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A WORLD APART

Emma Darcy



She wanted love and marriage--not a fling. It was thing to match
wits with Patrick Hagan on a TV talk show, wherdhaus were

expected to promote their wares in as frivolousaamer as possible.
It was quite another to be madly pursued in thé weald, where

Patrick's physical magnetism gave him a notorialsaatage. For
reasons she couldn't fathom, Ruth captured Patrfekicy, though
she strongly suspected that his fancy was no ni@e & passing
affair. And for the widow who'd had a happy, givin@rriage, that
was a problem. Could a man like Patrick ever uridedsthe need for
a loving home and a family?



CHAPTER ONE

'l OUGHT to have my head examined,"” Ruth muttered disglyite
Again she pushed at the wings of hair which swepbtss her wide
forehead. The swirling black cap remained a svgrltack cap. All
the pushing in the world was not going to changedr long tresses
were now in a salon dustbin, irretrievably gonee Ppanic which had
gnawed at her stomach while the hairdresser hadedédis scissors
was nothing to the panic which was churning throghnow.

| should never, never, never have let Clive talk ime this, she
thought frantically. I'll either freeze up or jabb®nstop. Either way
I'll make a fool of myself. With everyone watchirid. feel naked. |

feel naked now with my hair shorn.

A sharp buzz cut off her silent wail. Ruth grimacete more at her
reflection, took a deep breath, and, with a sehsaavoidable doom,
answered the door.

'‘G-great! Fan-tastic!" Clive's teeth flashed wiatginst his gingery
beard and the hazel eyes sparkled with excitem@ath, honey,
you'll wow ‘em tonight!'

'If | don't fold up first.'

'Hey," he drawled softly. "You're not really uptigivout the show, are
you?'

'‘Oh no? We'd better go right, now or I'll crawl endhe bed and stay
there. | can already feel a million eyes dissectney'

‘All potential buyers of your book," Clive grinnedibbing his hands
in gleeful anticipation.

‘You're hopeful,’ she threw at him drily as shdemteéd her handbag
and the hotel-room key.



‘There's no medium like television for publicity.akk my words.
Sales will be sky-high tomorrow.’

Ruth locked the door and accompanied Clive to thsetment
car-park, only half listening to his confident patt8he appreciated
his point about publicity but was far from certaimat she could
handle tonight's interview successfully. A fashioleahair-do and a
stylish dress would make little impact on viewdrshe performed
like an idiot.

Clive handed her into his new Jaguar XJS coupeh Rettled
comfortably into the lambs- wool-covered seat angdywvondered
if owning a sports car would do anything for heygle. She needed
something real in her life, something solid sheld¢dwang onto.
Writing had filled the holes, but she was well agvdinat it only
created a twilight world for her, a fantasy instezfdthe reality.
Reality, warm, solid reality, had died with John..and David. She
wrenched her mind back to the present, to the\er ahead of
hey/She had to take a firm grip on herself and naakaccess of it,
because her books were all she had.

The engine throbbed into life and Clive purreddaeout into the city
traffic. He threw her an encouraging look. 'Youweorrying
needlessly, Ruth. I've never caught you shortwbal yet, and Brad
Parsons is the best chat-man in the business. Allhave to do is
follow his lead.’

'l know,' she sighed.
'S0? What's the problem? Is it Patrick Hagan?'
'‘No." She had hardly given a thought to her fellguest on the show.

'l sure wish | was his literary agent,’ Clive reket enviously.
'‘Whatever he writes is pure gold. AH that sex angr! It's a great
selling combination.’



The truth of that statement could not be deniettidRaHagan was
the author of six best-selling novels, three of Whiad been made
into films.

'You must be looking forward to meeting him," Cligentinued
affably. , 'l don't know that | am.'

His sharp glance held curiosity at her lack of estasm.
'l don't like his books much,' she explained.
‘They're very successful.'

She laughed at the predictability of his answ&n dorry that I'm not
another Patrick Hagan for you, Clive.'

He beamed at her, pleased that she seemed moxedeldm not
complaining. Your stuff grips the heart. You'll ae big as Patrick
Hagan one day, Ruth. | can promise you that. I'shpmg a good
product.' He reached over and squeezed her hastl.alittle push
tonight and your book will really take off with Gstmas coming on.
| know you'll do fine,' he said with easy confidenc

'‘With you in the studio audience | dare not do oiliee,' she retorted,
releasing her hand.

Clive had shown himself willing to take over heraldlife. Ruth did
not encourage him. It was not that he was unaiteadtie was a big,
virile man in his early thirties. The gingery haird neat beard made &
vivid splash above his trendy clothes, and his heyzes were always
twinkling with good humour. Ruth liked him. She aded his drive
and energy and unfailing optimism, but they did tltobk on the
same wavelength. Clive's high-powered, competitieeldvwas not
hers. He was nice. But not for her.



She wondered if there ever would be anyone forTisere had been
no lack of men showing an interest since John'shddaut their

interest had been predominantly sexual. It seemadwidows were
considered easy game. It was taken for grantedstietvanted sex,
even on the first date. Ruth's frustration was mmental than

physical, and the continual emphasis on sex tuneedff. She would
give a great deal for an intelligent man who sawobe her body.

There was so much she wanted to share if only .small sigh

escaped her lips. Maybe she was waiting for theogsible. Maybe
there would only ever be a typewriter sharing heughts.

Their arrival at the studio was quickly relayedJean Trimble, Brad
Parsons' personal assistant. She was” small,K@rdloman whose
every movement carried swift precision. After aafuglance at her
watch and the clipboard in her hand, she coollgaléd her attention
to Clive.

'‘Mr Atkins, I'll be taking Miss Devlin straight tine make-up room.
Do you wish to accompany her or join the studioi@oucke?' «Ruth?’

'I'd rather be by myself, thanks, Clive." She néeilae alone to get
her composure together.

'‘Okay. I'll see you afterwards. Good luck!" He génee a grin and a
cheery wave as he moved off down a separate corrido

Jean Trimble strode out briskly and Ruth fell istep beside her.

"You'll have twenty minutes in make-up and thentdlke you to the
ante-room where you'll wait until | call you to go. Any questions?'

'‘No.'
'l like your dress. It'll look good on camera.’

‘Thank you.'



Ruth had been warned not to wear red or white.vidlet and aqua
tones of the Pucci dress she had bought were adlyiaaceptable. It
had been a wildly extravagant choice, but the jdikel colours
seemed to glow against her tanned olive skin aado#dautiful silk
clung to her curves in a perfect fit. She had ma&tded Clive's advice
to spare no expense. The dress itself had beenagompenough.

'In here.'

Jean Trimble opened a door and led the way intoriddes-up room.
The beautician was quickly introduced and Jean Mealc
speculatively as Ruth was settled in front of theron

'‘Give Miss Devlin the full star treatment, Bevhirtk they'll balance
out very well.’

Having delivered her instructions she made an abdeparture,
without giving either girl time to comment. Ruthagted doubtfully
at the array of cosmetics which Bev was lining Tbe number of
butterflies in her stomach increased alarminglye 8id not want to
look theatrical. It was bad enough that she woutibably make a
fool of herself. She did not have to look a fool.

'‘What did Miss Trimble mean by that?' she askedlyvar

Bev flashed her a good-natured smile. 'I'm to giee the glam
treatment. Won't be hard. You've got lovely eyed gmod bones.'

'‘Bones?' Ruth mumbled as cleansing cream was lippeyaplied to
her face.

'Facial structure. You know, cheeks, nose," jawe lieyebrows. If
they're irregular it means corrective work.'

Ruth waited until the cream was wiped off and thhemarked
cautiously, 'Actually | don't like a lot of make-up



'‘Don't worry. | won't overdo it," Bev assured hamd started with a
foundation base. 'First of all you have to undexdtthat your face
needs more colour to counteract the bright telemidights. Then
obviously we can't have your dress the focus ehditin. Your eyes
are the important feature and must be emphasised.b&sides all
that, Jean doesn't want Patrick Hagan outshining yo

It seemed an odd comment, arousing Ruth's curidisthe terribly
dashing or something?'

‘Dashing and something!" Bev grinned, and rolleddyes for added
emphasis. She reached for another pot of coloamagkept working
as she elaborated. 'He's gorgeous! One of thestexien I've ever
slapped pancake on, and I've seen quite a few thassgh this
studio. They talk about women with a come-hith@kldut oh boy!
And that American drawl. . . pure bedroom?!'

Ruth laughed and some of her tension eased. Shadtaattually
pictured the man in any way, but somehow she hadxmected him
to be attractive. If he was such a lady-killerattainly explained why
he always wrote of women as bedmates and littke els

'You want to watch him,' Bev warned jokingly. 'Chnmg and sexy
he is, but | reckon he'd be as slippery as arHsehad two women in
here with him when | was doing his face and theyevoarrying on a
treat with Patrick darling this, and Patrick daglithat. They couldn't
wait to lay their eager little hands on him, and ¥mow what?'

'‘What?' Ruth smiled, amused by the gossip.

'He didn't give a damn! He winked at me in the amas if it was all a
joke. | bet he only has to snap his fingers toagetoman into bed.
Come to think of it, | wouldn't have minded myself.

Well, I'd mind, Ruth added privately. Such men heldmen in
contempt. It was all so easy for them, they didcaot. Bev prattled



on, enjoying her subject. Finally she stopped amdl &kuth critically
in the mirror.

'Right,' she nodded with satisfaction. 'Now the thotlold still.'

Ruth's blue eyes had been heavily accentuated antbig black
lashes looked positively false after a thick amilan of mascara.
Her cheekbones were deliberately highlighted toe gav slightly
oriental look, and Ruth would never have chosenwtar the
plum-red lipstick which Bev was skilfully applyin.here you are!
The plastic cape was whipped away as Bev smiledrinenph. 'See!
The make-up complements your dress perfectly.'

Ruth had to admit that the effect was certainlymthiic and quite
stunning. Her confidence received a much-neededtb8be. might
not 'wow' the viewers but at least she looked g&bek smiled at the
beautician. 'Thanks, Bev.'

Jean Trimble swept in, her sharp eyes giving Ruthguick
examination. '‘Good work, Bev. Ready?' she asket Rudl gestured
her impatience to go. As Ruth accompanied her, mteuctions
were rapped out. 'I'll put you with Mr Hagan in gor@eroom. You're
not on until the second half, of the show. Youdla time to get to
know each other before you face the cameras.udlyou when it's
time to move. Okay?'

‘Yes, thank you,' Ruth murmured.

She won an encouraging smile as Jean Trimble kwlookea door
and opened it. Three pairs of eyes swivelled aranmtifastened on
Ruth.

‘Ah, Mr Hagan, I'm afraid your friends will have leave you now if
they wish to join the studio audience for the sh®a. you mind,
ladies?"



The clipped tone of voice brooked no oppositionoTexpensive and
very sleek women reluctantly detached themselves fthe man
between them. He was younger than Ruth had angcpperhaps in
his late thirties, tall and lean, dressed casusllybody-hugging

clothes which emphasised his athletic physiqueuAruly mass of
black curls grew down to his collar, framing a fagkich would

always draw attention. It was a strong face, treermlittle hawkish,
chin aggressively chiselled, eyebrows slightly acthas if

perpetually throwing out a challenge. For a brieihment there was
surprise in the darkly brilliant eyes. Then theiytgd in appreciation
as they swept over Ruth.

His two female companions were also appraising hartheir eyes
were cold. With a few honeyed words to Patrick Hatieey made a
graceful departure, looking somewhat askance ah Rast they
brushed past.

'‘Cats!" she thought dismissively and turned henétin back to the
man.

‘Miss Devlin, I'd like you to meet Patrick Haganr Magan, your
fellow-guest on the show, Ruth Devlin. Please mg&arselves
comfortable.’

Jean Trimble turned and left, satisfied that eveng was under
control. Ruth was not quite so confident. Patrigdgbin advanced on
her, brown eyes gleaming mischievously.

'I'm very pleased to meet you,' she murmured pglite
‘The pleasure is all mine.’

The voice was deep and attractive, perfect whig¢htashing in a
roguish smile. As his hand closed over hers Ruthjaléed in a way
she had never thought possible. The man seemegutie esheer



animal attraction. A slight sensual movement oflipis showed he
was well aware of his own magnetism.

‘Not at all,' she retorted quickly to cover her neortary disquiet. 'It's
very interesting to meet the man behind the books.'

'It's more than interesting to meet a woman whie'gec as well as
beautiful.'

Oh brother! Ruth thought caustically. He was gotgeall right, right
up to his glib tongue. 'Don't be fooled by the stushake-up, Mr
Hagan. I'm not beautiful." She glanced down poigtehd- then
raised a delicately arched eyebrow. ‘May | havehanyd back?'

His thumb deliberately caressed her skin, makieg&hease as slow
as possible while his eyes twinkled down at herhwdevilish
amusement. 'You don't deny being clever.’

Ruth almost snatched her hand away, resentinglalyéupintimacy.
'Oh, I'm not dumb, Mr Hagan. I'll thank you to remizer it,' she said
silkily.

With the contact broken she moved away and seitieal nearby
armchair. He casually propped himself against éetabaking his
time, in an infuriating way, he ran his eyes over, lingering on the
full thrust of her breasts and the shapelineseofdng legs.

Ruth bristled with antagonism. The last thing skeded right now
was to be undressed. Resentment sharpened heretdAge you
quite finished or would you like me to stand up &mth around?’

He grinned unashamedly. 'You pack quite a punch fady author. |
was expecting something quite different.’

'Really?' Her voice was dry and uninterested, lewvhas unabashed.
‘You're exactly what | expected,' she added witht anore bite.



His mouth quirked in amusement. 'I'm glad | dorsagdpoint you.'

Ruth had an irresistible urge to wipe the smugriess his face.
‘Actually | didn't think of you at all except asrame. Bev, the
make-up girl, gave me a running commentary while digethe
artwork on my face. Gorgeous, sexy, slippery aselnwould be a
brief summary. She omitted quite a few other pdints

'Which are?"

She smiled her very best Mona Lisa smile. 'l kegast descriptive
words for my writing. Your imagination is quite wiy Mr Hagan. I'll
let you supply them.’

He laughed, his eyes slightly hooded as thick lsshsled their
expression. Ruth had the impression they were wagcher with
Intense speculation.

'l must get hold of your books and read them," eed. 'Clearly I've
been missing something.'

'l doubt that you miss much, Mr Hagan. Your ownksshow a vast
knowledge of the world."'

‘You've read them?'
‘A couple,’ she nodded.

‘They didn't grab you enough to want to read mohe?'asked
perceptively.

She shrugged. 'The plots were very clever.’

He raised a sardonic eyebrow. 'But?' At her hegnalie swiftly
added, 'Come now, Miss Devlin. Be frank. You'rengyto tell me
what you didn't like about them.’



'On the contrary," she replied warily. 'You're thee pursuing the
subject. You have .no need of my opinion. Your appethe general
public speaks for itself.'

His eyes danced at her, mocking the evasion. thane fascinated by
the minute. Please. Restraint bores me.’

I'm sure it does, Ruth thought cynically and dedide take the
opportunity to put him down a peg. 'When | readbalbl prefer to
like someone in it. Your characters are well drdw unlikeable.
They don't inspire sympathy, so | don't care wlsgipgens to them.
It's simply a matter of personal taste.’

'‘Point taken,” he said nonchalantly. 'Did anythigge stir your
disapproval?'

She frowned, not wanting to be too tactless. Hagdisis hands into
his pockets and studied her lazily.

'‘Miss Devlin, | am sick to death of gushing com@ims. Do please
continue.'

'If you must know,' she sighed, wrinkling her neseonsciously as
she spoke, 'l found all the sexual, detours veotes. | had to skip
endless pages to get on with the story.'

His grin was pure wickedness. 'When | think ofth® interesting
variations | poured into those sexual detours!

‘Well, they were all so clinical" Ruth protestetNone of the
characters' emotions were involved, just straiglat@my.'

chuckled, and Ruth found herself responding todgaed humour
with a smile. His eyes were quick to note her softg, and a gleam
of satisfaction crept into them.



'l would like very much to continue this conversatiWill you have
dinner with me after the show?'

The invitation took her by surprise, and she wasmer@arily
flattered by it. Then she returned to earth withwamp. ‘Aren't you
forgetting something, Mr Hagan?' she asked sweetly.

His frown was idle mockery. 'l don't think so. We'seen properly
introduced. You've expressed an interest in meetngg | enjoy
listening to your refreshing views. What impedimsnthere?'

'‘Perhaps | underestimate your appetite for femalapany. Most
men would find two women enough to entertain.'

His hand waved dismissively. ‘A temporary burdeassure you. It
was their own idea to come and watch the showdireer invitation
Is for you alone.'

His eyes caressed her with a possessive glint winigtie her skin
prickle. For one mad moment Ruth was tempted. T¢wmnmon
sense prevailed and she shook her head.

'‘No, thank you.'
‘Why not?'

'l don't think I'm quite your style, Mr Hagan. Yoea'been misled by
this prettied-up version of me. It's strictly fdnet benefit of the
camera. I'm not beautiful or sophisticated like iy@niends, and |
definitely wouldn't live up to your expectations.

He looked at her quizzically, undaunted by hersafu'l'm not the
type of person to judge a book by its cover. You'Ostrike me as
that type either.’



'You forget I've read your pages, Mr Hagan,' sherted. 'l suspect
you have a one-track mind concerning women. hiediwith beds
and it's not a road | care to travel.'

The door was suddenly pushed open and Jean Trafiitdlike face
peered around it. 'Time to go. Please follow me la@ds quiet as
possible. No more talking until you're on the shHow.

Ruth stood up and nervously smoothed her dresshmrehnips. She
caught the edge of Patrick Hagan's knowing smitebtine corner of
her eye, and her heart plummeted. It had beenagskif her to put
him offside when they were about to make a pubppearance
together. As they walked along she was very mudrawf his easy
confidence. He had a personal charisma which wsludnv up well

on television. Doubts about her own ability to €hinultiplied by the
second. She gritted her teeth and concentratedteat\sng her
leaping pulse.

The cameras were focused on a singing group asatieed on the
set. Jean Trimble indicated the hazards of cabilesimg across the
floor and led them over to the armchairs on eithide of Brad
Parsons. His homely face creased into a comfokimge as he
nodded a silent greeting. He watched while his queak assistant
checked the grouping and waited until she gaveualis-up sign.
Then he leaned over and patted Ruth's hand.

'Relax. I'll attack Patrick first. He's an old caaigmer,' he whispered.
She looked into friendly, crinkling eyes and sigh@mbes it show?'

'‘No. You look beautiful. Just take it easy. I'lhéeyou,’ he reassured
her.

The 'on' signal flashed, and without missing a bleatmoved
smoothly into an introductory spiel for the caméter a few casual
lead-in questions he concentrated on his more famoast, and Ruth



had to admire Patrick Hagan's performance. Hish#ligracy
anecdotes amused the audience, particularly asviaeiably linked
famous people to his travelling escapades. Theseaweicked punch
in some of his comments as he described the pdrspirks of
various stars he had met. He entertained, and iRydbd desperately
that she would not provide too much of an antickma

The moment came. Brad Parsons shifted his postureng towards
her with one of his trademark hand gestures, aatafip-flop
movement which emphasised the change in dired®ath stiffened.
She imagined her family, friends, all her schogbifuand countless
other people watching her with eager eyes. It waaleting thought,
and her own eyes sought blindly for Clive, sittsgmewhere in the
studio audience.

'In sharp contrast to Patrick, you've travelledyvigtle, Ruth. One
holiday trip to Japan, wasn't it?'

‘Yes,' she swallowed nervously, knowing that st thgpull herself
together.

‘Do you feel that your experience of life has bsewverely limited by
Australian boundaries?’

'In some ways, of course. To experience differaftuces at first

hand must be very stimulating, but I think people much the same
under the skin. They all feel love and hatred, neatglvards different
things and for different reasons, but human emoteamains the

same.' Oh God, she thought miserably, now I'mIprgitShe took a
deep breath and added, T don't see myself as hanmdjcapped by a
lack of travel.'

'‘But do you have a yearning for other places? ¢latrere seems to
have the heart of a gypsy, always going on to soimghew. Do you
have similar inclinations?"



'‘No, | don't think so,' she shrugged. 'Wherever gouyou take
yourself with you. I'm content where lam.'

'‘And you're at present teaching at a coeducatidiggd School.'
‘Yes,' she nodded.

'You were convent-educated yourself.'

‘Yes.'

‘Do you think it better that schools be segregatetb-educational.'

Her choked answers were no good. Brad Parsons nwagppng for
more. All right, she told herself sternly, give mhesomething
controversial. She plunged in recklessly. 'I'm cggabto segregation.
It's basically antisocial and gives rise to the st&ind of sexism.'

She could almost feel the ripple of interest frdma audience. She
breathed more easily.

'In what way, Ruth? | went to an all-male school effysand | think |
have a reasonably healthy outlook towards the ofgssx.’

Brad Parsons acknowledged the amused titters withggle of his
fingers. Ruth smiled and waited for the focus diast to return to
her.

‘Do you mean to say that you didn't view every ggla sex object?’
'‘My word, | did! | consider that very healthy.’
Outright laughter greeted his facetious answer.

‘And did you enjoy being a sex object yourselfZhHRasked slyly.



If only | could be so lucky!" he moaned with exagmed
mournfulness, his hands gesturing haplessly towaisdgortly body.

It brought the house down. He winked at Ruth ardabghed. It was
more from relief than amusement. The last few qoestand answers
had broken the ice and she resolved to be completahhibited in
her responses from now on. When the hubbub subBidetiParsons
continued more seriously.

'‘However, | do take your point. You actually exgldrthis problem
very dramatically in your first booK,he Primrose Paths'

'‘Precisely. When a boy or girl has been forced@lbe straight and
narrow for an unnatural length of time, most ofntheish headlong
into unexplored territory at the first brush witteédom. | think it
causes a lot of disillusion and unhappiness.'

'l was fascinated by one of your characters, thleg® professor who
preyed on innocence. Was he drawn from real lifa8ki because |
find it hard to imagine that anyone could be sedumea man simply
saying, "l want you".'

‘That part of it was real enough. It happens,' Rigdured him with a
wry smile. 'lIt does sound too easy, doesn't it? iBat man keeps
saying, "l want you," a naive girl is drawn in byetego-trip of her
own desirability. The man need not be particulaatyractive in

himself. It's the girl's vulnerability which trapgr. A student from a
co-ed school would laugh it off unless she was tatlsacted,’

'‘May | ask if you speak from experience or obseovét Or is that too
personal a question?' Patrick Hagan suddenly iabed.

By now, Ruth was so caught up in the heady pleasubeing well
received by the audience that a personal quesiibnal bother her.
That it came from Patrick Hagan only made it mdra ohallenge to
answer.



‘Both,’ she stated, her eyes dancing merrily.
Brad Parsons pounced on the opening. 'Would ydosdée?'

She smiled. 'Well, from a purely feminist viewpoinwas angry that
such a cynical approach was so successful. Wiveasitried on me |
had the rather malicious pleasure of enumeratiegntany reasons
why | didn't want him.'

She could not resist a telling look at Patrick Hggaho immediately
grinned back at her.

'Did it knock him back on his heels?' he asked.
'No. He just went on to more promising material.'
‘Silly man!'

Ruth laughed. The flirtatiousness of his remankestian avid interest
in the audience, and she quickly sobered as thibsations reached
her. She pointedly turned to Brad Parsons for éid lead.

'‘And. your new bookl.adies in Waitingl haven't had the chance tc
read it yet, but I'm told it covers more matureatieinships,' he
prompted.

'I'm not sure I'd say that,' Ruth answered thoudjlytf

'‘What are the ladies waiting for?' Patrick Hagakeds apparently
determined to get into the act.

'For their needs to be fulfilled.'

‘And for that do they depend on men?' he continuggressibly,
cutting out the interviewer.



'Not necessarily,’ she answered, taking the bait determined to
throw it back in his face. 'We're interdependentHdgan. No man is
an island and neither is a woman. We all dependamneone for
something, some of the time. We rarely get whatwaat, but that
doesn't stop us secretly waiting for it.'

'‘And what are you secretly waiting for?'
'l think I'll keep that my secret,' she smiled.

‘What about you, Patrick?' Brad Parsons askedneatty. "What are
you waiting for?"

'I'm waiting impatiently to get my hands on MissVie's books.
They sound fascinating.'

‘There you are, ladies and gentlemen, an accoladised from a
best-selling author, Patrick Hagan, to our own Rlin.’

The applause was deafening. Ruth flushed with pteagnd stole a
quick look at Patrick Hagan, whose last remark kaxprised her
with its public generosity. He smiled back at hemplacently. Brad
Parsons wound up the show with his usual aplomémking his

guests, the studio audience and the nationwideergevAs the theme
music faded out he turned to her with an appre@agrin.

'‘Remind me to ask you on again, Ruth. Shaky stdralgreat finish.'

'I'll probably slit my throat tomorrow for sayingithe things | said.'
She glanced over to Patrick Hagan and added, dtkivell of you to
say that.'

His eyes took on a speculative gleam. 'I'm afraddke a half-truth,
Miss Devlin. I'd much prefer the author. | find theund of her even
more fascinating, and I'm secretly waiting for amtpe of mind.’



The sheer arrogance of the man caught her brelagéim 3he laughed.
He was arrogant all right, but she had enjoyedsongsswords with

him. If his arrogance had not been based on tlagtsexuality he
was projecting, she might have accepted. As it vaay, further

association with him would be playing with fire.

'I'm sorry to disappoint you,' she smiled.
'l doubt that you'd do that.’

Brad Parsons' face held a quizzical expressior &sdked from one
to the other. 'Is it my imagination or is therectlieity crackling
around my head?' he drawled in dry amusement.

‘A short circuit, I'd say, Mr Parsons,' Ruth deethlightly. 'It's what
usually happens when a positive charge meets atinegane.
Definitely negative.’

'‘Ah!" he nodded, his eyes twinkling his apprecatiof the
quick-witted thrust. 'How does that strike you, rie&®"

‘Apparently I'm shot down in flames,' he grinn&ut'lI'm one of the
world's survivors. | thrive on challenges.'

‘The challenge is in your own mind, Mr Hagan,' Redid silkily. 'I'm
just passing by.'

‘And you wouldn't like to stumble?' he suggesteghira using that
provocative movement of the lips.

Her eyes mocked him. 'l stopped grazing my kneesdwlescence,
and | have a distinct aversion to crowded streets.'

Brad Parsons almost choked. He came up splutteriog,
damnation! Here comes Jean, and-I'm going to meserlling.'



‘This is the ending,' Ruth insisted.

'l saw it as a beginning myself,' Patrick Haganated with the air of
a man about to join battle.

Fortunately Jean Trimble arrived just then and ertble intimacy of
the group. After a few professional comments todBParsons she
took over, conducting Ruth and Patrick from therg#t the intention
of delivering them back to the make-up room. Rutls giad to go.
The exhilaration had died with the spotlight.



CHAPTER TWO

RUTH was silently brooding over her outspokenness &g ¢merged
into the corridor adjacent to the set. Before shaldttake evasive
action, Clive swooped on her, enveloping her in exuberant
bear-hug and swinging her off her feet.

'You were bloody marvellous!" he boomed in her #amy wildest
expectations | didn't imagine you'd give out likatt Ruth, baby, you
were an agent's dream.’

Don't call me baby, and put me down for goodnesgt sl've just
come to the conclusion that | was a garrulous jdsbte said with
some asperity.

'‘Nonsense!' he declared, setting her on her feet.

'Huh! You don't have to face a classroom of adaetc'

‘True, but just think of a storeful of eager buydre grinned. Having
expressed his satisfaction, he directed a respagitfaoce at Patrick
Hagan, who was looking on with interest. 'You wgreat too, Mr
Hagan. You'll have to forgive me for being prejuticowards my
favourite client.’

'‘Perfectly reasonable,’ he said smoothly. 'You'iesNDevlin's agent?’
'Clive Atkins,' he announced, offering his hand.
‘Patrick darling! You were wonderful!"

The female adulation arrived in a flurry of hugsl &msses and even
more extravagant compliments.

Ruth caught Jean Trimble rolling her eyes backmpatience and
smiled her commiseration.



'‘We can find our own way, Miss Trimble. Thanks your time and
attention,' she said politely.

‘Sure?’
Ruth nodded.
'‘Okay. I'll leave you to it.'

She beat a discreet retreat, and Ruth turned ve Glihose eyes were
feasting on Patrick Hagan's private fan committebyiously
appreciating the way they expressed their enthosiRsith flicked a
derisive glance at Patrick Hagan, who was slowlgedgaging
himself from the curvaceous blonde.

‘Are you coming with me, Clive?' she murmured, iggvhim a slight
nudge.

