, I haven't noticed any of it about. Why doydu get into it? A
lot of it comes from my mother and she would hatéhink of it all
locked away.'

Sarah fingered the space on her finger where hgaigament ring
resided when she wore it, which wasn't often—treub&ul pearl and
diamond ring had been his mother's too. And shedexad how to
explain the curious reluctance she'd felt aboutifgeinto it' when
she couldn't explain it to herself.

'l... tell me about your mother, CIliff. I've beeneaming to ask,
especially since I'm wearing her ring now.'

'‘Not often,’ he commented with a glance at herlaiftd.
"That's because I'm terrified of losing it or dammagt.'

'‘My mother,' he said reflectively, ‘was a lot likeny. Ultra-feminine,
petite but with a wonderful sense of style, a wohdédostess, and
when she wasn't being the bane of my father'svéfadored her.’

'l think that's how it will be with Amy and RosSarah said wryly.

'l think you're right. Sarah," Cliff said, and pads They'd just
finished breakfast but were still sitting at theléa "Why don't you
want to unpack those things?'She looked away tlaek mto his
eyes. 'l don't know," she said honestly.

‘You're not still labouring under the delusion that going to dump
you one day and race back to Wendy?' he said yarshl

'‘No,' she said barely audibly. 'All right | willknd the conversation
ended as the phone rang.



She didn't see much of him for the rest of the day,did she unpack
anything, and that evening, although he said ngtfunther, she felt
there was a loss of ease between them but, betta@severe both
tired, asked herself if she was imagining it. Henést answer was
that she wasn't and she was both amazed and &drtdi discover
how desolate she felt. And no amount of tellingsk#rthat she
genuinely hadn't had the time to unpack anythirigete

She started on the cupboards the next day, whistav&aturday. But,
although when Cliff came home that evening aftexrtlaer tiring day
dipping cattle he must have noticed some of theljowrnaments
she'd unpacked, he said not a word.

Now I'm not going to start a fight over this, Sarahrned herself.
After all, I've always thought privately that a lof the quarrels
married couples have are incredibly trite and sili'g just... well, |
have to confess that I'm feeling reproachful ansenaible.

Nor was it any help when, right on cue, Cliff s&Wpuld you care to
come and sit beside me, Sarah, and tell me whatt®bng you?

They were having a pre-dinner drink in the lounge after the barest
hesitation she carried her drink over and sat ledsith on the leather
settee. 'Nothing.'

‘Now | know damn well that's not true," he murmueed sat back,
leant his head on his hand and studied her meditatwhile she sat
bolt upright beside him.

Sarah moved her bead in a gesture of annoyartmn'tisee how you
can know anything like that!"

'It's got something to do with the set of your ¢hime particularly
straight carriage of your spine plus a now in-braliar system that
tells me when you're dying to give me a piece afryaind—I've had
some experience of it, you see.’



She grimaced and said somewhat forlornly, 'lt'ssneone me much
good, has it?'

He started to laugh, stopped, drew in a breatheahdled it slowly.
Sarah turned to him immediately. 'What's the matter

'‘Nothing.'

'Yes, there is!" she insisted. 'You sounded asufwere in pain.’
'Only a little. It'll pass,' he said reluctantly.

She got rid of her drink and sank to her kneesantfof him. 'CIiff,’
she said urgently, ‘tell me!"

'It's nothing, really, Sarah. 'l—fell off the top the cattle race this
afternoon and by the feel of it bruised a few ribsvas an extremely
undignified thing to do and my pride is much moa¢téred than | am,
| can assure you.' He smiled at her ruefully.

‘Let me see.

‘Sarah --'

'Cliff Wyatt, for once in your life just do as yoa'told!
‘Yes, ma'am.’

'‘No wonder you didn't notice any ornaments!" shid sdout ten

minutes later. 'Cliff, are you sure you haven'idamany ribs? You've
got the most spectacular bruising all over youkb&ahe rested her
fingers ever so lightly on his long, powerful batlat was indeed
black and blue.

'‘No, | don't think so.’



'‘But how can you be sure?’

'l think I'd be in more pain. Sarah, would you de aifavour and not
make too much fuss?'

She had to smile. 'All the same, he on the bedl'dnzbnsult Mrs
Tibbs. She has a whole array of old- fashioned deeseat her
command—she'll know what's best for you.'

He groaned and started to protest but Sarah marcvealy
determinedly.

Later that night when they were in bed togethee, sd, 'How do
you feel now?'

"Terrible.'

'CIiff..." She sat up anxiously but then she saeviicked little glint
in his eye and subsided with a militant look.

‘Well, if not terrible," he amended, 'certainlyriaed of some tender
loving care.'

'You're a fraud.'

'l am not!" He sat up looking genuinely indigndhm jwt not—that
bad.'

Her lips curved. 'All right, lie down again and $ke what | can do.’

‘That's lovely,' he said drowsily a few minutestahs she stroked
him. 'I'm sorry | didn't notice the ornaments."

"That's OK.'

*You don't sound altogether convinced.'



'I'm...I am. But... were you cross with me abol#st night?'
'l...yes. I'm altogether over it, though.'
'So you jolly well should be,' she said, but witenaile in her voice.

'l remember that,’ he replied meekly, which direew was an
absolute sham but as she thought of the awfuléswos his back and
as she stroked away gently her heart, curiousky dsscovered, was
full of love.

Their next disagreement was the one that led iotlireo much more
serious consequences—consequences that she ndver wildest
dreams expected.



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT wAs strange how from the day that she started to nfazse
cupboards whatever had been holding her back dnednd she
suddenly found herself assuming a new role.

Up until then, she realised, although she'd mar@étf, although
she'd gloried in sharing his bed, she'd continedife very much as
it had been before. But now she found the homestieaaing her as
it had threatened to do once before, but the prollas that she also
found she just didn't have enough hours in thefdagll she wanted
to do and she began to feel more and more tired.

So it came as no surprise really when Cliff saicuptly to her one
night, 'l've advertised for another teacher, Sarah.

All the same, she caught her breath and saidla dtzedly, "You
could have discussed it with me first.’

‘But there are things we don't ever discuss, atlesre?'
'l don't know what you mean...'

‘Well, we make no plans, you know no more thaneweer did about
Wyatt Holdings, what other properties are involadeven if I'm
winning the battle here on Edgeleigh.’

For a moment she looked stricken then she saidtanty, 'I'm sure
you are. Everyone keeps telling me how... wondesdul are.'

He breathed exasperatedly. "That's got nothingotevith drought,
flood and beef cattle prices. And these thingsadded deliberately,
‘are your problem now as much as mine. In otherdsjoyour
horizons have broadened a bit beyond twelve kidsschool, Sarah.’



Her eyes widened and her face paled slightly.sbmy,' she said. 'l...
you're right; | don't know why but I... I've beasmiss.’

His mouth set in a hard line then he shrugged. Yo, haven't
actually. You're the perfect wife in most respdotghis kind of life.
But | had hoped that by now you would see it as—+vaelider field,’
he said with irony.

She started to tremble inwardly. '"How... how catalt?’

'‘By letting me engage another teacher and notngetipset about it,
by letting me take you away for a holiday or a glethhoneymoon
and showing you what you've married into. By hawimgtime just to
be a wife.'

She put her hands together. 'Yes. If you want t;dould | just...
help you to choose this new teacher?’

For a moment she held her breath as tough, haslippeared beside
his mouth but slowly they relaxed and a flickeaofusement came to
his dark eyes as he drawled, 'Maybe | was moré¢ algbut you than |
thought, Sarah.’

She didn't pretend to be at a loss. 'That I'm ademarm born and
bred? Maybe—I'm sorry.'

He narrowed his eyes and for a moment she tholghglempsed an
expression of extreme frustration in them but iswgane before she
could be sure. Then to her relief he put out hisdhslowly and said
quietly, 'Don't look like that—come here." And whsime came he
took her in his aims and after a while the awfidalate feeling she'd
begun to experience receded.



They chose a young man with a beard and a limgalaee leg being

a bit shorter than the other, and, as one zealtdther, Sarah could
tell he was as passionate about teaching as shenadsad an affinity

with children of all ages. He'd also been born aaitle station and
would start after the September holidays, now atrapen them.

‘Satisfied, Sarah?"' Cliff said.

‘Yes, | really am. Thank you—for understanding.'

He looked at her wryly. 'Then you'd better packnjoags.'
‘Where will we go?'

‘Coorilla for a few days; the rest is to be a siggr

Sarah chewed her lip. 'l don't have an awful lovéar.'
'So I've noticed.’

She hesitated and wondered if that was somethseghel held against
her. 'Do you mind that, Cliff?' she said directly.

‘Mind what?' He raised an eyebrow at her.
'‘What | don't bother much about clothes and malegwpso on.’

He looked at her consideringly and she held heatbreOn the
contrary,' he said at last. 'l find it a refreshaiginge. And that surely
must put me up a step in your estimation, Sarahsad with a faint
flicker of a smile.

'l don't—I don't quite follow."'

‘Well, I'll explain. It was obviously your soul thgot me in and not
any extraneous gilding of the lily.’



'Is that so?' she said sweetly. 'So it wouldn'tehamattered if I'd had
buck teeth, pimples and weighed fifteen stoneltdmow why but
that rather amazes me.’

‘Ah, well, perhaps | should also tell you that yften remind me of a
lily—pure, fresh and lovely." And his dark, wickeghze drifted
slowly down her body.

Sarah laughed and blushed at the same time asghévgell, now
you have gone a step up in my estimation, Mr Wait.by the same
token | might need some more clothes—I hope thasa®o ruin my
Image in your eyes?'

‘Not at all. I'll be delighted to help you chookem in fact.'
A sudden thought struck Sarah. 'Would you mindpiéid for them?'
‘Yes, | would!'

'l mean—and don't get angry,' she said as she sagyés, 'that I've
had nothing to spend my wages on for a long timiecenlld spend it
on a belated trousseau—that's what brides do.’

‘Sarah, if you say one more word along those liflikésiot only get
angry but I'll make love to you as you've neverrba®ade love to
before!’

‘Now I've offended you.' She pulled a wry facewdts just a thought.
Do you mean the kind of love that will make me liaopd breathless
and not sure where | am or what day it is?"

‘Exactly.'

'‘But you do that all the time,' she said innocently



'You --' He broke off and the tension drained dution and he started
to laugh. 'You're becoming a minx, my dear,' he,sand he pulled
her into his arms.

'l just thought | should show you there's more @ thran meets the
eye,' she murmured as she raised her mouth féudss

'If you think I'm not getting to knowhat more and more,' he replied,
'think again.' And he would have kissed her hadamatnmistakable,
trumpetlike clearing of someone's throat takenelaehind them.

Cliff swore beneath his breatlY.es,Mrs Tibbs?'

'‘Now you don't need to feel embarrassed on my atc@liff,’ Mrs
Tibbs replied genially. 'It'd worry me a hell o if | didn't stumble
on you two doing this sometimes.’

