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How could she have let him kiss her?

Besides her husband, no one had ever kissed JesdicMatthew
Sinclair did. And after seven years of coldnessaimesperately
unhappy marriage, she was shocked to find herdeling Iin

response to this stranger's lips, gravitating éovilarmth of his arms.

But she was a wife and mother, and Matthew wasbsivand's boss.
There could be no future for them.

Then her husband was killed, and suddenly Jesssdavn-between
wanting to be loved and fearing another marriagpaasful as her
first.



CHAPTER ONE

THE arms of her young daughter strained about Jessiegk, and
she looked down at her affectionately. Corn-coldurair, thick and
straight like her own, pansy-blue eyes staring ottter pansy-blue
eyes, the small snub nose and wide smiling moulitdding up to an
almost mirror image. Except that there were twemigrs' difference
in their ages, Penny was only five years old.

‘Do you have to go out, Mummy?' Penny pouted bawghyl. 'l don't
want old Aunty Peg taking care of me.'

'‘She isn't old, darling," Jessica chuckled, tweghkner daughter's
nose. Peg Seabrook was in her early forties, artdicly wouldn't
appreciate being described as 'old". And she kreevd&ughter's bad
humour to be due to anger with her rather thankeisif Peg. Usually
Penny and Peg got on well together, and she knatnotite she and
Andrew had left they would do so again. '‘And ydsave to go out.’
She smoothed Penny's hair back from her scrupylalesn face; the
bathtime of an hour ago had been as hilarious @ .us

Penny frowned petulantly. '‘But you don't usuallyogd with Daddy.'

Jessica's face became shadowed. What was the sawyingf the
mouths of babes . . ."? Penny was right, she didoally go out with
Andrew, but then the way he spent his eveningstdidaally include
a wife. She hadn't realised that Penny had beereantder parents'
differing social activities - no, not parents', Aese she personally
didn't have a social life. Andrew had enough fothbof them.
‘Tonight's special, poppet.' She stood up to tunek gheets more
firmly about her daughter. ‘It has to do with Daddyork.'

Penny looked up at her consideringly. '"Will Aunsdibe there too?"



Jessica stiffened, forcing herself to continue itidy the
gold-coloured coverlet. 'Aunt Lisa?' she asked wah much
casualness as she could summon up.

Her young daughter wrinkled her nose up with desliEhe came out
with Daddy and me last week when we went shopporgybur
birthday present,' she revealed innocently, seeatlging unusual in
her father going shopping with another woman.

Damn Andrew! Jessica didn't need two guesses winat 'Aisa’ was,
she would be the latest in the long line of womerd#w had had
since their marriage seven years ago. But he hamhbintroducing
his women to their daughter. Penny was the onlylgbimg to come
out of this disaster of a marriage, and she wouldme her own
relationship with her spoilt by Andrew's carelesse

The fact that the other woman had probably helpedréw choose
the expensive bottle of perfume he gave her forbmtinday didn't
even touch her. Nothing Andrew did bothered her lawaye; it had
ceased to very soon after Penny was born. But shihvihave to talk
to him about involving Penny in his sordidness. Tin@ught didn't
please her. Andrew had been more unpleasant thah the last few
weeks, and she dreaded him flying into one of msouatrollable
tempers.

‘She could be,' she answered Penny evasivelyunet®w Andrew
had met this woman Lisa. She never knew where hanyeof them,
she just knewvhenhe had met them. After seven years she was
expert at telling the signs, the way he suddemrlstesti spoiling Penny
and ignoring her. Not that she minded the lattet p&it, but the
sporadic gift-buying and time spent with Penny oobnfused her
when it came to an abrupt end. Jessica would sayhis latest affair
had been going on a little over two months.

Penny pulled a face. 'l didn't like her.'



‘Never mind, darling,' she soothed. 'Perhaps yaitvgee her again.'
'l hope not.'

‘Sleep now, Penny,' Jessica told her firmly. 'And'tlplay up Aunty
Peg, you know she can't resist you.'

The little girl grinned, looking completely angekath her golden
hair spread out on the pillow beneath her, her lelyes clear and
untroubled.

' 'Night," Jessica laughed, estimating Penny jgirffeg downstairs
ten minutes after she and Andrew had departed.

' 'Night," Penny echoed. 'You look lovely, Mummy.’