‘Sure,' he nodded, dragging his gaze away andgdlanarm.

‘Hold it, Clive! I've just had a splendid idea, &k Hagan declared,
his voice pitched with warm friendliness. 'What seg all go out
somewhere for a celebration dinner? It'd be goadlax quietly and
have a few laughs.'

Ruth could feel the surge of eagerness in Clivieeasesponded with
complete predictability. 'That's a great idea! Fight with you.
Ruth?' he asked as an afterthought.

A caustic negative trembled on the tip of her taygout she was
saved from answering by a petulant complaint frdv@ shapely
blonde.

'‘But, Patrick! You know we're committed to goingth® Shannons'
party. You can't back out now,' she pouted. 'Eveeywould be too
disappointed.’



'Oh, we mustn't have that,' Ruth put in sweetlgpring Clive's look
of reproach. 'Another time perhaps, Mr Hagan. ComeClive," she
added, plucking at his sleeve.

'‘No. I've definitely decided on dinner,” Patrick gda insisted,
immediately halting any movement from Clive. 'Yowaynhave a
commitment, Lissa, but my time is my own. Pleasargelf what you
do. You're welcome to join me if you like. You td<ate,' he included
handsomely.

The two women looked at each other, their facegjusnt of
indecision. Lissa sighed with exasperation. 'Yoa @ean, Patrick.
You know perfectly well Scott will be furious ifdon't turn up.'

‘And Trevor will throttle me," Kate put in regreftiu

‘Change your mind and come to the party,' Lissaeplurher eyes
promising all sorts of rewards.

Ruth was fed up with the scene. She glanced impgtiat Clive,
who was rooted to the spot. Patrick Hagan sensedntmainent
withdrawal and put an end to the argument.

'l won't join another crowd tonight, Lissa. Makeygur mind. Now.'
The two women made a reluctant exit, but there wnas
disappointment in Patrick Hagan's expression asitmed back to
Clive. His smile held pure satisfaction.

'l hope you're not going to leave me to a lonehnér.'

'‘Not a chance,' Clive assured him cheerfully.

‘And you, Miss Devlin?'



The wicked gleam in his eye openly admitted theksinanoeuvring.
Pride urged a refusal but she caught back the wordeer tongue. A
refusal from her might prompt Patrick Hagan to detaimself from
Clive, who would then lose the chance of firmingaduable contact
in the literary world. She owpd Clive too many fav® not to be
generous about this.

‘Very well, but | don't want a late night,' she naal, mocking Patrick
Hagan with her eyes. If he thought he had won heldveoon think
again.

He whipped out a card from his wallet and handéal @live. "Would
you book us a table there while Miss Devlin an@védnour make-up
removed? You won't have any trouble if you asktlier head waiter
and mention my name.'

Patrick Hagan took Ruth's arm and led her off ddvencorridor. She
pointedly detached herself, determined not to ghien any
encouragement. It did not deter him one bit. Witbolent grace he
opened the door to the make-up room and waved h&ewis eyes
darted from one to the other, returning to lingeRatrick Hagan.

'Ladies first,' he grinned. 'Attend to Miss Devliyou pass me the
stuff I'll clean off my own face.’

Ruth was grateful for the silence imposed by tleamsing cream.
Patrick Hagan was cynical, arrogant, amoral andge@usly

attractive. She figured that any social contachvarim was courting
trouble. For some reason she had titillated higyabut his fancy
was obviously a very passing affair and in thatIshe no interest at
all. All the same, with Clive as a buffer, theraultbbe no harm in
enjoying his dubious charms for one evening.

‘Would you like me to apply a light make-up?' Beleak aware of
Patrick Hagan's interest.



She threw him a derisive look. 'No, thanks. I thittiust be me. I've
had enough glamour for one night."'

Patrick's smile was mocking. 'It won't work, yowkn'
'‘What won't?’

'l like you even better without it.'

'l am pleasing myself," Ruth emphasised.

' know.'

‘You're wasting your flattery on me.'

'‘No. I'm building bricks. Who knows? They might gae high
enough to peer over that wall of yours.'

'l didn't take you for a peeping Tom.'
‘You can take me any way you like as long as y&a me.’

Ruth burst out laughing. The rounded eyes of tlaeitbgian helped to
sober her. 'You really would have done much bdteyourself at
that party,' she said pointedly.

‘And lose the enjoyment of sparring with you? Né&ver

'I'm with Clive, Mr Hagan. Please don't forget it.'

'‘Ah yes.' He shot her a discerning look. 'An inevshent there?'
.'He's a good friend. | don't like him being used.’

'He wants to use me,' he retorted perceptively.



'So long as he gets value for my time. Let's gat djuite straight, Mr
Hagan. | wouldn't like you to be misled.’

'l always pay my way, Miss Devlin, and no one'srex@amnplained
that I've short-changed them. How about shelvingryaride and
prejudice for one night? | might surprise you.'

The drawled jibe made Ruth pause, but the wick&ukterin his eyes
reinforced her first judgement of him. Clive boudaa, dispelling
the intimate atmosphere.

'‘Everything fixed. What about transport? Do youdgaur own car,
Patrick?'

'‘No. | was planning on getting a lift from you,we could call a taxi.'

Clive frowned. 'It'll be a bit of a squash for youthe back seat. It's a
Jaguar coupe.’

'l don't mind. It's a great car to drive, isn'tkt@gs the road Well.'

He could not have said anything more calculateshtbuse Clive. As
they walked out to the car-park every virtue of theguar was
enumerated with all the pride of ownership. Patdoky admired its
sleek lines as Clive unlocked it.

'I'll sit in the back, Clive,' Ruth suggesteds'k#asier for me.'
‘Sure you don't mind?"

It was only a polite rejoinder. Ruth knew Clive idprefer Patrick
in the front. It was easier for conversation andats unlikely that
such an opportunity would come his way again. Héeguhe front
seat forward and Ruth slid her body in, drawing lbag legs after
her. She caught Patrick Hagan's appreciative lowkflushed with
resentment. He crooked a smile at her.



'‘Comfortable?’

‘Yes, thank you,' she answered tersely. Ruth mauberd of keeping
out of the conversation as they drove to the reatduShe noted
Patrick's good-natured response to all Clive's tiues He was not
only unstinting in his answers but also showedregein Clive's
business operation, offering suggestions whichtedldao his own
experience. Clive grasped them eagerly and Rutlodelly gratified.

Patrick Hagan was honouring his bargain with exoept charm and
generosity. If he was intent on impressing her, sfas certainly
impressed. She regretted the caution which dictaiéthg short any
association with him. There was something elememtaPatrick

Hagan that sparked an answering vibration in hierftelvas too

physical to be encouraged. She had no intenti@@odming another
notch in his tally.

Her resolve was strengthened further when he hdipeaut of the
car. His hands gripped her waist as she regainelat@nce, his eyes
suggesting that a whole range of intimacy shouléX@ored. Ruth
quickly stepped away, hiding the warm confusionalitiad tingled
in her veins. The man was walking dynamite. Any v@aonwith her
feet on the ground should avoid lighting fuses, sbld herself
severely.

The restaurant had the reputation of being onéhefltest eating
places in Sydney. They were ushered to their tapkhe head waiter
and given preferential treatment in the matter @fvie. Clive

relished it, almost gloating with the pleasure ehig with a celebrity.
Ruth wondered cynically how much money had chargels here.
She hid her thoughts behind the menu as Clive efie@tton, using
Patrick's name with increasing familiarity. Havidgcided on her
order she closed the menu and put it aside.

'‘What wine would you prefer, Miss Devlin?"



The odd emphasis on 'Miss' made her look up inrmapFor a
moment she thought disillusion had hardened hisasgon. Then he
smiled, but the smile did not reach his eyes.

'I'll leave the choice to you, Mr Hagan.'
'Is Devlin your married name?'

His gaze fell pointedly to the rings on her lefndaRuth looked
down, instinctively straightening them so that #mall diamond
cluster was dead centre.

'‘No,' she answered slowly. 'It's my maiden namethadame under
which | write.'

'‘Oh? Doesn't your husband approve of your writing@ is
significantly absent tonight."'

'l say, Patrick . . ." Clive interrupted in somebamassment.

'It's all right, Clive," Ruth cut in sharply. ‘Mragan is probably used
to errant married ladies. I'm sure it's quite natfor him to assume
I'm one of them.'

'‘Ruth!’

Clive was dismayed. He could see his bubble of boné bursting
before his eyes. He looked from one to the othegre of a tense
antagonism between them.

‘This is ridiculous,' he declared with a shakeiefttead. 'The truth of
the matteris .. .'

'Clive, that's my private business,' Ruth snapped.

'Oh, tell him. What's the point in having a misurst@nding?'



Resentment held her silent for a moment longernTih@ very cold,
precise voice she said, 'My husband isn't hereuseche's dead, Mr
Hagan, and | do not care to discuss the subjeittefut

'I'm sorry. | didn't realise | was treading on stws ground. Please
forgive me.'

She nodded without looking up. The words soundeget&ul, but

Ruth did not care if he was sincere or not. Depoessas sending out
its tentacles as memories trickled through her mih@as strange
that Patrick Hagan had inadvertently put his fingarone of the
problems in her marriage. John had not liked heitingt His

complaint had been that she drifted off into a waf her own, a
world he did not share. He had also been a conservman. Her
television performance tonight would not have migh\wis approval.

Like all married couples they had had their differes, but John had
been warm and loving, rocksteady in affection amyalty,
determined to build a happy, secure future for th&mshudder ran
through her as the remembered image of that teagscent flashed
into her mind. Her whole life had been shatteredie terrible
moment, John and David both dead. She closed lesragd sighed.
She could not let her mind dwell on David. That vedsays too
painful.

'Ruth?’
'‘What? I'm sorry.'

Both Clive and Patrick Hagan were looking at hgreztantly and a
waiter was hovering at her elbow.

‘Your order,' Clive prompted.

She quickly rattled off what she wanted and relaagdin. Patrick
Hagan was looking at her curiously. She regarded Wwith equal



curiosity. The electricity which had crackled beéneghem seemed to
have dissipated . He was just a man on the mowesesting and
physically attractive, but lacking any real qualibot a dependable
man like John.

'‘What are you thinking?' he suddenly asked.
'l don't think you'd like to know.'

‘Don't pursue it, Patrick," Clive jumped in. 'Heamme might be Ruth
but | can assure you she's ruthless. If she sayswmldn't like to
know, believe me, you wouldn't.’

‘Sounds like the voice of experience,' he grinned.

Clive's eyebrows waggled expressively, and RuthesinClive had
been on the receiving end of a few home truths thesyears.

'l think I'll risk it anyway.'

Patrick's eyes challenged her . to continue, artd Bauld not resist a
slight tilt at him.

'l was thinking you're a panther.' At his quizzilaidk she elaborated.
'It amuses me to characterise people as animailse @ a bear.
Occasionally he pretends to be a teddy bear, batrbally a full-
grown grizzly.'

'‘Why a panther?'

She shrugged. 'Just an impression. A sleek, dadytbul predator,
stalking and pouncing, taking what you want andilgathe rest to
fate.'

He mulled over her words and then raised a sardewabrow.
‘Beautiful?’



‘Beautiful,’ she confirmed nonchalantly. ‘No fatsedesty, please.
You're aware of it, just as I'm aware that I'm beautiful. You were
flattering me earlier tonight, but | don't bothkttfering anyone.'

'So | noticed.'

'l wish someone would call me beautiful,’ Clivelsg, sparking off a
burst of laughter.

Their food and wine arrived and the conversatioered to less
personal subjects. Several times throughout thd Regaick Hagan
attempted to draw her out, probing for answersh®lgcked him or
sidestepped, using Clive as a cover. It amuseddéustrate his
efforts to pin her down. They had reached the exdtage when Clive
left them alone for a few minutes.

‘What are you doing tomorrow?' Patrick asked witheasting any
time.

'Signing books for customers, doing some Christshagping.’
‘Tomorrow night?'

*It depends on how | feel,’ she shrugged. 'I'llably be too tired to
lift one foot in front of another.’

'‘How long have you been a widow?'

The question startled her out of her mellow moode Stiffened,
eyeing him warily. His gaze held hers, demandingraswer. It came

grudgingly.
‘Almost three years.'

‘That long?' he said in surprise.



'Yes, that long,' Ruth sighed. 'Sometimes it fdide a lifetime,
sometimes it seems like yesterday .'

'‘And you've been alone since then?'

'I'm only alone when | want to be. | live near nargnts and | have
many friends.’

'But no one close?"

She leaned back in her chair and surveyed him mgbki'You ask a
lot of questions, Patrick Hagan.'

‘You've taken a perverse pleasure in skipping tham.'

'It's never good for anyone to get his own waytadltime. Have you
enjoyed your celebration dinner?’

'It's been interesting.’

'‘Worth the trouble?’ she asked sceptically. 'Allatthclever
manipulation for what, Patrick? What did you aclei@v

‘You intrigued me. You still do. Why don't you clindown from
your ivory tower, Ruth?"'

She shook her head. 'l don't think your arms azarseenough to fall
into, Patrick, even if | wanted to.'

‘Maybe | could teach you to forget,' he invitedtlgof
'l don't want to forget anything.'
'l didn't imagine the pain on your face.’

She made no reply, her eyes dropping instinctitete rings on her
left hand.



'l know you so much better, Ruth. | haven't wastgdime.'

The low persuasive burr niggled her. 'You think sb® asked with a
flash of irony. "You think | can be inveigled ingour bed?'

'‘No. You'll only do what you want to do. Tonightwavanted to do
Clive a favour. | accepted that. The favour's phliow it's you and I.
Don't pretend there's no attraction, Ruth.’

'‘You 're not irresistible, Patrick,' she said wrylycan fight it.’
'‘Why do you want to?' he frowned, clearly puzzlgdbr attitude.

Suddenly Ruth felt tired of the sparring. She dexpthe guard she
had kept up all evening. Her eyes held a shadosadhess as she
looked at him, her expression completely serious.

'‘Because you don't care. | doubt that you've easxdcfor anyone in
your whole life, except yourself. It comes throughyour books. It
was implicit in your actions tonight. What you'raysig to me is,
come and play my game. It'll be great fun. But yeugot the
protection of a very thick skin and | can get hudon't want to invite
any more grief for myself. I've had enough. | kngau won't
understand my attitude. I'm simply telling you tlist of courtesy
because no matter what your purpose was, you've fererous
tonight.'

He leaned forward, elbows on the table, one thuadgimg at his
lower lip as he considered her intently. "You'rghti | don't
understand. Why should you think I'd hurt you? Car@ simply
enjoy each other?'

She shook her head. 'lt's never that simple. VieNeole world apart,
two ships passing in the night. Leave it at that.'

'And if | don't want to?"



.She smiled at him. 'I'm sure you can make it iato amusing
anecdote, "The stupid woman who refused to recegaisgood
thing". File it under Failure.'

His answering smile was sardonic. '‘Oddly enouglon'tdfind that
amusing, and | find success far more gratifying.'

'So does Clive,' she remarked drily as he arriak fat the table.
‘Talking about me behind my back,' he accused gikin

'Only pointing out that you and Patrick have ailotommon. And
now, if you don't mind, you did promise me an eaityht.’

Neither man protested. Patrick overruled Clive ba tjuestion of
who should settle the account and they strolledt@ube car. This
time Ruth sat in the front passenger seat as shdonze dropped at
her hotel first. It was a short journey> and whéredrew into the

kerb and braked, Ruth put a restraining hand oarmes

'‘Don't get out, Clive. Thanks for everything.'

'‘How about lunch tomorrow? | coyld pick you up frone store.’
‘No. I'll be too busy for lunch, although it's niaeyou to Offer.'
'‘Okay. I'll ring you tomorrow night."'

'Fine.' She twisted around in her seat, a politdeson her face.
‘Thank you for the pleasant evening. Goodbye, Eatri

'It was my pleasure. Goodnight, Ruth."'

The soft emphasis on "goodnight" was not lost anthé she ignored
it. Having alighted from the car she strode inte tiotel without
looking back. Patrick Hagan was a beautiful panthet Ruth did not



want to become his prey. Her needs went far beyoteinporary
physical involvement, and he was not the kind ofnnta offer
anything else.



CHAPTER THREE

CusTOMERS came by in a steady stream, even forming a queue
times. Ruth was kept busy, smiling and writing uher face and
hand ached with the sustained effort required. Kigmature
gradually deteriorated into a scrawl. The few extessonal words
requested by some admirers were an additionainstmaiher stiff
fingers. Several people commented on the Brad Rar&how,
saying how much they had enjoyed it. Ruth was donoscof a
shifting gallery of onlookers, curious to see heperson. Clive had
not underestimated the power of television. Todag svas a
celebrity.

By two o'clock she was more than ready to put dbenpen. The
store manager appeared at her elbow, politely amesl that the
session was over and firmly shepherded the peopds &rom her
table. Ruth sighed with relief. She stood up arched her back,
stretching the stiff muscles.

'Exhausted?’

She swung around to meet the smiling eyes of Rattagan. Before
she had time to recover from her surprise he hakegi up her
handbag and was steering her gently towards the doo

'l, know you don't have time for lunch, but thatswem exceptionally
heavy session and I've organised a quick pick-mé&uyou. The

restaurant is only half a block away, the champagaéready on ice
and the kitchen alerted for immediate service. \&felze on our way
shopping in half an hour.'

The temptation was too strong to resist. She neadedathing space
before contending with crowds of Christmas shoppEng only fly
in the soothing ointment was the surrender to &latdagan's will.
She looked askance at him, noting the smug quihistdips.



'l thought | made myself clear last night, Patfick.

‘Uh-huh,’ he agreed nonchalantly. 'Look around yAaything
intimate about a packed pavement? My style is efyeramped in
deference to your wishes.'

A gurgle of laughter escaped from her throat andelges danced at
him accusingly. 'Clever tactics. You knew it wasveak moment,
didn't you?'

‘A bit of pampering never goes astray. Besidesethvas a noticeable
glaze in your eyes, and | didn't think your rightld would cope with
a shopping bag for a while.’

‘You were watching me?' she asked, amazed at rssfant interest
in her.

His shrug was very Gallic. 'l had to buy your fipgtok somewhere.
Clive could only supply me withadies in Waitingast night.' Her
look of surprise was met by an ironic smile. 'Oemaally, Ruth, | can
be counted on to mean what | say. | do want to yead books.'

The light reproof discomfited her, forcing a reasssent of Patrick
Hagan. It had been easier to view him as an insnaalanderer than
to accept that he might have genuine feelings aaoyhing. As he
directed her down a flight of stairs Ruth wondewday she had
aroused his curiosity to such an extent. She hddreaf no
encouragement for any pursuit, and yet he seentedtion having
her company.

The restaurant had a subdued, club atmospherketdaboths, dark,
polished wood, and table conversation kept to allow. Patrick's
appearance sparked off a smooth flow of activitye Teceptionist
personally escorted them to a booth where a wstitexd by, waiting
to open the bottle of champagne. They were no saetded in the
bench seats than a waitress arrived with two selatocktails. The



champagne was quickly poured and at a nod fromcRathey were
discreetly left alone.

'l took the liberty of ordering for you to save @hhe explained
casually. 'l didn't think you'd fancy anything hgav

‘This is fine. Thank you.'

Ruth speared an oyster, rolled it in the smoothuant sauce and
swallowed it with relish. It was delicious. She guty devoured the
rest of the cocktail and washed it down with chagmeaa Still holding
the glass, she leaned her head back against ttie o eyed Patrick
thoughtfully. He had made no attempt to conversievthey ate, and
even now he seemed content to wait for her to speak Tips
twitched into an amused smile.

‘Very efficiently arranged. What if I'd said no?"
‘A calculated risk," he grinned. "The odds werminfavour.'

‘And of course the cost would be meaningless tqQ' g said drily,
waving an expressive hand to encompass the seraitg
surroundings.

'‘Money is useful for smoothing the path,' he adsdittreely. "You
wouldn't have walked this way for the pleasure of company,
would you?'

'‘What pleasure do you find in mine?'

The wary note in her voice brought a mocking lightis eyes. It died
as quickly as it came, as if he had sensed thedadlcorrected it. He
answered with complete seriousness.



‘You're very much an individual, Ruth, not a rubb&amp on you
anywhere. Let's just say you have a rarity valudy@ man of no
sensibility would pass you by without a closer Iook

A flirtatious reply would have kept her defencesity in place, but
his soft answer undermined them. Stubbornly cliggmher resolve,
she said, 'I'm still going shopping.’

His chuckle disarmed her even further.

'l would have been most disappointed if you'd cleaingpur mind,' he
declared whimsically. 'l planned on going with yém a very good
parcel- carrier.'

'‘Won't you find that rather boring?'

'‘Not with you. What are you shopping for?'
'‘Christmas presents.'

'‘For whom?"'

'‘My family. There are my mother and father, brotties wife, and
their six children. Do you want to retreat now?2 similed teasingly.

'It'll be an education,' he claimed with a widengri
'‘Don't you do Christmas shopping?'
'For me it's just another day.'

'‘Haven't you any family?"My father lives in New Mowith his
current mistress. My mother is presently residiméglorida with her
fourth husband. | was a youthful mistake who wasttsd around
boarding-schools from age five. | have no inclioatio send gifts to
anyone.'



Ruth frowned as she contemplated such a lonelyezas. It was no
wonder that Patrick Hagan was something of a gyp®yhad no
roots, no loving security to draw strength froms ldynical portrayal
of relationships between people was quite undeistale in the light
of his background.

‘You've missed a great deal, Patrick,' she saidissy.

'‘Perhaps. On the other hand | have no family stripglling me
around.'

'Haven't you ever been tempted to marry? You'velguloved
someone in all these years. How old are you?'

‘Thirty-nine and a confirmed bachelor. I've neveers a marriage
which I've envied. How was yours?"

The sharp directness of the question caught herepaped. She
sipped champagne while considering her answehirik toverall it

was very satisfying. | miss the sense of sharing wauch. And the
belonging,' she added quietly.

'‘But it wasn't perfect, was it, Ruth?' he persisiedothing ever is,
but if the balance is on the good side, then yowe# ahead,' she
stated decisively.

'‘And what are you waiting for now? An illusion oénpection, a
dream that will never come true?’

‘Maybe.'

'‘Why not take what's available? Take what's real,nastead of
waiting for an imaginary tomorrow.'

His words cut straight to her heart, to that engdce which needed
so desperately to be filled. Perhaps it was mansiske to take what



was offering, even if there was no long-term sa@gbn in it. At least
it was something.

The cocktail dishes were removed and ham saladsgla front of
them. The wine waiter refilled their glasses wittlaurish. Ruth
started her meal, eating automatically as she eidered the
situation. She enjoyed Patrick Hagan's company.altnaction was
mental as well as physical. Maybe she was foolsblject to an
affair. Maybe she should cut loose, put her oldifastd morals into
a dustbin along with her old-fashioned hair. Theaitbrought & wry
smile to her lips.

‘May | share your amusement?"'

She looked up at him with a sigh. 'What do you waith me,
Patrick?'

'‘Why, to go Christmas shopping with you, of coutsa.sure it will
be a novel experience. Have you a definite listaowe buy whatever
attracts the eye?'

‘A bit of both," she smiled, wondering if his bktlgood humour
would last the afternoon. She would go along with that far. Then
she would see how she felt.

Shopping was fun. Even the selection of colourdd sand a new
tapestry pattern for her mother did not faze hira.ddvised her on
anew fishing reel for her brother, Paul, and tooéked pleasure in
choosing a sexy nightie for her sister-in-law, Hel€he children's

gifts were also considered with enthusiasm. Havbegome quite
entranced with a particularly clever electronic gaime insisted that
she buy it for her nephews. As for her nieces, Ruaith to insist that
he replace an armful of dolls back on their shelwtsming they

already had enough dolls to last them a lifetime.



'‘What about your father?' he prompted as she d&tlaer shopping
completed.

'‘Dad's interests are stamps and music and I'veextdecords for him
through the music shop at home,' she explained.

They headed for the taxi-rank at Hyde Park, themsaladen with
parcels.

'l don't know how you would've managed without nRgtrick said
ruefully as he juggled the children's presents.

'l wouldn't have bought so much. You're a bad giie," she
laughed.

‘Hold it!" he suddenly demanded, stopping dead.
‘What's the matter?'

'‘Look!" He nodded towards a dream of a dress iouidpue window.
‘There's your Christmas present. You'd look fartastthat, Ruth.
Come on, let's buy it.'

Ruth eyed the dress appreciatively, loving the degpl blue of the
soft chiffon. The bodice was draped cunningly acbary neckline, a
sash cinched the waistline and the skirt was pdeisde tiny pleats,
gradually frothing out into a curled hemline.

‘Mmmbh, it's lovely, but I'd have no use for it, R&t,' she said
decisively.

'‘Nonsense,' he scoffed. 'Stop being sensible ansbdething mad
and frivolous. Where's your Christmas spirit?"



Before she could make any further protest, Patmekched into the
boutique and unloaded her parcels onto a velvegdndhair. Ruth
trailed helplessly after him.

'‘We want the blue dress in the window," he annodincehe elegant
saleslady.

'‘Honestly, | have no occasion to wear such a dresgh muttered
weakly.

‘Then we'll make one. It's obviously a dress farailag. Tonight we
shall paint the town red with your blue dress. Ngou have no
excuse.' He grinned at her triumphantly.

Only for a moment did she hesitate before throwsagtion to the
winds. It was mad and frivolous, but suddenly sigenet care. The
whole afternoon had bubbled with frivolity and shes still
intoxicated with it. Patrick had imparted his owramd of gaiety to
every purchase and she had enjoyed every momém$ abmpany.
To deny herself the pleasure of a night out withn lieemed too
stupid to contemplate. And the dress was beautifulvas also
incredibly expensive. Not even the price deterred With almost a
sense of having thrown her cap over the windmilthRpaid over the
money and gave Patrick no argument about accompgimgr back
to her hotel room.

'I'm crazy to have let you persuade me into teis' breathed as she
hung the blue dress in the wardrobe.

Patrick ignored her lament. He lounged in an armmcharsing the
drink he had demanded for his services as packhBeseels were
strewn all over the bed, and Ruth collapsed intulaar armchair and
slipped off her shoes. She massaged her crampedrfdevriggled
her toes.



'l warn you, Patrick. You'll have to hold me upyibu insist on
dancing.’

‘A good, long soak in the bath will soothe the sfaet,’ he said
unsympathetically. "You have two and a half hoanetuperate, and
| refuse to listen to any excuses. Tonight we séai] drink and be
merry in accordance with the season.'

‘And tomorrow | shall surely die,' Ruth sighedale another stint of
book-signing lined up. But it's the last one, th&udd. Then | can go
home and get back to normal living.'

'‘Home?"' Patrick frowned. "When are you going?'
'‘Maybe tomorrow or the next day. | haven't decided.

'‘Don't decide anything,’ he demanded abruptly &ed smiled. 'The
thought of losing you so soon cannot be tolerdtédnot every day
one meets such a delightful companion.’

'‘We'll see,' she nodded, secretly pleased by theplbment. In all
honesty Ruth had to admit she felt the same wayicR&ad not only
turned her shopping expedition into an amusing gdmaeshe had
found his quick wit and ready charm strangely exhilagtiHe had
omitted any sexual innuendo from his conversaton,she could not
remember having laughed so freely for years.

'I'd better get myself moving and let you get yoest,' he suggested
amiably, emptying his glass and levering himselfagls. 'Don't get

up,' he added as she uncurled. 'I'll see you ht elglock. And thanks

for the afternoon, Ruth. It was fun.’

With a smile and a jaunty little wave he let hinigeit. Ruth sat on in
her chair, rather bemused by her capitulation ttrickes charm.

There was no doubt in her mind that he was strectiyn and games
person, but the fun was very heady and it was sineechad some fun.



The doorbell suddenly buzzed and Ruth stirred Heisanswer it,
half expecting Clive Atkins to be the visitor.

A huge bowl of red carnations greeted her eyessardjasped with
pleasure as the messenger boy carried them inrtdrassing-table.
He handed her a note and good-naturedly refusedsaying he had
already been amply recompensed for his servicesh Buickly
ripped open the envelope and scanned the notangmatl Patrick's
dry humour.

'‘Happy Christmas. | was tempted by red roses rdrgkethoughts
persuaded me not to leave myself open to accusatibhypocrisy.
Eight o'clock sharp!!! Time is but a fleeting thirféatrick," .

His handwriting was a strong scrawl, dashing arsdirtstive, very

characteristic of the man. The gift of flowers aglpd to Ruth's

feminine heart even though her brain told hershah an extravagant
gesture was probably typical of Patrick's apprdadmy woman. All

his little courtesies, the catering to her whirhg, tontinual caress of
those twinkling brown eyes; his whole manner shoveedeen

appreciation of female vulnerability. Ruth knewc&me from a

wealth of experience, but it did not lessen heraglee in his

attentiveness.