'‘Well, I'm so glad I'm contributing to your peadawnd, Mrs Tibbs.
Is there something you wanted to say to me or atejyst passing
through?'

‘Billy Pascoe's mum's on the line. She needs Sé&tals. gone and
painted himself from head to toe with some painblaight home
from school and it won't come off. She's scrubbedtiil he's about
to bleed, apparently.'

‘That kid needs a --' Cliff said ominously, andogted:;
'l think you might be right," Sarah said. 'He neadmsan teacher.'

She felt the jolt of laughter that went throughfl@ut he said, 'l was
going to say he needs a good hiding.’

'l suspect that's the only kind of attention hesgedm his father,
unfortunately. I'd better go --'



‘Just a minute—hashegone?'
Sarah peeped round him. 'Yes.'

‘Well, then, there's some unfinished business teebe attended to.'
And he proceeded to kiss her thoroughly. Whenfir@ghed, he said,
trailing his fingers down the line of her jaw, 'BiPascoe's all yours
now.'

They flew away from Edgeleigh in the helicopter aodk Donald
Lawson with them. And Amy and Ross, Ben and Saltyenwvaiting
excitedly to greet them when they landed.

Coorilla was indeed a showplace, Sarah discovérads a graceful
two-storeyed house set in much gentler, greenentoggide than
Edgeleigh and it occurred to Sarah to wonder whify &d arranged
things thus—virtually banishing himself to the valdess and
handing this lovely place over to Amy and Ross. futthe first

couple of days Amy had so many activities planmedifem that she
hardly had time to draw breath. Then things settledn and ClIiff

and Ross began a detailed inspection of the prgpevhich was

how Sarah came to find herself one damp morninggosigaled with
the family photo albums.

She thought later that it genuinely hadn't occutoceimy how many
photos of Wendy Wilson there wore in the albums simel thought
this because, after stumbling across the first féuny grew
red-faced and started to rifle through the pagdsaandly. She also
thought with some exasperation that her sister-wnré&ally was a bit
of a twit but at the time she said nothing anditteeendure the whole
embarrassing business with an outward appeararssr@fity.

But two of those photos seemed to imprint themselea her
brain—Cliff and Wendy's engagement photo, takernth@ main



drawing-room right here at Coorilla with Wendy loogistraight at
the camera and Cliff looking down at her, and din&endy in a chic
uniform. And when the last alboum was closed sh&, $80—she's an
air hostess?'

Amy looked pathetically grateful for something— pably my
normal tones, Sarah thought—and she said, not wtithmme pride,
'‘She's more than that now, she's a senior stevgntiesa really top
job. But I think it was one of the reasons she @hffl broke up. She
used to say she couldn't imagine herself stuckoatilla for the rest
of her life.’

'‘But they got engaged despite that?"

Amy hesitated. 'She only started to sagfier they got engaged. |
think she thought she could win CIiff round to thied of marriage
where she did her own thing while she felt liké ltave to say," Amy
proceeded to say, although unhappily, 'there wasya... | don't
know but it was always a sort of love-hate relagldp. Wendy, | see
now, didn't really want to be dominated by any nmen,that is—I
think she's changed her thinking now. But, of ceuedter what she
did you can't really blame ClIiff for never forgigrher.’

'Did?' was all Sarah had to say for Amy to contimoeunburden
herself.

'‘Have a blazing public affair with a much older ntha minute ClIiff
broke off the engagement. But not only that..." Aatyast realised
that she might have let her indiscreet tongue mwayawith her and
sought to regroup'... she left it too late, dighe? Because he founc
you, Sarah, and he's looking so...relaxdahdwit must be working

That night in bed, Sarah found it hard to get &eplbecause she
couldn't rid her mind of several things.

'Sarah?'



She moved closer to Cliff and laid her cheek orblask. 'Sorry, | just
can't get to sleep. When are we leaving?'

He readied behind and stroked her thigh. "Tomorfgeau like. | too
am suffering from a surfeit of Coorilla, if thattat you're trying to
say, although it's good to see Amy settled dowinaga

'I'd like that," die said, and presently fell agle last.

He flew her to Brisbane, hired a car and drove ddwencoast to

Surfer's Paradise where they booked into the Strerlstirage, a

magnificent resort hotel that looked on to the galdheach and the
rolling surf of the South Pacific, and had the MarMirage shopping
complex across the road.

Sarah's first purchase in the glamorous shoppingptex was a
swimsuit. Then CIiff took matters in hand and caladlutter in all

the boutiques they visited and when they got backheir room

overlooking the ocean she laid the purchases othie®hed and all of
them were exquisite and very expensive.

‘Thank you," she said with her mouth curving insnale, 'but this is
really gilding the lily.’

He regarded her thoughtfully for a long moments 'heen my
pleasure,' he said at last, 'but something tellsmyadlly is a little
troubled. You surely don't resent my buying youlods, Sarah? Or
perceive that it's going to turn you into a limitedition of your
stepmother?’

'‘No,' she said and, making a sudden resolution¢isissed the room
to him, put her arms around his waist and laidiead on his chest.
‘This truly grateful wife has really realised tiséie was trying to do
more than she should, and is now suffering froneaction and



over-tiredness.' Which is also true, she thougthdnl't know why but
| don'tfed quite myself...

‘Now that is something | can deal with,' he saicgety and touched
her hair lingeringly.

For the next few days they lay on the beach awatked a little,
swam, ate and slept a lot. Cliff's olive skin tashreasily and even
Sarah's much paler complexion took on a golden glow

And on their fourth evening when she put on onehef new

outfits—a filmy trouser suit in a slate-blue withuecked bodice, no
sleeves and cross-over straps—he said to her, [dupositively

exotic, Mrs Wyatt.' And he tucked a creamy camdtien a vase of
flowers into her hair.

Sarah studied her reflection and agreed that shéodk different.
And she started to say something about anotheome®sy she might
look different, one that had only just occurredhés, but said instead,
'You look absolutely splendid.' He was standingteher and in his
long-sleeved white shirt and navy trousers he wasedibly
good-looking. 'You know," she added, 'maybe | shatddsider
contact lenses.’

He put his fingers on the rounded tips of her stexd and she
shivered at the feel of it. 'l don't mind your glas, Sarah.' He pulled
her back against him and she revelled in the fédlilean, hard

body against her own. 'Feeling...better now?' ieb\sary quietly.

'I'm feeling wonderful,' she replied softly.

'‘Good.'



But it was that same evening that everything waststred for her.

As they crossed the foyer hand in hand towardsdbi&urant Sarah
noticed a laughing group of airline personnel a thain doors,
waiting, apparently, for their transport. There wasthing to
particularly identify Wendy Wilson—she had her bagkhem, they
were separated by the width of the foyer and iffsdn't now known
the other girl was a stewardess Sarah might nat resognised her at
all with her black hair tucked away beneath her knding amid
three other chic, tall girls. But even as her semsseldenly attuned to
the uniform, CIiff tensed perceptibly beside hed ds grip on her
hand was briefly crushing.

She made an inarticulate sound and looked up atthisee him

staring across the foyer before he looked dowreathd murmured,
'‘Sorry—here we are.' And he gestured for her terahie restaurant
ahead of him.

'‘Our dinner wasn't exactly a success—want to tellwhy?'

Sarah turned from the window where she'd been wagthe play of
white moonlight on a choppy, gunmetal sea. 'Jusd{fil guess.
Perhaps you were too—you didn't have a lot to sng'added, not
looking at him, then shrugged. 'Not that it mattéms going to bed.'

'‘No, Sarah,’ he said in a hard voice. 'Let's haveut in plain
English --'

'Plain English?' she cried, and stumbled over ¢éoltxd to sit down
agitatedly. 'All right, are you going to react likeat every time you
see her—it was her, wasn't it, CIiff?'

He was standing across the room with his handseshiokitably into
his pockets but he came to sit beside her, catdinengvrists as she



immediately tried to get up. 'Sarah, calm down,'onhgered, then
sighed. 'Yes, it was her, but you could be mispreting my
reaction.’

'Clift—CIiff --' she swallowed '—just answer thegaestions. Why
did you give up Coorilla to-come and live all the ywaut at
Edgeleigh?’

You should have no difficulty in understandingtthlae said shortly.
'‘Amy's as much entitled to it as | am and | knew sbuld be happy
there; Ross is as good at running it as | am batdfaus on the place
wouldn't have worked in the long run.'

'‘Or were the memories just too painful to live WwitBarah suggested
very quietly. 'The memories of your engagementyplart example?'

'‘What the hell do you know about that?'

'l saw some photos --'

'‘Bloody Amy, | suppose --' he said savagely, angstd abruptly.
'You mustn't blame her; there was no malice, just §-'

‘Just Amy being her usual stupid self,' he growmd o

‘They are best friends. But you haven't told mamfright, CIiff.’

He swore then stood up. 'All right," he said harswiith his back to
her, 'l can't stand the place any more and | watttegt as far away
as | could. But not --' he swung round '—becausearof happy
memories, nor, for that matter, any Dbittersweet omes, but
memories hate.Memories of what an incredible fool | was, howet |
myself get taken for an all-time ride by the bedbitch in the
business. How | wasted years of my life on a womiha's not worth
tuppence but can use her body and those greeniley@es.. siren.’



'Cliff," Sarah whispered.

"Then | met you,' he said. 'So much the oppositéaisremoved --' he
raised his hand in a gesture that was suddenhediialy weary
'—from all that kind of thing. And | thought, Whyt? This is sanity
and peace and | desperately need some peace, sdare some
companionship andoneof the trappings of the kind of grand passio
that sucks you in and down into a vortex of—unredso

Some little thing wilted in Sarah's heart and @éiad she put her hand
to her heart involuntarily as if she could fedp&ssing.

He stared down at her, noting the gesture, hisfaas now pale and
scoured with lines of tension, and his voice waeawith it as he
said, 'None of which means to say | don't love y®arah.'

'In a way? | know,' she heard herself answeringf &®&m a great
distance. 'l also can't help believing— and | doréan to be honest
in a righteous, thoroughly irritating way—~but | dalnelp believing,
CIiff, that in your heart of hearts there had tosbeertain fitting sort
of irony about marrying me the way you did and wiean did. | just
don't know..." she paused then went on barely &udibif | can live
with it any more.’

‘Well, I'm afraid you're going to have to. You tatte once that you
had your own rationale for doing this --'

'l know, | know,' she whispered. 'It's my faultrasch as... | shouldn't
have done it --'

‘Sarah,' he overrode her in that cool, authorgatieice that went
through her heart like a knife, 'it's done and ¢teeno turning back
now, nor should | have to tell you why. Becauseabout eight
months from now, | imagine, to put it as Mrs Tilshgiht, we'll have
the patter of little feet to join us to each otf@ever.'



She gasped and paled. 'You.. .know?' And her egss tmuge and
stunned behind her glasses as she stared at him.