‘Thank you, darling." There was a catch in her eoltwas so long
since she had received a compliment, a complimieanty sort, that
tears came unbidden to her eyes.

Damn! She had been all ready to go, and now shddwmave to

recheck her make-up. If she were late Andrew wdulam pleased.
This "Company dinner meant a lot to him. He woukddownstairs

charming Peg at the moment, despite the other wens&venteen
years' seniority. Andrew couldn't be in the sam@nraas a woman
and not try and win her over. It had been this saasy charm that
had attracted Jessica to him in the first place sdime charm that all
his other women found so fascinating, the samenchtiat had

destroyed them.

She went back to her bedroom, the room she hatislene since
Penny had been three months old.

Andrew's room was next door, but more often thah ihavas
unoccupied during the night hours; his stumbling® ithe house



during the early hours of the morning were a regthlang, although
with this latest affair he usually only just mandge get in before
Penny got up to go to school.

Jessica studied her reflection in the mirror. Mot,lvad. Andrew had
insisted on giving her money for a new dress, d&royal blue
crushed velvet of the gown made her eyes appea@van deeper
blue, her hair almost silver. She looked cool andfident, and she
only hoped she could act that way. Andrew had wafke Sinclairs
for two years now, in the Sales Department, bistybar was the first
time he had invited her to attend one of their ahsummer dances.
The previous year she had stayed at home to laek ah ailing
Penny, and Andrew had gone on his own. She dollatéad left the
same way. Andrew attracted women like bees aroondy) his dark
good looks and teasing blue eyes being attraaivedst women, his
air of recklessness adding to his challenge.

He stood up as soon as she entered the loungeshancould view
dispassionately the way the navy blue suit empbedgise breadth of
his shoulders, his tapered waist and muscled thidilssdark hair was
worn over-long, deliberately so, and his featuresenso perfect he
Was almost beautiful.

'‘We'd better be going,’ he said tersely, moving t@ keys
impatiently from one hand to the other, looking esldhan his
twenty-seven years.

‘You look wonderful, Jessica.' Peg filled Andreatsission. 'Really
lovely, doesn't she, Andrew?' Her voice hardenest twe last.

Jessica bit her lip. Peg wasn't fooled by Andrevirsiing ways in the
least. She had been their next-door neighboumforyears now, and
she knew exactly what Andrew was like. In fact, Rexs always
advising her to leave him, if only to teach hineadon. Peg seemec
convinced that this was the jolt Andrew neededttp $is affairs.



There was no possibility of her ever leaving Andrewat with what
he knew about her.

Andrew gave her a cursory glance, more of a glowalty. 'Yes,' he
snapped. ‘Now are you ready?’

'l just have to get my jacket--'
'I'll get it." He strode off impatiently, scowlirigeavily.

Peg raised her eyebrows; she was an attractiveetbeuwith twelve
years of happy marriage behind her, and was oblioslghtly
bewildered by Jessica's own marriage. 'Big niggti@'teased.

'‘Andrew's just tense,’ Jessica excused his rudeffesiing on at
Sinclairs means a lot to him. The Sales Manageatisng at the end
of the year, and Andrew would like his job.’

'Isn't he a little young for that?'

She shrugged. 'l suppose he could be, | don'tyr&atbw/ Andrew

rarely discussed his work with her, in fact she $eire he had only
mentioned the Sales Manager's job to her becauseh&d to be
sure she made a good impression tonight. '‘He seethink he can
doit.'

Then he probably can,' her friend laughed. 'Thaingoman can do
anything he sets his mind to.’

Not quite anything, but she wasn't going to teligReat. The
explanation would be too embarrassing to herdélPenny should
come down--'

‘She will, you know she will,' Peg chuckled.



‘Yes,' Jessica smiled. 'Well, | shouldn't worry atbio too much. It's
Friday, so she doesn't have school tomorrow.'

'‘Whatever you say,' the other woman acceptedbé&'lglad to have
her company.'

'Here," Andrew came back, handing Jessica's jdokstr. 'Let's go,’
and he walked out to the car.

'See you later," she told Peg breathlessly as tshggted into her
jacket, hastily following Andrew.

He was already seated behind the wheel, havingntemtion of
opening the car door for her. Jessica saw sometlittgring on the
floor as she got in, and bent to pick it up. It v@aasoman's compact,
and it looked expensive.