She had just decided that a long soak in a batravga®d idea when
the telephone rang. This time it was Clive intetingpher reverie. He
asked after her day, wanting to know all about $&ssion at the
bookstore.

'How about having dinner with me?' he suggestedlljin
‘No, thank you., Clive.'

‘You don't sound particularly tired. | could joilmy at your hotel if
you like.'



'‘As a matter of fact I'm dining with Patrick Hagé&night," she
admitted.

There was a short pause and then a dispirited 'S¥®."
‘Well, thanks for calling, Clive.'

'Hang on for a minute, Ruth. What about lunch tamerwhen
you've finished up at the store?'

She hesitated, reluctant to make any engagememnpyevanting to
offend him. 'I'm not sure what my plans are tometrb may very
well go straight home. Please leave it, Clive.'

'‘Would | be right in assuming your plans dependPatrick Hagan?'
he asked rather aggressively.

'Yes,' she answered without any evasion. It wasgsisvell for Clive
to understand the position. He had no personahabe her.

'l hope you know what you're doing,' came the tesament.
'l thought you liked him," Ruth replied.

‘That's different. He has a well-deserved reputadie far as women
are concerned. | didn't expect you to be takerRimh. In fact |
thought | detected antagonism towards him lasttiigh

'For heaven's sake, Clive!' she cut in impatientlyn a grown
woman, quite capable of deciding what | want td do.

'In that case there's no more to be said.'

Ruth sighed, wishing he did not sound so aggrieVesionly a night
out, Clive. He is amusing company.’



‘Yeah!' he bit out on a derisive laugh. 'Like athan That's your own
description, and don't fool yourself that he wpo'tince. But if you're
a willing victim, obviously | can't deter you.'

He slammed down the telephone, clearly out of humatln her. His
jealous resentment wormed around Ruth's mind, Hiispethe
afternoon haze of happy wellbeing. She was wellrawé Patrick's
predatory instincts. She had wanted to ignore tHeatrick Hagan
was likegrande marquehampagne, so marvellous to the taste tha
deceptively encouraged one to drink more than wademt. And
perhaps, just for once, she wanted to get drunke$pande marque
champagne might possibly be what she needed.



CHAPTER FOUR

PATRICK stood back and appraised her slowly. No dressddoave
been more flattering to her colouring and figuranding out the
deep blue of her eyes and accentuating every airver body.

'‘Delectable!" he pronounced, too wolfishly for Reathking.

For a moment the old antagonism flared. 'Dining @aacing was the
invitation. Don't count on any extras or we'll ¥ithe menu right
now.'

His face broke into a wide grin and he snappedihgers in mock
annoyance. 'Damn! | knew it was a tactical errogitee that cold
mind of yours time to retreat. | left you all opkearted and friendly,
and now you won't clasp me to your bosom at all.'

Ruth laughed, relieved by the swift move to frardhgense. She
needed laughter because suddenly she wasn'tsairalshe wanted
champagne after all. But it was very nice whenaswnly bubbling.

'That's better,' he declared and tucked her armmhrg in the most
approved gentlemanly fashion. 'Shall we go?'

‘Where are we going?'

'‘Ah, well now, | have slightly revised my initiadea,' he announced
as he led her towards the elevator. 'After moraungatonsideration, |
decided that drifting around noisy, crowded nighltsl was not the
best use of my time with you. | don't wish to straty ears to hear
you speak, nor do | want the evening interruptegbbyneying hither
and yon. So we will now adjourn to the Twijlight Rwan this very
hotel where the food is good, the wine list adeguahd the music
reasonably subdued.’



And which was very handy for her bedroom, Ruth gidicynically.
Well, what did she expect, she asked herself witltalb honesty. By
accepting his invitation she had given him reaswrartticipate a
surrender. And she was going to surrender, wasa? s

As they emerged from the elevator and strolledughothe open
lounge to the Twilight Room, Ruth noted the atemtiPatrick drew
from other women. He looked every inch the intdomat! celebrity.
The cream linen suit had a casual elegance whith mmade the
burnt-orange silk shirt more flamboyant. It wasplg@pen-necked,
revealing dark curls on the tanned chest and agfoh@ chain which
supported a medallion. He looked rakish and ddalislandsome,
and although he could not be unaware of the visoéct he made,
he concentrated solely on Ruth, his eyes smilingrdat her with all
the anticipation of pleasure.

It was very flattering, and the coldness in Rulbét started to thaw.
They were met as soon as they entered the TwiRgloim and given
a courteous escort to a well-appointed table. Ag Hat down a silver
tray of attractive hors d'oeuvres was set befoeenthan ice-bucket
placed nearby, and a slightly chilled bottle of VeuClicquot
uncorked and poured into tall glass€sande marquehampagne
indeed, Ruth thought in amusement.

‘Do you always get this kind of service?' she musdas the waiters
departed.

He smiled. 'Only when | take the trouble of arrauggt. | thought you
might be starving.'

‘Very thoughtful of you. Thank you. And thank yoor the lovely
flowers.'

His eyes twinkled teasingly at her. 'Roses havet&bperfume.'



'‘But we both know they suggest true love.' TrueeloMhere would be
no true love with Patrick Hagan, only a curt gocglhyhen he no
longer wanted her. Could she accept that? Whatf.

'l finished readind.adies in Waitingafter | left you.'

'‘Oh? You must be a fast reader,' she remarkedhde@haccountably
shy about discussing her work with him.

'l was curious. Since you like to identify with cheters | thought
your own book might be revealing,' he said misohissly, and Ruth
laughed at his devious reasoning.

‘And what do you think you've discovered?’

‘You surprised me with the depth of feeling you aged to impart.
The anguish of loneliness was quite stark, tookstarhave been
imagined,' he added meaningly.

His perception made her feel defensive. 'One teéadsxaggerate
when writing, making things larger than life.'

'I'm glad you made that point. You'll have to adctmt it's an
exaggeration when | write of a character goingdhaays without
sleep and still remaining alert enough to negotrmatdion-dollar
deals while bedding desirable females. It's just pbysically
possible.'

'‘Exaggeration usually grows from a grain of trushge suggested.
‘Precisely. You've found your widowhood very lonely

She hesitated and then answered truthfully. "Ykeaye. That's why |
went back to teaching.’



'‘Why teaching? Surely there've been plenty of nageeto keep you
company and fulfil your needs?'

‘Some needs,' she muttered and leaned back irhbaer away from
him. She looked at him and thought he had so muate riihan any
other man she had met, and yet, when it camedimhi to it, he only
wanted her in bed too. 'l wish someone would seamaeaccept me
for what | am, warts and all,' she said slowly.

"There are no warts in evidence,' came the amusadent.

'No, truly," she protested. 'Haven't you everti@dtt no one ever sees
the real you?'

'How do you imagine | see you?' he asked, his tagsng.
'Light amusement, rather sharp and very brief.’

He laughed and stood up, reaching for her handybelaot so brief,
and | always did prefer savoury to sweet. Let'scdan

The band had just swung into a thrumming disco,lsad several
couples were gyrating enthusiastically on the smatice floor. At
first Ruth moved tentatively, but Patrick was legsbited, swinging
straight into the rhythm with a sensuous grace wstrred a
response in her. Abandoning all restraint she i him, weaving,
stamping, twisting, her whole body captured in atbghich was
distinctly primitive. The tempo increased and th&as a provocative
challenge in Patrick's movements as he stalkedhbeg closely now
in a tantalising game.

Suddenly another dancer bumped into her, and shettd. Patrick
caught her to him, holding her steady. Full bodgtaot brought a
surge of desire, a swift wave of heat that waslguwexual. Startled,
she glanced up into hotly knowing eyes. It flashetbss her mind



that Patrick had used the dance as a preliminagig lbi@r seduction,
deliberately arousing a physical reaction.

She forced a smile. 'Thank you, but | think you lsirme go now. In
fact, I've had enough dancing for a while.'

He held her for a moment longer than was necesSépy. move
beautifully, your whole body in rhythm," he murmdyehis eyes
suggesting a more intimate exercise than dancing.

'‘One of my few talents,' she answered breezilyalong away from
him and heading back towards their table. 'Nowréaily hungry.'

Patrick held her chair out for her and Ruth satmlovibrantly aware
of him standing behind her. His hand brushed tpertag shortness
of her hair at the back of her neck and she cowoldcontrol an

involuntary shiver.

'l feel quite ravenous myself,' he drawled, andaiigd to a waiter as
he resumed his own seat.

They gave their order for dinner arid Patrick omeere filled her
glass with champagne. Ruth sipped it sparingly.rilverealised that
such a wine would give her a very bad hangoveridRatagan only
viewed her as another conquest. For some reasomutiaand all her
Instincts told her it would hurt even worse if sheolved herself any
further with him. He was too attractive and she wasvulnerable. It
was wiser to retreat behind a line of defence nigiw.

'‘How superficial is your view, Ruth?’

'l beg your pardon?' Her train of thought had beenntense for her
to pick up his thread of conversation.

'‘Before we danced you were criticising the shallessof the male
point of view. It cuts both ways, you know. Mostmen only see me



as a rich celebrity who has the added bonus ofgbesasonably
attractive. They're only too willing to latch omtee like parasites and
suck me for whatever I'm willing to give them.’

'Which isn't much,' she muttered in wry comment.

'‘Not in personal terms, no. It's hard to commumicgith decorative
but very empty shells.’

She sighed and mocked him with her eyes. 'If yoaitagm, then
you're both on the same level.'

He shrugged. 'You haven't answered my question.’

'Oh, | see you as a rich, attractive celebrity Wkes to have his own
way, but I'm not doing any latching. That's onewguef parasites |
have no wish to join.’

‘You wouldn't be joining any queue, Ruth. You'réequee.'
'Indeed?'

'Oh yes. Undeniably unique,' he smiled, and théeswas that of the
panther with his prey in sight.

'I'm glad you're perceptive enough to notice somegtldifferent,
Patrick," she retorted, and quickly changed thgestibHow long do
you intend to stay in Sydney?"'

'‘My plans are flexible. | had intended only stayurdil after the New
Year. | don't suppose you'd consider coming to Héagg with me.
Marvellous shopping in Hong Kong.'

A sharp pang of regret for something lost saddémedoice. 'l think
I've done enough shopping.'



'‘But think of all the fun we could have togethehg added
seductively.

'‘For a while, maybe,' she admitted, knowing it was. "Thanks, but
no thanks. You're a sidetrack leading into unmappedtory,
Patrick. I think I'll stick to the highway.'

'‘And where does the highway lead? To some worthy wiao will
offer security, be completely faithful, good-humedrand fond of
children? Does that fit the bill?' he asked mocking

'Mmm. Sounds nice and comfortable.’
'Lacks excitement.’

'‘Excitement wears thin after a while. Surely youteéiced,' she tilted
at him drily.

Their meal arrived along with another bottle of &inThe
Chateaubriant they had ordered was delicious amdniooth claret
complemented it perfectly. Ruth relaxed and enjayeshtisfied that
she had left Patrick in no doubt of her attitude.#hd accepted her
stance good-naturedly, leading the conversationatdsv more
general topics. Her mood became more mellow asethening
progressed, lulled by the wine and a false sensafety.

‘A hypothetical question, Ruth,' Patrick proposkera short silence.
‘Mmm?"'

'‘On your very straight and unbending highway, yeen¢ually meet
your worthy man. Everything's right on formula eptdor one
critical factor. He doesn't turn you on. No bodgithstry! What will
you do?'

'l think you're confusing the issue.' 'Ami?'



If you love someone you want to share everythihgak nothing to
do with surface prettiness. It's something deepiwiyou reaching
out to the other person,’

He stared at her for a long moment, his eyes sreaulgl with some
undefined emotion, it's the sexual instinct reaghout. It's the
strongest link between a man and a woman, and eydabling
yourself if you think otherwise." He suddenly noddewards the
dance floor. 'They're playing our tune.’

'‘Our tune?' she frowned, recognising the strairf$/olon River".

Patrick stood up abruptly, drew her to her feetlaunstled her straight
onto the floor. Ruth stiffened defensively as hesped her close, but
she gradually relaxed as he swung her into the Vdéakz. His
expertise as a dancer persuaded her into pliaroy.nEnd on the
small of her back arched her even closer as heugegt@n intricate
turn, his muscled thigh firm against hers. He keptclamped against
him, making her intensely aware of every contouhisfbody, the
hard masculinity impressing itself on her own seés The
deliberate sensuality of his movements ignited imipve need
which electrified every nerve. An involuntary tremquivered
through her as his lips brushed her ear. She jenkecead away,
glaring a protest at him. He smiled, his eyes yazibcking her.

‘Just proving my point, a very basic point,' he mured. 'How do
you explain this away?’

Her skin seemed to leap at his touch as he ragihathumb down her
spine. Her heart was drumming in her ears, andstieed in a quick
breath to steady herself. 'Response to stimu®,’astswered tersely.

He chuckled, a deep rumble in his throat as he gvinan in a turn
which left her oddly breathless. His mouth hovetadtalisingly



around her temples, his breath stirring the blaekeg of her hair.
‘Give in, Ruth," he whispered invitingly.

'‘No,' she choked out, fighting to quell the desvwtech was creating
havoc in her veins. 'At your age, | would be swdi if you hadn't
learnt how to arouse a response. It doesn't méang'

"Your body doesn't agree with you and body langudmesn't lie.
How do you cope with frustration, Ruth? Have thegibthree very
long years?'

Oh God, yes! The answer burst into her brain, pounavith the
throbbing need of her body. She tried to dismig® ibreak free from
the seductive trance he was weaving.

'If your husband was any kind of a lover..."

‘That's enough!" Ruth snapped, using anger as.racgmush away
from him. 'My husband was more of a man than ycvier be,
Patrick Hagan. Thank you for reminding me.'

She strode back to their table, her back stiff waithraged dignity.
She picked up her evening bag and turned to hingxmession cold
and remote. 'Thank you for a pleasant eveningnktiti's better if we
part right now.'

His hand touched her arm lightly and his eyes vagrelogetic. 'l
didn't mean to give offence, Ruth. Please sit dawe'll have some
coffee and | promise to behave. Okay?'

She was briefly tempted to accept his word, butpkidormance on
the dance floor had affected her too strongly. Herves were
jangling with a confusion of emotions, and Patniekresented too
much of a danger to be allowed any leeway now.

'‘No, thank you. I'll say goodnight now. It's lateoegh anyway.'



‘Very well," he sighed resignedly, but insteadaking the hand she
offered he reached for his wallet and dropped alleunf notes on the
table. 'I'll see you to your room.’

‘That's not necessary, thank you.'

He gave her a wry smile as he took her elbow. 'V mat be a
gentleman, but credit me with some manners. | advgpe a lady to
her door.'

He made no attempt to break the silence as he garoed her on the
short ride up. Ruth fumbled in her evening bag Her doorkey,
conscious of tension stretching between them. Sheted their
association ended quickly, and as soon as theteledaors opened
on her floor she walked briskly to her room. Thpatting a polite
smile on her face, she offered him her hand onaéag

'It's been interesting meeting you, Patrick. Goadéyd good luck to
you.'

He smiled and reached for the other hand, taking Key and
Inserting it in the lock. 'Why are you in such aguRuth? | have no
desire to say goodbye to you," he murmured, casoakning her
door.

The polite smile faded from her face. She stoodkssuill and said
coldly, 'Then I'll make it goodnight. Goodnight,tfek.'

His eyes gently mocked her. 'All that stiff resmsta! It must be
hurting, Ruth. | can't possibly leave you in sudiae.'

He suddenly swept her inside, ignoring her angyyofiprotest. The
door thudded shut behind him.

'How dare you!" she spluttered as he took her egebiag from
nerveless fingers and tossed it on a chair.



'l dare a great deal,' he muttered, imprisoningwidr strong arms.
'‘Particularly when all the signals are flashing way. Don't bother
denying it, Ruth.’

She pressed her hands against his chest, strawiagfrom him, but
as she raised reproachful eyes, hi§ mouth swoop®ch @n hers,
effectively silencing it before she could speakiagdhe coaxing
sensuality of that first kiss roused a hot flood s#nsations,
weakening her resolve. It awoke a hunger for manel the hands
which had fluttered briefly on his chest slippedvapds of their own
accord and curled around his neck.

The subtle persuasion of his kisses was accompaoyedoft,
lingering caresses, nothing aggressive, nothirggaon, but a gentle
moulding of her body against his. Having slowly ueeld her to
submissiveness, Patrick played skilfully on hersssruntil she was
reeling under the passionate demand of his molitigjieg to him for
support as her body became boneless under hisidgugmich. Her
sensitised skin responded with urgent life as hhessad her naked
back, and her befuddled brain did not even graaphér zipper had
been undone. The deft unhooking of her bra seh efhrning light,
flickering weakly in her consciousness, but sh&dddhe strength to
pull away. She wanted the drowning magic to cominu

She closed her eyes and shivered with delight aickea lips trailed
softly down her throat. His hand slid her shoukteaps aside, baring
more flesh for his sensuous touch. She felt addsd@s a fluttering
bird caught in a wild storm, and the tempest grewia hand closed
over her uncovered breast. The sweet ache of missegierced
through her, making her gasp. Patrick took her maaptive again,
feeding her desire with his, leading her towardal teurrender.

‘Touch me, Ruth. | want you to,' he breathed hysglainst her lips.



Her hand moved automatically to do his biddingadilly seeking the
opening in his shirt and sliding over the hair-roeiged skin of his
chest.

‘Undo the buttons,' he commanded.

Her fingers fumbled in their haste and only thehtte shock of what
she was doing halt her action. She shook her heding off the
spell of his love-making.

'‘No,' she whispered shakily, reaching instead &rdwn disarrayed
clothing.

'Yes,' he muttered forcefully, pulling her back iagahim. One hand
gripped her chin, lifting it so that her gaze waskled onto his. 'Be
honest, Ruth. You want me as much as | want you.'

'‘No. Not in my mind," she cried in denial. 'l didmean to let you do
this. Please let me go.'

'Feel! Don't think!'

He plundered her mouth with passionate insistdngag to re-ignite
the flame he had so carefully nurtured. His hanassbd her soft
flesh in their urgency but Ruth resisted with a#r hstrength,
determined to hang on to the shreds of her selber#sThis was lust,
not love, and all the pent-up longing in her headuld not be
satisfied with such a surrender.

Anger smouldered with defeated passion when hedliftis head
away. 'Why? Give me one good reason for frustratiedoth like
this.'

"You wouldn't understand,' she said grimly.

‘Try me,' he grated out.



'Pride," she fired at him, her face flushed witlareb at her own
weakness.

'‘Pride? You're too proud to let your body have shésfaction it
craves?'

'No,' she spat out, angry now that he was stildgaaher. 'Too proud
to let you use it. Just for once in your spoiledten life, you can take
no for an answer.'

'Like hell I will!"

‘That's it, isn't it? It piqued your ego right fraire beginning that |
didn't want you. Well, I'm out of your game nowdandon't think
you'll stoop to rape." Her eyes flashed with comeniThat's
somewhat beneath the code of the great lover,it8n't

The passion fled from his face, leaving a tightdenask. He picked
his hands off her as if she was contaminated vothesloathsome
disease. 'You're a fool, Ruth Devlin,' he jeered] laefore she could
make a retort he was gone, slamming the door bdhmd

Ruth stood staring at the closed door, her miniduakifor a moment.
Then slowly she regained her wits and dragged é&trdver to the
bed where she sank down, feeling exhausted anyslsabereft. She
started to shiver,

'He's right about my being a fool,' she mutteredctly. 'A fool to let
Patrick Hagan get under my skin like that. An itlidtblind, weak
idiot!" She punched the pillow, venting some of fiastration.

Then, telling herself she was glad he had gone,usideessed and
slipped under the bedclothes, snuggling up in thelets to stop the
shivering of her traitorous body. She tried to chknself by mentally
listing the reasons why such a liaison would haaenbstupid, but her
body was not consoled.



Against all her principles, she had still wantethhMaybe he had
been right about that basic instinct, and yet ti@action had been
mental as well as physical. He was a man she ¢@ud loved under
different circumstances. But he didn't want lovelnd want to be

involved, didn't want the ties of a deep relatiopsBhe knew he was
no good, had known all along. She had played with dnd was

damned lucky to have got away slightly scorche@r3 eolled down

her cheeks and she buried her head in the pillcantiwg only to

sleep. She had to shut out the whole regrettalyle da



CHAPTER FIVE

A HAND touched her shoulder. In the instant before lagkip, Ruth's
heart gave an instinctive leap as the image ofdRattagan smiling
an invitation flashed into her mind. Clive's friéythce blotted it out.

‘Time's up, Ruth. The store manager's very pleasgd this
promotion. Sales have been great."'

‘That's good,"” she nodded, mentally chiding heréaif feeling
disappointed. It was sheer stupidity to let PatHegan linger in her
mind. He was finished with her and she with himthW\&n apologetic
smile at the few customers who had missed out peraonalised
autograph, she stood up, relieved that this Isstice was over. It had
been difficult to smile and look pleasant this mogi She forced one
more smile for Clive. 'Thanks for all the work yesi'put in on my
behalf. | do appreciate it, Clive. I'm off home nbw

'Home? | thought..." He stopped, warned off by Rutiard look.
Embarrassment made his eyes shifty. 'Ummm . .ry sdyout last
night, Ruth. I had no right.. .

'‘No, you didn't,’ she cut in sharply, then sighed patted his arm. He
had meant well, in a selfish kind of way. "You'rgad friend, Clive.
Let's keep it that way.'

'Have lunch with me before you go?' he asked hdlyefu

'‘No, thanks. I'd rather miss the late afternoofiittal he car's packed
and all | have to do is catch a taxi back to thieeho

He shrugged good-naturedly. 'I'll walk you to the4ank.'

They conversed casually about holiday plans as shejled along.
The thought flitted across Ruth's mind that shddcbiave gone to
Hong Kong with Patrick. She determinedly squashmed thought.



The jet-set life was not for her. What had Patvickten? Time is but
a fleeting thing. In his world everything was flegt especially
affairs. No. Her decision had been right. But slshed the holes in
her life were not feeling quite so dark and empty.

A cruising taxi suddenly caught her eye and shéethat. Clive
squeezed her hand in goodbye and she hurried avaaying only to
be alone.

The taxi ride to the hotel was fast and smoothhReilt better once
she was behind the wheel of her own station-wagoe v&s leaving
the city and Patrick Hagan behind. The ninety katmas to Tergola
were mostly expressway, and the turnoff to the beasort seemed
to come quickly. When she finally manoeuvred th@aevainto her

own garage she felt a comfortable sense of homegpmi

The two-bedroom cottage suited her needs, andeasaked into the
house, all the pleasant familiar pieces of her difeeted her. She
postponed unpacking and drifted over to the hugei@ window at
the end of the living-room, automatically proppihgrself on the
edge of her desk which was conveniently positioteedake full
advantage of the view.

Tergola lay spread out below her, the town stratgharound the
white arc of beach, guarded from the sea by a n@jese of Norfolk

pines. Ruth loved this view, loved to watch thd bueaking over the
headland rocks. Her gaze dropped to the swimmirmg-po her

backyard, the one real luxury she had given her3die leaves
floating on the surface would have to be vacuumi&defore she
resumed her usual daily swim.

She sighed and drew her hand idly across her desk. Soon it
would be littered with paper and pens and cupsotd, dorgotten
coffee while she searched for words to expressnoaights. A warm
satisfaction grew as her eyes slid around the diwvoom, resting



lightly on the cool green and blue furnishings aheklling on the
personal possessions which marked happy memoheswgs where
she belonged, far removed from any frantic, jetifet

There were only a few days left until Christmasspite a determined
effort, Patrick Hagan could not be pried from Hesughts. Irritated
with herself for being weak-minded, sheplunged mtire shopping
for the holidays. Her pantry was almost empty amel Socked it to
bulging point. She cleaned and dusted the houssged bowls of
fresh flowers and decorated a small, artificial i€inmas tree. Her
presents were wrapped artistically and set aside.

This last exercise reminded her that her fathecends should have
arrived at the music shop. Impulsively she drove ithe larger
business centre of Jirrong, only to find that theords were expected
to arrive tomorrow.: Rather than waste the tripéddaded to visit her
parents. She pulled up outside their home and saa fmoment,
looking out with newly critical eyes. It was an wegentious, red
brick home, decidedly middle-class. The garden vead and pretty,
her mother's creation, arranged in formal bed<eratian sprawling
In modern disarray. This was Ruth's backgroundaracfy from
Patrick Hagan's world. She grimaced and got ougling
unaccountably restless.

Tuffy set up a shrill barking as Ruth walked dovme ffront path.

Joyce Devlin opened the front door and the Austnaterrier raced
out, dancing excitedly around Ruth's feet in festemvelcome. Ruth
bent down and picked her up, ruffling the silky the@ an eager pink
tongue sought to lick her face.

‘You silly old dog,' she grinned affectionately.
'It's Ruth,' her mother called back into the house.

'Hello, Mum. Just thought I'd drop in for a while.'



Tuffy made it impossible for Ruth to kiss her mathello, squirming
delightedly between the two of them as the greetrag attempted.
They laughed at her antics and Ruth put her down.

'It's lovely to see you, dear. Come on in. Youhéals got his stamps
all over the table as usual,’ her mother remarkét & sigh of
resignation, ushering Ruth into the living-roonmsas spoke.

'Well, well, well. The television star returns hansould we have a
fanfare?'

'‘Watch it, Dad! I'll blow on your stamps."’

His blue eyes twinkled at her and Ruth brushed Haskthick,
iron-grey hair and dropped a kiss on the high feaeh He waved his
pipe at her admonishingly.

'You, young lady, have curled your mother's toesthwi
embarrassment.'

‘Martin!" came the quick reproof from his wife.

He was enjoying himself too much to be put off.€Skhas most
dreadfully confused, terribly proud of her bealtiftiever daughter,
but inwardly writhing at the frank opinions beingpeessed.’

'l was not!'Joyce denied hotly, a flush creepimgwy up her neck. At
Martin Devlin's raised eyebrows she crumpled. '‘Welt a bit. But
you did look lovely, Ruth.’

'‘Oh, Mum!" She gave her a quick hug which was aumexof apology
and affection. 'It's all in my book, you know. Thaas what | was
selling.'

'l 'know, | know. Don't take any notice of yourHat,' she answered
in a fluster. 'I'll get you a cup of tea.'



Ruth sent a rueful look after her as she disappaate the kitchen.
'‘Was it all right, Dad?' she asked uncertainly.

'‘Of course it was! Just the ticket! | thought yoamz through
brilliantly. You even had Patrick Hagan interestddw did you find
him, by the way?'

'Interesting and charming,' she answered offhaydedl|
'Oh, you said that so casually! Celebrities conoogof your ears?'
She laughed at him. '‘Come off it, Dad. You knowsdrethan that.'

'l do, | do," he nodded his head sagely. 'You'gp@d, sensible girl
and I'm very proud of you, despite the fact yogeee and cut your
hair."My hair?"

'I'm preparing you for your mother's moan, whichuse to follow the
cup of tea,’ he grinned.

He was right. No sooner were the tea things sediwatlow table than
Joyce Devlin turned to her daughter and asked tplalg, "What
made you cut your hair, Ruth?'

A wry look was exchanged between father and daughte

'l thought it was time | had a change, Mum, and/€Baid | should
look more modern for the television show.'

‘But your lovely hair, dear .. .

'It's Ruth's hair, Joyce. You do what you like witburs," Martin
interrupted pointedly.

'‘Oh well""Joyce sighed.



Tuffy was begging for a cake and Ruth crumbled om®n a plate
and set it on the floor for her. "You're ruined,y@dou know that?' The
little terrier waved its stumpy tail in delight apdoceeded to gobble
every crumb.

‘She took off with my ball of silk a while ago, thile devil. I'd just

untangled the mess when you arrived.' Joyce redonéer workbag
and pulled out a pretty blouse with a thick edgerotheting around
the loose sleeves. '"What do you think of this, Rutls for Linda,' she
added, naming her eldest granddaughter.

'She'll love it, Mum. Is it for Christmas?’

The conversation drifted along and Ruth stayedsoaking in the
homely atmosphere. Her mother was intent .on finghher
crocheting, her hands never idle as she gossipaut pleople Ruth
knew.

Her father examined his stamps through a magnifyglass,

occasionally throwing in a comment. Ruth playechwite dog until

Tuffy decided she had had enough and curled up oushion to

sleep. Her parents had quite different personsjiaed yet Ruth had
always been aware of the strong bond between tha&rarm love that
stretched back over the years. This was what shdedanot the
fleeting passion offered by Patrick Hagan.