'l can count,' he said grimly. '‘Nor could we haw=ib closer these
past few months. And --' he stopped, the presstireisofingers
relaxing suddenly on her wrists and his voice cihang—I've seen
you lately, these past two weeks, be different—uaseand sleepy
sometimesstarvingsometimes, even looking a little nauseous. All ¢
which adds up to one thing.'

'‘Why didn't you say something?'
'l only really put it all together a day or so dgo.

'So did I, she confessed. 'l thought | must hatery dates mixed up
at first. But CIiff --'

'‘No, Sarah. I'm sorry if..." he paused ... I'veagpointed you, I'm
sorry I'm... perhaps a rather brutalised sort of@e now, but one
thing | can tell you is this—your welfare and tlo&bur child means
more to me than anything else. It also meansdiien let you go—if
that's what you had in mind this evening.'

What she would have said and done then she wasetkstever to
know, because the phone beside the bed buzzeceliscand he
swore and picked it up. And she had little difftguin working out
that the call was from Edgeleigh, and urgent.

'‘What?' she said anxiously as soon as he put theepdhown.
'It's raining.’
‘Well, that's great news—isn't it?' she said umoeirt.

'If you consider losing half the herd good news' dnswered
abruptly. "The place is all but flooded.'



'‘But | thought it never flooded! | mean, | alwapy®tight drought was
the problem out there.'

'It is, nine times out of ten. But once every p&ecday it goes the
other way. This is it.' He picked up the phone ag&Vill you be all
right to leave tonight?'

'l... yes... but is it really that serious, Cliff?'

‘Believe it, Sarah.'

It was a tense, long, long night but as they flexerdedgeleigh in a
gloomy grey dawn Sarah believed him. 'It's likeakel' she said
incredulously.

'l know, and all the best feed is under water.east the homestead e
cetera are still clear.' He turned to her abrugtig,hands steady on
the controls but his expression frustrated. 'l &hgtihave brought
you back and | certainly shouldn't have put yootlgh this kind of a
night.’

'I'm fine. Just tired," she answered steadily. 'Anchn always be
flown off again if there's...any problem.’

‘Do you feel --?'

‘No, CIiff. | only said that so you won't worry altame as well as all
this.' She waved a hand at the soggy view beyoagdnspex dome
of the helicopter.

‘Well, we'll get the Flying Doctor in anyway just ¢heck you out.’

'CIiff!" she protested.



But he said, 'Why not? In normal circumstancest igmt what
pregnant women do? Start going to a doctor?'

'l suppose so... | hadn't really thought about it.’

‘Then, Mrs Wyatt, it's about time you did.’

It's about time you thought about a lot of thinlyss Wyatt, Sarah
repeated to herself in her mind that afternoon wkbe was
rebelliously lying on their bed, supposedly takangap at both Cliff's
and Mrs Tibbs' direction.

Cliff had actually stunned her by imparting the sen? the baby to
Mrs Tibbs as soon as they arrived at the homestkackby causing
genuine joy to light up Mrs Tibbs' face and caudueg to say, 'Oh,
you've done well, Cliff! A little bundle of joy dfer own is just what
she needs to take her mind off everybody elsed'kid

And then he'd had the gall to swing round to Saragard her
outraged expression with a wicked little glint irs leye, and say
innocently, 'l hadn't looked at it that way, bueshight be right.’

‘You..."' But Sarah had been genuinely lost for word

And I'm still lost for than, she mused as shehsteto the rain on the
roof. I've gone from high drama to comedy in thacgpof a day, not
that this flood is going to be funny, but...

I've gone from having CIiff admit that he needecdisa and
companionship, not a grand passion, I've gone ftbimking |
couldn't stand to live with it to bong back herd drsuspect, trying to
go on as before...



'‘But what do you do?' she whispered aloud. 'Afteryau took no
precautions against this happening, ybd go into this marriage
prepared, if it was possible, to make it work, god only made one
stipulation, if you could call it that—did he bréethat stipulation last
night?'

Oh, come now, Sarah, she answered herself sileditin't you
always know? That you could engage his companipnsis care,
but it was his heart and soul you were always wdrabout. Isn't it
strange that you allowed yourself to be marriedafbthe things you
told him you'd rather die than... be married for?

And despite her rebellious mood she fell asleeplorg afterwards
but with tears on her lashes.



CHAPTER EIGHT

IT was two weeks before the floor waters began to subdgide
desperate weeks during which everyone involvedingtda every
nerve to save the far-flung herd.

It was heartbreaking to see the cattle standing-kdeep in water
with no feed or bunched up on every available pat¢hgher ground
that had escaped the creeping flood. It also gamahStwo new
insights— into the ever-present threat of naturaaster that
accompanied rural life, and into the size and powkrWyatt

Holdings. Because it was that that saved the dagdgeleigh; it was
being able to call on Ross and have bulk feed ghiggpm Coorilla
to be hand-distributed to the cattle where possilnld it was the
manpower from three other properties in the enth@éenabled a lot
of cattle to be trucked off Edgeleigh until conolits returned to
normal. But it was a huge operation and of couat@®nly Edgeleigh
was affected but neighbouring properties, and iazed her how
everyone bucked in and helped out where they could.

It was also she who slipped into the role of cawmatbr, mainly
because CIliff refused point-blank to allow her to dnything
else—provoking a rather tense little scene betvtleem at first...

'Cliff, I'm notill. This is a perfectly normal process and I'm pelyect
normal—as the Flying Doctaold you!'

'l don't care what he told me—there are enough-ladiized, willing
women on the place who are not pregnant and whaelkout, deal
with extra chores and cope with feeding everyone wbmes and
goes. You just stay put, Sarah, I'm warning you!'

She stared up at him in his mud-spattered khakisheatines of
weariness beside his mouth, the grazed knucklemefhand, the
implacable look in his dark eyes. 'But it's notrfashe said



frustratedly. 'How do you think | feel sitting heteiddling my
thumbs when you're so tired you --?'

'l be fine," he said tersely. 'Just do as yotiid." And he turned
away.

'‘Yes, Sarah, you do as you're told," Mrs Tibbs aggx as soon as
Cliff left the house.

Sarah opened her mouth, closed it, bit her tongdestalked out of
the kitchen:

It was Jim Lawson who put her out of her misery.redeg a bit later
to ask if she would mind handling his CB radio amabile phone for
the afternoon. 'We've got a real crisis on the gresboundary and |
feel 1 should be there instead of sitting here rtgkicalls, but
someone's got to monitor things --'

‘Jim, I'd be delighted to. Just bring them up tq' ®arah said eagerly.

He did although he said, 'Hope Cliff doesn't miwe;decided one of
us should co-ordinate.’

"Il square it with CIiff,’ Sarah told him. 'Juktave it to me, Jim.
What's the crisis?'

‘A big bunch of calves bogged in the mud.’

She winced then urged him oh his way and set Harpeh Cliff's
study where she found maps of the property whioh sét out
carefully, along with Jim's notes—and began to better.

She didn't see Cliff that night although she sgok@m on the radio a
couple of times but late the next afternoon he chorae for a few
hours, and his lips twitched as he walked in oniténe study.



She switched off the mobile phone and said, 'If yay a word, Cliff
Wyatt...!"

‘Well, | was only going to say you've done welly&yg but if you'd
rather | didn't...' He shrugged.

She stood up and eyed him militantly.

'‘Perhaps you're right," he murmured. These w betgs than words,
after all. Is that what you meant?' He took hdnignarms and looked
down at her gravely.

'Cliff..." She breathed a little erratically, mainshe thought, because
it was the first time it had happened since thémnige'd seen Wendy
Wilson, and at the back of her mind she'd wondé@s she would
feel—only nothing's changed there, she realisaeitigta

'Sorry," he murmured and kissed her hair lightlyn 'a wreck; |
shouldn't be doing this until I've cleaned up.'

'‘No, it's not that --' She broke off abruptly thstarted to blush.
'‘What is it, then?'

'‘Nothing,' she said hastily. 'So you don't mind doeng this? All |
have to do is sit in a chair!

'‘Not only don't I mind but I'm very grateful. Itefes Jim up.’

She fingered his sleeve and said in an oddly huskge, 'You don't
have to begrateful.I'm... part of this now, aren't 1?'

He stared down into her eyes with his own narroaed curiously
probing and she thought, with her heart suddenlyginmouth, Oh,
God, what have | told him? That I've decided toogoas before? |
didn't even really know it myself or pretendeddrt... 'Yes, Sarah,’



he said quietly, breaking into her thoughts, 'andeay special
part—don't forget that.'

'Cliff..."

But he laughed down at her. 'l know what you'rengdo say—I need
a shower. I'm off. I'm also going to try to catdme sleep. Can you
wake me at seven- thirty?'

'Clift—that's only about three hours!
'l told you | don't need a lot of sleep.’
'Well --'

' Please, miss.'

'Oh, all right but --'

"Thank you, miss. May | go now, miss?'

She'd more or less decided not to wake him wheid ge=n how
deeply and peacefully he was sleeping but justrbefeven-thirty she
got a call to say that a road train coming to pipkcattle, which they
thought had been delayed until the morning, wasiatmarrive, so
she did, reluctantly.

He rolled over as she bent over the bed and touainedently on his
bare shoulder. He mumbled something drowsily aed tulled her
down beside him and started to kiss her.

'Cliff—Cliff,' she said a few moments later, alétoreathlessly and
not sure if he was properly awake, 'this is veperbut you asked me



to wake you, not --' She broke off as he buriedneiad against her
breasts.

'‘Not tantalise me as you have a habit of doing?'
'l do not!
'Oh, yes, you do.’

She touched his hair and felt her nipples tinglesise tried again.
‘Clift—are you awake?'

He drew his head back and looked up at her withigth amusement
dancing in his eyes although he said reproachfi@y,course I'm
awake. I'd be mad to do this in my sleep—especrdiign we haven't
done it for—I've lost count of how many days!

'‘Well,' she temporised, 'I'm not sure if this ig thght time either,
unfortunately.’

'‘Oh—why is that?' And for a moment he tilted histhat her in his
old, arrogant manner.

She told him and he cursed fluently but he alseasdd her, threw the
covers off and got up as he said wryly, "You'rétigunfortunately.
The mob they've come to pick up is getting preteakv The sooner
they go the better.’

She sat back and watched him pull on the cleahesaghe'd laid out,
and wondered when the sight of his magnificent badwld stop
doing strange things to her heart and her breathing

‘What's wrong, Sarah?'

She moved a bit abruptly. ‘Nothing. How long istgbing to last?'
she asked sombrely.



He shrugged his broad shoulders. 'l think it migate peaked but
although it's stopped raining it could take a wiilgo down—I don't
know, Sarah. A long while until we get back to natiout | suppose
the bright side is we'll have a really good seasaxt season. Finding
it tough?'

'No—yes.' She made a futile little gesture. 'l mdan having it
easier than anyone... | was thinking of you.'

'‘Well, I'm as tough as they come,’' he replied doégy 'so don't
worry about me. How is the heir apparent takirgljtdo you think?'