‘Lisa’'s?' She held it up.

Andrew turned to her with a start, his attentiommeatarily diverted
from his driving. 'What did you say?'

She drew in a steadying breath, knowing it wouldhd@ood for her
to lose her temper. 'l wondered if this were Lisa's

His face darkened. 'How the hell did you find oowat her?'
'‘Guess,' she said bitterly.
'‘Penny!’

‘Yes. Andrew, | won't have her involved in youraaf§. If you want
to--'

' Youwon't have her involved?' he repeated scornflllfho asked
for your opinion?'



'‘Can't you see that she'll very soon start to nt&econnection--'
'So what if she does?'

She paled. 'Andrew, you can't--'

'‘Who says | can't?' he scowled. 'Who's going tp ste? You?'

Jessica flinched at the contempt in his voice. dnv have her
involved,' she repeated firmly. 'You won't take bet with one of
your women again.’

An angry flush coloured his cheeks, a pulse beamatically in his
cheek. 'And what are you going to do if | do? Dare/the pleasure of
your bed?' he mocked bitterly.

Jessica paled even more. She should be used tashiss by now,
and yet she could still be hurt by them. And hekitederiving great
pleasure from denting the shell she had built qquahber emotions.

'‘But then it never was a pleasure, for either ofwas it?' he added
scathingly.

‘Andrew--'
‘Beautiful—and frigid,' he continued sneeringly.
'I'm not--'

'‘When a woman hasn't slept with her husband, ottliadhclination
to, for over five years then there has to be somgtiwrong with her.
And don't try and put the blame on me again,' lspgead. 'None of
the other women I've slept with have had the treybolu did.'

By ‘'trouble’ she knew he meant inhibitions. Whesythad met eight
years ago she had been so shy it had taken dlhteeto talk to him,



overwhelmed as she was by the fact that such asbarel popular
boy should have been interested in her.

Brought up by a maiden aunt since she was fivesyeldr, she wasn't
used to being the centre of attention, especiadjenattention. She
had been happy with her parents until the car chashtaken them
from her, and her aunt had been very strict, hdi#al her talking to
boys, not even at school, drumming into Jessi@atarly age the
infidelities of men.

Thinking about it now, in her own maturity, sheulbt her aunt had
probably been very hurt by a man when she was yaurgit that
didn't excuse the way she had regimentally broughtessica, never
showing her any love or affection, something thed bhome hard to
her after the first happy five years of her life.

Consequently she had grown up a lonely child, aittraving to be
loved that at the time she hadn't even recogniselder last year of
school she had taken a Saturday job working ircallcafe, much to
her aunt's disgust. Andrew came in there a lot iigHriends, or with
a girl. He had been popular even then, and hadeséke a god to
the awe-struck, lovesick Jessica.

When he had asked her out for the first time sligihaught he hadn't
really meant it, that he had done it as a joke, ieaand his friends
would have a laugh about it later. Her basic inggcwas such that
she hadn't been able to acknowledge or recognise ol
beauty—she still couldn't, but Andrew had beeniguod by that
haunting beauty from the first.

He had started to come to the cafe alone after #sking her out
again and again, until she finally agreed to |leb bkake her to the
cinema, little guessing that he had taken her fe&isals as simply
playing hard to get. When he had kissed her inbtek row of the
cinema she had let him, feeling safe in amongshaBe people. But



when he tried to do the same thing outside hersatouse she had
shrugged off his advances.

That had been the start of a long, slow courtshiph Jessica
believing she had at last found the love and terels she craved.
She had learnt later that Andrew's thoughts wesedenotional, more
basic. She parried his more intimate caressesansthyness she later
learnt he thought to be an act.

By this time it had become a challenge to him tesgss her, almost
an obsession, and when her aunt had died suddestigffer Jessica's
eighteenth birthday he had even married her taseslis obsession.
Their wedding night had been a triumph for him, amttkep shock for
her. She had thought that because she loved hiwobkl be tender
and understanding about her inexperience, woulgerts her
virginity. But he had been brutal, and his lovemagkcontained only
self-gratification, leaving her bruised and hurtimgd worst of all,
humiliated.

But she had been too inexperienced, too ignoramedlise that there
was more to going to bed with a man than what Arndyave her, and
lay docilely beneath him while he satisfied himseith her.