Ruth glanced affectionately at her mother. She stilsa fine figure
of a woman, if somewhat matronly. Always consciaafs her
appearance, she used a light brown colouring te tind grey in her
fine, curly hair, and refused to wear her glasses for reading and
fine embroidery work. Her father showed his yeamsarobviously.
Apart from the shock of grey hair, his ruddy skiasadeeply lined
and he had become more portly through lack of és@rsince his
retirement. But there were youth and warmth inepes of both, and



a quiet happiness threaded their lives. Those weeimportant
things.

Ruth felt more content and at peace with hersethbytime she went
home. But the peace and contentment only lastedGinistmas day.

She had driven her parents to Newcastle for thditimaal dinner

with her brother's family. They all sat around @leristmas tree for
the present-giving, and one by one the gifts shi Ratrick had
chosen were opened, and that whole wonderful afterriramped
back into her mind.

It had been so good, the fun and the laughtequiek understanding
between them, the shared . . .

yes, they had shared, truly shared the whole afternShe had
wanted to go on sharing. So much. So very muchhieart cried out
for what could have been if only Patrick had wanitetbo. She
wondered where he was today; if he was already wairtbther
woman.

Tears pricked her eyes. She looked at her nepheets)g their
absorbed excitement with the electronic toy Patha#d chosen. Her
nieces were fussing around Grandma, showing har gifes. Her
brother, Paul, was demonstrating the new fishirel t@ her father.
They were all so happy and she had nothing. Notishg stood up
abruptly and went out to the kitchen to help hstestin-law set out
dinner.

Helen poured out all the family news, making evamtrum details
amusing, her pleasant face alight with humour. 'umct's the idea
of giving me that wicked nightie?' she demandedilgrcDon't you

think six children are enough?'

Her grin showed the pleasure behind the protesRbth was seeing
Patrick's grin, the brown eyes dancing wickedlyhwitarm, teasing



laughter. She pushed the image aside and answgtety.|'Oh, |
thought you might need it to distract Paul fromfisking.’

‘That man!" Helen laughed. 'And talking of men,thexe any on your
horizon?'

'No." Such a final, negative word, no. Ruth wondenew it would

have been if she had said yes. The memory of iesihaaking sent a
shiver through her body. She reminded herself lstehat Patrick

had not been making love. Not love.

'‘Well, there's plenty of time for you to find sommeg Helen was
saying. 'No point in rushing into anything. Lookraé! Married at
eighteen, an old hag at thirty-three.'

‘An old hag, my foot!' Paul scoffed as he cameniah slipped his arms
around Helen's waist. 'l still love you,' he deethmuzzling the curve
of her neck. 'When's dinner?'

'‘Dinner's almost ready, so you needn't start eatiagPaul Devlin,'
she protested. 'Make him stop, Ruth.'

Ruth tried hard to repress the spurt of envy she'fe's all yours,'
she smiled. 'I'm off to freshen up before we eat.’

She had to pull herself together. At least lookgdyafChristmas was
for happy families. All during dinner she made &ed@ined effort to

be bright and gay, sparring verbally with her bestnd prompting
her father into repeating his store of jokes far ¢hildren. Everyone
was high-spirited and the hours gradually passeth Was more than
ready to go when her parents decided it was tinheastee. Her nerves
felt strung out, and they were stretched furthertlioyy prolonged

leave-taking. She drove mechanically, vaguely tistg to her

parents' reminiscences.

‘You're very quiet, Ruth," her father commented.



‘Just tired, Dad,' she excused herself.
'‘What are your plans for the holidays?'
'Another book.'

'‘Oh, Ruth!" came her mother's light reproof. "Ybawdd get out more.
How are you going to meet anyone shut up in a rasiting?"I'm
happy as | am, Mum,' she replied more tersely fi@nhad meant to.

There was a short silence and then her fathemuthctthanged the
subject.

It was a lie, Ruth thought grimly. She was not hapgpd she did not

want to write a book. She wanted a man to loveasePaul loved

Helen. She wanted a loving home, a husband andyfapaibies . . .

like David ... oh God! My beautiful David! The ctgre through her
mind and ripped into her heart. It was all she dald to keep driving.

It was a relief to reach Jirrong and drop her p@rantheir home. She
did not have to contain her grief on: the shop out to Tergola.

Tears welled up and overflowed and Ruth let thdhufacaringly.

She had promised herself not to look at the aldusn@hristmas, not
to be morbid with memories. But she could not Hedpself. Like a

magnet it pulled her to the sideboard in the difogm as soon as
she reached home. Her hands lifted it out of thevdr and turned the
pages, touching the photographs, as if touchintgdamake them live

again. And they did live in her mind. The memortagne rushing

back, all the happy times, the good times . . . Radid, her darling

baby, her happy, loving little boy ...

The doorbell pealed insistently, jarring her bagkhe present. She
stood still, resenting the intrusion and willing @dver it was to go
away. The bell kept ringing on and off for severahutes. Feeling
none of the good will of Christmas, Ruth dashedyativa evidence of
her tears and went to answer the persistent sumrit@nsmind was



already numb with distress, but the tall figuré*atrick Hagan dazed
it even further,

'Hello, Ruth. May | come in?'

A tide of confused emotion swept over her. 'Whatyaru doing here,
Patrick?' she blurted out.

'Visiting you. Do you mind?' he answered casualihough his eyes
held a wariness which belied the confident pose.

Ruth felt too ragged to cope with a confrontatibiis unexpected
presence added to her inner turmoil, weakening s@yse of
resolution. She pushed the hair off her forehagthg to think.

Is anything the matter, Ruth? You look .. .’

'No.' The response was immediate. Then courtesyifgaice. 'Come
in, Patrick ... if that's what you want,’ she addedjraciously,
standing back and waving him aside.

She stood still, watching him as he strolled in¢o living-room and
glanced around, his eyes lingering on all the peabkdems which
made the room distinctly hers.

‘Very comfortable," he remarked with a smile fdlcbharm. 'May | sit
down?'

'‘By all means. Can | get you a drink?' she askedbnittle voice.

It was safer if he was seated. The pantherishtguaéis emphasised
by the tight jeans and the navy and red knittedt.shihe did not want
him stalking around, upsetting her further withedinaction she could
not handle at the moment. He stretched languidgnimrmchair and
eyed her expectantly.



'Will a cold beer do?'
'I'd like that.'

Ruth took her time in the kitchen, calming her puiate which was
behaving erratically. She poured herself a lemarash, added some
ice cubes and set the drinks on a tray. By the singecarried it in she
had regained some measure of composure. She talchhir
opposite him and tried to look relaxed.

‘How did you find me?"'

'l persuaded Clive to give me your address. Bejane reprimand
him, | will add that he was most reluctant to paith it.'

'He should have checked with me,' she frownedonitdunderstand
why you bothered.'

'You kept bothering me,' he explained with a wringHe took a
large swig of his beer and sighed with satisfactibrvas a long hot
drive, but I missed you too much to stay away aldager.' He shook
his head at the disbelief on her face. 'l can imagvhat you're
thinking, but it's the truth nevertheless. | wanged to stay with me,
Ruth. | gambled with physical persuasion and it thesvrong move.
I'm sorry about that, and also for reacting so k$hly to your

rejection. Can we start again?'

‘Start what again?' she asked sharply. 'Nothirgaged. I'm still not
interested in an affair with you, Patrick.'

'l realise that.'
The softness of his reply agitated her far mora tvas reasonable.

‘Do you? Do you?' she repeated vehemently. 'Or haveome here
to torment me?"



‘Torment you?'

His frown suggested concern and Ruth could notlewat. 'Don't be

such a damned hypocrite!" she flared at him. "Yauatwo start again,
but the goal's the same, isn't it? Get Ruth DeViihy don't you play
with your own kind? Those women who were with yotha studio,

they can handle the score." She covered her eyshsr hand,
rubbing the lids to force back the tears which thedatened to form.
Her control was teetering on the brink and sheddrgerself to face
Patrick calmly. 'I'm sorry. You shouldn't have come

His gaze narrowed on the over-bright eyes. 'Maydi¢ he admitted
reluctantly. 'But it seems to me you could do wsttme cheerful
company right now, and I'm here. Give me this evgnRuth. I'll
play fair with you.'

'‘Fair!" She gave a brittle laugh and swallowed bitéer emotion
which choked her throat. Nothing was fair. She lead John and
David. Now she was faced with the only man who btiged her
heart since then. And he was a dilettante.

She drew in a shuddering breath and stood up. \Wignen glancing
at Patrick she walked listlessly over to the pietwrndow and .gazed
out to sea. Huge waves crashed onto the headlakd, eending up
venomous shoots of spray. It looked wild and imgtiLike Patrick
Hagan. Wild, inviting and dangerous. He had conte lsill wanting
her, and she . . . she needed him. She could awotthe cold, cold
loneliness.

'l think I'll have a swim in the pool,' she muttully, not bothering
to look at him. 'Did you bring a costume with you?'

'Yes, in the car.'She swung around to face himgekpression set in
irony. 'Prepared for everything?'



He stood up and moved slowly towards her. She madarotest as
he cupped her chin lightly with his hand. His egestioned her
intently and then he bent his head and brushelidsaewith his, a soft,
sensuous kiss, vaguely tantalising and ending quick

'Thanks, Ruth,' he murmured.

Then he was striding towards the door. Ruth knewes recklessly
stupid to let him stay. Patrick was expecting t¢ lgg own way,
regardless of what he said. It was in the natuth@inan. Wild and
Inviting.

This evening would be a contest of wills. At thisment she was not
sure who would win. She was not even sure if shedcany more. It
was a precarious state of mind to be in with alpambn the prowil.



CHAPTER SIX
‘You can change in here. The bathroom's at thettie hall.’

Ruth opened the door of the second bedroom andefidnm. In her

own bedroom she changed into her bikini and hunthapsundress
she had discarded. Patrick was already waitinghtar when she
emerged, and her eyes skidded over his body,eddstl the brevity
of his costume. It was a mere token of modesty lwitcmvered so
little that he might as well have been naked. Quiekerting her

gaze, she led the way out to the back balcony amchdhe stairs to
the pool.

Her legs felt like jelly, her stomach was a hollpiw and her head
buzzed with doubts and fears. In a defiant - reacigainst her inner
perturbation, Ruth tossed her towel on a sun-loynganged into

the water and swam several lengths of the pool str@ang crawl

before she paused.

Patrick was still standing by the edge. He watdiedntently with a
slight smile upon his face. His physique was eveng it had
promised to be; leanly muscled, perfectly propoeid from his
broad shoulders to his strong legs, every firm inthanned flesh
declaring his superb fitness.

‘Aren't you coming in?' she asked. She felt monefident in the
water.

'Is it safe now?' he grinned. '"You were swimmingfesmciously |
didn't want to get in your way.'

‘The pool's small, but it can take two of us,’ sheerved drily.

It was an invitation. He dived in and came up to, lshaking the
water from his eyes. 'Feeling better?"



She gave him a sidelong glance, acknowledging @isgption. 'A
little."

'lt's not me, is it? You were upset before | cdme.

She started a lazy backstroke away from him, igtie gentle wash
of water soothe her. He followed with a sidestrakackly drawing
level.

'l was thinking of you with your family. | thouglbu'd have had a
happy day,' he persisted questioningly.

'It was.' She rolled sideways and smiled at hie'boys loved their
present. Everyone was delighted . We shopped velly w

He smiled back at her, his eyes warm with rementbefeasure.
You know, | really enjoyed that afternoon.’

'l did too.'

They reached the end of the pool and started bawk d
'So what went wrong with today? Before | came?'
'‘Nothing. | just felt lonely and miserable.’

'‘And that's why you let me stay?'

'l guess so.' It was a reluctant answer and shedaddyly, 'Against
my better judgement.’

‘That's not exactly flattering,’ he mocked lightly.

She flashed him a serious look. 'Don't make matrlatrick. I'm a
bit off-balance right now, not even fair game fouyo

‘That's a hell of a thing to say!'



His eyes were probing hers intently and Ruth swerasvay,
swimming underwater until she reached the stepsicRalid not
follow her out, but she was conscious of his gazestee rubbed
herself dry with the towel. It made her tense, tvaware of her own
body.

Il bring down some drinks. We might as well siit here. It's
cooler.’

She took the opportunity to wrap a sarong-styleid sikound her
waist. It made her feel less vulnerable. Patrick aiaeady stretched
out on his towel when she returned with the dritkslooked totally
relaxed.

'‘How did you spend today?' Ruth asked, wanting um tthe
conversation away from herself.

‘You've heard of Scott Hindley?'
‘The movie producer,’ she nodded.

‘Uh-huh. | met him at the Cannes Film Festival thear. He's
interested in the book I'm writing, since it's gattly in Australia. We
sailed on the Harbour this morning, then had drokdis yast patio
with various people popping in and out. There waselborate
Christmas dinner and the usual lethargy to follow.'

'‘And here was | pitying you because you had nolfatoigo to,' Ruth
laughed.

You did think of me then," he grinned.

‘You're not exactly forgettable, Patrick, but I'eeen trying," she
advised him shortly.



'‘Well, | hope you had as little success as | hiagl,feplied dryly.
'Forget the woman, | said to myself, but you weée & thorn in my
side, constantly irritating me. There | was todaythe middle of
thesocial swim and | only wanted your companyplahned to come
here tomorrow. | knew you'd be busy today, but dzanifi | could

wait another minute.'

His eyes caressed her and Ruth's heart flipped 8Werstruggled to
put up some defences, knowing she must not revaralveakness.
She looked out over the garden towards the fazboriThe sea was
changing colour with the setting sun, but she ktiew Patrick would

never change his colours.

‘What niggled you? The fact that the game endextalemate?' she
asked flippantly.

He was silent for a long time until Ruth was drateriook at him
curiously. He shrugged.

'l was a fool,' he said with a hint of self-mockéhjiked what we had
before | grabbed for too much. | suppose you thouglas handing
you a line when | said you were unique?’

‘It did occur to me.'

'‘Funny! | didn't realise how true it was until afgeou'd gone. All |
could see at the time was the challenge. You tlweta challenge
from the moment we met. | couldn't let you get awaty it.'

'‘Ego, Patrick,’ she commented softly.

‘Not entirely. | wanted to explore you as a persmm Your thinly
veiled contempt kept getting in the way. And yesyanted to get
back at you, make you accept me. But it was mae that, Ruth.’

'‘Was it?' she asked sceptically.



His eyes pinned her down. 'You know it was. Youlddwave said no
to the lunch, the shopping., the dinner and thecidgn just as you
said no afterwards.'

'l had my reasons. What were yours if it wasn'tdihallenge?'
‘You had depth.'

The answer lay there between them waiting to bkepiaip. Ruth
looked away, refusing to bite. She had always leagare of his
perception, but Patrick had surprised her withhloisesty. Somehow
it shifted the defensive ground on which she stooaking it shaky.
She took refuge in the lengthening shadows of amtrog twilight,
hiding her face from him. He saw too much as it.was

‘Tell me about your husband.’

The request startled her. She darted a glancematto disturbed to
hold his gaze. 'Why?' she demanded huskily.

"'l quote you. "He was more of a man than ycenér be".'
'‘Did that hurt?'

'‘No,' he answered easily, with no reproach in tieetof voice. 'I'm
what | am. | don't feel particularly inadequatenteopeople idealise
the dead. | wondered if you were falling into thetp. It's not a
healthy attitude.'

She considered the suggestion for a while befgeetiag it. 'No. |
don't idealise John. There were faults on bothssideur marriage.
He was over- possessive, inclined to be jealousoutitcause. | was
too self-contained, not demonstrative enough. Tivere differences
in temperament, but we did love each other. Givee t think we
would have worked out the problems. Both of us wdrb, you see.
We wanted to build a happy life together.’



She drew up her knees and rested her head on tinerad towards
Patrick so that she could see him. 'If one madeobjective
comparison between you and John, you'd probabiyomit him on
every point, bar one. And that is the important. &feu don't want to
build, Patrick. You want to take what's there. Asrsas you become
dissatisfied you move on. You call it freedom. Te m is a
frightening emptiness. When John and | quarrelfegither of us
feared that the other would walk out permanentlye Yéleased
tension and sprang back closer together. The tge alwmays there,
unbreakable, except by death.'

'How did he die, Ruth?'

The question was gently put and there was no reasioio answer it,
but Ruth found the Words difficult to utter. Stavere beginning to
appear in the purpling sky and the breeze was dresf. She
shivered and stood up.

'I'm hungry. Are you ready for a meal?'

He swung his legs down and sat staring up at heargttfully. 'It's
been three years. Surely it's not still painful.'

'‘Not normally," she replied stiffly and forced terds out. 'lIt was a
car accident. On Christmas Day.'

She bent to pick up the empty glasses, but hettdied her action,
gathering her into his arms and pressing her diodas heart. His
hand stroked her hair in gentle comfort, letting kieow there was
nothing sexual in this embrace. She linked her 8@andund his neck
and hung there weakly, accepting the strength tseoffaring.

'I'm glad you came,' she whispered against his baoailder. 'For
whatever reason.’



'‘Don't give me an invitation, Ruth," he mutterédidnt you enough to
accept it, even if | have to share you with a ghost

He tilted her head back purposefully and there avdark passion in
his eyes. They glittered in the half-light of evagi insisting that
Ruth take him as the man he was. Even as his nueghended
slowly towards hers, the challenge was still thBugth knew that one
word would stop him, that he would respect hergefulnstead her
lips parted willingly under his, welcoming the wamvasion of his
mouth and responding uninhibitedly with a wild passof her own.
She leapt headlong into a whirlpool of sensatiorcivsucked every
thought from her mind. She clung to Patrick wittlessperate need to
be loved and he moulded her tightly against hisyhotdil the urge to
become one communicated itself with burning intgmnsi

He wrenched his mouth from hers, shuddering aséw th a deep
breath. 'Why aren't you fighting me, Ruth?' he dedea hoarsely.
-I'll take you if you don't fight me." His handsegsed his claim,
moving over her in feverish possession. Then sugidgipped her
upper arms and pulled her away from him. 'Say soimgf he grated
out.

She looked at him, the large, blue eyes pleadindoize, her lips
quivering, incapable of forming words. He sighed\hly and shook
his head. She stood motionless as he undid the &nbéer waist,
releasing her skirt.

'‘Come on. We'll have a swim before we eat.

He picked her up in his arms and dumped her ireatep end of the
pool, diving in after her. The water shocked Rudlkkto cold sanity
and she began swimming automatically. Patrick igdother,
ploughing up and down the pool like an angry sh@Hhe was floating
on her back when he pulled up next to her, a despration showing
on his face.



'l could have been anyone, couldn't I, Ruth?' heateled harshly.
‘You just needed someone.’

'‘No,' she denied quietly, letting her feet sinkre bottom. She stood
up and faced him squarely. 'l don't expect you nndeustand, but
thank you for letting me off the hook.’

'‘No thanks necessary,' he answered tersely. 'll flmh't like being a
Substitute.'

'Is that what you think?'

'Yes, that's what | goddamned think. Not that hi®ayou for it at the
moment. But when | do make love to you, Ruth, |'damnt your
mind on anything or anyone but me.'

A smile spread slowly across her face. 'That soodd$y possessive
from a man who likes to walk away.'

His mouth curved into a reluctant smile, more besdithan anything
else. "You're right. I'm crazy.'

‘Nice crazy.'

‘Yeah?' He cocked his eyebrow at her sardonicaligll, don't bank
on it continuing. Any minute now | might sort myselit. God knows
you'll have me being honourable if I'm not caréful.

‘And that, of course, would never do." She laughsdshe waded
towards the steps.

'‘Ruth.’

He had said her name quietly, almost experimentafiyg she threw a
guestioning glance back over her. shoulder. Theas an odd,
introverted look on his face. He was looking at, lyet seeing only



his thoughts. Then his eyes cleared and he snitlads a friendly,
open smile.

'l can toss a good salad if you need some help.'

‘Then you're invited into my kitchen,' she repliedddenly wishing
that he could be content in a domestic scene.

She felt more at ease with him as they strolledszithe lawn
together. She did not even feel self-consciouthiapreceded him up
the steps. Patrick showed himself very adept atlsaind he kept up
a light banter as they worked in the kitchen. Wkgarything was
almost ready, Ruth handed him a chilled bottle litewine and told
him to open it.

"You'll find glasses in the sideboard. I'll bringthe rest.’

He read the label on his way into the living-roomlling back that
her taste was admirable. It was a German RieslihgchwRuth

particularly liked. For some reason she felt pldasath the

compliment. As she collected cutlery and table rehaésfound herself
humming a tune, and decided to put on some backdrowusic for

dinner. She was heading for the hi-fi equipmenthia living-room

when the curious stiliness of Patrick's figure dduger attention and
she turned, a flippant remark on the tip of hegtan Only then did
she realise what he was doing and she froze, tdoelldraining from
her face.

Either he sensed her presence or some strangled $ad escaped
her throat. He swung around, one hand still holdanigaf of the
photograph album. 'Why didn't you tell me there wahild, Ruth?"

'‘Don't! You shouldn't have looked. "You had no tigh

The words gabbled out as she walked stiffly towdhdssideboard
and snatched the album from his grasp. Having skanitnshut she



clutched it protectively against her chest. Hiszbed expression told
her she had over-reacted, but somehow his intrustorthat private,
precious past had seemed a sacrilege, like anianbelcarelessly
handling something sacred.

'‘Why should it trouble you? The album was lyingréh@n the
sideboard and | was curious about your life. Whetee boy? With
your parents?'

'He's dead.’
The bleak finality of that statement silenced him.

'‘He was only two years old.' Her voice shook with toss, echoing
the silent anguish in her eyes.

The utter poignancy of the moment stilled the qoaston Patrick's
tongue. Finally with deep compassion he askedwHe in the car
with your husband?’

The words twisted her anguish into another paikfidt. 'No. They
weren'tin a car.'

He did not understand, but he saw the flicker ofembered horror in
Ruth's grieving eyes and he had to exorcise thbsstg from her
mind. 'Tell me.'

She stared at him, not really seeing him as shiedeihe facts like a
faulty, mechanical doll. 'We'd given David a toyilisg boat for
Christmas. He was entranced with it. We drove ouhe lake so he
could enjoy playing with it. We parked the car atabd at the side of
the road, waiting for a break in the traffic fortoescross over. David
tugged his hand out of John's so he could exanmhedbat more
easily. We were laughing.



'‘Before we could stop him David started running-dode the water.
He was so small, you see. | don't think the drsaaw him. John tried
to save him, carry him free of the danger. Thersnita&nough time.
When the driver braked, the car swerved into tHehmappened right
in front of me and there was nothing | could doejlwere both
killed, David instantly. John lingered for a whidat he didn't make it.
This album is all | have left.’

'It's past, Ruth. Let it go,' he said harshly,if@ther free of the
agonised memory. He withdrew the album from her samnd
replaced it on the sideboard. 'That won't bringegitof them back.
Your life is here and now, with me.'

'‘With you?' Her laugh had a bitter ring to it. 'Pau imagine you can
replace what | had?'

'‘No,' he answered calmly. He reached for the op&ogite of wine
and poured it silently into the two glasses he $e&tdout. 'Here, you
need a drink. Come on, we'll sit down for a while.'

He handed her a glass and nodded towards the arsidkaowing
she was too upset to eat, Ruth went along witsuggestion. She sat
down and eyed him warily, resentful of his abrupgndssal of
everything that had been dear to her. He settlédarchair opposite
and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. He raledylass around
between his hands as if intent on taking the cifiithe wine.

'‘No one can replace what you had, Ruth. | certagay't and |
wouldn't try." His eyes suddenly swept up and pohiner with sharp
intensity. 'What | can do is offer you somethinffedent.’

'l thought I'd made myself clear on the subjecyair light affairs,
Patrick," she said acidly.

He made a wry grimace and there was a shade efnselkery in his
voice as he replied, 'l think you'll have to makétke adjustment in



your thinking, because I find | don't want a ligiffiair with you at all.
| want you to marry me.'

She stared at him disbelievingly.
'‘Obviously it won't be the kind of life you had widohn, but. . .’

‘Don't go on, Patrick.' She could not bear himdapg. The cynicism
he had shown towards a marriage relationship maleffer too
incredible. Anger stirred, sharpening her tongDél you think you
had to offer marriage to get me into bed? A litilst to the game?"

He shook his head. 'l could have had you earlm@gtd if that was all

| wanted. You know that, Ruth. You're the only wantae ever met
that I've wanted for my wife, and by that | do ma@avery permanent
relationship.'

‘You've got to be joking,' she said dismissivetgpatient with his
pose of caring.

'‘No. We click together. Don't tell me you havergtt fthe same,
because it comes across. We can share a greafTtedt. about it.
You needn't be lonely anymore.'

His words were softly persuasive, peeling away hhed shell of
disbelief.

‘You're not joking, are you?' 'No.'
"You said you didn't believe in marriage.'

'l don't want to lose you. If that means tying youne legally, that's
what I'll do.'

‘And of course divorce is so easy nowadays, igh'she threw at him
sarcastically, still struggling to accept his shitye



'l won't be the one to walk away, Ruth."'

The dark eyes held no spark of amusement. They ezenpelling in
their intensity of purpose, willing her to surrendier life to him.

‘This is crazy, Patrick,' she argued, too confusedb anything else.
'You hardly know me. What has it been? One aftemnmod three
nights.'

'l know you well enough. I'd be crazy to let you jou're everything
| want in a woman. It goes much deeper than phisitteaction,
Ruth. | want you at my side, in bed and out dfwtant to take care of
you.'

'‘Don't tell me I've aroused your protective inst#icshe laughed
abrasively, standing up in one abrupt movement.I&bed down at
him, her eyes betraying inner turmoil. 'It's a gens offer, Patrick,
but you'll think better of it shortly. We're probgbboth a bit

light-headed at the moment. Let's eat, shall we?'

Without waiting for an answer she escaped to theh&n. His
proposal had shaken her and she needed time tst ddjuthinking
and settle down the emotional chaos he had triggere

'I'll take in the table mats and cutlery, shall I?'

Ruth started at his quiet voice. She had beenmpltie salad plates,
staring blankly at them.

‘Yes, thank you,' she muttered, feeling a hot rofsblood up her
neck.

She followed him in and then darted back for muséard pickles and
the other condiments, using activity to cover lggtagion. She finally
accepted the chair Patrick was holding for her téweg began their
meal in , silence. Ruth found she had litde appddit stubbornly



picked at her food, not inviting a conversation ethishe found
disturbing.

'l won't change my mind, you know," Patrick dedbcgiietly. 'The
more | think about it the more certain | feel. Mame, Ruth. We
could have a good life together.’

'‘People don't change overnight, Patrick. You'rengain impulse.’

‘Then it's the best impulse I've ever had. | thiald're what I've been
looking for all my life while making do with seco#mest. | would
never undervalue you, Ruth. | like you just as yaa. No false
images.'

She toyed with her food, her heart leaping erriyiees she digested
his words. There was a curious elation bubblingpgsher mind,
making nonsense of the objections which were stimgygo surface.

'We're too different.’
'‘Are we?'

‘You know we are. You like flitting from place tdage. | like to be
settled.’

'‘What does it matter where we are as long as wegether? But if
that's your one objection, I'm willing to settlevcitomost of the year.
If I need to travel we can make it a holiday.'

She looked askance at him, suppressing the urdgeniop her heart.
'If | marry again, I'd want a family. | don't exbcsee you as good
father material.’

‘A little while ago you didn't see me as husbandema. You're
wrong, Ruth. With you as my wife I'd like a famlly.



There was a surprising tenderness in his eyes wtachpletely
undermined her prejudice. She could not hold h=seg&he glanced
down at the wine in her glass. It shocked her te ker hand
trembling and she gulped down some Riesling, hopingould

steady her.

'l don't know, Patrick,' she muttered. 'How can petso sure it's not a
passing fancy?'

He smiled, sensing that she was weakening. 'Prpl@ddause my
gut is twisted in knots waiting for your answerySas, Ruth. Then
maybe | could eat this meal.’

It surprised a smile from her.

‘Seriously though, I've wanted you from almost fir moment we
met. That first desire has increased in leaps andds until it won't
be satisfied with anything less than a life ser@ehoeed you, Ruth,
and L think you need me just as much. You're fl@atnh a vacuum.
Let me fill it.'

He reached over the table and removed her handtfrerglass. The
unexpected contact sent a light tremor up her amanheer eyes held
an unconscious plea as his fingers found the quoingepulse in her
wrist.

‘You respond to me. You can't deny it. We cantakach other. Our
minds are in tune. We have words in common. SayReth.’

His eyes were caressing her with a depth of emetitch burnt into
her soul, demanding pliancy. The last flicker ofistance was
scorched away as the wild flame of her own neealstlap to meet
his.

‘All right. I'll marry you.'