Her lips parted. 'The...oh! Well, apart from makinge lose my
breakfast with monotonous regularity there's notcimuhat's...
apparent about this heir as yet.'

He grinned. 'Well said. | always knew you were gaaitth words, as
befits any born and bred schoolteacher. But I'mh to&t doesn't last
long—the loss of breakfast syndrome.'

Sarah chuckled. 'Now who told you that?'

‘Mrs Tibbs. | have it on her good authority thatiyill settle down
and start to—er—bloom shortly.’

Sarah grimaced. 'That's what she keeps tellind'mewot so sure that
I'm looking forward to the "blooming" process, haxwe | really
wish | weretall, now | come to think of it. I've got the feelingnl'
going to look like a tub on feet.’

He was brushing his hair and he came to sit dowrdbéer. 'So long
as you're not anti the process altogether.'

She looked at him enquiringly.



'Of starting a family,' he said soberly, lookingadoat the brush in his
hands. 'lIt was not something we ever got aroundigoussing.' He
looked up into her eyes.

She coloured slightly then said honestly, 'Do ymow, Cliff, so
much has happened since... this happened --' slhepyband on her
stomach involuntarily '—that | haven't really besdale to think about
it a lot?'

'Fair enough,’ he murmured. 'But I'd like to kndwau're—hating
the idea of it. If that's why you can't think abdut

'‘No,' she said slowly. 'l... I... just don't thitike idea that I'll be a
mother shortly has sunk in yet. Perhaps... ontat ® bloom, it will
all fall into place.’

He glanced at her penetratingly then he said sangethat surprised
her. 'Why don't you have your erstwhile school aiptéa tomorrow
afternoon? I'm sure you'd love it, I'm sure thdgick it and I'm sure
Mrs Tibbs can provide the tea.'

Sarah sat up eagerly. 'Can | do that?'

He stood up and watched her face enigmatically fimoment before
he murmured, 'Go to it, Mrs Wyatt. Just don't oweitd

It wasn't until some time later that she was tdiseahow cleverly
Cliff was contriving to bind her to Edgeleigh, alstoas if he'd
foreseen the one thing that would drive her away.

But the weeks passed and the flood receded, ledtmdand to
recuperate, and slowly things did get back to nératlaeir marriage
included although CIiff was away a lot. And it wais one of these
occasions, when she was about three months preghanshe woke
up feeling distinctly strange, and a few hoursrlabefore either the



Flying Doctor arrived or Cliff could be contacteshe suffered a
miscarriage.

In fact she didn't see Cliff until she'd been floterthe nearest base
hospital. And it was a white, haggard, dazed andryéace she
turned to the door as he strode in to her privaoen:

‘Sarah—for God's sake, I'm sorry.'

'So am |, she whispered out of a dry throat, itbwiasn't your fault.'
And she buried her face against his shoulder aqd ke, miserable,
guilty tears.

'I mean I'm sorry | wasn't there—that you had telgough all that on
your own.'

'‘Perhaps | deserved it,' she wept.

He held her away and frowned down at her. ‘Whathledo you
mean? What were you doing?’

'‘Nothing! Nothing... but that was it, you see.’
‘No, | don't—hang on, don't cry like that.'

She took several deep, shaky breaths and finaflywty he was
stroking her hair got through to her and she feisalf calming down.

‘Now,' he said at last, 'tell me what you meant.’

But as she lay against his chest she knew shertbdidclose the
truth to anyone, let alone him, knew she could neehim that until
she'd started to lose his baby she'd found it d@lnmpossible to
believe she was going to be a mother, that it wasf at were
happening to someone else, not to Sarah Suthetlam@ne person
who should never have allowed herself to be rusifigaer feet into a



marriage she'd had so many doubts about and tlefarebshe'd
barely had time to turn around, let herself fatigprant. But once the
painful process had begun and she'd had no answ#rd powerful
forces of her body she'd felt her heart startingreak for what she
was losing as the realisation had suddenly andlyfihg her—their
child. And that it had taken this to make her thifilk as such, at last.

'‘Sarah?'

'Oh, CIiff, | don't know," she said hoarsely. 'Indahink I'm making
any sense." She felt him relax slightly althougle tthythmic
movement of his hand on her hair didn't stop. "Shatly natural,’ he
said quietly. 'But the doctor's told me that asafathey can tell at this
stage it was simply one of those pregnancies dektiot to come to
term. In other words, it's something that just leEgpsometimes and
you could well go on to have a cricket team of babi

She sniffed and tried to smile as he held her aVdgll, that's good
news.' But her voice lacked conviction and althounghfrowned
again he didn't pursue it.

She stayed in hospital for a week but she wasxilk and listless
when she got back to Edgeleigh, still plagued bgrable feeling of
guilt that she'd wished a child out of existenceréfiysing to think
about it even though she told herself again andhabpat it wasn't
sensible or rational to think that.

She also refused categorically when Cliff suggesiteg spend a few
days on the coast, just relaxing before going hdvienly because
she was suddenly afraid to be alone with him, sladised, but also
because 'Operation Noah's Ark' was going into s=ePlenty of
summer sun had wrought a miracle on Edgeleigh laaddttle were
coming back so he needed to be there, and Christiamsn the way



and Amy, Ross and the children were to spend t Wiem—all of
which she one day detailed to Clif—except her felabeing alone
with him.

She held her breath as his dark gaze roamed hecfdaically for a
long moment but beyond that he made no comment.

She also heard herself say, 'And the doctor'snt@dve should...we
shouldn't...that is to say..." She stopped awkward|

'Say it, Sarah,' he commanded quietly.
She studied her hands. 'We shouldn't sleep togk&tharfew weeks.'
'l know. He told me that too.'

It was something in his tone that made her glapcana say, ‘Do you
mind?' then bite her lip.

'‘Why should | mind?'
'Well..She hesitated.

But he said drily, 'Of course | don't mind whilewe@ going through a
healing process; I'm neither insatiable nor a nerist

'l didn't mean that but you did sound—I thought ywmunded a bit
strange,’ she persevered, mainly in self-defena@nwhe should had
just shut up.

‘Sarah..." He paused and seemed to change his fordet about
that. Let's just concentrate on getting you wedl happyagain.' And

he covered her hand with his own and smiled asbddenly, taking
her breath away as it often did when it was unetgaedie also said
lightly, "You've still got me, you know." And sheped he didn't
realise how those words struck at her heart.



‘Sarah, only three weeks ago you had a miscarridgi!you sit
down and stop overdoing things?' Mrs Tibbs said irately. 'Foreon
thing, I've prepared Christmas tucker and the fidedifty people in
my time, let alone six, and, for another, ' Cliff's going to get
wild with when he comes home tonight and sees gokiihg all tired
and washed out.' Cliff had had to go away on bussirer the first
time since she'd got home from hospital, a nighBiisbane and a
night on Coorilla, he'd told her.

'‘But it helps to keep busy,' Sarah replied, unwissl it turned out.

'‘Helpswhat?'Mrs Tibbs tossed her dishcloth away and stoodontf
of her, arms akimbo. '‘Now | know it's natural togia bit, but when
they've told you they can see no reason for itajgplen again you're
mad if you don't put it all behind you! You've gatwonderful
husband and | just hope you aren't stupid enoutjhosbe worried
about that she-cat with the green eyes. Hefewith her. What more
do you expect him to do to prove it?'

'l don't... it's not that."

‘Then stop fiddling and fretting and start eatinggerly—I would
never have expectgebuto be so simple-minded, Sarah Sutherland

She wasn't sure whether it was the Sutherlandrltiteoreference to
Wendy or the reference to Cliff that did it but afla sudden Sarah
felt her hackles rise and she said, 'Mrs Tibbs,ghateful for your
concern but I'd be a lot more grateful if you'd dhigour own
business!

But it didn't have quite the desired effect becalMss Tibbs said
complacently, 'Now that's more like it—suits, yowach better,
Sarah, than getting round like a wet weekend wimd sd still.'



Sarah ground her teeth and stalked away.

But when CIliff did come home it swiftly became eamd that he was
not in a good mood, although not, as it turned ougr Sarah's
looking tired and washed out. In fact she neveuallt discovered
what had first caused his black mood but she caythieard it first
hand...

She first of all heard the helicopter arriving ahshe hadn't been in
the middle of making a cake, which Mrs Tibbs haty @lowed her

to do after she'd had an afternoon rest, she woaé gone down to
meet him. But by the time she'd got it into thermaad rinsed her
hands he'd arrived at the homestead but gone Htrai@ his study
from where he'd proceeded to set the place byits e

‘Told you,' Mrs Tibbs said as they both stood histg with some awe
to what he was saying on the phone to Jim Lawson.

'He hasn't even set eyes on me,' Sarah protested.

‘Well, something's got him worked up good and prolm@ only glad
I'm not Jim.'

‘But it's hardly fair; everyone worked so hard dgrthe flood --'

‘Sarah, Sarah, those fences he's carrying on abwetbeen missing
since the flood and it's vital they get put up adai

'‘But that's still not Jim's fault—I was only talkino him yesterday
and he was tearing his hair out because the widedngered had been
delayed.’

'l wouldn't worry too much about it—-'



'‘Just a moment ago you said you were happy you n@rén Jim's
shoes!

‘Maybe,' Mrs Tibbs conceded with a lurking grinyt'm not—yet,
anyway, and if | were you I'd just let the bosgshEeboss. He's pretty
good at it.'

'He really can't do much wrong in your eyes, cabi he

'‘Not a lot. Can't see much he's done wrong by ytherso --'But
Sarah said tersely, 'We've been through this opterd today, Mrs
Tibbs; I think we should give it a rest."

'Please yourself, Sarah.’

Sarah swung on her heel and departed in the direofi the study
where things had gone ominously quiet. And as shered it was to
see CIiff standing in front of the window with hisck to her and
every line of his body was taut and curiously biogdBut that was
nothing to what she saw as he wheeled about upamnigesomeone
come in. In fact she got such a shock at the bfahés eyes and the
lines stamped on his face, she took an uncertaatand froze.

But that didn't stop her from seeing the effortiien made to banish
it all, or the way he rubbed a hand to his browflhyibefore he smiled
and said, 'How are you?' and held out his haneto h

'F-fine,' she stammered, still standing in the sapa.

'l suppose you heard me doing my nut and you'veedorimvestigate.
The thing is that before | landed | flew over &létfence lines that
should have been repaired and they're still noedon

'l know,' Sarah said cautiously. 'Jim told me pparently the wire
has been delayed.’



‘Then he should have cancelled the order and gosemeone else,’
Cliff said shortly before taking another visibleiggron himself.
‘Sarah --' his eyes suddenly had that wicked livibd in them '—I'm
not going to biteyou.’

So she crossed the room slowly but the phone raddha grimaced
and she said with a faint smile, 'I'll leave youttdinner should be
ready in half an hour.’