For months she had continued to suffer his invasibher body,
knowing that he enjoyed subjugating her. But bg thme she had a
job of her own, a job where the intimacies of neriife were
discussed between the women quite openly, and kmiegof the
married ones herself she was expected to know wWiegt were
talking about. She didn't. But it was from theseneao that she had
began to wonder if she wasn't missing somethingerhaps there
wasn'tmore to making love.

When she had dared to broach the subject to Ankdegwad exploded
in a storm of anger so fierce he had frightened Herhad taken her
words as a personal attack on his manhood, hadhéulthat her lack



of pleasure was due to her own frigidness, thhad nothing to do
with him, that all the other women he slept witloged it as much as
he did, that none of them had her prudish inhibgio

It was the first she had known of his other womand her
humiliation had been extreme as she found therelwssmh other
women in his life almost from the day they had beanried. She had
been numbed by the revelation, although she ha@dtaith him,
still loving him, and having nowhere else to goreifeshe did leave.

A few months later she had found out she was prdagaad so there
had been no question of leaving Andrew then. Bottghafter that

pregnancy the physical side of their marriage heehlpermanently
terminated, at her instigation, and Andrew had n&steher forget it.

Every time they had an argument he brought theestlip, always
accusing, always threatening. And she feared tthosats.

'I'm sorry, Andrew,' she said quietly now. 'BueafPenny was born--'

'It had nothing to do with that, and you know lit¢ scorned. "You
were always frigid, right from the start. | shodidve divorced you
long ago.'

'‘Oh no!" she cried her dismay, her face very whiteu wouldn't,
would you, Andrew?' She clutched on to his arm.

'‘Don't do that when I'm driving,' he shook off lmd angrily. 'In
fact, don't do it at all, you know | can't bear yououch me.'

Jessica recoiled back to her own side of the oakihg down at her
hands as they moved nervously in her lap. She stbppeir

convulsive movement, clenching them tightly togethiem sorry,

Andrew,' she said huskily.



'So | should damn well think," he snapped. 'Just ddnyou think you
are to tell me how to behave with my own daughter?'

She could have said his wife, but she knew whathswver to that
would be. Besides, she daren't antagonise him tahpmot when he
could ultimately use the threat of divorce, a thnehich he knew
would cow her once and for all.

She forced her voice to be controlled, reasoningst don't think it's
a good idea for Penny to meet— your friend Lishe shose her
words carefully.

‘Her name is Alicia, actually," he drawled. 'Onbrh-intimates, call
her Lisa.'

IOh.I

'‘And | think it's a very good idea for Penny to mleer, she could be
her stepmother one day,' he added tauntingly.

Jessica's breath caught in her throat. 'Is--isghaiable?’

He shrugged. 'Anything is possible." He made noretb reassure
her.

'Andrew--'

‘Jessica!' he mocked, turning the low sports darthre car park of the
Sinclair office building.

‘Are you--' she swallowed hard, licking her lipgvausly, 'are you
thinking of divorcing me?'

He swung out of the car, bending down to speakherl'lt's never
far from my mind," he told her cruelly. 'It's napic being married to
a silent iceberg.’



'‘Don't make the same grand offer to share my bedhade said
sneeringly. 'l wouldn't have you as a gift. | lige-operation in my
bed, not complacency.’

Sharing a bed with Andrew had been the last thingher mind,
although she knew she would do even that if it Wwaidp him talking
of divorce. Thank God she no longer held any ditrador him!

'l just wanted to say--'

'It can wait until later, Jessica," he dismisseplatrently. 'Right now |
want to go in there and make an impression on &mand you're
going to help me. A beautiful wife is always aneds$ie took hold of
her elbow as she joined him on the tarmacked cgk;, jpés mouth
twisting mockingly. 'Only | will know that the preeation in those
pansy-blue eyes of yours is just a facade, a lie.'

Jessica ignored his jibe, having already takenrtaoh of a battering
for one evening. 'Will Lis--

Alicia be there?' she persisted as they entereduttramodern
building with several other couples, who Andreweageel as they all
stepped into the lift together, making no effortrtvoduce her.

'Of course,' Andrew muttered tersely, not even iloglkdown at her.
'‘She's Sinclair's secretary. Always go to the topay," he added
crudely.