A brilliant smile lit his face and triumph gleam&d his eyes. He
pushed back his chair and rounded the table,diftier to her feet in
an exuberant embrace. He laughed and it was a shfopure
happiness.

‘You're mad, Patrick! You know that?' she laughadkiat him, half
amazed at her own madness.

‘Beautifully, gloriously mad, and | love you, Ruifevlin.' He gazed

down at her in soft wonder. His fingers lightly essed her cheek. 'l
never expected to say that to a woman, but | dth.Rwo love you.

I'll try to make you happy.'

''ve been fighting you so hard, I'm still frightghto say it,' she
admitted huskily, but her eyes told him of totalrender.

'‘Don't be frightened, my darling,' he murmured arsdmouth closed
over hers in a sweet seal of commitment.

It was a long, lingering, beautiful kiss which madeth feel warm
and safe. His hands slid up and gently held hex feche kissed her
eyes, her cheeks, her nose, and then at last,d\ghragain, a more
sensuous, demanding possession which stirred a, despbling
excitement. A fine tremor ran through Patrick's yo@$ he drew
away, but Ruth was too dazed to let him go. Shaglio him,
needing the security of his arms. His hands ramtliigover the soft
contours of her body. She pressed closer, nedikndiead near the
curve of his throat, leaning on his strength. Skarth his deep sigh,
almost a groan, and his warm breath wavered thrbeglhair. Then
hungry lips sought the bare skin of her shouldedsshowly traced an
erotic line up her throat, teasing her head bacitsvdtie paused when
he reached her softly parted mouth and she langopkned heavy
eyelids.

‘Who am |, Ruth?"



It was a hoarse whisper and the glitter in his eglesnanded
recognition. The question was oddly out of plagscardant in their
harmony.

'‘Say my name, Ruth. Say you're mine.'

His passionate insistence was reinforced by hahithvwnoulded her
body to his with increasing pressure, forcing aamaness of his hard
virility.

'Patrick?"

The name was a tremulous protest as his finger niglat work of
the string ties supporting her bikini bra.

'‘Keep my name on your lips, Ruth. Keep it theral icin imprint it
on your mind and carve it onto your heart.'

She gasped as he freed her breasts, but any werdsstolen away
by a questing mouth, intent now on arousing a desiequal its own.
The raw sensuality of naked skin against skin heiggd the fierce
pleasure of his kiss. Ruth's breasts seemed tol ssethe was
crushed against him, the rough curls of his chesklpg the nipples
to electric awareness. He arched her against himng a primitive
ache for possession. Her body quivered with urg@mging and this
time Patrick did not question the telegraphed ngsside swept her
up in his arms and strode into the bedroom.

'‘Patrick,' she breathed raggedly as he placed dmiygon the bed.
Her eyes were large and luminous, pleading dumbtyhim to
release her from the sexual pressure he was exeker mind told
her that this loving was premature, even thoughboely cried out
wantonly for fulfilment.

He hesitated, one hand tracing her curves in addaght caress. He
tore his gaze from hers and looked over her, hiyngoveting what



was there for him to take. With barely held resirdie lowered
himself beside her and rested his head just ovendwat, listening to
the pounding which echoed in her head.

'‘Don't you want me to love you, Ruth?' It was aaraged whisper,
begging for her surrender.

Her fingers stroked the dark mass of unruly cudasing her
agitation. 'You know | do, but. . .

An intense wave of pleasure strangled her voidesamouth closed
over her breast. Then his hand was pushing her akide and she
was mesmerised by the erotic caress of her inigdr.tBhe could not
find the will to stop him as he removed her clothder body was
drugged with his love-making, her skin quiveringdashly, leaping

at every touch. Deep inside her a panicky voicedcaut against the
rush of passion, but it was drowned in a tidal walvdesire. There
was a tiny respite when Patrick stripped off hisxahothes and Ruth
uttered a choked sound, something between a whiamgka moan of
longing. Then his muscular weight descended onalner his lips

were on hers again, compellingly seductive.

'l can't risk it, Ruth." It was a breath of apolpgy plea for
understanding. 'You have to be mine.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

SHE woke slowly, aware of an unaccustomed warmth lskhar and

a heavy weight around her waist. She turned sligirttl in the harsh,
morning sunlight, scanned the face of the man aegide her. The
emotion-charged surrender of last night ripped thholbiex: mind on

a swift wave of panic. Patrick was almost a stramgel yet she had
promised to marry him, had already given herselfito.

He stirred, his arm tightening around her. Immesljaher heartbeat
gquickened. Gentle lips brushed against her hair.

'Ruth? Are you awake?'
‘Yes,' she whispered, her lips dry and stiff.

He moved so that she rolled onto her back, anglsin@sed the deep
satisfaction in his eyes before he saw the fedrens. Instantly his
expression: changed to one of concern.

'‘Don't look like that." He rocked her to him in i@rée embrace,
raining urgent kisses all over her face. 'You lopellast night. Don't
change now, - Ruth* please.' It was an anguishasipeh demanding
reassurance. 'We'll get married tomorrow, get @iapécence. If |
have to keep you in bed until then and chain yoomnyowrist on the
way, we'll get married tomorrow,” he muttered witrim
determination.

A hysterical bubble of laughter burst from her lgsa surge of love
swept away her doubts. 'No, | don't think you'N@a&o do that,' she
gasped. Her eyelashes fluttered up and the softohdes gaze drew a
heavy sigh from him.

'l thought. . . Why the fear, Ruth?'



She reached up and smoothed the frown liaes frenfonehead. 'l
wasn't sure. | woke up and last night seemed bkeescrazy dream."

‘A crazy, wonderful dream that | don't want eveetml. Don't doubt
my love for you, Ruth. It's very, very real.' Hengtuated the last few
words with butterfly kisses on the corners of heuth before taking
her lips in a lingering promise. 'Feel better noi®'smiled as he
drew away.

'‘Mmm, but I'm ravenously hungry.’
The smile turned into a wicked grin and he begdaugh.

'For food, you idiot!" she laughed back at him, lpng him away
from her.

He pulled her down on top of him. 'l won't let ygai until you tell me
you love me.'

'l love you.'

‘And you'll marry me tomorrow.'
'l can't.’

His eyes darkened. 'Why not?’

She grinned at him teasingly. 'This isn't CalifasnPatrick. We
Australians take marriage seriously. You have td wanonth and a
day. That's the law.’

You're joking!'
‘Nope.' She giggled at his open-mouthed horror.

‘That's barbaric! | thought this country was suolo® be civilised.'



"It is. It's only barbaric Californians who wantdeag women off to
the altar at a day's notice.'

She slid away from him, evaded his lunging grasd guickly
wrapped a housecoat around her tingling body.

‘Where do you think you're going?' he demanded.

‘To get some breakfast. And if you want any yo@ttdy get dressed.
| don't entertain naked men in my kitchen.'

She heard him singing in the shower as she drewusitems from
the refrigerator. Her mouth curved into a happyeind she found it
guite impossible to regret anything that had hapde8he had bacon
and eggs sizzling in a pan when Patrick suddengpped his arms
around her waist and nuzzled the curve of her thildae image of
Paul and Helen flashed through her mind. It seemaedible that it
had only been yesterday when envy had driven hay dwm their
casual intimacy. Now she breathed in the tangy tsoePatrick's
after-shave lotion and shivered with pleasure ashands moved to
cup her breasts possessively.

'Stop it! I'm cooking!

'‘Mmmmh! Smells good too," he murmured, completehorgng her
weak protest.

'‘Patrick, the bacon will burn. There's orange juinghe counter.’

He laughed and let her go. She quickly readjustdhiousecoat,
flushing in sudden embarrassment. He watched héram amused
gleam in his eye.

'l think married life is going to suit me. Have yany idea how sexy
you look, barefoot and dishevelled?’



'You can start being domestic by passing the plates,' she
answered drily.

'In fact I've got it all figured out. You've got @rrent passport,
haven't you?'

'Yes.' She threw him a questioning glance in betwegking out the
bacon.

'‘Well then, it's simple. We'll fly to California drget married there.'
She frowned. 'A month's not exactly a long engageme
'Who wants engagements?'

"It is the customary procedure.' She lifted outdhgs and handed him
a plate. 'Pick up some cutlery and I'll bring ie tbast.'

When they were settled at the table Patrick coetiniis argument.
'‘Engagements are only for people who need timeakenplans. We
have no financial problems, two homes to choosm,fneo one to
consider except ourselves. There's absolutely asorefor waiting.'

'Engagements are also for making sure that theledupw what
they are doing.'

He looked up guardedly. 'l know what I'm doing. Rgou?'

'l hope so,' she sighed and then gave him a qumiles'l get the
strong impression that you're bulldozing me. If fiot careful I'll end
up flattened, rolled into a bundle, hoisted on yimark and carried off
willy-nilly.'

'‘Well, you needn't think I'll go anywhere withowiw;' he grinned.

'l can't just drop everything and run off to Calif@ with you.'



‘Why not?'

'‘Engagements are also for meeting families, Patryadu haven't
forgotten | have a family, have you?'

Again there was that slight wariness clouding hjsse 'You're an
adult, Ruth. It's your decision, not your family's.

'l couldn't just leave them. | wouldn't upset théqa that. You'll have
to meet my parents.'

He frowned. 'There's plenty of time for that aftex're married.’

She shook her head, refusing to budge. 'Mum and Haae been
wonderful to me. It will worry them enough to thinke're acting
hastily.'

‘All the more reason to present them with an acdisimgd fact.'
'‘No. It would hurt them.'

They had reached an impasse and it was obviouRttiatwould not
back down. Patrick hesitated and then asked, "Wh#ey show
disapproval?'

'l would naturally prefer them to like you, butyasu pointed out, it's
my decision,' she answered slowly.

'If it means so much to you I'll meet them," helsecisively. 'I'll do
my utmost to present a favourable image as a petspeson-in-law,'
he added with a sardonic curve to his lips.

'‘Don't try too hard,' she warned. 'My father issayvastute man.'

'‘Good God! You don't really mean I'm to be subjeédteinspection?’



'I'm afraid so,' she grinned, but he was not amused

"'l meet them because you want me to, but nat thre day before
we fly out. I'm not going to allow anything to corbetween us.'

‘They only want me to be happy, Patrick,’ she gsaiith softly
pleading eyes.

'So do I, he assured her seriously. "Your pararésbound to have
preconceived ideas about me. | won't be put infalee position of
apologising for my life. | would have preferred wait until after

we're married, let them see that you're happy migh but since you
insist, I'll meet them as a matter of courtesy.'

She could understand his point of view, but it saadl her to think of
her parents' disappointment. Her mother would teytde upset at
missing out on a wedding.

‘Patrick .. ." she began tentatively.

'‘No. We'll do it my way, Ruth. See it as humourimg if you like,
After we're married, I'll humour you.'

He spoke lightly, but there was fixed purpose betirs words. He
reached over for her left hand and drew off Johntgs. 'They don't
belong there any more. I'll put my ring on thagtn tomorrow. We'll
go to Sydney and fix your visa, book a flight, mallearrangements
necessary.'

'You don't believe in wasting time,' she observegdyy
‘Not when it's so important to me.’

There was a glimmer of vulnerability in his eyeatthrompted Ruth
to accept his plans without further objection. Bteing he said was



true, anyway. With a sense of casting her lot cetay with him, she
nodded.

‘All right. We'll do it your way.'

He squeezed her hand and smiled, his face showiggnaut of
emotion from relief to triumph. 'You won't regret Ruth,’ he
declared with confidence.

The assurance was no empty one. Patrick gave hdinme to

entertain any regrets. He filled the hours withglater and a wild
gaiety that bubbled like champagne in her bloocerTthere were
moments of loving tenderness which were all theenpignant in
their contrast. Ruth glowed with happiness.

The next day they went back to Sydney, where Ratmenediately
hustled people into organising Ruth's visa. Thghtlito California
was not so easy. January 2nd was the first availabbking unless
they were willing to stand by for a cancellatiorutR steadfastly
refused that option. With a definite date they dquian their moves.

'‘What about your Hong Kong trip?' she asked, sugdeatalling
Patrick's itinerary.

'It can walit.'

'Haven't you any commitments here? You said younrmd on
staying until after New Year.'

'Only because the Hindleys pressed me to stayh@r New Year's
Eve party. | enjoyed the Aussie crowd at Canned, &cott said
they'd all be at his party, so | accepted.’

‘Then you can still go.’



'‘We can,' he emphasised. 'But only if you'd likeRath. | don't really
care now.'

'‘Maybe we should go," she suggested thoughtfulknow so little
about your kind of life, the people you mix with.'

'‘As you like." he shrugged. 'We can drive up aredyseir parents on
New Year's Day, and then collect whatever things ywant to take
with you.'

'I'l need more time than that, Patrick. Apart frpacking up there are
notes | need to sort through for my next book.'

He thought for a minute and then said, 'How aboiday? | had a
professor lined up to give some background inforomat wanted.
You could go home and organise things on Fridaylarash keep my
appointment with him.' He suddenly laughed. 'Cgmit see us, Ruth?
Both chewing our pens over words which won't coriefd'll love
my house in California. It overlooks the ocean aaompletely
private. You won't even have to think of meals wigen're writing.
There's a housekeeper who obliges.’

‘Do you really need a wife, Patrick?' she teased.

'l need you, Ruth Devlin, so don't think you cah g4t of it. Come
on. Aring is the next item on the agenda.'

He chose a beautiful, royal blue sapphire, surredriay diamonds,
and then bought two matching wedding rings. It ssgal Ruth that
he should want to wear- one, but secretly she Vessed. It was yet
another sign that Patrick was completely sincetesrsentiments. He
had given her no reason to doubt it, but occaditdlitted through

her mind that everything was unreal, as if her feete way off the
ground, and sooner or later she would land witiud tBut the dream
did not falter. The next two days passed as hagsljRuth could



wish. They took a harbour cruise, lay on Bondi Beafid a host of
simple things, made magical by their pleasure ahedher.

Patrick did not like the separation on Friday @actantly let her go.
For a while Ruth drove along automatically, stiédntused on his
passionate insistence that she waste no time tmgédtack to him.
Then as the kilometres passed, her mind turnedhiat Wwad to be
done. The thought of her parents' reaction disturber. As she
approached Jirrong, the impulse to prepare themrbedstronger. It
was unfair to leave them ignorant of her plansldné last moment.
If she told them now, they would have time to atjwsthe idea
before meeting Patrick on Sunday. She wanted #pgroval at that
meeting, wanted them to accept Patrick warmly. duld be very
hard to go away if they were shocked and unhappy.

Ruth turned into her parents' street. As she brakedhalt a ginger
cat streaked across the road. Tuffy followed in atsuit. The cat
leapt onto a garden wall, then turned and archedbatk, hissing
defiantly at the little Australian terrier. Tuffyelped excitedly at
having cornered the enemy but carefully kept hstadice.

'‘Coward!" Ruth called out laughingly as she alighteom the
station-wagon.

'‘Ruth!" Her mother suddenly rose from behind sohralsbery.
'‘Hello, Mum. Doing some gardening?'

'‘Weeding!" Joyce held up her soiled hands and gecha’'l'm glad

you called. I've been trying to ring you but yowe&eseem to be at
home." She glanced across the street to where Twéfy still

menacing the cat. 'Leave old Ginger alone, Tuffy.'réVgoing

inside.'



Relieved to have an excuse to retreat with honiwr,dog trotted
back obediently and wagged its tail, obviously etipg praise. Ruth
scooped her up and followed her mother inside.

‘Your father's mowing the back lawn, but I'm sueditbe only too
happy to leave it for a cup of tea. Let him know'ye here, Ruth,
while | clean up.'

Her father was pleased to see her. 'Thank God!dédared,
switching off the mower and wiping his brow. 'Whguw mother
Insists that the grass be no higher than half an, ifll never know.
It's totally against nature. How are you, Ruth? Yank particularly
glowing this morning. Everything okay again?'

'‘What do you mean, again?' she grinned at him.
'Oh, you know. | guess Christmas Day is still hiamyou.'

'‘Not any more, Dad. I've got some news for you. Eam in. | can't
stay long."'

Ruth wondered how Patrick would react to havingsonfgea pushed
upon him and the thought amused her as Joyce Dawsitbed around
in the kitchen.

'l wanted to ask you in for lunch on New Year's Déwgr mother
remarked warmly. 'l didn't like the thought of ydoeing alone. |
know you get depressed this time of year.'

‘Well, what's the good news?' her father interrdi@e he emerged
from the laundry. 'l bet you've sold a million cepiof your new book
already.'

'‘No!" Ruth laughed. She put Tuffy down on the fldéorcover the
slight flush of embarrassment which coloured heretls. 'Actually,
I'm getting married.’



The stunned expressions on their faces made herevea more
embarrassed. 'l think you'd both better sit dowhbiiing in the tea,
Mum.'

‘No, it's all right, Ruth," her mother flutterel's' just such a surprise.
You didn't tell us there was anyone. You go andlewn with your
father. I'll only be a minute and you can tell Usabout it.'

‘Married?' her father muttered quizzically as hepged into a chair.
She nodded, her eyes dancing at him.
‘You're happy?'

It was more of a statement than a question but Rastwered, 'Yes,
very happy.'

'‘When arc we going to meet him?"
'‘On Sunday, if that's all right with you.'

'Of course it's all right," Joyce Devlin declaredshe came in on the
last line. 'Now, for goodness' sake, tell us albdmt | never imagined
you were serious about anyone. Not a word from fRuth.’

There was a hurt note in her voice and Ruth chasewords
carefully. 'It's been what you might call a whinhali courtship, Mum.
| didn't think Patrick was serious at first, sorthevas nothing to tell.'

'‘Patrick?' her father prompted.
'‘Patrick Hagan, Dad. You both saw him on the tsiewi show.’

Again there was a stunned silence, but of diffegesadity. Horror and
disapproval chased across her father's face bémrechooled his



expression to impassivity. It was her mother whokspfirst, her
voice quivering.

‘That Patrick Hagan, Ruth?’

'Yes,' she sighed, her heart sinking like a stotigesr totally negative
reaction.

'‘But. . ." Joyce hesitated, at a loss for wordg'sH . . he's very
attractive,' she finished limply.

‘How long have you known him, Ruth?' her fathereglsgointedly.

'Only since the show, Dad. | know it must seemeaalttasty to you . .

'‘Hasty! My God! It's only been two weeks!" he shdauk head
incredulously. 'Doesn't it seem rather hasty to?ybdon't know the
man, but two weeks appears rather hasty to me.céhsern was
natural under the circumstances, but it grated gt Rl know him,
Dad. We're flying to California on Monday and gegtimarried on
Tuesday,' she said in one rushed breath, compellgek it over with.
'l want you and Mum to meet him on Sunday beforegwé

As Martin Devlin digested this information he be@&mmore
tight-lipped, and Ruth was dismayed to see teairs wygein her
mother's eyes. Impulsively she reached over andesmpa her hand.

‘Come on, Mum. You've been wanting me to get mariNeu should
be happy for me,' she pleaded softly.

'I'm sorry, Ruth," her mother replied shakily.just feels as though
I'm losing you, and | won't even be at your wedding

'You won't be losing me, Mum. We'll be back oftepromise you.'



‘Yes, dear, if you say so. Don't mind me. | havgdba hanky.'

She blundered off towards her bedroom, too upseketo straight.
Tuffy made it more difficult, prancing around heet as if sensing
something wrong. Ruth looked despairingly at héindg but there
was no softening on his face.

'‘Dad, I've got to do what's right for me. | knows ihot what you
expected. | know it's come as a shock to you. Blegsto accept it.
I'm happy with him. | want to marry him. It's ashgile as that.'

'Is it, Ruth? Do you really believe he loves ydu®'said heavily.
‘Yes, | do.'

"You said nothing about him at Christmas.'

'l thought then that he only wanted me.'

'‘Couldn't it be that he only wants you now?' heedssharply.

She looked at him straight in the eye, determirtext he should
understand and no longer question. 'No. I've beiim wm since
Christmas night, Dad. He doesn't have to marry Heewants to
marry me.’

He covered his face with one hand and his sighalmsst a groan.
Ruth sighed also as she stood up.

'‘Patrick was right. | shouldn't have told you. fming-out home to
pack. I'll drop any perishable food in to Mum on mgy back to
Sydney.' Her tone was stilted.

Her father did not reply. She stood stiffly, strane of the house and
almost ran up to the station- wagon. All the wayl&wgola she felt
choked with emotion and once inside her house stieeldown and



cried, too distressed even to think of packing. @mm sense told her
that she had been foolish to expect any other immadtom her
parents. Her relationship with Patrick had to seemmng to them.
Patrick was an alien, from a different world alttiggs, and the speed
with which he was sweeping her towards marriage W&Es
unconventional. Ruth wondered at her own complazehat then
re-accepted Patrick's reasoning. There was no poivaiting. The
commitment had been made. She should have beentautfel in
announcing her intentions to her parents, takemate slowly,
explained more.

There was a sharp ring on the doorbell, and Rustilhaviped the
tear-stains from her cheeks and went to answeloitce Devlin's
anxious face looked back at her.

'‘Oh dear! Look at you, and you looked so happy tasning.' Her
mother threw her arms around Ruth in a loving mudythen held her
away to inspect her again. 'Now you put that sivelek on your face.
We've come to help you pack. Martin's just gontheosupermarket
to get some boxes for you.'

Ruth fought back the tears and gave a watery shitb@nks, Mum.’

Joyce Devlin slipped her arm around Ruth's waishwdhg her
inside. 'I'm sorry, dear. | was being a selfish wioiman, and here
you've met a man you can love and be happy withv Mau tell me
all about him. | just want to listen.'

'‘Oh Mum, | do love you," Ruth whispered, kissing affectionately.

'‘But you love him better, which is as it should bey mother nodded.
‘Now, let's get to work.'

They started in the bedroom, her mother cleanirtQusmastically
while Ruth sorted through her clothes. Her latimaved with boxes,
gave his daughter a rueful greeting and set abatting all the



garden paraphernalia in storage under the houstheByme they sat
down to a makeshift lunch most of the work had bdene. Her
father sat munching his sandwiches with broodiitgntness. Ruth
was aware that he was almost bursting with disajgbtaut felt there
was nothing she could say to improve the situattamally he lit his

pipe and cleared his throat.

'‘Ruth, you know we only want your happiness,' hgabetentatively
and got a warning look from his wife. 'Joyce, |'tait back and say
nothing,' he protested.

'‘No. You can say lots of things, but | won't havettRgoing away
upset, Martin.'

'‘Well, godammit! | don't want her coming home updst snapped

and then quickly recovered his temper, strugglmgampose his

expression into that of a reasonable man. 'l ogted to ask you to
wait a while, be sure he's the right man for ydandw he's handsome
and glamorous and very worldly-wise and God knowsatvelse, but

it's never wise to act in haste, Ruth, not in sackerious step as
marriage.'

'‘We're both very sure, Dad,' she said softly, wantio erase the
concern from his eyes.

He frowned, one hand ruffling his hair in agitatidte didn't seem to
be the type of man who would attract you, Ruth.’

‘There's much more to Patrick than meets the epal't[prejudge
him, Dad. Wait until you meet him.'

'‘Ah yes,' he sighed. 'Forgive me, Ruth, but | nag&tyou if you really
believe you can be happy, racketing around thednarkn endless
pursuit of excitement?’

'I don't think, we'll do that'



You think Patrick Hagan will be content with jystu?'
‘Martin!'

The reproof irritated him and his temper flarediagdoyce, he's not
exactly a spring chicken and he hasn't been ablerto a stable
relationship so far in his long and varied life. W8hould he change
for Ruth?' he declaimed hotly.

'‘Because Ruth is special, that's why, and he hmgdlod sense to
know it," Joyce answered calmly.

Ruth smiled at her mother, gratified by her chamgiop of Patrick.
Martin threw up his hands in disgust.

'Is it so unreasonable to ask them to wait a wh&f/ do they have
to race off to California? Why can't they get medrhere? Why isn't
Patrick Hagan with you today?' he demanded in grgwi
exasperation.

'He had an appointment to see a professor. Ya&lhsm on Sunday.
As for the rest, Patrick refuses to wait and thatly we're going to
California. And, Dad," she added meaningly, 'thakactly what
we're going to do. So please try to accept it lefunday.’

'It's madness, Ruth, and you know it,' he saidyoh@ his brows
together in a tired line. 'l just hope to God ylod happy with him."'

'‘Wait and see,’ she said confidently.

He was clearly too troubled to take her word. '@meg, Ruth. If you
have any doubts, any doubts at all before youriagertakes place,
don't feel obliged to go on with it just because well, because...'

She placed a reassuring hand on his arm. 'Don‘trywdad.
Honestly, | do know what I'm doing.’



He nodded and suddenly noticed the sapphire rinigeoringer. He
drew her hand down and examined it before givingahery smile.
‘Well, it looks as though he loves you. I'll loodrivard to meeting
him on Sunday."'

'Thanks, Dad.'

His resignation had been reluctant, but the atmepleased
considerably. The rest of the packing was finiskhettkly. Ruth
emptied the contents of the refrigerator into aaraand handed it to
her father. She thanked her parents for their halp having given
them her promise to be in good time for Sunday hurstie kissed
them goodbye and waved them off. A lump rose intherat, as she
turned back to the house. Her father had suddeolked old as he
had stooped to get into his car, and despite hethens brave
attempt to smooth over the situation, there hadn b&eforlorn
expression in her eyes. It seemed wrong that lihass should be
causing them pain.

Ruth wandered through each room of her house, rekoige

everything for the last time. She felt a stranggdiet, knowing she
was turning her back on all that was familiar to. Aidne photograph
album still lay on the sideboard. She slippedti emdrawer, rejecting
the temptation to look through it once more. Tifatwas over and a
new life was beginning. She passed the luggag&esdaa the hall,

locked the front door and walked out to the stati@gon without

looking back.

'‘What took you so long?' Patrick demanded as ssosha walked
into the hotel suite. 'l was beginning to worry abgou. | shouldn't
have let you out of my sight." He swung the lighitsase she had
brought out of her hand and onto a chair. Then pirep her in
iron-tight arms, he muttered into her hair, 'Dalotthis to me again,
Ruth.’



She was bewildered by his vehemence but felt toaindd
emotionally to question it. 'You knew where | wd#strick," she
sighed tiredly.

'‘God almighty! | was imagining all sorts of thinggshouldn't have let
you go on your own.'

She rested her head on his shoulder, contenttthiestrength of his
body. 'No, it was better that | did,' she murmured.

Abruptly he drew back from her, his hands grippieg upper arms.
'‘What do you mean by that? What's been going othRu

She looked up into darkly suspicious eyes and shaivéWhat's the
matter with you, Patrick? You're hurting me.'

He immediately loosened his hold and rubbed hesatlfm sorry,
darling.' There was a tautness about his feature e smile he gave
her seemed forced. 'Forgive me?'

She nodded and turned away, troubled by the tenkmnwas
generating. 'Let's sit down and have a drink. [Mamalk to you.' She
slipped her shoes off and collapsed into the neareschair. 'l feel
exhausted.'

'‘What did you do to make you so tired?' he askedal®yy as he mixed
the drinks.

She waited until he was sitting down before answgeri saw Mum
and Dad.'

For a moment anger flashed into his eyes but h&espo a flat,
controlled voice. 'l thought we agreed to leave timdil Sunday.'

She shook her head sadly. 'That wouldn't have wiorke



‘They've upset you.'
‘They're worried, that's all.’
‘They tried to talk you out of it.'

'‘Not exactly. They'd like us to wait, get marriegtdy’ she explained
calmly.

‘And you? What did you say?"

She frowned, disliking the harsh tone of his voisajd our plans had
been made and they wouldn't be changed.’

He let out a long, shuddering breath, but beforectwaéld gather
himself for any comment, she added quickly, 'Thatiat | want to
talk to you about.’

'‘No!" The word exploded from him, startling her. é\are not
changing any plans. | figured you'd gone to semtivden you were
so late getting back here. I've been going throglh wondering
how you'd cope with their opposition. | know alloaib that kind of
emotional blackmail and | won't tolerate it, Ruth.'

'‘Patrick, listen to me,' she pleaded. 'My parentsildn't dream of
using emotional blackmail to stop me doing whatahted.' She saw
the hard disbelief in his eyes and tried againol.d know you've
never had a real family and | realise you don'teust&nd, but | love
my parents and | hurt them today. It would havenbeeen more
hurtful if I'd left it until Sunday. They're old.didn't realise how old.’

‘That's right!" he cut in bluntly. "'They've had ithkves, are still
having their life together. We have our life todj\Ruth, and we're not
waiting on anyone or anything.'



She bowed her head, knowing he was both right anothgv 'l only
wanted you to promise me that we'd come back sodrviait them.'