But as she changed for dinner she found herselkithg that it was

not like Cliff to be unreasonable, as she was ypaite he had been
over the fences, and to wonder what else could pes@pitated his

anger. She also, as she remembered the look iayks shivered
slightly and felt a feather of.. .what was it? shesed.. .touch her.
Familiarity? But why? He'd never been that angrhwaier.

Then, over dinner, Mrs Tibbs returned to the attaskf life weren't
complicated enough.

She said as she served one of her famous cuAsally got your
wife to lie down after lunch today, CIiff.'

‘Well done, Mrs Tibbs!'
‘Thought you'd appreciate it.'

‘Thank you, Mrs Tibbs," Sarah said drily. 'Pleage'thbother to wait
on us; we can manage.'

'Oh, I'm going, Sarah!" And she breezed out.

'What was that all about?' CIiff queried. 'Have ytwo been
fighting?’'

Sarah opened her mouth to deny it but changed imet amd said, 'l
am a bit annoyed.’



'Why?'

'‘Because | sometimes feel as if I'm living in adfish bowl," she said
tartly, still smarting from her several run-ins withr housekeeper.

'It's never seemed to bother you before.’

'l lived a pretty simple life before...well...until She stopped
suddenly.

‘Until | complicated things for you?' he suggesietth irony.

Sarah looked away and sighed suddenly. 'Cliff, we@ubeen
wonderful—I don't know how to thank you and I'mrgar—well --'
she lifted a hand '—you probably know what | mean.'

‘Sarah,' he said slowly, ‘it was my child too.'
Her eyes jerked suddenly to his face and widenedyby.

'‘What | mean is," he went on, frowning slightijhete's nothing
wonderful about trying to share this with you; @gpened tais,I'm
part of it and although | can never share the mlaysixperience of it |
can certainly try to ease your emotional burdeny.arilhe paused '...
I'm not quite sure of the full extent of it.’

'‘What do you mean?' she asked after an aching fittise.

'l mean that | need you to tell me if there's mioré¢his than I—can
fathom.'

'‘No,' she said swiftly. 'No. They did tell me | wddeel... unsettled
for a while, though.'

'Yes.' He watched the way she clasped and uncldsgreuands then
lifted those penetrating dark eyes to hers agBui. you're not still



blaming yourself for it, are you? You never did kexp why you said
that.'

... | don'tknowwhy | said it,’ she stammered. 'Perhaps it's or
natural to wonder if there's something you couldeh@done to prevent
it—I think it must "have been that.’

He narrowed his eyes thoughtfully but in the enti@laid was, 'OK.
Look, if it's going to be too much to have Amy anryone around |
can cancel them.’

'‘No!" she protested. 'Christmas is only a week aavgyvay—oh, no,
I'm fine.'

And from the very next morning she set out to prtovall interested
parties how fine she was.

Her sister-in-law and family arrived on ChristmagE&nd there were
decorations up and a beautifully trimmed tree ia tbunge with

tantalising presents set around its base—some ahw®arah had
made, some she'd ordered by catalogue.

Amy added a load of presents herself and SallyBerd speculated
excitedly but were banned from touching before thegmpered off
to meet all their old friends.

And it was, Sarah thought, a happy family that gainall the
employees and their families under the pepperaaestin front of
the machinery shed for a carols by candlelightiesesand Father
Christmas's appearance, which was a long-cherigtaglition on
Edgeleigh.

She looked around and discovered that even shekndw she was
not happy despite the brave front she was puttmguo sometimes
wondered if she'd ever be happy again, was lulhedsaothed by the
sight of candlelit faces, by the sight of Billy as firmly attaching



himself to Darby Miller, the new teacher, with dlé appearance of a
hero-worshipper and not making one reference togr&hristmas's
being Jim Lawson, in fact, and arriving on a howsgtead of a
reindeer sled. Soothed by the sight of Cindy Laws$amd in hand
with her new husband, and Donald Lawson, homeHerholidays
and full of a new confidence and maturity. Touchgdhe sight of
Charlie, the tracker, who'd found her the day shgtdined her ankle,
singing Christmas carols with gusto and delightl ktrs Tibbs with
Sally on her ample lap. And finally CIiff, leaninggainst a
treelooking relaxed but so obviously the pivot updnch Edgeleigh
turned.

And she thought suddenly, I'm wrong not to makelst of this. |
love them all, | love the life—why should | tortuneyself because
Cliff can't give me his whole heart? Why can'td myself of the
feeling that because | lost his child the reastecided to go on with
him is no longer thereRle hasn't even seemed to consider it. WF
can't | simply take Mrs Tibbs' words of wisdom teat and believe
that he's really done with Wendy Wilson except,hpes, in the
Innermost reaches of his soul? The secret placeavgine can still set
him on fire—do | believe that? | might not if | had.. felt the current
go through his body that night at the Mirage, cairdenim say what
he did about peace and sanity and companionshid:\weither got
to accept it now or...

'‘Sarah! Look what Father Christmas brought me!'

It was Ben flourishing a toy truck at her and slyshe was besieged
by all her old pupils.

'‘We must be mad," Amy said feelingly the next dalyiachtime.



It was hot and bright and they'd just consumedsalvat meal of roast
turkey and ham and Christmas pudding.

'‘Every year," Amy continued, 'l make a vow thaktyear it will be
salads and so on.'

'‘And every year you change your mind and say it'iMos the same
without a traditional Christmas dinner in the meldf the day," Ross
teased her.

‘Well, I don't know about you lot --' Cliff reachddr Sarah's hand
'—but my wife and | are about to do the only sellesithing—take a
siesta.'

'‘Bravo!' Ross and Amy chorused, and looked at etuér.

'Not a bad idea, was it?"

The main bedroom was dark and cool and Sarah I&}iff's arms.
They were only covered by a sheet and the overlf@adurned
slowly above them. She'd changed into a nightbleictuse he'd said
that if they were going to do this they might adlwle it properly.
He'd simply peeled off all his clothes.

'‘No,' she said quietly, feeling full of food andneiand drowsy with it
but with something still on her mind. 'Cliff --'

'l know," he said wryly. 'We've still got a weeksar to go before you
get the all-clear to resume relations with me. latirelations, that
is. | can wait.'

She relaxed. And presently she fell asleep in mssaso was not to
know that it took him a while longer to do so ahdttalthough his
words had been wry his eyes had been curiously samb



What she did know over the next days, however, thats the day
when she was to go back to the base hospital éoclieck-up that
would most probably give her that all-clear he'dntrmed was
rushing towards her like a runaway train. I'vetgdtave made up my
mind beforethen, she told herself. I've got to have squargdeih
somehow to going on with him, because dan'tdo it | must leave
before | ever let him make love to me again.

Then something happened that made the decisidmefpisomething
SO innocent yet so telling.

Ben got out a bundle of paintings he'd brought ffomorilla to show
her, which he'd forgotten about in the excitemdr@laristmas.

'See, Sarah,' he said seriously as he lay onmisiyuon the floor, his
feet in the air and his chin on his hands and ahkeside him wading
through sheets of butcher's paper covered withahis'l haven't
forgotten what you taught me.'

'l can see that, Ben. These are really very goodu+g doing your
people much better,' she said of the stick-likergg that all the same
did have a sense of movement about them. 'And ysa®e being
professional about it too." She put her finger os dMildish scrawl
that was his signature. 'Who's this?'

‘That's Uncle CIiff and Aunty Wendy. They stayedGudorilla a

couple of weeks ago,' he said vaguely. 'See, th&adly and that's
Robbo the dog and Uncle Cliff is throwing sticks fiim. | was there
with them but | didn't paint myself in. And thiser-=-' he pushed
another into Sarah's hand '—is Mum and Dad argliagnot really

mad like, just --' he screwed up his eyes '—a b# vff. They don't

fight like mad any more.’

"That's great, Ben,' Sarah said and hoped her \amigaded normal
because she certainly didn't fed normal as evewgthell into



place—the day CIiff had come home from a night abi@la and
been so disturbed. The feeling she'd had that tieet¢o be more to it
than some unfinished fences, the look in his eyesd-a#l of a sudden
she remembered when she'd seen that look befoeenight at the
Sheraton Mirage when he'd seen Wendy and neardhediher hand
almost as if he'd forgotten its very existenceigndwn.

‘Sarah—you're not listening to me!'

'Sorry, Ben,' she murmured. 'OK, who's this... ?'

'Cliff, would you mind if | went for my check-upday early?'
'Why? Is something wrong?' He searched her fagewhy.

'‘No,' she said casually. 'But the day it was bodked Billy Pascoe's
birthday, I've suddenly remembered. He's havingréypand since
he's such a reformed child..." She gestured.

He frowned. 'There's one problem. The @&yoreyour check-up is
due is the day the parliamentary committee fordlogief is visiting
the place.'

'‘Oh. So itis.' She chewed her lip. 'But do theyita see me?'
'‘No, but they certainly want to see me.'

'‘Well, could someone else fly me down? There'saearior you to be
there. And | really am feeling fine so I'm surerthevon't be any
complications.’

'l suppose so,' he said with a frown. "That's othlg day after
tomorrow.’



‘Yes—it was just a thought,' she said and turnealyaw

‘And it's just that | would rather be there withuyohe said.
'‘However --' and he put his hands on her shouldedsturned her
back to face him '—in view of your well-known dealiion to your
pupils, go ahead.’

She smiled up at him and hoped her heartbreak ismwing in her
eyes. "Thanks.'



CHAPTER NINE
IT wAS so simple, Sarah was tempted to pinch herself.

She was flown to the big country town, she kept hemade
appointment at the base hospital, was told shetw/ezed completely
from the miscarriage and the curette she'd hadwene back to the
airport and told the helicopter pilot, who'd ontgrsed work recently
on Edgeleigh, that she'd met up with some friemdsdecided to say
a night with them, and gave him a letter for Clghe then put herself
on a coach bound for Sydney but in fact changedrasa couple of
times and finally flew into Melbourne.

But it was feeling dazed, weary and heartsick shatrang the bell of
a Toorak mansion and was admitted to Lady Pamelhe8and's
presence—her stepmother.

'‘My dear Sarah, this is a surprise,' Lady Pameth aatually looking
surprised, which was not something that happendaetooften. 'l
guite thought you'd intended to cut yourself ofinfr me forever!

Sarah sat down wearily in a gold, brocade-coveredr ¢ch a white

and gold sitting-room and observed her ravishingnethough she
was now past forty, golden-haired stepmother ir@iyc"This is my

home, Pam,' she said.

Pam grimaced. "You don't need to rub it in. Yotinéa did enough of
that before he died.’

Sarah thought of her quiet, distinguished fathew'dhbeen an
eminent banker and knighted for his services tartdastry, and the
sheer hell this woman had put him through but sijeesl suddenly
and thought, Then again, we all make mistakes} dw®? He didn't
have to marry her in the first place, as | showder have married a
man who, however much he may hate it, can stilsétealight by
another woman. 'lI've always told you you're welcdamdive here,



Pam. That's not going to change. But I'll be heysati for a while,
I'm not sure how long so --'

‘Sarah!" Pam Sutherland got up and came over idbeeeyes riveted
on Sarah's wedding-ring—she'd left the pearl andmdral
engagement ring at Edgeleigh. 'Don't tell me yogwae and got
yourself married! Darling...I'm speechless." Shentlproceeded to
demonstrate that she was no such thing. 'Whes\hll hewant to
chuck me out? Oh, my God, don't tell me you diddhe thing your
father was afraid of—get married for your money?'