Jessica felt ill, recoiling as they stepped outmtie eighth floor, the
noise from the party already under way filling kath dread. She
never appeared well at these sort of functions, dasic shyness
holding her back from joining in the merrimenthaligh sometimes



she wished this weren't so, wished she could beadheof woman
that men were attracted to.

'l have to go to the powder-room,' she told Andnewa whisper.

He sighed heavily. 'Down the corridor,' he insteakcturtly. 'Second
door on the left.' He turned in the direction of {harty.

‘Andrew!" she called in a panicked voice, alreagly- £onscious as
several of Andrew's work colleagues stared at heioasly. No

doubt every single one of them knew of his affagspecially this
latest one with the boss's secretary. Andrew litcedboast of his
conquests.

'Yes?' His patience, what there was of it, was imgarery thin.
'I--My jacket,' she said lamely.

He wasn't exactly gentle as he helped her off wittAnd don't be
long,' he ordered.

You'll wait for me?' she asked anxiously.
"'l meet you inside.’

Jessica looked into the darkened room, the nomse the live music
and chattering people suddenly seeming louderridBgt | won't be
able to find you in there,' she said in dismay.

‘Then I'll find you,"' he dismissed. 'And for Godake hurry up,
Jessica. | want to introduce you to Sinclair.'

There was no point in arguing further, Andrew woaitdy do what he
wanted to do in the end, so she made her way dboerbadly lit
corridor, blinking back her tears. God, she wagfiéaonight!
Andrew had said much worse things to her in thé¢ gag she hadn't



even flinched. But tonight she was feeling paraciyl vulnerable,
especially with Andrew's mention of divorce. Could really be
serious about Alicia?

She knew almost immediately that she had enterevtbng room,
the overhead fluorescent lighting showing this éodn office, the
teak desk cleared of all work, the swivel-chairibdhhe desk turned
towards the window. The view of the surroundingrdogside had a
beauty of its own from this height, and she spemiaute or so
drinking in the peace and tranquillity, finally fung to go in search
of the powder-room.

‘Don't go.'

Jessica froze, slowly turning in the direction ludttsilky voice. The
swivel-chair had been spun round to reveal a manyggedly
handsome man who was looking at her with open adimir, a man
of perhaps thirty-five or thirty-six.

Tawny eyes were narrowed appreciatively, the hdigep burnished
gold, worn rather long, his skin deeply tannedif &g had recently
been on holiday. Beneath the tawny eyes the ndiszl jaut slightly

aquiline, his mouth curved into a smile, sensusdlyAs he stood up,
easily over six feet, a good foot taller than henaneagre height,
Jessica could see how well the white dinner jatikked across his
powerful shoulders, tapering to a narrow waist, amgcular thighs
clearly outlined in the black tailored trousersvinere. He was tall,
and powerful, and he made her feel uneasy.

The way he was looking at her now made her blustryanch of her
having known the fire of his gaze. 'l— —I'm sorighe stuttered. 'l
was looking for—I came in the wrong door."' Hot aoldlooded her
cheeks.



His smile deepened to humour, his teeth very wémgjainst his tan.
‘The ladies' room is next door," he drawled.

‘Er--yes.' She turned to go.
'Stay,' he repeated his earlier request.

Her lids flickered up in surprise, her lashes langd dark, tipped with
gold. 'The dance . ..

'‘Can get along without us very well for a few mesit He took her
arm, steering her over to the swivel-chair he hat yacated. 'l
wonder who you belong to," he muttered almost taskif.

'l don't belong to anyone," Jessica surprised lidsgesnapping at
him.

'‘Good,' he smiled. 'Because | think I'd like yol#&tong to me.'

She struggled to get out of the chair, but fournrdiesy blocked by his
powerful frame as he sat on the desk in front of his legs either
side of her stopping her turning the chair.

'‘Will you let me go, Mr--'

‘Matthew,' he murmured softly, gently touching #lger of her hair.
‘Just Matthew.'

She squirmed away from him. 'Don't do that!" Twatspof angry
colour darkened her cheeks.

'‘Why not?' His hand didn't move away from her, ssireg her cheek
now. 'Your name—what's your name?' he demandedtienpiy.

'‘Jessica. But--'



'‘Not Jess? | hope not, because | don't like nhamées tabbreviated.'
He made this comment as if he expected his likek daslikes to
matter to her.