'Is that all?' The relief in his voice was almamtdible. He pulled
Ruth onto her feet, his eyes glittering down at hehought I'd have
to fight them.' Then he laughed and lifted her inarms. 'I'd fight
the whole damned world for you. Give me a month,two months,
and then we'll come back and visit your parentdl that do?'

She linked her arms around his neck and smiledh @atell them
that on Sunday?'

'Yes, tell them by all means, if it makes you hapide laid her gently
on the bed and stretched out beside her. His Heokks the curve of
her cheek and he added huskily, 'So long as youhe.'

Then slowly and effectively he erased every thoughtn Ruth's
mind, leaving only a burning need for his love.



CHAPTER EIGHT

'WEAR the blue dress,' Patrick advised as Ruth lookeemsinly at
her clothes.

‘Are you sure? | don't want to look out of place.’

Her dubious glance took in his rather swashbucklmgfit;
form-fitting black slacks and a white satin shidl|fftopened to reveal
the virile tanned chest. He looked blatantly sexy ilithe vital way
and it undermined Ruth's confidence. She was us@&tkeh in more
conservative dress, had always suspected that woalgissistic
extroverts wore such clothes. But Patrick was atroezrt, she
reminded herself, and he was well aware of physatahction,
deliberately using it when it suited him. They wemcomfortable
thoughts as she slipped the blue dress from itgdraand put it on.

"Il zip you up,' Patrick offered, taking the oppmity to kiss the
nape of her neck.

Ruth's skin prickled at the light sensuality of tesich. He looked
over her shoulder at her reflection and gave aislotjrin.

‘Love you in that dress. Hold still for a minutdis arms came around
her and then he was hanging a magnificent blue pgradant around
her neck.

'‘Oh, Patrick!" Ruth gasped. 'It's beautiful!"

Theft- eyes met in the mirror, hers glowing withgdare, his warm
with satisfaction.

'‘As soon as | saw it | had to buy it for you. fierfect for that dress
and perfect for you. Cool Ruth with hidden fires' teased.

'‘Not so hidden,' she said huskily, turning in ®s 'Thank you.'



Their kiss stirred the fires of passion betweemthand Ruth broke
away with a self-conscious laugh.

"'l never be ready at this rate.’
Patrick's eyes glinted possessively. '"You look yeamiv.'

'‘Oh no, I'm not. I'll need some make-up to competé all those
she-wolves who'll be casting their eyes over you.'

'I'l only see a girl in blue.’
'You'd better. | have a possessive streak of my, goun know.'

He laughed delightedly, running a provocative fingeer her back as
she attempted to brush on some eye-shadow.

‘You're making it impossible,' she accused.
'Ruth?' His eyes were suddenly serious. 'Mmm?"'

'‘We'll keep our plans private tonight. | don't wardircus, and it'd be
a three-ring, all-star circus if that crowd learned were getting
married.'

She gave him a wry smile. 'You mean if they leartied you were
getting married.’

He shrugged and returned her smile. 'In fact, kinsure it's a good
idea to go at all. I'd rather have you to myself.'

‘What are you afraid of, Patrick?' she asked pdirap.

His gaze held hers for a moment, oddly speculalil"en he shook
his head. 'Nothing. Are you ready now?"

'Yes.'



Patrick drove her station-wagon rather than relyesrs. New Year's
Eve made cabs a rare commodity. It was only a shoré, and he
amused Ruth with comments about some of the expgctests. She
recognised the names of several film and televipensonalities and
was curious to meet them. She hoped that toniglat'sy would
provide her with an insight into the kind of worsthe would be
sharing with Patrick.

They drew up outside an impressive Spanish-stylesdaet in
extensive gardens. Scott Hindley's home represeméadth on an
unfamiliar scale, and it was with some trepidatittrat Ruth
accompanied Patrick to the front door. Their hoss wffusive in his
welcome, and it was not-until his wife turned bdokm greeting
earlier visitors that Ruth's confidence plummetadthfer.

Lissa Hindley was the glamorous blonde who had la#nPatrick
at the television studio. Her eyes now lighted am Wwarmly but
frosted over quickly when he introduced Ruth. Fospdit second
there was naked hostility in that green gaze bedtwe spoke with
saccharine condescension.

'Of course. You're the young schoolteacher whoewiitooks. It was
very sweet of you to bring Miss Devlin along, dagl!

'‘Quite frankly, Lissa, | would not have come withduer," Patrick
replied smoothly, smiling down at Ruth.

It was a soft snub, making his position quite ¢lead Patrick did not
bother to watch it hit its mark. Ruth saw Lissa diey's eyes narrow
and she wondered if her hostess had entertainethaoijul designs
on Patrick and if he had encouraged them. She bgddke thought
as soon as it rose, determined not to be rattleahigthing.

She and Patrick were soon swept up in a whirl wbductions and
airy chatter. The first couple of hours passed lduicPatrick



ensuring her inclusion in any conversation and Ryibwing in

confidence as she fitted names to faces. They ealiynsettled into a
group of people gathered on the patio. Having areavéhe few
guestions directed at her, Ruth sat back, contelisten to the talk
flowing around her.

Gossip about various celebrities was exchangedttangbrevailing
element of cynical bitchiness caused her some misquarticularly
as Patrick was obviously enjoying it. The conveosaivas sparkling
but laced too liberally with sexual double- meanjrggygesting an
unhealthy absorption in physical games. As shegpsxd that the wit
was subtly cruel and the friendliness suspiciolslitle, she began
pondering if such company would ever hold any pbedsure for her.

'‘Patrick, you old son of a gun!" The booming vogtepped the
conversation and everyone turned to see Rex Thob#aring down
on them, a broad grin all over his handsome f&&ad' to see you
looking fit and virile, though how the hell you dd don't know.' He
shook Patrick's hand, greeted the others in hstd@us manner and
eyed Ruth with interest.

‘Uh-uh," Patrick shook his head warningly. 'She'shemiRex
Thornton, Ruth, and don't let him an inch closer.'

'Ruth?' His eyebrows shot up in the characterggtisture Ruth had
seen in several films. He was one of Australia'strpopular actors.

'‘Devlin,’ she supplied with a smile.

'l might just contest your claim, old son," he deetl provocatively
and dropped into a nearby chair.

'You'd be straining a friendship,' Patrick retortkly.



'Friendship he calls it! My God! They had to load mto the plane
after that last party at Cannes, and | didn't beca@onscious until
somewhere over the Pacific.’

Patrick began to laugh and Rex became more eloquent

'You leader of sin! Warn me off, would you? Aftevasfling all the
nubile women from under my nose and encouragingorasdrunken
orgy, you have the unmitigated gall to warn me lof€ll you, Ruth, |
am a lamb of innocence compared to him.'

This last claim gave rise to hoots of derisive l&egfrom everyone.
Ruth laughed also but she did not feel amused.t Sdmidiey
suddenly appeared and beckoned Patrick aside. Hgedna
reluctantly, but after a-few words with his hostdagne back to Ruth,
looking apologetic.

‘There are a few things Scott wants to discuss taimgubook. Will
you be all right here for a while, or would you fereto come with
me?'

'‘Go ahead. I'll be all right here," she assured him

No sooner was Patrick out of sight than Rex Thornimok the
vacated chair. 'Tell me about yourself,' he demdriligatiously.

'Forget it, Rex. I'm his,' she grinned, mocking diempt to interest
her.

'‘Damn, damn damn! A constant woman! What's helgtithaven't?’

'l don't know. Why don't you tell me about yoursalfd | might work
it out.’

He accepted the invitation with relish and regdledwith interesting
snatches of his life. He was an amusing racontautr Ruth grew



restive as time passed and Patrick's absence bevaragrolonged.
She finally decided to look for him.

'‘Excuse me, please, Rex. | think I'll find the pewdom.'

‘A word of truth, dear girl,'” he murmured, and thevas a hint of
malice in his eyes. 'You might be constant, buish&. Seek and ye
shall find.'

Ruth flushed and turned away, irritated by the nuoation. Rex

Thornton was beating his own drum, but an unceffiatter crept

into her pulse. She felt as much an alien in Hasriworld as he
probably would in hers. There was no sign of Patamongst the
milling guests, but Scott Hindley was in evidenkeeighing with a

group of people. A knot of apprehension twisteddtemach and she
made her way to the powder room, telling hersatiflfy that Patrick's

absence was completely innocent.

She freshened up her wilting make-up, feeling ttalicto rejoin the
party. She forced herself to walk out into the \waill and then
hesitated, wishing she had not come here tonightit @vith
exasperation, Patrick's voice sounded clearly dkerhubbub of
noise. She glanced around in surprise, realisiigdt come from a
room off the hallway. The door was ajar and withthubking she
pushed it open, an eager smile on her lips.

Ruth fled without making a sound. She mingled wvihie crowd,
unconscious of her surroundings until a drink waitemped into her.
She took a drink from his tray and gulped it dowrcgly, hoping the
punch of alcohol would shock her mind into activitjhe image of
Lissa Hindley in Patrick's arms only sharpened npaiafully. It had
not been a casual embrace. Patrick's hands hadl stvstarkly, one
moving slowly over the naked back, the other cugvitimately on a
rounded hip. Lissa Hindley had been clinging to passionately and
there was no innocence at all in the movementaf thouths. Ruth



could not think what to do. Her heart was poundiiigg a
jackhammer and she wandered aimlessly towardsaie. p

'Find him?'
She stared blankly at Rex Thornton, completelyrtksbed.
'‘No? Well his loss is my gain. Come and dance,auglly.'

He swept Ruth off to where several couples weratgyy to a rock
beat. She allowed the rhythm to wash into her badyomatically
following Rex's movements. It was something to dalwshe could
think.

'It's no use hitching yourself to him, you know.'
The expression startled her and she looked upatvaaly.

'‘Patrick's only passing through. Now, I'm a mucttdsebet. This is
my home town.'

He was only flirting. 'I'm not hunting," Ruth stdtiatly.

He caught her to him and deliberately slowed taincing to a few
sensuous movements. ‘Are you quite sure? We coalke fineautiful
music together."'

She wrinkled her nose at him in disgust. 'Can‘tgobetter than that
line, Rex? It's straight out of a B-movie.'

He rolled his eyes, seeking inspiration. ‘How aliQame with me to
the Casbah"?' The invitation was delivered with loelodrama and
much movement of eyebrows as he twirled her ar@anttibent her
over his arm.



‘That's enough, Rex. Beat it!" Patrick's voice keaclike a whip,
slicing through the nonsense.

'‘Pardon me, old son,’ Rex intoned solemnly, letfitygh go and
salaaming in mock obeisance.

Patrick ignored him, enfolding Ruth in his arms gmdssing her to
him in suffocating closeness. 'l don't want yowamnyone's arms but
mine, Ruth.'

Hysteria bubbled up in her throat, but she chokbdadk. The ache in
her heart became a full-blooded pain at this furtbbeample of
Patrick's hypocrisy.

'‘Godammit! Couldn't you see what type he is?' hedenly
demanded, his body tense with anger as they mavie: tmusic.

'l thought you had a lot in common,' she retortalg.i

He glanced down at her still, pale face and sigh&d.sorry. I'm
being stupid, aren't I? To tell you the truth Iwever felt jealous
before.'

'‘Used to sharing your women, Patrick," she jibeuirat

He stopped dancing and looked at her more shavghat's Rex been
telling you?'

‘The truth, I imagine.'

He made a wry grimace. 'Yes, | suppose it washHinl came up and
lightly caressed her cheek. 'That's in the pasth.Ru

'Is it? | don't want to dance any more, Patriat.like a long, very
alcoholic drink.'



She turned away from him and he caught her arnppstg her.
'‘What's the matter, Ruth?'

‘You had no right to act the jealous lover.’

He frowned at the bitterness in her voice. 'l hapelogised,' he said
softly.

‘What did you expect me to do while you were alyautr business?
Grouch in a corner?'

'Of course not.'

'Is that what you expected of our marriage? Haveasikackground
music while you play your own fiddle?'

'Ruth!" He was taken aback by her vehemence, pdizplecern in his
eyes. 'How can you say that?"

She swallowed the words which had almost trippddef tongue.
This was not the place for those words. She drompedask of
composure over her feelings and replied evasivelgally do need a
drink.’

'‘Okay," he nodded, still disquieted by her taut neain

He was leading her inside when they were waylaidth®y other
woman Ruth remembered from the television show.

'‘Patrick! There you are! Mmm, you do look rakismight," she
crooned, sliding her hand into the opening of higts

'‘And you, my pet, have had one drink too many,' dnawled,
removing her hand.



She pouted provocatively. 'Aren't you going to gie a kiss for
New Year?'

'‘Not until the bell tolls. I'll see you later.'

The blithe promise set Ruth's teeth on edge. Shkl ¢t tolerate
this scene any longer. She owed no courtesy toreniiere and to
stay would only prolong the agony.

'l want to go, Patrick.’
'Now?'
‘Now.'

His first surprise quickly deepened to worried camc ‘Tell me
what's wrong, Ruth.'

*You can either take me back to the hotel or gieethe keys to the
wagon. I'm going now,' she stated coldly.

He looked at her determined face, then steeredutside without a
word to anyone. They drove back to the hotel irermsé silence.
Patrick waited until the door of the suite closethind them before
challenging her. His arms reached out, but sheedlinls grasp and
headed straight for the cupboard which stored theicases.

‘What the hell's going on?' he demanded angrighaslifted out her
cases.

'I'm going home, back where | belong. I'm not magyyou, Patrick.'

He strode across the room and turned her to fame'lsi it too much
to ask why?' he grated out.



She met his gaze steadily, refusing to flinch. Noe answer's very
simple. | don't want to share your life.'

He sucked in his breath and let it out slowly, isirey to keep control
of barely leashed emotions. 'What happened to eéhgogr mind?'

'You mean what removed the scales from my eyelatd tould see
where | was heading?' she threw at him bitterly.

'‘An explanation would be helpful,’ he retorted wetijual bitterness.
‘That was your life back there, Patrick. Why dgott go back to it?"

‘You were the one who wanted to go to that dammety pAs far as |
was concerned, it was meaningless.'

‘You're so right!" she flared back at him. '‘Meaiasg is exactly the
word! And you enjoyed every meaningless minute tofall the
meaningless chatter, the sexual innuendos, thdlgtikry, even the
meaningless kisses. Or weren't they so meaning®assck?'

His eyes narrowed and Ruth felt a savage satisfa@s the shaft
sank home. She swept her dresses into a suitcgasemning them in
carelessly. As she opened a drawer, Patrick slaniinsédt.

‘You're not going anywhere. We'll talk this out ayed it straight.' He
dragged her over to a chair and sat her down. t8&xe! I'll get you
that long, alcoholic drink you wanted.-'

Ruth suddenly found she was trembling and realissds a delayed
reaction to shock. She accepted the drink withoottgst but firmly
held onto her resolve to go as soon as she feldiste

'l presume you're not talking about kisses of gmgetso that leaves
Lissa Hindley,' he stated grimly.



Ruth disdained to answer. She sipped the drinkdaenanded her,
waiting for the warm tingle of alcohol to invader veins.

‘It was not at my invitation, Ruth. I'd finishedttviScott and was
about to rejoin you when Lissa angled me into tbatn. She wanted
to play and | declined as gracefully as | could.'

‘Very gracefully," Ruth bit out sarcastically.

'‘What would you expect me to do? Slap her facefdlter it wasn't
on. That kiss was a last attempt to change my nhididn't change it.
| didn't want to change it.'

'‘But you gave it a damned good test. Nothing haHrted about that
goodbye. Passed off with honours, I'd say,' sheagam, contempt
coating every word. 'And | suppose what's-her-ndfag¢e, would've
got the same treatment at a convenient moment. @md other
woman who took a fancy to you. You wouldn't slajy af them
down, would you, Patrick?"

'l think you've got things a bit out of perspectiuth,' he said
tersely. 'After all, it was a New Year's Eve party.

'Licence for lechery?' she mocked him viciously.

'‘Don't start dramatising something that means ngthiHis hand
sliced the air with angry emphasis. 'Nothing! Yeue only woman
| want, Ruth."Well, | don't want you.'

The words were delivered with icy disdain, her eg&sbbing the
rejection home. He paled, the tanned face beconquirtg sallow.

‘You don't mean that. You're upset.'

‘Several shades deeper than you were when you fme@ndancing
with Rex Thornton.' Her voice dripped with venoihe bottom had



just fallen out of my world and Rex found me staigdalone like a
puppet without a string. He simply swept me offdance. | could
barely go through the motions. You came in fightjaglous, hot
from another woman's arms. You think I'll live withat double
standard? Never!

He flinched, recognising the deadliness of the satton. 'Let me
explain,' he said quickly. 'About Lissa . . .'

'l don't want to hear.’
‘Be fair, Ruth," he demanded.
She stared at him stonily but remained seated.

'It was the easiest way to get away from her.hadin't bent a little,
she would have made a nuisance of herself foretsteof the evening.
She's the type.'

'l see. You'd rather offend me than offend her.'

'‘No, dammit!" he bit out savagely. 'l wanted het oumy hair, the
stupid bitch. She was spoiling for a scene, trytagcling onto
something that never was. She crawled into my besl rmght at
Cannes and | made the mistake of not kicking herlts past, Ruth,
nothing to do with you and me. Can't you see that?'

'‘No, | can't see that,' she retorted fiercely.ah cee a long line of
ex-mistresses, or not so ex, all expecting someatasimacy. You
enjoy your powers of attraction. You're a very sanimal. That's
your immediate impact and you play it to the hiltepelled me when
| first met you and it repels me now.'

'‘Does it?' he grated out, his mouth a thin, uglg.liBefore Ruth could
move he had snatched the glass from her hand dledl ner to her
feet. She struggled vainly against the strengthi®arms. His eyes



glittered down at her, burning coals of determwratil won't let you
go, Ruth.’

Realising it was futile to pit her strength agaihs$, she stood
passively, pinned against his body.

'It's no use, Patrick,' she muttered dully. "Yon'ichold me forever.'

All the bleakness of disillusion was in her voi&he felt his chest
expand as he drew in a deep breath and his arhisnigd around her.

'‘Ruth, | need you,' he breathed out raggedly. Deave me.'

The plea twisted like a knife in her heart, weakgrhier resolve. He
rubbed his cheek gently against her hair, a despéraging in the
simple action. The stiffness seeped out of her padd feeling the
new pliancy, he lifted one hand away to curve addugr chin and tilt
her head upwards. His eyes searched hers anxiously.

'l love you, only you," he insisted softly. 'No oglse matters a damn.’

'‘Only when no one else is around,' she sighed,lenalbelieve him
yet unable to tear herself away.

'‘Ruth, | swear to you .. .
'‘Don't! Actions speak louder than words,' she satl bitter irony.

'So they do," he agreed tersely and before shedcdiwvine his
intention, his mouth was on hers, warmly persuagpassionately
intent on arousing a response. She yielded withipasdifference,
cold ashes to his fire. And yet, he fanned a rahitcspark. With all
the lover's skill at his command he breathed hfe those dead ashes
and her traitorous body melted under the furnace&kisdes, the
practised caress of his hands, the whole sum aigtisctive mastery.



'l love you, | love you,' he whispered, the wordbang relentlessly,
filling the vast emptiness which had opened atldasayal of her
trust, dazing her into compliance.

She wanted to believe him, needed to believe haarned for his

love with a desperate hunger. Then suddenly shenteaware of his
hand, roaming lightly over the naked skin of heckharhe sharp

image of that hand doing the same to Lissa Hindleyed across her
mind. She pushed him away violently.

‘You bastard! You cynical bastard!" she pantedping up her dress
as she backed away from him. His love-making haplstd away the
controlled numbness, baring the agony in her h@artinintelligible
sound broke from her throat. Tears welled up indy&s and spilled
over. She swallowed convulsively, needing to redeti®e words
which were choking her. 'You thought that would fkege. You
thought you only had to use your very practisedhrieue and the
poor little, love-starved woman would fall flat ber back.'

‘Nol'

He reached out for her and she lashed blindly at, Isitriking a
glancing blow to the chin. His head jerked back ahd retreated
further.

'‘Keep away from me!'
'For God's sake, Ruth!"

'‘Don't touch me! If you think I'll marry you for &b you're mistaken.
You've kept me drugged with your love-making allekebut | won't
fall into that trap again. It's what you rely orkieep a woman happy,
and you're very good at it, but it's not enoughyi€lg not nearly
enough. It's too cheap a commodity." Contempt skarechthrough
the tears, stopping him more forcefully than angwbl'I'll finish



packing now and then I'm going. Nothing you can®agio will stop
me.'

She ignored him, refusing to recognise his presascghe piled her
belongings into the suitcases. The light glintedhen ring as she
clicked them shut. Slowly she drew it off, and Btegherself for this
last goodbye, her eyes sought Patrick. He sat lmshotzer, his head
in his hands, and for a moment Ruth's determingiadtered, her
heart pleading for another chance. Then she sdadedgony away,
walked over to the coffee-table in front of him grldced the ring
next to his untouched drink.

‘Don't go, Ruth.’

His head jerked up and the despair in his eyeshgastbreakingly
real. The angles of his face seemed harsher, theéak and sickly.

'I'm sorry. | must,' she said stiffly.
‘You said you loved me.'

The pain in his voice stabbed at her but she keqpplirrpose steady. 'l
loved a dream. I've woken up now, Patrick. | cané& with your
reality. Please give me the car keys and let me go.

He shook his head.
'It won't stop me. It will only inconvenience me.'

He made no response and Ruth heaved a sigh andirtop&ck up
her suitcases. The opal pendant dangled in fromieofeyes as she
bent over. Her hands moved instinctively to undodatch.

‘Keep it!" The hoarse cry startled her. She glartaak as a jangle of
keys fell at her feet. 'lf you're going, then dod'added savagely.



'l don't want to keep it,’ she fired back at hinem\was her fingers
trembled uselessly, clumsy in their haste.

'l have no use for it." He rose to his feet, memaan his angry
frustration. His hand flew out jn fierce dismissBlo you think | want
anything to remind me of you? Go on, go! Go backaor safe little
world where people don't make mistakes which danforgiven.'

He twisted away in violent rejection, his backfsaihd unrelenting.

For a moment Ruth was stunned by his outburst. Therpicked up
the keys and the suitcases and hurried to the &ber glanced back
as she opened it, her eyes drawn once more to #mesme had
scorned. His head was thrown back in a listenitigude, his body

ramrod straight and tense.

'You didn't make mistakes, Patrick,' she said sadllyu followed
your pattern. It was | who made the mistake. Goedby

Ruth could not drive very far. The tears startedihg, obscuring her
vision. Rather than risk an accident she pulledltiné side of the road
and let the dam burst. Great sobs racked her andeskted her head
on the steering-wheel, holding herself tightly totaon the pain in
her heaving body. She wept for her dream, mouriggassing in
heart- wrenching grief. The tears finally ceased th# pain
remained, constricting her chest and throbbingeinhiead. The drive
home was a nightmare. The distance was coveredaneetly, Ruth
barely grasping at the concentration required &pkeer going.

Her home stood waiting for her, a sanctuary whéee culd find
ease for the trauma that had engulfed her. Sheeehtiewith deep
relief, almost staggering into the bedroom. Heraged face stared
back at her from the mirror. The opal pendant gkdmat her
wickedly, mocking the wreckage of her love. Shetdmed at it,
tearing it off her neck as if it was contaminated #rusting it away
in a drawer, unable to bear the sight of it. lmenty she divested



herself of the dress Patrick had so admired. Simgeshe curled up
in her bed, wrapping the blankets tightly around, lu@sperately
seeking oblivion. It was finished, over, and sledfered the only
escape from her torment.



CHAPTER NINE

SHE was pregnant. Ruth had known even before her ddwd
confirmed the fact, but she had not wanted to belie She had not
wanted to accept that Fate would play such a tookher. She
remembered Patrick's saying he would like to havanaly, and
depression rolled over her in another destructiagaeny She yearned
to tell him, have him fly to her, hold her in higvss, tell her once
again that he loved her. Then she bitterly remirtterdelf that a child
would no more fit into his world than she would.

Once again she clamped down on emotional weak8asshad been
right to reject him. To think of running to him ndyecause she was
pregnant was pure self-indulgence. Patrick would want her
anyway. She had flayed him with scorn, virtualljled him a whore
and turned her back on him. If he had loved hee, Ishd surely
trampled that love to death. She was going to lsababy and she
would have it on her own.

Her first step was to resign from her teaching @be explained to
her friends on the school staff that she had dddideoncentrate on
her writing and they accepted her word unquestgigirShe told no
one of her pregnancy. Her involvement with Patvigls too hurtful a
subject to bring out into the open.

Even with her parents she had refused to discusbrhak-up with
him. She could not accept their sympathy or combeitause they
had never understood her love for him. It had keedifficult duty to
continue visiting them. The questions in their eyesle such visits
too painful.

As the weeks passed by Ruth stopped seeing friemds, even

reluctant to leave the house. She closed in upmeliand the house
closed in on her. Patrick haunted it. She not oalyied his child, she
could not wipe his image from her mind. It was irspible to settle to



any writing, and tears were all too ready to falaay upset. There
were six long months to get through before thénmfther baby, and
Ruth decided that if she was to do anything constre she had to
leave Tergola, go somewhere else, away from mesiorie

On Easter Sunday she drove into Jirrong. Her psirgaessing
invitation to lunch provided the opportunity to ¢ioke in them. She
could not keep them in ignorance any longer, nat she was intent
on going away. They greeted her with their usuatmtia, Tuffy
adding her doggy devotion to the welcome. Ruthdttae relax and
respond naturally to their conversation, but heemtension told in
stilted replies. Her mother produced the inevitaiolast dinner and
somehow Ruth managed to do it justice. They weti@giover a cup
of tea when she finally screwed up enough couragpéak what was
on her mind. Then suddenly her father forestalkd h

'Ruth, it's been almost four months now. Your motlaad |
understand that you find it painful to talk aboutat happened last
Christmas, but we're both very worried about you.'

'You look so dreadful, dear," Joyce chimed in angip. 'I'm sure
you're not looking after yourself. Now that youtyigen up teaching,
won't you come and stay with us for a while? Astaantil you pick
up a bit.’

Their loving concern brought a lump to Ruth's thraad she bit her
lips, fighting to hold back the tears which wer&king at her eyes.

‘You can do what you like. We won't poke into ypuivacy, Ruth,'
her father added earnestly.

She shook her head. 'I'm going away." A swift leblalarm darted
between her parents and she added, 'l thoughblupgo the Blue
Mountains, a complete change of scenery.'



'‘Ah, a holiday,' her father sighed in relief. "WeHlaybe that's a good
idea.'

‘Not exactly a holiday, Dad. | won't be coming b&aka while. I'm
going to rent a house and live there, probablyHerrest of the year.'

'‘But, Ruth,' her mother frowned, 'it'll be so caldl there with winter
coming on.'

'l have to go, Mum.' She sighed, knowing that tlmm@ant could not
be put off any longer. 'I'm expecting a baby. diiee at the end of
September.’

'‘Oh, my dear,' her mother said sadly. Then as walied from her
daughter's eyes she quickly stood up and put mercamfortingly
around Ruth. In the gentle, loving understandintpefgesture, it was
not necessary for words to be spoken.

A shudder ran through Ruth as she fought to cohtoemotion. She
clumsily wiped the tears away and took a deep bréehatn sorry,

Mum,' she gasped out. 'l didn't want to worry ybut | need your
help.'

'Of course, dear," her mother said tenderly antdas®rarning look to
her husband, who was sitting in grim silence. "Wdaat we do? You
know you can count on us to help in any way we'can.

Ruth glanced at her father tentatively, then swneggaze back to
her mother. 'lI'd be grateful if you'd come and steth me when the
baby's due.’

'‘Ruth, won't you reconsider and stay here withsyou have to go
so far away?' she pleaded.

Desperation shaded Ruth's voice as she replieged to be alone,
Mum.'



'Ruth,' her father interrupted in a gruff voicealte you been in touch
with Patrick Hagan?'

She shook her head.

‘Why not?'

'‘Now, Martin," Joyce began reprovingly.

‘Dammit, Joyce! He is the father. Ruth loved himwgh to . . .

'‘Don't, Dad. Please don't go on,' she whisperéihdipain-filled
eyes to him. 'l won't tell Patrick.'

Frustration and anger contorted Martin Devlin'sfas he crashed his
fist down on the table. 'That selfish, no-good fiy+bght! The least
he could have done was look after you so you weledft'. .'

‘Martin, you shut up this instant!'
He glared at his wife who glared fiercely back iat.h

'It was my responsibility as well as his," Rutherried quietly,
drawing their attention back to herself. 'And tlesponsibility is
completely mine now because | rejected him. Thvett'g | won't tell
him, Dad. | wouldn't marry him then when he beggeslto and |
won't accept anything from him now. So pleases leifop the
subject.’

'‘But you loved him, Ruth," her mother said faintly.