Sarah smiled. 'No. For my sanity, my companionshiphe broke off
and had to take a deep breath.

Then she thought, Let's get it over and done witiithe thing is,
Pam, I'm about to get myself unmarried. That's Wiy here. It's
faintly possible | might need some support.’

'So you're afraid he's going to try to get his lsaod half of what
you've got?Sarah!'

Sarah got up, pushed past her stepmother impgtiemil said
angrily, '‘Pam, for once in your life could you jgs$bp thinking about
money No, he's not. He's got plenty of his own.'

'Then | don't understand...’

"You don't have to. All you have to do is arrangeds with the staff
so that I'm never at home to a CIiff Wyatt, or amgawithout an
appointment, for that matter. But even that wog'tikely until the
separation papers are served—he doesn't know w&hodr where |
come from.'

'‘Well, now | am speechless,' Pam Sutherland saldaitered back to
her chair.



‘And I'm exhausted," Sarah said. 'l feel as ifuldsleep for a week.'

She didn't. In fact she had difficulty sleepingtthght in her old
bedroom that was at the top of the house and hsittiag-room
attached and was all tastefully and luxuriouslynisihed—her
stepmother was an enthusiastic decorator but yaldco deny she
had taste. All her clothes were still in her dregsiroom, neatly and
carefully stored, and her books, early craft prigjend desk in the
sitting-room were dusted and just as she'd lefithe

In fact the only thing that's changed is me, sheedpainfully as she
lay hopelessly wide awake in her ultra-comfortabkd.bGone

forever is the bookish girl that was Sarah Sutimeklavho studied so
diligently for her degree here, took her first teiag jobs so seriously
from here, and never knew the exquisite pleasuigam of loving a
man. Had never crumbled at a touch, ached withed s8e strong it
was a revelation, mourned for an unborn child aae+-and burned
in a private little hell because of what just tighs of another woman
could do... Yes, who would have thought it of mk& sflected and
clenched her hands on the covers to stop hersekitly about CIiff.

She dressed carefully the next morning in a tingyeslegant cream
linen suit with a mint-green silk blouse and matghsuede shoes,
pinned her hair up in a neat roll and went dowrbi@akfast.

'l knew all those clothes | chose for you would geéd one day!
Pam, who was up uncharacteristically early, saidmjphantly.
‘Where are you going?"

‘To see the family solicitors," Sarah answered,thadked the maid
who poured her coffee. She didn't recognise hehhdh't expected
to. Her stepmother had always had an uneasy ne&ip with



domestic staft—which was putting it kindly, actyalfor she was
often a tyrant, often boringly petulant, so theyerestayed for long.

‘Sarah, are you very sure... | mean, wouldn't ydeest like taell me
a bit more about it before you do anything rash?'Diorget I've
known you since you were about twelve—God, thatesake feel
old,' she muttered, but recovered to say, 'Anddvkithat there are
times when you can be as stubborn as a mute aradweays right!'

Sarah had to smile faintly as she recalled sonbkeofebellious and,
she had to admit, occasionally ridiculous standsdstaken against
her stepmother in the early days. 'But thats when | was only
twelve, Pam,' she murmured.

Her stepmother snorted. 'You've got a short memavitat about our
last row? Before you took yourself off into the widblue
yonder?'Sarah subjected her to a clear blue géae.don't think |
was entitled to object to tripping over your toyb@very time | came
home, Pam?' she said gently.

‘Sarah, | was going through a painful time,' Pard séth dignity. 'l
was feeling old and—unloved. Unfortunately...' blesitated "...I did
discover that some of them made me feel... evesr @ldd less loved,
so that period of my life is over now, but, be thatit may, | could
have done with some support from you.'

Sarah looked at her, opened her mouth, closedntshid, 'I'm sorry.
I'm glad to hear it. Is there- anyone?'

Pam's beautiful eyes flickered. "'There may be. lHedwing a bit
elusive but..." She shrugged and for once lookeudigely sad and
every bit of her age.

And Sarah discovered a strange thing—she couldmgelr hate this
woman or even despise her as much as she alwaysahddshe
wondered if it had anything to do with discoverimgr own human



frailties. But she left the house not long aftem$aand, although she
remained resolute, spent a sad, dishearteningodéyhen she hadn't
expected it to be any different.

What she also hadn't expected when she got homeowesr Cliff's
voice coming from the gold and white sitting-roosshe reached the
top of the staircase".

She stopped, clutched the banister and wonderedhdf was
hallucinating, but then it was too late. The do@swopen, she was
visible through it and Pam sprang up and came tsvher talking
nineteen to the dozen...

'‘Don't be cross with me, please; | forgot to talyit's the maid's

afternoon off and | was totally unprepared whennsveered the

door—you said he didn't know, that he wouldn't come yet, bt
anyway, darling, are yousure you're doing the right thing?
Personally --'

‘Lady Sutherland..." Cliff loomed up behind her dad a moment
Sarah's gaze clashed with his then he turned testain back to
Pam.'... I'll take the blame for this. Would younahiif | had some
time alone with Sarah?'

'‘No! No! I'll go—Sarah, don't look like that, pleasrou've no idea,’
she said agitatedly, 'how stubborn she can be, WatiMout I'll... go.'
And she walked away.

'‘How did you find me so quickly?' Sarah said tosglgas soon as the
sitting-room door was firmly closed.

'l always knew who you were.'

She toned slowly to face him across the room. ld&dd unfamiliar
in a dark suit and tie, unfamiliar but devastayngttractive and
entirely at home in Pam'’s sitting-room—and she ditblame Pam



for reeling—something insidieer was reeling and spinning, but she
knew she couldn't allow it to go on, and she coulaiow herself to
be intimidated by the lack of expression in hissyhe set lines
beside his mouth that to her now indicated thawag going to fight
and fight in that diabolical way he had that wafiaal to answer.

‘Always!'she said.

'‘From long before we got married—I told you yourignied me,
Sarah. It wasn't hard to make some enquiries.'

'‘But the only address | ever gave was my solicieand they wouldn't
have given any information out about me withoutaeuopsent.'

'l guessed as much—which prompted some furthepsityion my
part so | consulted the Department of Educationvds easy from
there on. One wonders,' he murmured and raisedc&ingpeyebrow
at her, 'why you were so determined to keep ifrath me. Did you
honestly believe | might turn out to be a fortunader, Sarah?'

'‘One could also wonder why you never told me yoevkhshe said
stiffly.

‘Well, | can tell you that—I decided two could pldnat game and if
you liked to have an extra string to your bow, gaspeak, then |
would do the same. In case you ever took it intorywead to do a
bunk-just as you did do, in fact,’ he finished goftiut with a
rapier-like glance that cut her to the quick. "mn't think you could
have done better than make use of Billy Pascoehandirthday
party—such a reformed kid, incidentally? | feelttines rather a—
poor shot.’

She coloured and trembled and his dark, arrogard gaw it all as it
roamed her elegant outfit. But she lifted her dmd said coldly, 'If |
could ever talk reason to you, CIiff, | wouldn'Me&to resort to--'



'Lies and trickery?' he suggested gently.

‘Whatever. But | knew you wouldn't listen to mekrew you'd...
overwhelm me --'

'‘Once | was able to make love to you again? Whyhisedo you

think | can do that, Sarah?' he said in a differkatder voice. '‘Don't
you think it might have something to do with howehwou love

me?'

She went white but she also got angry. 'Cliff, yam taunt me with
that as much as you like but it's also one reasay vcan't go on

being your safe harbour from Wendy Wilson. | cawhtinue to

provide your physical release, your peace and ganity, because to
me it's like living on a volcano. Do you think ldai't realise that the
night at the Mirage; do you think if I hadn't bgaegnant | wouldn't
have gone then? Do you think | don't know thatiéppened since?’

'‘What do you mean?' he shot at her.

She gestured. 'The night you came home from Caaailid were so
angry—it wasn't about fences, was it?"

He stared at her for a long moment then said rquigBloody Amy
again --'

'‘No. It wasn't; it was just --'
‘Then who?' he ground out.

'It doesn't matter but wasn'tAmy—and it's true, isn't it? You were
with Wendy. Look, Cliff, what I'm trying to say ig/hether it's to love
or hate or both, shemovesyou as | never will. And if I'd stayed all |
could see was... myself turning sour and bittegnestarting to look
for it, getting jealous over imaginary things andshe stopped and
sighed. 'l can't do it, and nothing you can say miike me change



my mind. I... already have the evidence of how d@ffects me. And

there's one thing | have to tell you: | rarely takivantage of or even
appreciate what my father left me, but this is oneasion when I'll

use all the considerable resources | have to hanrdemnd this

marriage.'

'Sarah, if | tell you that | never for one momeegnetted marrying
you and that alshemoves me to is disgust and fury because of r
tactics, her ethics, her...and | wassith her incidentally; | had no
idea she'd be there --'

'It doesn't matter; | wouldn't believe you, Clilie said steadily and
walked to the door. 'If you wouldn't mind having thyngs sent here,
I'd be grateful. And you'll be hearing from my sdgbrs shortly.'

'So..." he didn't move an inch but his eyes wereenstockingly

insolent and mocking than she'd ever seen themvHatever came
afterwards—the way you slept with me, the way psleith you, the

life we led and shared and loved—are you tellingimad none of that
could ever remove the stigma in your mind of seenggkiss another
woman? Are you telling me none of it persuadedtyai I'd come to
love you—however | may have gone into our marriage?

'‘No, | do think you love me in a way, CIiff. It'agt not the right way
for me. And, as I've tried to tell you before, tbauld all be more my
fault than yours, | didn't—know myself really. Buio now.'

There was a long, taut silence then he said, hes esuddenly
unreadable, '"What will you do?'

'l don't know. | haven't thought too much aboyeit. Something will
come up.'

'‘What about your passion for teaching?'

', well—perhaps. What will --?' She stopped abiyupt



'l do?' He lifted an eyebrow. 'Go back to beingelelor—until, that
Is, | can find another impressionable virgin toquerde to share my
bed with a view to marrying me so that she can w@ke of my
physical needs, my need for peace, sanity and aoiopship while |
yearn for another woman— what else? Only this ficheetter make
sure she isn't Sir Paul Sutherland's daughtersguise with such
resources --'

'Cliff, they were youlownwords,' she cried, then stopped and bit h
lip.