A spasm of pain tore at Ruth's heart, uncoveriegttiith which she
had tried so hard to ignore. She had loved Pat8hk.still loved him.
Despite his faults and his cynical life-style, siehed to have him
with her—not the Patrick of that last night, buetinan he had
revealed to her during the days they had spenthegeThen the



memory of that fateful party injected its poisohadowing all the
rest, and she looked at her mother with all thaeklsess of despair.

‘Leave it alone, Mum. I'll have my baby and gewotin my own life.
That's what I've got to do. I'll be leaving nexteke

Her parents finally accepted her decision, althaihgly were clearly
worried by it. They fussed over her continuallyhe following week,
reminding her of things she might have forgotted aanding out
advice as they helped her pack up. Ruth had naieddheir help, but
knew the activity eased their anxiety. She promisedrite to them
regularly, assured them that she would look aféesé¢lf sensibly and
agreed to rent a house which had a telephone.dtanvlief to bid
them goodbye and get on her way.

Since it was the off-season Ruth had a good choickotiday

cottages in the Katoomba area. Being the touristreeof the Blue
Mountains it had the most to offer in the way okrsery and
conveniences. She finally leased a small househwbaked out over
rugged cliffs and tree-filled valleys, somethingptly different from

the view at home.

It did not take her long to settle in and establashegular routine.
Knowing she must take care of herself and realiliegnecessity of
self-discipline, she limited herself to five houwgrk a day on her
book and took long scenic walks for exercise, engpyhe soothing
atmosphere of the mountains. There was a timelsssat@ut them
which pulled her private problems into proper pecipe.

llie days quickly became shorter and colder, anthRound herself
purchasing an electric blanket for the first tinas, well as much
warmer clothes than she was accustomed to wearimgnter. She
stocked up on food, aware that she would becomsdtmund if it
snowed. Letters came regularly from her parentsstuedreplied to



them conscientiously, easing their fears, assuheg that she paid
regular visits to a doctor and she was fine.

One morning she woke up to see a blanket of snasid®) and with
the excitement of a child, she quickly dressedvalt out, breathing
in the sharp, bracing air. With uninhibited ple&swhe made
snowballs, hurling them at trees and laughing & &iit one. Her
laughter triggered the memory of other laughter alwivly she
allowed the memories that she had stifled to teidkack into her
mind.

They had been so good, those days between Chrisinths\ew

Year, scintillating with a very special happinessl avarm with the

wonderful intimacy of love. Looking back now froimet perspective
of time and distance, Ruth at last conceded thathsid been too
hasty in rejecting Patrick. She had judged harahty had turned her
back on a love that might well have overcome ttgierences if she
had been more patient and tolerant.

Patrick had loved her. Those days could not hadetliair magical
guality without love, given and returned. He hadeld her, but one
week together had not been long enough to alteaimgd attitudes to
life. He had declared his kiss with Lissa Hindleganingless, and
now, finally, Ruth believed him. Patrick had playetaningless,
sexual games for years, and the habits of a lifetaould not be
expected to change overnight.

She remembered the need and despair on his fatedsad poured
out her contempt. She had been deaf and blindstplkas, but not
dumb. Oh no, not dumb. The deadly words had spafeder tongue,
blistering, cruel, hateful words. Her pride hadddl his love for her
as surely as if she had plunged a knife into hind, ia was a futile
exercise to keep twisting the knife in her own hear



Patrick had made no attempt to see or speak tocapain. She
remembered his vehement cry that he wanted notbingmind him
of her, and Ruth had no doubt that he had closedittor cm that
episode in his life. He would have locked it firndgpd thrown away
the key. She wondered where he was now, if he (oaohdf
consolation with some other woman. There would gbMae other
women for Patrick in his world of bright lights afast living.

But other men for her? No. She could not imagineSé® would go
on living in her safe little world .. . but not al®. She would have her
baby to love. The thought suddenly blossomed wiginmvpleasure.
All this time she had been rejecting it, viewing lpeegnancy as a
punishment for last year's weakness. Now she huggealrms across
her swollen body and a pure shaft of love was that the child
growing inside her. Patrick would never come hey again, but she
would always have part of him. This child was hétsr baby.

That morning was a turning-point for Ruth. With r@afer sense of
purpose in life she finished off her book and postéo Clive with a
covering letter. She had not told him about hegpamcy and she did
not tell him now. Her letter instructed him to héndll publishing
decisions, that she was on holiday and did not wate bothered
with any unnecessary details. She knew Clive wénibdt after her
manuscript with his usual zeal.

With nothing to think about now but the baby, Rtdbk pleasure in
choosing baby clothes and making the necessanhases for her
confinement. She bought a light carry-cot for imnmag¢glipurposes,
leaving other nursery equipment for when she wentdto Tergola.

Although she did not mind what sex her baby was,febind herself
thinking of it as a boy. Memories of David's biftitted through her
mind and she hoped this birth would give her asmiappiness. The
waiting time was almost over and Ruth was impatifamt that
precious moment when she would at last hold hed amiher arms.



Joyce Devlin arrived and spent the time fussingiiago making Ruth
feel indulgent and irritated in turn, but when tlree came she was
glad of her mother's presence. Her son came sagiatiio the world
in the evening of the 28th of September and helavdgently in her
arms immediately afterwards. Tears swam into hes&s she saw
the head of tight black curls. She clutched theybab her
convulsively, wishing with all her heart that Peltrihad been with
her, sharing the birth of their son.

The doctor saw her tears and sent her a reasgiimgHe's a perfect
child, Miss Devlin. No need to worry about him witiose lungs.’

'l know," she smiled. 'He's beautiful." A warm rughmaternal love
engulfed her as she cradled the baby and she wa®ted by his
tiny presence.

Ruth called her son Andrew and took delight in fieg@nd caring for
him. Even so she had too much time to think whie svas in

hospital. Whenever she held Andrew in her armsvsa® forcibly

reminded of Patrick. Martin Devlin had travelled tagoin his wife.

Each day her parents visited her, bringing condiod support, but
still she suffered bouts of depression." The dodexlared that this
was quite natural after giving birth, but Ruth knéw roots went
deeper than that.

One day she was still nursing Andrew when her fasineved to sit
with her. Her eyes were brimming with tears and\she unable to
hide her distress from him. He drew his chair aldsethe bedside
and squeezed her hand sympathetically.

'‘What is it, love? Can't you tell your old Dad?'dsked gently, and
Ruth could not contain the sobs as she broke dowimel face of his
tender concern.

'Oh, Dad!" she said despairingly. 'Look at Andrew!'



'What's wrong? He's a fine, healthy baby," he assber, unable to
understand what she was referring to.

She shook her head helplessly, her words breakirigino sharp
bursts. 'He's the image of Patrick. I'll never &rgim now.'

Her bald statement hit Martin Devlin hard. He h&fhrdssed Patrick
Hagan out of hand and it took some time to grasprtiport of Ruth's
words. His expression became very thoughtful andigealled a
nurse to take Andrew away. He put an arm arount'®shoulders
and she clung to him as she sobbed out her distEgssitually she
calmed down and limply withdrew from him, mopping ker face
with tissues. He waited and then attacked the propknowing it
would do no good to push" it away.

'‘What exactly are your feelings towards Patrick &#agow, Ruth?’
She shook her head, her lips tightly compressed.

'‘Come on, now. I'm not going to bite. Let's brihgut into the open.
Do you love him, hate him or what?'

'l still love him," she whispered.

Martin Devlin paused to consider this and then dskéiously, "Was
| so very wrong about him, Ruth?'

She nodded dumbly and he frowned, puzzled thatuiigement
could have been badly astray.

‘Would you change your mind now if he still wantedmarry you?"

Ruth nodded and then shook her head wearily. 'lIt dovow, Dad.
Besides, there's no way he could want me now. Net the way |
scorned him. Imeant to hurt him and | did, veryetiju There's no
way back.' She lay her head back on the pillow@dosed her eyes.



Martin Devlin felt an acute sense of failure. Hel Im@ver understood
his daughter's involvement with Patrick Hagan, hadstruggled to
come to grips with it. He was not a man to fac&faieasily. 'You

must write to him, Ruth,' he declared, seeingaisghe only solution.

Her eyes fluttered open, startled by his words.

"You must write to him and tell him about Andrefhé's anything of
the man you think he is, he'll burn a trail to ydoorstep.'

'l wouldn't want that, Dad, not for him to come &ese of Andrew.’
She gave him a watery smile. 'Don't mind me just.ndl get over it.

This silly emotional weakness is post-natal depoassihe doctor
says so.'

Her father looked at her gravely and said, '‘Ruthman worth his salt
would want to be left in ignorance about his own.Sd/rite to him

and see what happens. One way or another youdifbom no doubt

as to Patrick Hagan's feelings towards you.'

'‘We'll see,’ she murmured. Then wanting to chahgestibject she
asked, 'Have you been doing any, sightseeing?'

Her father reluctantly took the hint, answering lygrestion and
talking of other mundane matters. Only as he wadmg did he refer
back to the problem. 'Give that letter some thougbth. Loose ends
are very untidy. They keep nagging.'

He was right. She did not imagine that Patrick dqudssibly want
her again, but maybe it was wrong of her to keegktiowledge of his
child from him. He had said he wanted a family, @nte never
married, Andrew might be his only child. She showitte to him,

and if he was interested ... if he came . . . maybe

She tried to disregard the hope which wormed artwmdheart trying
to take hold. In the weeks which followed Ruth \eratany letters to



Patrick and posted none of them. As much as ské ta keep an

appeal out of her words, she could always readtivben the lines.

She had no right to make any appeal to him, dftrdruel rejection.

It was not until she and Andrew were settled irdoliouse at Tergola
that she finally achieved a message which coulg balinterpreted

as precisely that, a factual statement. She reagitonce more to be
absolutely sure.

Dear Patrick,

Our son was born on the 28th of September. | hawged him
Andrew. Please understand that | accept full resipdity for

him and | make no claim on you whatsoever. | aroriming
you of Andrew's birth because you once expressekae to
have children and | thought you had the right towrhat you
have a son.

Yours sincerely, Ruth Devlin

It said enough and no more. Ruth sealed the letieran envelope,
addressed it, and slipped out to post it while Amdwas still having
his morning sleep. Even at the letterbox she Hesitavondering if
she was doing the right thing. Then with a spudetermination she
shoved it down the slot and turned away. She h#ldwled her

conscience. It was up to Patrick now. All she calddvas wait.

The weeks rolled on towards Christmas. There wassmonse to her
letter. Ruth's tension eased, replaced by a dgkipidéy. The hope
which had struggled to live died a painful deathe Buried it under
preparations for Christmas. At least she had hiey bmshare it with.



CHAPTER TEN

THE persistent buzz of the telephone nagged her a&ieestumbled
out of bed, suddenly alarmed that anyone wouldairguch an hour.
There was an irritable cry from Andrew and Ruthcglyi snatched up
the handset, not wanting him to Ire disturbed.

'Hello,' she said anxiously.
'‘Ruth, is that you?'

Shock rippled through her, making her gasp as shegnised the
voice. 'Patrick?' she asked incredulously.

‘Yes. I've just got home from Europe and found yetier waiting for
me. May | come and visit you? I'd like, very mutihsee the child,’
he said, his voice distant and impersonal.

The sheer unexpectedness of his call and his relgag$futh reeling.
'‘When?' she blurted out.

'l have a few arrangements to make. Say a couplayH.'

Ruth was shaken by a surge of emotion which frigialeher. She
desperately wanted him to come, yet shrank fromtdineoil his
coming would provoke.

'Is that all right, Ruth?' His voice held a straim®te this time.
‘Yes. If you're sure you want to come, Patrickg' said uncertainly.
'I'll telephone when | get to Mascot Airport.'

He hung up, leaving Ruth with a dead receiver in lind. She
replaced it slowly, trying to recall everything had said. It was
obvious that she had underestimated his possilaletioa to her



letter, since he meant to drop everything and comeediately. Two
days, three at the most and he would be here.hisistoice had
shaken her, let alone his presence.

She wondered why he had been in Europe, what hédéaa doing
the past year, whether she still meant anythingite. He would

surely have tried to erase her from his mind. Qo thing was
certain. He urgently wanted to see Andrew. Thedchhs Patrick's
son as well as hers, and whatever demands he rhaded to keep
that fact fairly in mind.

For the rest of the night she tossed and turnedyimg one moment,
then longing for his arrival, admitting to hersé&lbw much she
wanted to see him while fearful of the effect heswaund to have on
her life. It was a dilemma which could not be sdlwetil Patrick
came, but it teased her mind endlessly.

Andrew's crying woke her the next morning. Rutiyssefelt gravelly

from lack of sleep. She staggered to the bassntebeought the baby
back to bed with her. As he gurgled up at her #se=mblance to
Patrick in his little face became more definite &edrt-wrenching.

'Little do you know, my love, that your father'sntiog to see you
very soon. | wonder what he'll think of you.'

Andrew screwed up his face and gave a lusty yell.

reminding her that he was not there for converadiiat for mother's
milk.

She grinned down at him and murmured, 'All rigltty ydemanding
little monster," and pushed her nightie aside kil fus needs.

It was a difficult day for her. She threw hersaloi housework until
every room was Spotless and then spent the aftersbhopping.
Unsure of what Patrick's plans might be when hgexdr she wanted



to be prepared for any contingency. She found Hessanning the
supermarket shelves for delicacies and chided Hheiwe being
foolish. It was far more sensible to keep everghas normal as
possible.

The next day she had nothing to do, and Andrew rhecfietful,

sensing his mother's anxiety. She ended up takmgdr a drive in

the car and was half an hour away from home whentltbught
struck her that Patrick might catch an earlierhiligShe might miss
his call. She knew he would call again, but sheiedrhome, not
wanting a minute to be lost. Afternoon dragged iet@ning. She
finally went to bed in an attempt to sleep the saway.

The telephone woke her at six-thirty in the mornigge flew out of
bed to answer it and stifled a sigh of relief wiatrick's voice came
over the wire.

'Ruth, I'm at Mascot now. | don't want to wastedtiom the telephone.
Would you please ring around and book me into allomwtel?' he
said abruptly.

'For how long, Patrick?' she asked smoothly, fegeline blood
palpitating through her veins as she waited foré&dy.

'Say two weeks. That should be long enough oneawvayother," he
answered tiredly, and it was impossible for Rutlgémge what he
meant by that comment. 'If you'll do that I'll gt my way.'

‘Very well. I'll see you later,' she said, caretmlkeep any hint of
excitement out of her voice.

'Yes,' he said briefly and hung up.

Ruth was galvanised into action. She showered ashed her hair,
donned a house-wrap and made her bed. She couldAneaew



rattling his beads across his bassinet and weggtttim up, smiling
as he lifted his arms up to her.

'‘Oh, | hope your father is going to love you," sineoned at him,
hugging him tightly.

There was so much to do. She fed Andrew and drdssech a little
playsuit, proud of his brown, sturdy body, gladwes such a happy
baby. His interested eyes followed her as she ¢haliea cool, blue,
button-through sundress. After several telephorls che finally
managed to book Patrick into a nearby motel. THe® carried
Andrew out to the kitchen and laid him in a bouetie while she had
some breakfast.

Her eyes kept glancing at the clock, and tensiom &b her nerves as
the minutes ticked past. A car drew up in the steéside, but Ruth
steadfastly refused to look out of the window, uhmg to
be-disappointed. When the doorbell rang her hdappgd for a
moment. Then she picked up Andrew, sat him on ipeaid went to
greet his father.

Patrick's gaze moved slowly from mother to child &ack again as
Ruth absorbed the shock of his appearance. Hehwaset, his face
haggard with weariness and his once-black hairliesally streaked
with grey.

'Hello, Patrick.' The words came out as little mibv@n a whisper and
she forced more volume into her voice, 'Won't yome in?'

He hesitated, glancing down at his suitcase.
‘You can put it in the hall,' she nodded.

‘Thank you. You look well, Ruth.’



'You look exhausted. Come and sit down,' she idyileading the
way into the living-room.

‘Thanks, but I'd rather stretch my legs. It's beetong trip," he
remarked stiffly.

'‘Would you like some coffee?' she asked, tryingrtgect a calmness
she did not feel.

‘Thank you," he nodded politely.
She bent to put Andrew in the bouncinette but hestalled her.
‘May | hold him for a while? I'll be careful.'

She silently passed Andrew to him. Patrick turnedyaand walked
over to the picture window, gazing at his son, whas clearly
suspicious of this stranger. Ruth saw the beginwihg smile on
Patrick's face and then busied herself in the &tcWhen she came
out with the coffee Andrew was laughing and wavhng hands
excitedly and Patrick grinned his pleasure at her.

'He's beautiful!' he declared warmly.
Ruth smiled. 'l think so. Shall | take him whilewbave your coffee?’

Patrick nodded and she laid Andrew in the bountneéte kicked his
legs and blew bubbles, demanding their attentietri¢k chuckled
and knelt down, tickling Andrew's tummy, making hgguirm in
delight. Painful emotion choked Ruth as she watt¢hedwo of them
together. Patrick glanced up and caught the texgession on her '
face and his own became shuttered.

‘Thank you for letting me know, Ruth. | appreciateat it must have
cost you to write to me,' he said quietly..



She looked away, unable to hold his gaze withoueakng how
much his presence meant to her. She sat downnguiler coffee
towards her and stirring it distractedly.

"Your coffee will be cold if you don't come andriiit,’ she said to
cover the awkward silence between them. He sahenopposite
armchair and reached for the sugar. 'l booked gaat the Seaview
Motel. It's only a couple of blocks away. | hopaiYidoe comfortable
there,' she prattled on, her whole mind and bodplmeaval at haying
him near her.

‘Thank you,"' he nodded and picked up his cup deeoHe sipped it
for a while, watching Andrew with hooded eyes. 'Yesounded
surprised when | telephoned the other night." Higzegswitched to
her, sharply inquiring. 'Didn't you think I'd confeyuth?’

She flushed and gave a non-committal shrug. 'l dikimw how
you'd react, Patrick. When you didn't acknowledgg letter |
assumed you weren't interested.’

'‘My God! Not interested!" he muttered grimly. 'Amnere you glad
about that?'

The bitterness in his voice and the accusing ladks eyes squeezed
her heart. Her hopes for a reconciliation faded. tdsentment went
too deep.

'No,' she said quietly. 'l accepted it, that's\What you do with your
life is your business, Patrick.'

His lips twisted cynically. 'Yes, that's exactly atlyou'd think.' He
sighed weatrily and leaned back in his chair. 'l¢ watark little letter,
Ruth. It gave me no hint as to whether a visit frora would be
welcome or not.'

'‘Does it matter?' she asked stiffly.



'Oh yes, it matters. You've given me a son, but mueh | see of him
depends very largely on you, doesn't it?' he daulg, watching her
with probing eyes.

‘And on you.' She met his gaze unflinchingly, leavthe challenge
for him to pick up.

‘Tell me why you wrote, Ruth.’

She looked at Andrew, her face softening as the lgaibgled up at
her. "You're his father. You had the right to knéwd Andrew has
the right to know his father. It's up to you whetheu want to be part
of his life or not.'

His silence drew her gaze back to him. He was luplat Andrew,
naked yearning on his face.

'Is it all right for me to nurse him?'

The depth of emotion in his voice choked her ar@Essed him the
baby without comment. Patrick cradled him in himsyrocking him
gently.

'He has your eyes.'
'Yes,' she answered briefly, not trusting her voice

He shot her a discerning look. 'Did you have a hemng with him,
Ruth?'

She shook her head. 'No. It was an easy birth.’

A silence fell between them until Ruth noticed tiatdrew was
asleep. She took him quietly from Patrick, indiegtthat he should
be put to bed. Ruth dallied in the bedroom, rehict® return
immediately. She needed time to brace herself agdie emotional



impact of meeting Patrick again. Her imaginatiord heot really
prepared her for the reality, the hard edge ohtasner towards her,
the loving way he had taken to Andrew and the splegsical pain of
seeing them together. She pressed her hand toeher tb slow its
rapid beating, then took a deep breath and retunmedhe
living-room.

Patrick's head had lolled sideways, his eyes closiedbreathing

heavy, his whole body slack. He looked so tired fRath did not

attempt to wake him, taking the opportunity to stuais face

unobserved. He had aged considerably over the/pastthe grooves
in his cheeks deeper and the skin around his egashpd. She
wanted to smooth the lines from his face and rurfihgers through

his greying hair, but she resisted the impulsantplt seat away from
him, just watching him sleep and taking stock obihad happened
so far.

There had not yet been enough time to discuss bts/enfor this
visit. Patrick had taken the initiative from herthvihis questions,
revealing little about himself except that he f&itongly about the
situations-Andrew seemed to be the focal point o¢hemotions,
and Ruth had to find out what he intended for tterke. If he had
come only to see his son, the next two weeks wetrletch Ruth's
nerves to breaking-point and any future visits ledras a continuing
torment. If only Patrick had given one hint of s@f$s towards her she
would have leapt at the chance to meet him halfvieay, all his
tenderness had been for Andrew. Now there wasmpttw her to do
but erect some necessary defences.

The baby began to whimper and Ruth was startledhbyquick
passage of time. She went to him quickly beforedl&manded his
lunch in his usual loud way. Hushing him as shdgmichim up, she
took him to her bedroom, unbuttoned her sunfroaklz@gan to feed
him. She watched him indulgently, comforted by theught that at
least she had her baby to love.



A sound distracted her attention and she lookedougee Patrick
leaning against the doorway. Her involuntary jeskiged Andrew to
protest. She hurriedly changed him over to therdiheast and threw
an appealing glance at Patrick.

‘We won't be long.'

Fatigue seemed to have drawn his features tigiteng him a pale,
pinched look. There was an immense weariness iddrlseyes.

‘Take your time," he muttered, but instead of mg\away he came
and sat on the bed, observing in silence as Antlew his fill. 'I'm
sorry | fell asleep. | wanted to talk with you," meurmured
apologetically.

There's plenty of time. You must be terribly tifeshe answered
guietly and looked up to see him squeeze his faehetween finger
and thumb in a telling gesture. 'I'll take you tiiy motel later and
you can have a proper rest,' she added in cormedfe nodded.

Andrew was finally satisfied and she laid him asidele she hastily
rearranged her clothes.

'‘Don't be embarrassed, Ruth,' Patrick said wrigu'looked very
beautiful suckling your baby."'

She flushed and picked up the baby, using himdefence. 'I'll get
some lunch ready,' she said distractedly, and gaput Andrew
down in the bassinet she escaped to the kitchen.

Patrick followed her, propping himself on a kitch&nol, watching

her silently as she put steaks on to cook and bpggparing a salad
to go with them. She did not know what to say aséience was not
encouraging.

‘Under what name did you register Andrew?' he askedenly.



'‘Devlin.' She glanced at him sharply. 'What else?’
He shrugged, it could not have been easy for you.'

Ruth thought she detected concern in his eyes aokkesquickly to
erase it, too proud to accept sympathy. it wasgit, Patrick. | wrote
a book. What have you been doing all year?' Thataxsafe question
and she was curious to know.

'Filling in time, just drifting. | went yacht-raajna couple of times,
then toured around Europe. When it got too coldehtvhome. A
completely aimless existence, while unbeknownsh& you were
tucked away in Australia having our son,' he fieghand the
bitterness in his voice made Ruth wary.

She put the finishing touches to the salad, litbetl the steaks and
carried the plates to the dining- table. They atglance for a while,
both biding their time. It was Patrick who spokestfiand his voice
was harsh with irony.

'l don't suppose it occurred to you that | migldi feesponsible.’
‘Yes, it occurred to me,' she admitted softly.

'‘And you couldn't let me know earlier than this® témpered the
harshness in his voice and added more gently, ddtwlou have let
me come, Ruth?'

She carefully laid down her knife and fork and théém squarely.
'I'm sorry, Patrick. It was not an easy time for. héied to write
earlier but ... it wasn't easy.’

'l see." His mouth tightened. 'Well, I'm here. Afrd here to stay,
Ruth, and you're just going to have to toleratepmsence, one way
or another.’



His eyes were brooding with purpose, and a littlevex crept up
Ruth's spine. There was no softness in his eydssfiorHe was going
to make it hard. There was too much bitternessnm 8he sucked in
a deep breath and asked, 'What do you mean by that?

His eyes were diamond-hard, 'lt means | want my Roith, my full
share of Andrew's life. | want to see him grow gy d¢by day, not
occasionally. | want to be a proper father to hmat hand when he
needs me. Are you listening?'

She had closed her eyes, unable to bear the celculspion in
Patrick's. There was nothing for her in his claithgias all Andrew,
and the disappointment was too savage to let hean se

‘Yes,' she murmured.
‘No comment?’

"You haven't finished.’
‘The answer is obvious.'
'Say it,' she persisted.

‘The most satisfactory way of achieving the sitwatiwant is for us
to be married.’

He waited for a reaction but there was none. Thsaes he stated for
his proposal all centred on Andrew, and the slinppeh&®uth had
cherished for something different was being crushyediespair. It
was impossible to speak without betraying her inpaen.

'l am well aware that you have no personal wisim&ry me,' he
continued tersely. "Your words and actions havenbmere than
eloguent in convincing me of that. However, allgmeral emotions
aside, | hope you will consider the advantages imariage of



convenience. | won't place any demands on you:IMmitompletely

free to do whatever you want. In fact, more fremntlyou are at the
moment, since | will be here to look after Andravdaupport both of
you.'

He paused and Ruth inserted bitterly, 'What about gwn freedom,
Patrick?"

He gave a harsh laugh. 'Freedom to do what?'

She looked at him with all the memory of disillusneent in her eyes.
He shook his head and his voice softened.

'‘Whatever else you imagined, Ruth, the simple tmés that you
were all | wanted then. The only freedom | want nswhe freedom
to love and care for my son.' A bleak desolatiatiest on his face
and he added tiredly, 'I'm almost forty. Andrewng only child. I've
travelled the whole empty world and the only magiit is right here.
Please credit me with enough intelligence to kndvat want, and
mean what | say.'

Ruth searched his brooding eyes and could not dbelgincerity of
his words. She had to believe him, but whetheicsld sustain such
a surface relationship with him was another mategether.

'l need time to think about it,' she said bluntly.

He nodded. 'Take your time, I'm in no hurry forarswer. I'm not
going anywhere. I'm here to stay, Ruth, whether gooept my
proposition or not."'

She looked at him blankly, still confused by theo&ions he had
stirred. 'What do you mean by that?'

'l intend to apply for Australian citizenship whade you decide. If
you find the idea of our marriage too distastefilil,buy a house



nearby so that Andrew can visit me and | can takietrest in him. |
don't think you'll begrudge me that much,' he adctdly.

The blood drained from her face as Ruth understioedrap closing
around her. She found herself clenching and unhlagcher fists
under the table and strove to calm her nerves.

'And have Andrew torn between the two of us?'

‘That's your choice,' he said deliberately, hangppse darkening his
eyes. He pushed his chair back and stood up. "Briamkhe lunch,
Ruth. I'm afraid | had little appetite. If you'lirdct me to the motel I'll
go now and get some rest.’

'I'll drive you,' she offered, forcing herself tiaisd on shaky legs.
‘Should you leave Andrew?’

'He'll be all right. I'll only be ten minutes, ahitlask my neighbour to
keep an eye on the house.'

There was nothing left to say, and she fetchedcdekeys and took
him to the motel.

"Il call around tomorrow morning if that is comient to you,' he
said smoothly before getting out.

She nodded and watched him as he strode away fespsiently
despairing of his ever coming to her with love ia heart. Patrick
was probably not aware of it, but he had givenrieechoice at all.
Perhaps his alternative plan of living nearby wouhlave been
feasible if she no longer loved him, but Ruth kr&ve would find
that unbearable. Yet to marry him if he no longereld her was to
court disaster in a far more intimate way.



He had loved her once. Maybe with Andrew as a leridgtween
them he might learn to love her again. She knewvge going to
accept his offer. All year she had tried to put lout of her mind and
heart, but the yearning for him had only ever b&smporarily

shelved, always ready to eat at her when her doslipped. Since
Andrew's birth that yearning had intensified. Noatri€k was giving

her a second chance, a very shaky second charndeutiuwas going
to take it. Whatever else their marriage yieldée, would have him
by her side, for better or for worse.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

RUTH was just lifting Andrew out of his bath when theodbell
heralded Patrick's arrival. She wrapped the babg large fluffy
towel while trying to still the nervous flutter ier heart. Her decision
to marry Patrick had not faltered, but she was keaware that any
personal relationship between them was balanceelyfim the
iInnocent hands of their baby son. She cradled Amdrgainst her
shoulder and went to open the door.

Patrick smiled at them. Ruth knew the smile wasnigadirected at
his son, but it helped soothe her inner anxiety.ws dressed in
jeans and a casual sports shirt and he looked ral@aeed. The heavy
lines of fatigue had lifted and the deep wearitestleft his eyes. He
looked more like his former self, and Ruth had troiggle against
showing her love for him. She pitched her voicatight, friendly

level.

‘Come in, Patrick. | was just going to take Andmaut near the pool
for his sun-bath. Would you like to join us?'

'If you don't mind,' he replied in a carefully nelittone.

'‘Why don't you carry Andrew down while | make usttbheome
coffee?'

'I'd like that,' he nodded and held out his armdHle baby.

The action made touching inevitable, but he tooldmw quite
naturally, giving no sign that her closeness aéédtim in any way.
His attention was all on his son, and he chuckkdha baby blew
bubbles at him.

‘Thanks, Ruth,' he said casually.



She watched him carry the baby down the back stbps, stepped
into the kitchen. She could see them from the wmwdehile the

percolator heated up. Patrick carefully smoothedtthwel over the
grass, making sure it was not wrinkled under theybhle stretched
out on the lawn beside his son, his head proppednupne hand.
Andrew waved and kicked, enjoying his freedom. Anbsed smile
softened Patrick's face as he examined the tinghand feet. Ruth
felt intensely moved by the father- and-son pictiney made, and
she vowed to do her best to make it a permanentivise.

As soon as the coffee was ready she loaded mugsisauts onto a
tray and carried it down. Her breath caught in theoat as Patrick
directed a happy grin at her.

'I'm a doting father already.’
She returned the grin. 'Andrew loves to be freeapfpies.'
'‘Who could blame him?'

Ruth set the tray down on the garden table, hagiagPatrick's good
humour would not suddenly disappear. She did nattwee awful
tension of yesterday to return. 'Do you want yaffee there on the
lawn?'

‘Not I'll join you.'

She sat down on one of the sun-loungers as he sfdder legs felt

shaky whenever he was close to her. She did not tedvetray her

feelings, not at this uncertain stage. Patricklstidhe few steps over
to the sun-lounger next to hers. He sat down fabeig Neither of

them took a mug of coffee or a biscuit.

'Did you sleep well?' she asked, trying to sourtdnad Tension was
creeping up on her again.



‘Yes, surprisingly enough." A wry smile touched lps. 'l guess a
man can only go so long without sleep. It's bedm@ic couple of
days.' He looked at her guardedly. 'Your letteewhme into a spin. It
was a bare little birth notice, Ruth. No joy, nampaust here is the
news. You can't imagine what I felt.'

Ruth flushed and looked at Andrew, rememberingdiz@f his birth
and the pain of not having Patrick at her sidelidn't know how
you'd take it, and | didn't want you to think | wasking you for
anything.'

'‘God almighty! You'd borne my child. You had thghtito ask me for
anything.'

The strangled passion in his voice completely wwedbrher. She
forced herself to answer, to explain. "You knowt'thaot so, Patrick,
not after | rejected you.'

There was dead silence for so long that Ruth datgidnce at him.
He was leaning forward, his elbows on his knees,iand rubbing at
the other. His gaze was fixed on Andrew. He drew oleep breath
and let it slowly shudder out.

'‘Well, Ruth, you've had time to think about it. Wibu give me your
answer now?'

The tone of tired resignation told her he expeetedther rejection.
'I'l marry you, if that's what you want,' she sqidgetly, ignoring the
heavy lump in her heatrt.

She saw his throat move in a convulsive swallowHautlid not turn

back to her. 'Yes. That's what | want,' he saitlagssquietly. Then he
swung his head around and his eyes held a detatrolvalenge. 'l'd
like to know what Iran expect from you, though, Wier it's an

armed truce or a willingness to be friends. Haatrd contempt can
be pretty difficult to stifle when living in closguarters.’



Pain filled her eyes, impossible to control, istthaw you feel
towards me?'

‘Me?' He was startled out of his guarded expressimiface softened
and there was a gleam of vulnerability in his ejlgsw could | when
you've given me such a wonderful gift? I'll do egking in my
power to make you and Andrew happy. | was askiryguf could be
open-minded enough to make it easy.’

His answer gave her the courage to speak up. 't thate you,

Patrick, | never did. It took me a long time to @ta terms with what
happened last year. When | wrote to you | hopeddyoome, but it

had to be because you wanted to.' She looked dblar ands, saw
her nails biting deeply into the palms and uncleacher fingers. She
drew in a deep breath and added, 'l hoped thatryght want us to

be a family, so you see, I'm more than open-minketty to be more

tolerant this time.'

Silence greeted her answer and she glanced bduknatervously.
His expression was difficult to read.

‘That's very generous of you, Ruth," he said dt lashought you
might find it difficult to live with me.'

‘There is one thing, Patrick,’ she murmured. A Hlusf
embarrassment started creeping across her facshantboked at
Andrew, too self-conscious to hold Patrick's gakeya're to be a
family, | don't want Andrew to be an only child.'

She heard his sharp intake of breath and couldhisetyes boring
into her. His reply was excruciatingly slow in comi

‘You're willing to share your bed with me, Ruth?vidaa complete
marriage?' The questions were forced out and theas a
half-incredulous note in his voice.



'You don't want that?' she asked huskily, a savdgsperation
wrenching at her heart.

'‘God, yes!" It was an explosion of relief. 'l ju#iin't expect... |
thought. . ." He thrust his fingers through hig haiaking a confusion
of the unruly curls. 'l thought you would reject itieat you were only
accepting me as Andrew's father.’

She shook her head and took her courage a stéeifuittdon’t think
the other way would work very well. It would leamftustration and
misunderstandings. If you really want to share ydemwith us, then
I'd like to share everything as far as possible.'

‘You've thought this out, Ruth? Don't promise sdnmgf you can't
give. It's easier to refrain from a physical reaship than be
repulsed,’ he explained cautiously.

She paled at the reference to her bitter wordagifylear, it's what |
want,' she replied firmly.

‘When would you like to get married? How much tideeyou need?’

'l don't need any time. We could go to the Jirr@aurthouse and
sign the necessary papers this afternoon, if yaJ'li

‘You don't want a church wedding?'
'‘No. You do realise it will still be a month befose can marry.'

'Yes, | remember. I'm quite content to wait a mortnger if
necessary. | want you to be very sure you know wate doing. It's
one thing to make a decision, and quite anothdiveowith it. A

month will give you time to get used to having meuand.’

‘Do you want to stay here with us?' she askeddrekjt



'‘No. Better to take things gradually, but I'd likemeet your parents
as soon as possible. If we go into Jirrong thisrafion, could we
visit them?"

She darted him a look of surprise, but he appearbd quite sincere.
'Yes, | think so. Dad's retired and they don't g much, but I'd
better telephone to make sure.' She stood ugintesto take Andrew

in, anyway.'

She gathered up the baby and Patrick followed pdha steps and
right into Andrew's bedroom. He watched her put down to sleep
and stayed watching him while she telephoned. Afteonsiderable
number of surprised comments and a few cautiousiees, Ruth's
mother invited them to dinner. Ruth hung up andhe It was not
going to be an easy meal. The testing ground ophsgnts' interest
would probably create more tension between hePatidck. Several
hurdles had been crossed, but their relationshig wstdl very
strained.

'Is it okay?' Patrick asked sharply and she swuogral to face him.
‘Yes. We're invited to stay to dinner.'

*You look disturbed.’

She shrugged. 'My parents will be concerned, Ratric

He nodded understandingly. 'l want to reassure them

‘My father . . .' she hesitated, making an agitagesture with her
hand.

'Is hostile? That's to be expected,' he said softly

'‘No, not exactly hostile, but. . .’



'Look, let's get this clear, Ruth.' He walked oteeher and placed his
hands gently on her shoulders, his eyes searclargdnxiously. 'l

didn't come here to create problems for you btrytto remove them,

make life easier for you. | know your parents anpartant to you. |

realise they can't possibly have a good impressiome, but | want to

try to correct that. We have to start somewhere.’

‘Thank you,' she whispered huskily, tears swimnning her eyes.

For one hypnotic moment she thought he was goirgsther. His

hands tightened their hold and there was a peliepdownward tilt

ofhis head. A hungry flame flickered briefly in leges and then it
was quenched. He pulled back and glanced at hshwat

'I'd better get moving. Can you put your handslepapers you'll
need, birth certificate, etc?"

‘Yes.'

'‘When do you suggest we leave?'

'‘One-thirty?'

'‘Right. I'll be dressed and organised and back Intaen.'

Before she could draw breath he had left. Rutheskiy as the heat
drained out of her veins. She had wanted the dgoofihis arms
around her, the warmth of his mouth on hers. Why lna faltered?
Did he still think she would reject him? What weris feelings
towards her? When she had asked him he had givandaect
answer, tying her emotionally to Andrew as the raotbf his son.
Certainly he was showing consideration and seenméenti on
building a solid relationship. For that much sheswatensely
grateful. But she wished he had kissed her.



Still, progress had been made, and it was witgtaér heart that Ruth
searched through her box of papers for the ceatéx she needed for
this afternoon. She had lunch, woke Andrew and dawe his
midday feed, then dressed them both in fresh, ciittea clothes.
There was a slight flush on her cheeks and heneges shining with
new hope when she met Patrick at the door at ang-tBhe looked
her surprise at his conventional suit and tie.

'‘Am | too formally dressed?' he asked sharply.

'‘No, not at all. | just wasn't expecting it. Yowa#ly dress in trendy
clothes.'

His lips tightened into a thin line, and too latetiRremembered the
scornful accusations she had thrown at him last yea

'I'm ready if you'll bring Andrew's carry-cot for rheshe said
hurriedly, angry at herself for being so tactless.

'Of course.'

He brushed past her and picked up the basketgnatiAndrew who
gurgled up at him.

'‘Does he travel well?'
'He usually sleeps as soon as the car's in motion.'

Ruth locked up the house and led the way to thgostavagon,
opening its back door for Patrick to settle theryeaot on the seat.
She offered him the keys but he declined, sayiag she knew the
way. As she drove he asked questions about hentsaaad the rest
of her family, gradually drawing from her a pictwktheir lives.

Their business at the courthouse took considertie with the
filling out of various forms. They were given atlef local celebrants



with whom they could arrange to perform the cereyntirwas three-
thirty and Andrew was getting restive by the tirheyt arrived at the
Devlin's home. There was a grim set to Patriclce s he lifted the
carry-cot out of the car, and Ruth impulsively lidkeer arm with his.
His swift glance revealed uncertainty.

'It's all right," she assured him. 'They only wanythappiness.'
'So do I, Ruth. | mean that.'
‘Then you have nothing to worry about," she smiled.

Tuffy suddenly pelted up the front path, doing bewal imitation of a
fierce watchdog until she recognised Ruth. Then gaeced a
frenetic welcome, interspersed with an occasionary\bark at
Patrick.

'l swear she thinks she's a Great Dane,' RuthlaLighehey walked
down to the front door. 'Are you good with dogstriel?’

His mood lightened a little. 'I've never been Iitbgy one.’

‘Well, don't be offended if Tufly jumps on you. Sheffectively
gueen of the house, even though Mum pretends td $&r.' Her
mother was waiting at the door, holding it open tfsem to come
straight in. "'Thanks, Mum. Put the carry-cot onftber, Patrick, and
I'll pick Andrew up.'

Martin Devlin made his appearance and Tufiy fldterexcitedly
around everyone's legs. Ruth lifted the baby upbbarm's way and
smiled at her parents.

‘Mum and Dad, | hope we haven't put you out by cwyait such short
notice, but Patrick was impatient to meet you.'



'‘Not at all. I'm very pleased to meet you, Mr Hagdmer father
intoned heavily as he offered his hand.

'‘Probably not as pleased as | am, Mr Devlin, Mrslibe he replied
seriously, taking their hands in turn.

Joyce Devlin bustled them in to the lounge, herdsafiuttering
nervously until they were all seated. "You musiaating a cup of
tea,' she declared, and without waiting for an amsteok herself and
Tufiy to the kitchen.

Ruth sighed. Her mother's panacea for all theditlsnot quite cover
this situation, but it was her way of saying weleorRuth glanced
apprehensively at her father, hoping that he wbelgenerous in his
welcome too. He was studiously lighting his pipe.

After a few determined puffs he directed a sterzega Patrick, the
sharp blue eyes not even wavering slightly in Rutlirection.

'l understand from Ruth's phone call that you wishmarry my
daughter, Mr Hagan.'

Ruth's stomach tightened. Her father's formalitg waad sign. She
glanced quickly at Patrick. He returned her fathgdze steadfastly,
his expression one of serious intent.

'Yes, | do.'
'For Andrew's sake?'

Patrick hesitated, then picked his words careftgdrew is my son,
Mr Devlin, and | want to be his father in every sewof the word. He's
very special to me.'

'‘And Ruth? Is she special to you?'



Her heart stopped. She held her breath and waitehle to look at
either of them.

'‘From the first moment we met Ruth has been spexige. She had
only to call me at any time and | would have flownher side. |

regret, very much, that she didn't feel able tmkeethis. | hope | can
make her feel more secure now that she's given see@nd chance.'

Ruth's heart was now racing. She looked searchy imgPatrick,
wanting to believe he meant those words, wantingeieeve what
they suggested. His attention was concentrateceofather, but his
expression seemed to be sincere. Her father frownddvaved his

pipe.

'It would seem to me, in the light of what happelastlyear, that such
a hasty decision is not wise.'

'‘Dad, please,' Ruth jumped in, anxious for himtoahterfere.

The eyes he turned to her were full of concerntiRitls your whole
future you're deciding. Patrick Hagan turns up dag and you're
marrying him the next. Can't you wait and test haw feel? Your
mother and | don't want to see you go through aotbar like this
one. You're hardly back on your feet now, and'. . .

'Stop!" Ruth was on her feet, Andrew clasped tiglaijainst her
shoulder. Her eyes darted apprehensively from care tmthe other.
‘That was my decision last year, not Patrick'sy@syou know, Dad.
And this is my decision. I'm going to marry Patraokd if it's another
mistake, I'll live with it. The matter is not uprfdiscussion." Andrew
began to cry, upset by his mother's agitation. 8ashed him
impatiently. 'The marriage is set for a month'setiand | am not
going to change my mind.’



'You were just as sure as that last year, Ruth,’ father said
pointedly. "You wouldn't wait then, and we had tateth you crawl
away like a hurt animal to lick your wounds alone.’

'Ruth?’

The soft query was almost an intake of breathhréw Ruth into a
panic. Her father had revealed too much. Patricls \Weaning
forward, eyes sharply probing, a puzzled creasewidta his
eyebrows together.

‘That's over,' she declared hurriedly, then turnmetier father with
even more urgency. 'That's over, Dad. Pleasenit'sfe.'

For a moment it seemed he was going to challengel&ien, but he
sighed and lifted his hands in a resigned ges@ymmonth, Ruth. It's
not enough when you're considering a lifetime,'pleesisted in a
guiet, reasoning tone. 'Won't you take more tinod,amly for yours,
but for Andrew's sake.'

'No.' It was a vehement shake of the head.
'‘Why not?'

'You know why not. It's decided. We've lodged tlagpgrs already,'
Ruth added with stubborn defiance. She could rak & Patrick.

Martin Devlin stroked his chin, eyeing them boththwibbvious
reservations. 'Well, | hope to God you know what'y@ doing this
time,' he finally declared.

'Here you are!'Joyce Devlin announced, wheelin@ itraymobile
laden with tea-things, including a large sponge cadete with
cream and strawberries.



Ruth privately blessed her mother. She could neémade a more
timely entrance. Ruth's nerves were ragged, andlisheot want to
look at her father or Patrick. Both men were tocceptive for her
peace of mind.

'‘Well, Joyce, undoubtedly you'll be happy to hdaytre getting
married in a month's time," Martin observed drily.

'l told you so, Martin. As soon as | heard you weeee, Patrick ... |
can call you Patrick, can't I? and you must callJogce . . . anyhow,
| knew you'd want to marry Ruth. After all, you wdn't have come
otherwise. | made you black coffee because | reneeeabin the
kitchen that Americans drink coffee instead of #&ad there's cream
in the jug if you want it.'

‘Thank you. | do prefer coffee,’ Patrick smiledpkmmg a little
swamped by Joyce Devlin's ready acceptance of him.

Ruth's father was prompted to a wry comment.pHid of my wife's
beautiful nature that she accepts things withoestgan.'

'‘Well, it's no use interfering, Martin. They'll dhat they want to do
regardless of anything you say. I'll take Andrewla/iou have your
tea, Ruth,’ she offered, holding out her arms fiox. He's lovely, isn't
he, Patrick?"

'He certainly is,' Patrick agreed warmly.
*You couldn't possibly go away and leave him.’

'‘Quite impossible. He looked me in the eye andastesl me for life,’
Patrick grinned. 'Of course | must admit he hasatieantage of
inheriting Ruth's eyes.'



Joyce laughed delightedly and looked down at thby bwaith
grandmotherly prejudice. 'Yes, he has, but | rafaecy it's your
nose. Now tell me about your plans.’

Ruth looked uncertainly at Patrick, but he plunghdad, his natural
charm coming to the fore under her mother's openwagement.

'‘We haven't really discussed concrete plans, Guike to buy some
land around here, enough for Andrew to have a hdisgs, any pets
he'd like. | want him to have all the things | nedsut on. Ruth and |
can design a house to suit our needs. What dohyoki, tRuth?'

''d like that,' she answered self-consciously.

Joyce Devlin beamed her delight. 'Oh, I'm so gladng staying here.
| don't see much of Paul and Helen, and I'd reailgs Ruth if you
took her away. Now, you haven't had a piece of alkec Patrick.
Give him a slice, Ruth.’

Ruth knew Patrick preferred savoury to sweet thibgshe accepted
a large wedge without demur, an amused twinkladgreje.

'‘Delicious!" he pronounced without hesitation. Beake I've ever
tasted.'

'Oh, you've probably never had home-made. Boudtgscdon't taste
as good,' Joyce said smugly.

Her father sighed as Ruth handed him a plate wggnrous helping.
‘And you wonder that I'm putting on weight."'

Joyce sniffed. "You know perfectly well that younttoexercise
enough, Martin, sitting over those stamps. NowiElattould do with
some weight on. You look a bit on the thin sidsuppose it's all that
tripping around, not eating proper meals. You'lldn¢o feed him up,
Ruth.’



Patrick almost choked on his cake. So did Ruth.sSfalowed hard
and blinked back tears before smiling at her mother

'l think his son has first priority at the momekld. better take him,
Mum. It's past four o'clock.’

Her mother stood up, still keeping hold of the hably come with
you. The men can have a nice chat by themselves.'

Oh God! A nice chat! Ruth thought despairingly. $imew a hard,
warning look at her father and accompanied her erdtha bedroom.

'He's nice, Ruth, really nice," her mother decla®doon as they were
settled.

'I'm glad you like him. | hope Dad comes around.'

'Oh, don't worry about your father. He gets a bitleaded now and
then, but it never lasts. | can soften him, antlyglae's soft as butter
underneath. I'd say your Patrick's just the same.’

‘Would you, Mum?'

'‘Goodness yes. Look how he wants to please youmiit love you
very much.'

The thought disturbed Ruth's mind. Patrick did seewant to please
her, cautious about asking what she wanted andidmigy her
desires before his own, particularly today. He baly been forceful
on the question of marriage, but once she had textdpm, his
concern had all been for her needs. Could helsud her? He had
declared that he would have come if only she hiddcaHad he been
speaking the truth, and if so, Was her mother #Adiér heart ached
for his love. The uncertainty in her mind was tooctm of a torment.
Tonight she would ask him straight out what higifgs were.



Andrew contentedly went to sleep after his feedthRallowed her
mother back out to the lounge, worrying over what hoeen
discussed in her absence." Patrick and her fatleee wonversing
guite naturally on a first-name basis and she hegba sigh of relief.

The usual homely atmosphere prevailed, and corditudo so right
through dinner. She noticed that Patrick seemedtadalk about
himself, but rather showed an avid interest in yeng to do with
her family, as if he was soaking in a completelw tiéestyle.

'You must come to Paul's with us for Christmasycéofinally
declared. 'Would you mind sharing him, Ruth? He toaseet the
family sometime, and I'm sure Patrick would enjoy i

He looked at her for a decision, not pressing eitvay.
'It's up to you,' she said uncertainly.

'I'd like to go, if you don't mind.’

‘Then we'll go.'

'We can go shopping again,' he smiled.

'‘Again? Have you already been Christmas shoppiogiJasked in
surprise.

‘No, | tagged along with Ruth last year. In faptéssed my company
on her. She thought Christmas shopping would barearthe point
of distraction, but | loved every minute of it.'

There was a warm caress in his eyes as he shaedetmory. The
unexpectedness of it confused Ruth for a momengénTih quick

response she smiled back, her heart giving a joltbledeap as hope
climbed on hope.



'‘Would you believe, Mum, he'd never been Christstagpping? He
played with that silly electronic game for half Baur and insisted
that | buy it for the boys.'

‘They loved it!''"Joyce exclaimed. 'Oh, it's going e a lovely
Christmas this year, what with Andrew and evenygHin

'‘And speaking of Andrew, we must get him home,iBlatihen | can
settle him for the night after | feed him. It'sesdy eight-thirty." And
she was impatient to get Patrick alone. All hezrdilyearning could
no longer be denied. She had to know.

'l must thank you both for your kindness,' Patsekd with obvious
sincerity, his eyes glowing warmly at Ruth's pasent was very
apprehensive about this meeting, and you've madeehat home. It
means a great deal to me.'

‘That's very sweet of you, Patrick," Joyce smiledt, naturally Ruth's
home will be your home. We're both very happy técamme you into
our family, aren't we, Martin?'

'Yes. Yes, we are. As usual Joyce is right. | diomtw why | ever
doubt her,' he teased, patting her affectionatelthe knee.

'‘Because you like to think you know better," shugileed and stood up.
'I'll get the baby, Ruth.’

Patrick took the carry-cot from her mother and Ru#nt ahead to
open doors. Her parents flanked Patrick as heviedibher and she
felt elated that the liking seemed mutual. Her pteat least, would
present no more problems. Goodbyes were exchamgkatdast she
and Patrick were alone.



CHAPTER TWELVE

‘THEY'RE wonderful people, your parents, Ruth. You cantieellove
in their home. | wish . . ." He paused, then sighued fell silent.

Ruth took her eyes off the road and glanced shardiym. His body
looked relaxed but there was a tight, closed espason his face.
She wished the drive home was over so that shal amricentrate
solely on him, but the opportunity to draw him dwd just been
handed to her.

‘What do you wish, Patrick?'

'Oh, about a thousand things," he replied in a dvawl. 'It doesn't
matter, Ruth. It was good of them to accept mettied.'

He was thinking of her parents. Was he remembdaisigyear when
he had not wanted to meet them, even been afratteofinfluence
on her?

'‘Dad was a bit difficult,” She said hesitantlyll stiorrying over what
he might have said to Patrick out of her hearing.

Patrick made no reply. She darted an anxious glahben. He was
frowning heavily.

‘Patrick?'
His head jerked around, his gaze dark and brooding.

Ruth shrank back inside herself, her courage dwgdl|'Onh,
nothing,' she mumbled and returned her attentidheaoad.

The silence stretched her nerves all the way haiee.mind was a
turmoil of urgency, yet the right words would notrh. Patrick did
not help. He was no longer relaxed. She couldté&elion emanating



from him. He did not speak at all, even when thestapped. He
alighted swiftly and reached into the back seat Aordrew's
carry-cot. It was as if he was in a hurry to getyawa

Ruth walked ahead and unlocked the front door.idkatrarried

Andrew into the bedroom. The baby was still askeeg Ruth did not
disturb him. Time with Patrick was more importanan the night
feed just now. That could wait. She had to stopi¢katrom going.

She followed him out of the bedroom and closedith@. Before she
could say anything he turned to her, strain shovalegurly on his
face.

'‘Ruth...'

‘Don't go.'

'l must

‘No, please.’

'‘Ruth, | must talk to you.'

'‘Oh!" She sighed her relief and gave him a shakiestim sorry. |
thought you were going and | need to talk to yoo.y@u want a
drink?'

'‘No,' There was a grim, determined line about roesitim, but his eyes
held an agony of doubt. 'Could- we just sit dowd taik for a while?
There are a few things I'd like to get straight.'

He look her elbow and steered her into an armchatrhe did not sit
down. His body was tense. He turned aside, rakisghiick, unruly
curls with agitated fingers. He paced a few stepayafrom her,
shaking his head.



'It doesn't add up, Ruth, | could hardly believeiymanner to me
today, but this afternoon . . .' He turned and slkibtan upturned palm
in impatient appeal. 'Your father said . . ." Hag®d, his eyes probing
hers with sharp intensity. 'What happened this ,yRaith? | know
you said it wasn't easy for you. | thought you ntdsing pregnant
with my child. But it must have been more than.tiatur father said
"a hurt animal" and he was concerned. As if he ghou could hurt
you . . . hurt you badly.'

At first she could not understand his puzzlemeant, dearly there
was a struggle with disbelief on his face. 'Howldgwu think that | .
.. that I walked away from last year unscarred®al$ like a death.'

'‘But you despised me, Ruth. Your words, your fdzd hight... the
letter ... Oh God! that cold, little letter!" Heoskd his eyes and pain
deepened the lines on his face. '‘Nine months ofioarmy child and
not a word to me.'

A sickening wave of guilt sucked at her heart. onry, Patrick. You
did say you didn't want anything to remind you &. thought you'd
just go on with ... with your life," she finishadply.

'‘My life!" It was a breath of derision and his egently mocked her.
'Did you really think | could forget you, Ruth? Thaeek together
was the only time | ever lived. You gave me lifeeason for being . .
. and I'm here because any crumbs you let drop froun table are
better than nothing at all.’

She shook her head, hardly able to take in thedle things he was
saying. But she could not disbelieve. The sufferwigs there,
Impossible to reject. 'l never stopped loving yshe whispered, and
her eyes showed all the painful torment of the paat.

'‘Oh my God, no!' It was a cry of anguish. His elyegged her to deny
it. 'All this time,' he pleaded. 'Ruth!



‘I'm sorry. I'msor . . .

Her cry was stifled against his chest as he sweptup into a
possessive embrace.

'‘Hush! Just let me hold you. You don't know how miige craved
for the feel of your body next to mine. Oh, RutlitiR' It was a groan
of longing, and his hands ran over her feverisatyjf he could not
touch enough of her.

Ruth pressed as close as she could, glorying inntaevellous
sensation of being where she belonged, in the afrtise man she
loved. It was wonderful to slide her hands undsrdmiat and up over
the taut muscles of his back. She could feel thengmg of his heart
and knew it was pounding for her. And everythingsvadl right. It
was all right. They were home together, at last.

He rubbed his cheek against her hair and his breashwarm on her
temples. She lifted her face .and kissed his thraatingering,
savouring Kiss.

'Ruth,' he murmured, and it was a throb of love.

He gently pulled her head back and his kiss wasngtf a sweetness
which melted her bones. She clung to him and gthadihe kiss grew
more fervent. There was a long hunger to be apdease a year's
bitter suffering to be swept away. The warm tidpa$sion gathered
force, stirring, demanding closer intimacy.

'Ruth.' It was a cry of need.
‘Yes,' the only possible answer. 'Oh, yes.'

And then there was a time of beautiful loving whkay could not
have enough of each other, and their bodies speke/drds of need
answering need far more eloquently than any voice.



It was a loud wail from Andrew which finally brokimeir total
absorption in each other.

'‘Our son is calling,' Patrick whispered huskily.
'‘Our son. Can you forgive me, Patrick?"
The soft plea was silenced by another kiss.

'l have you again, and him. It's all | want. Andttime there'll be no
mistakes, Ruth, | promise you. I've left that wdskehind. It lost any
attraction it ever had when you walked out on me'lMhake a world
of our own.'

'l said such dreadful things to you.'

He placed a gentle finger on her lips. 'All trug;, darling. You held

up an image of me and forced me to look at it,|dedrned to despise
it too over those long, empty months. | was on my Wwack to you to
try again when | got your letter.’

'‘Oh no! Oh, Patrick! [ filled wastepaper bins wigiters | didn't post."'
‘What did they say?'
‘They said | needed you. | needed you so despgratel

And he kissed her again to answer her need, andaitned her arms
around him, hugging him to her with all the joyRatisfaction of
possession.

A more belligerent cry from Andrew insisted on atien.

Patrick grinned down at her. 'Shall | go and get And bring him in
here?'



'‘Why not?' she smiled back at him. 'We're a fanaihgn't we?'
'Yes. Our very own.'

And there was such blissful contentment in his @pRuth felt like
crying. But she didn't. The time for tears was pasd the future
shone ahead, far too brightly for any tears, notnetears of
happiness.