‘Some of them,' he conceded. 'And those that wsap as peace and
companionship, were things we found together, Sanah way that
I'll be surprised if we ever find them again withyane else. But |
never slept with you for any other reason than bged wantegoy,
not someone to fulfil my physical needs, as yoheaprimly put it,
while | was burning for another woman—as you nolddbhought
rather colourfully but didn't quite say. But I'vetghe feeling | could
say this until the cows come home; | could evenerake to you the
way you love it, the way you revel in it, until heome home too but
you wouldn't believe it. So | guess this is goodiyeere is one other
thing, though. If this is the after-effect of yoursearriage --'

'It's not,' she whispered. 'I'm fine. Will you pdeasee yourself out?’
And she fled to the safety of her bedroom;

She refused to see him the next day when he caaie agto have
any communication with him through her solicitohéeh all such
efforts ceased abruptly.

‘Sarah—I'm so worried about you!" Pam said two \sdater. 'Please
let me call a doctor. You won't talk about it, yeuhardly eating, you



look terrible—if being away from CIiff Wyatt affegtyou somuch,
why --?'

'No, it's over now, Pam,' Sarah said with resotutibve decided to
go away for a bit of a holiday- would you like torae?"

Shock nearly caused Pam to choke. 'Me? Why? WHdre8easide?
Or some lovely tropical island?’

'‘Not the seaside as in Surfer's or the Gold Co&strah said
definitely. 'And I think tropical islands at thisne of the year are too
hot and prone to cyclones anyway.' She frownetbrilt really know
where I'd like to go, just somewhere quiet and rashing She
grimaced and gestured towards the window where dlel®e's

temperamental weather was behaving like the middlevinter

instead of the middle of summer.

Pam sat up. 'Could you wait about ten days and dvgol... ? No,
you probably wouldn't.' ;

Tell me.

‘You know Robert," Pam said slowly. Sarah nodddgk'dsmet the
new man in Pam's life and been unwittingly imprdss¥en moved
to i wonder if her stepmother was turning over & fesaf.

'He's a mad golfer,” Pam continued a little glogmbut | suppose it
could be worse—anyway, he's suggested a week @lfiaggresort.

It's called Kooralbyn and it's just across the (wgtsnd border from
New South Wales. Apparently there's a new, divioilhon it with

some marvellous restaurants; it's out in the cgunmiles from

anywhere, yet it has wonderful facilities—a healbhb and beauty
centre, tennis, horse-ridingky-divingif you're into that kind of
thing—»but it's also peaceful and the scenery ismfi@gnt as well as
having one of the top golf courses in the countryrywion't you

come with us?'



Sarah's first reaction had been to think, Not Qskeeal, but then she
thought that the New South Wales border was abeuhundred
miles from Edgeleigh, so... 'Robert might not apj@at having me
along, though,' she said slowly.

'‘My dear,' Pam said honestly, 'you are one of tat things I've got
going for me so far as Robert's concerned; hels ingoressed. But
he and | would be... sharing a room, would you ntivad?’

Sarah smiled. 'Of course not. Well..."
‘And you used to play golf with your father andeat!'
'l haven't played for years, though --'

'Oh, do it, darling!" Pam said excitedly. "You deed a break and you
do need company and even though it's ten days awagould plan
our wardrobes in the meantime!'

Kooralbyn lived up to all expectations.

Set in a beautiful valley with Mount Lindesay asspectacular
backdrop, the countryside was grassy, studded wwttderful gum
trees and dotted with ponds and dams. There weds bnd ducks
everywhere and in the late afternoons kangaroosgaddrom the
bush and grazed peacefully on the Par Three gaifseoin front of
the hotel.

Sarah had a room facing the golf course and it deghtfully

decorated and furnished with cottagey touchesIbota cons. And
at night some of the huge trees were floodlightnfrine ground,
creating a wonderful spectacle.



She put herself entirely in Pam and Robert's hamdgh meant she
spent a lot of time in the beauty Mid health ceasavell as playing a
lot of golf, and every evening she dressed up tsfgaPam who
loved dining at either Lilies or Kooka's, both vegkclusive
restaurants. But she did take herself for a sglitealk every day
beneath the wide blue sky and it never failed tikesther that
Kooralbyn had once been a great grazing properilyl &er be able
to wrench my thoughts away from.. .things like thslhe wondered.

It was on her last day that she picked up a Quardsiewspaper and
was reading it desultorily after breakfast in thmshine when her
eyes fell on a small item with the heading 'Gra&git Critical'. She
read on with the peculiar sensation of all her 8ldoaining to her
feet. It said...

Prominent grazier, CIliff Wyatt, who was involved im
helicopter accident a week ago, is still in IntgasCare in a
critical condition at the Royal Brisbane Hospitélyatt, 35,
was a passenger in the helicopter that encounteréeéak
storm on a flight from his property, Edgeleigh, \ifestern
Queensland. Both the pilot and the one other pgssen
escaped with minor injuries when the helicoptesioceal. Mr
Wyatt is married with no children...

'Sarah!What is it?'

Mutely Sarah offered the paper to Pam. And for andeer life Pam
didn't say a word, she just sprang into action.dNlhvas how, barely
an hour later, Sarah, Pam and Robert were taxiiogndthe

Kooralbyn airstrip in a light plane bound for Braste.

'I'm very sorry but only the immediate family atowed to see Mr
Wyatt --'



'‘She's his wife and I'm his mother-in-law,"” Pam daidhe sister,
striking one of her haughty attitudes, and Saralenehrough her
pain and misery, knew exactly what was to comm dlsoLady
Pamela Sutherland and --'

But it was unnecessary; the sister focused suddamlparah and
said, '‘Mrs Wyatt? Please come with me. His sisgeavith him—I'll
ask her to come out and have a word with you first.

‘Sarah?' Amy stumbled towards her no more thanmatenilater, her
face white and anguished. 'Oh, where have you ba&nf?ad no idea
where even to start looking...'

'I'm here now, Amy.' Sarah embraced the other'gldw...is he?'

'‘Not good. He's got a fractured skull, a collaplesd), a broken leg,
but he's so.. .restless when he's conscious. Byey's

The sister intervened. 'Let's just take Mrs Wyditotigh, Mrs
Collins—Doctor is with Mr Wyatt now.'

How she restrained herself from weeping when siweC#f lying so
still, covered by a single sheet with his eyelidpedd down, and
hooked up to so many machines, she never knew. S¥leadid know
was that even looking so still, so thin, pale anthmiliar, every one
his features—the dark hair on his chest, his bevexilders—all of it
struck her with the almost unbearable knowledgegha loved him
as she'd never loved anyone or ever would, yet stet' been with
him in this crisis.

'Cliff,’ she whispered, bending over him. 'Qaliff.. .what am |
allowed to do?' she asked the doctor desperately.

'You can talk to him and touch him, Mrs Wyatt.' Tsister had been
conferring quietly with him. '"We have him sedated&use as soon as
we bring him out of it he gets particularly distady which doesn't do



his injuries any good—but he can probably hear stthough he
won't be able to respond at the moment. Sit doake his hand or
stroke his brow and try not to project an overwitugnage of
yourself, however hard that might be, Mrs Wyattig' tloctor finished
barely audibly.

She swallowed and called on every inner resoureehsid. 'Cliff?
Cliff, it's me, Sarah. Remember me? You used to Isayas a
school-marm born and bred but actually if there wae thing |
preferred to teaching it was being your wife...'

She talked for nearly two hours, gently, sometimbsnsically; she
talked about Mrs Tibbs and Billy Pascoe and Cindgwson's
wedding-dress. She talked about their life toge#idfdgeleigh, all
the little anecdotes she remembered, anythingahld think of. And
all the while she held his hand or stroked his ,hamd prayed
inwardly.

Then finally the doctor said, "This lot of sedatisdue to wear off
now, Mrs Wyatt. We're going to take a chance ard®av he reacts
without any further sedatives, whether he... wedl|l see.'

So she kept talking and they moved the tapes fisrayelids and she
felt a slight movement in his hand then he openeeyes, licked his
dry, cracked lips ' and said, 'Sarah? Is it regby?'

‘Yes, CIiff. | came back—forever, if you want me.'

"Thank God," he said, and moved his hand so tltatviered and held
hers as if he would never let it go. And then hié iféo a deep,
peaceful sleep.

'It worked," the doctor said with quiet triumphtes and two sisters
monitored all the machines minutely. 'He's relaaelhst. | can't say
we're entirely out of the woods yet, Mrs Wyatt, liistgoing to be so



much easier now that he's not fighting us all tinet You've wrought
a small miracle.’

That was when Sarah at last allowed the tear®vo diver.



CHAPTER TEN

IT wAas a month before Cliff was released from hospita even then
his leg was still in plaster and he had to usecties. But he took a
deep breath cm the front steps of the hospital smd fervently,

‘Hell— | never thought I'd get out of here.’

Sarah slipped her arm through his. 'l know how yaust have felt
but, Cliff, are you sure you want to go straightkos Edgeleigh?’

‘Yes, CIiff, why don't you come to Coorilla at |€2iISAmy pleaded.
‘We're much closer to Brisbane and you'll haveawehcheck-ups --'

'‘No,' he said with a flickering smile. 'I'm goingdk to Edgeleigh
today, I'm flying back in a chopper, I'm taking mife with me—and
that's all there is to it.'

It wasn't easy to get him into the new helicoperduse of his leg but
he was so determined, they made it somehow, thexh Squeezed in
beside him and they took off from Archerfield ame $1eld his hand,
and when she saw the sweat on his brow and the beating in his
jawline she laid her head on his shoulder and puahm around his
waist. He said nothing but slipped her hair rhyttaetly through his
long fingers.

When they landed safely at Edgeleigh, she felhialimuscles relax
and saw him swallow, and he spoke at last. 'l¢itar be that hard
again.'

'l think you deserve a medal.’

‘Actually, | think you deserve a medal for puttung with me this last
month—my moods, my impatience, the lot.'



But she only smiled a wise little smile into hisesy

Of course there was a reception committee waitongfem. There
was even a banner with 'WELCOME HOME BOSS' pairdedt,
and a party organised under the peppercorn treebnA one said a
word about how gaunt and thin he was although Ssaahthe shock
of it in their eyes. And no one said a word aboet mysterious
disappearance, not even Mrs Tibbs after she'd hribleeparty up and
ordered both CIiff and Sarah up to the homestead.

But | won't escape it forever, Sarah thought a$f Gtood on the
veranda propped on his crutches and breathed dagpig. '‘Come,’
she said quietly. "You need to rest now.’

‘You'renot going to treat me like a patient too, Sardigge," he said
wryly.

'‘No. I'll let you up for dinner if you have a resiw.’
'If that's not --'

‘You just do as you're told, Cliff Wyatt!" Mrs Tiblsaid aggressively,
which was her way of showing concern.

‘All right! All right! | know when I'm beaten.' Buh fact he did look
exhausted.

'So you're back. To stay?'

'Yes, Mrs Tibbs.' They were in the kitchen drinkiteg as the sun
slipped beyond the horizon.

'He was like a man demented when you left.’



'Was he?'

‘Uh-huh. Still, all's well that ends well; | guessuwe sorted
everything out between you now and | won't say amye on the
subject.’

Sarah looked at her with surprise but affectiomén eyes and said
quietly, "'Thank you.'

'‘What's this | hear about you being the daughterlofd, then?’
'I'm not—how on earth did you hear that anyway?"

‘Well, you know what the bush telegraph is like—dlda sworn that's
what it said, and | was all set to call you "milddy

'‘My father was a knight but it's my stepmother whahe Lady; it
wasn't an inherited thing. You'll probably meet.her

‘That a fact? Never met one before—I'll look ford/iéwm it." And she
got up to attend to her dinner, leaving Sarah tekle inwardly and
think, The mind boggles! But then she sobered a&astkbught of
something else Mrs Tibbs had said, about her anffisCorting

things out between them, and wondered what MrssTatuld say if
she knew that they'd discussed nothing. But pervafisnever need
to, she mused. Perhaps it was all said that fagtid the intensive
care unit...

And her mind roamed back over the past month. dt been two
weeks before he'd even been capable of feeding eliintg
concentrating for any length of time so that bytthe he could she'd
grown so much part of his routine, it was as iltti@ever been apart.
And as he'd slowly grown stronger she'd exertedyaverve to make
his stay in hospital as pleasant as possible. 3gattito him, played
cards with him, watched television with him, spokdaily to
Edgeleigh and also to Ross, who had taken overdims of the



empire, and filled him in on all that was happeniBgt he'd said
nothing about her coming back and she'd followetasuf it was all
settled.

So why do | have the premonition it's not? she @siarself, staring
unseeingly at her empty teacup. Then she glanced apound and
saw him standing in the doorway on his crutchegitaprested but
watching her intently.

She smiled and stood up. 'l hope you're hungry. Mdbs has
prepared a feast!

'Yes. | am. What were you thinking about, Sarah?u Y
looked—about a million miles away.'

'‘Nothing. Would you like a little treat?"
He raised an eyebrow at her. 'Such as?'
‘A drink before dinner?'

'l thought you were never going to ask...'

They went to bed early.

At least they retired to their bedroom early, lugtjas she was about
to help him change he said, 'Sarah, could we talla fwhile?'

Her hands stilled on the belt of his trousers thay'd had cut up one
side-seam to get over his cast. 'If you like, Chifit --'

‘Yes, I'd like, and I'm quite up to it," he saichtg, and, taking her
hand, awkwardly manoeuvred than so that they ceitiklde by side
on the bed. He laid his crutches aside and saetaise I'd very



much like to know if you're doing aU this, more rthlacould ever
thank you for, out of pity.'She caught her breattl whispered, 'No!
Of course not, CIiff.’

"Then out of love?' he queried, taking her chirhia fingers and
turning her face towards him.

'Yes...'

'‘But there was a time not so long ago when youdhkieing me,
Sarah, and I've done nothing, that you know abbl&ast, to change
the conditions that made you feel that way.'

'Cliff, don't.’

‘Yes, Sarah.' He ran the tips of his fingers doemrteck. 'l have to try
to make you believe that once it really hit me fldatost you Wendy
Wilson lost the last vestiges of whatever it waes Iséld over me. She
no longer has the power to move me at all—even ldstttime at
Coorilla, what got to me was nbéeras such, | realised finally, or all
the years of my life she wasted; it was that sitlélstught she was so
much sexier, more desirable than you, so unforglettand had no
idea she didn't even know the first thing abounhfea real woman
like you.

‘That's what moved me—you, not her—»but like thetidliwas | still
couldn't put it into words—until | lost you and &y began to know
what I'd done. It took that to make me understandss, to make me
aware of how I'd allowed you to think... the thingsa did because |
couldn't rid myself of her poison, because | coliltht myself trust
again. That's why | declared my love for you likieadf-hearted fool;
that's why | was so sure when | found you in Melipeuhat | could
win you back but didn't realise | was still onlylthaommitting
myself.



'It was only," he said slowly, 'when | got backBgeleigh that | sat
down and really faced the prospect that you weterdgned not to
come back. And that was when | couldn't get itautny mind that
you might never have wanted our child and that'atwlkl done to
you, and to us, by letting you think | didn't loyeu in the ultimate
way. And that's when a kind of hell began for negt thade Wendy...
nothing.'

'Oh, CIiff,' she whispered with tears slipping dower cheeks. 'l
deluded myself about that." And she told him hoelgFelt after she'd
miscarried. 'That is why | left as much as any otieason. When |
was losing it, | knew | wanted your child more thamything else,
that it didn't matter to me if | couldn't have allyour heart, but, you
see, I'd made myself believe it did.’

He drew an unsteady breath. 'And that's what yoanmehen you
said you'd deserved to lose it? Sarah... oh, Galf delieve that; it
had nothing to do with it.'

'l know, | know, but, you see, | hadn't even letsedy think about it
when | had it—that's the kind of mess I'd got miysgb and that's
what | meant when | said | hadn't known myself prbg known that
| was capable of that kind of self-deception ot #ad of.. .jealousy.’

'‘Yet you were prepared to take me on again—evemngtnd caused
all that?' he said intensely, wiping her tears awéi his fingers.
‘Sarah, that's what | was afraid of—pity."

She kissed his fingers. 'Not pity, Cliff. Just saddheartbreaking
sanity. Just the bare facts—thablvedyou as | would never love
anyone else, and that if you died | would nevempbmperly alive

again.’'

He said something under his breath then sweptrterhis arms. 'l
feel the same; | just wish | could prove it to ydwe said torturedly.



‘You did,' she whispered. 'l don't think anyonelsl tyou this, how
close you were—to the brink, but it waeyou came back for...' She
smiled through her tears. 'And you never did segdimmgs back.'

He woke in the middle of the night, cursed his east impeded him
and felt for her immediately. And she felt his hidmgating heavily as
he pulled her nightgown away and kissed her bresistisa sort of
desperation.

'Cliff, it's all right, I'm here—are you awake?'

She felt him relax slowly then he said with a sniiléhis voice, 'l
don't know why you keep accusing me of doing thisy sleep.’

She stroked his hair. 'l thought you were havimigatmare.'

'l was. | used to get than regularly in hospitaliend the sister tell
you?'

Sarah's lips curved into a smile. 'No, but the diodid tell me we
should take this kind of thing slowly.'

'He didn't say a word to me about it.’
'‘Perhaps he thought he—might be wasting his time.'

'l suspect he might have. So the burden of being s&d sensible
about it rests squarely with you, Mrs Wyatt, asreve

‘Yes, well,' Sarah said slowly and drew her harasrdhis chest, 'l
don't know where everyone gets this "sensible'upgcdf me from;'

'Nor, now, do |, Cliff said with a catch in hisige. 'Sarah...'



'‘Hush, I'm in charge for once—and you're the orté wour leg in a
plaster cast so you'll just have to.. .put up ihil.'

He groaned. 'Put up with it! I'm liable to die fronit's exquisite.’

'Good,' she said with a certain amount of satigfacin her voice
which caused him to laugh softly.

But later, when she was lying against his side Wisharm around her
and their breathing had returned to normal, he saal deep, quiet
voice, 'l love you, Sarah. | think | started todoyou when you first
blinked at me from behind your glasses and thesredfto punch me
in the mouth. | love your petiteness, your hugeitspiso many
things. But most of all | love the way you makeddoe me. It—I don't
know but it's like a revelation every time.'

'It is for me too. CIiff?" She put her hand to kiseek then said,
'‘Nothing.'

‘Tell me,' he prompted.

'l was going to say something trite and silly abloodv we've forged
ourselves through so much that it has to be so rstramger now,
what we feel.’

'‘Not trite and very true.' He kissed the top of head. "When do you
think you might have first fallen in love with me?'

She smiled. 'Well, if you really want to know, ykwocked me for six
that first day as well—but | think you always diddw."'

'l would have had to be a supreme optimist to imadidid anything
but fill you with disgust,’ he said wryly. 'Go on.’

'If you're not going to admit you were very wellaw | was... a bit
knocked for six, no, | won't," Sarah teased.



'l was just trying to prove to you what a reforngstson | am. All
those caddish, not to mention unpleasantly machie mays are
behind me now, you see,' he said gravely.

'Want to bet?'

He buried his face in her neck and laughed sofffalking of
bets—we had another going once.'

'l remember it well,' she murmured.
'‘Ah—but are you going to respond?’

‘You win. You're a lovely husband most of the timetually. You...
how can | put it? Oh, yes; do you remember oncengap me that
what | lacked was moonlight and roses?'

'Yes. That was the first time | kissed you—wellpkointolerable
advantage of you,' he said wickedly.

'l knew you'd never reform completely, CIiff Wyaut --'
‘Yes, miss?'

Her lips trembled. 'I'd love to be able to tell yotherwise at the
moment,’ she said severely, 'but your brand of rglanand roses
makes me feel like the luckiest woman alive.'

She'd thought he'd continue in the same light- bdavein but his
hands tightened on her almost unbearably for a mgmausing her
to say urgently, 'Cliff, are you all right? Has'--?

‘No, I'm not all right," he answered in a strairedce quite unlike his
usual one, 'but not because I'm sick. I'm thinkhngj | don't deserve
you but I love you so much, Sarah, yet all | cansdo joke about it.'



'Oh, CIiff," she whispered, moving in his arms &eeling the tension
in his body, even a dew of sweat on his brow agsih@er hand to it
soothingly. 'Cliff, | loveyou, please believe me—what can | do t«
show you?'

‘Stay with me forever, Sarah.’

I will,' she vowed.

Two weeks later, Sarah rose from the breakfasethbfriedly and
returned in ten minutes looking pale and flusterealjsing Mrs
Tibbs, who was clearing dishes away, to say, 'Nast git down,
Sarah, and try a piece of dry toast and a cupaifkblea.' She also
went on to marvel, 'lt'eamazingwhat some people can do with &
plaster cast on!

Cliff, still drinking his coffee, grinned but sardodestly, 'l can't take
all the credit for it, I'm afraid, Mrs Tibbs, muels I'd love to.'

'I should think not! Let's see...' And she startedcount on her
fingers.

'When you two have quite finished..." Sarah said, @iff put his
hand over hers and murmured, 'Happy?'

'Oh, yes,'she said.

And, about eight and a half months later, she \&éedysdelivered of a
boy who weighed in at seven pounds and causedthisrfto say with
deep satisfaction, 'l think he looks a bit like—us.

‘Do you really? Be a bit strange if he didn't,' imether replied.



'‘What | mean is, he's got my colouring but these'siething about
him that's a lot like you.'

And Sarah, watching the fascination in Cliff's egsshe gazed down
at his son, wiped a sudden tear away. 'Anywaypgsg bs you like
him.'

He turned his dark gaze to her. 'You do realise,wby't you?'
‘You could always tell me,' she said softly.

‘Well, it's all to do with my ongoing love-affairithi his mother.' And
he put his arms around her.

Sarah leant against him and felt his warmth anehgth surround
her. Her lips curved into a smile and she laiddieek against his. 'l
love you too...'