Well, they didn't And neither did he. 'If you'llexse me .. .' She tried
to brush past him, but he wouldn't let her go.

'l can't do that, Jessica,' he said the name withyment, savouring
every syllable. 'Mm, it suits you. My lovely JessidHis tawny eyes
held her captive. 'l was sitting in that chair wendg how | was
going to get through the evening when | looked od aaw your
reflection in the window. Do you have any idea Howely you are?'

'If you're the office Romeo--'

'Oh, not me, Jessica,' he smiled, his hands omarmeof the chair
pinning her back against the leather. 'That's Baxpeerogative.'

Andrew! Oh God, everyone did know about his affaisluding this
man! The two of them could even work together, #imd man
Matthew would probably enjoy telling Andrew how Head
frightened his wife half to death. Andrew would aevorgive her if
this man should even guess at their sterile relahigp.

'I've heard he's a flirt," she said lightly, dohmgy best not to panic. She
would just sit this out, he was bound to tire @sieg her soon.

'He is. But | don't want to talk about him," Matthdismissed. 'Will
you promise the rest of the evening to me?"

Jessica gasped. 'Of course not!'

*You have to!" His hands gripped hers, his expossgitent. 'Jessica,
I'd just about given up on you.'



‘But I've never met you before!"

'If you had | wouldn't have been feeling so desgondabout this
dance. | hate Company dances,' he grimaced.

'‘So do I
‘You see?' he said eagerly. '"We have a lot in comimo

‘Mr—Matthew, disliking Company dances means we fawething
in common,' Jessica pointed out mockingly, pleasitid herself for
her calm. This man could just be flirting with her, he could be
slightly unbalanced, whatever he was he was danggtbere was a
predatory light in the tawny eyes.

'‘We're attracted to each other,’" he claimed artbgan

'‘We most certainly are not!'" she gasped, wondeahdis raw
audacity. Andrew might be a womaniser, but this reasily beat
him!

'‘But we are, Jessica. I've been waiting all myfiokeyou--'

'Isn't that approach a little hackneyed?' She swbta hide her rising
panic. He didn't seem to be tiring of this gamallain fact he seemed
to be getting bolder, his thumbs sensually cargstia back of her
hands, desire in his eyes.

Heavens, she was so alone with him here, and Andrew Andrew,
she was going to scream in a minute!

The man frowned darkly. 'lIt isn't hackneyed if itfee truth,’ he
rasped.

She looked at him steadily, forcing herself to do'ls may be true for
you, but it certainly isn't true for me.’



'Of course it is,' he dismissed impatiently. 'lusd to believe--'

'‘And | refuse to listen to this—rubbish any moséé cut in coldly.
'I'm sure this approach has worked for you in thstpbut I'm afraid
that this time you've struck out. Perhaps you ougttke lessons
from Andrew Baxter,' she added bitterly.

'‘Jessica--'

'‘Would you please get out of my way.' She lookedtupm with cold
eyes. 'I'd like to get back to the party,’ she.lied

'I'm not losing you now I've found you,' Matthewdder firmly.
'Will you come and dance with me?'

She knew it was just an excuse for him to get mi@rhis arms, could
see that in the naked desire in his eyes, butiidcalso be a way for
her to get out of here. 'l have to go to the lddiesm first,' she
reminded him huskily.

‘Do you have any idea how sexy your voice is?'dkec deeply.

Did nothing stop this man? He probably had a wiéwvg for him in
the other room! She pitied her even as she pitexddtf. Maybe the
two of them should get together and trade unfaitmfigsband stories!

‘Jessica,' Matthew prompted her attention backno Nvhy do | get
the impression you keep fading off from me?' hevired.

Maybe because she did! She had become so usedttmglherself
off from Andrew that she often did it without evesalising it. And
this man's flirting turned her off more than angthi despite his
undoubted attraction. She was married to a man whe too
good-looking for his own good, and this man wad jais older
version of Andrew.



She gave him a bright meaningless smile. '"You wesetelling me
how sexy my voice is,' she recited to show shele&h listening,
another habit she had picked up from being matae&hdrew.

Matthew smiled. 'Very sexy,' he confirmed throatilys deep and
husky, with a slight catch in it that sends shivéa/n my spine.’

He had certainly noticed a lot about her in these lirief minutes of
conversation! 'I'm glad you like it,' she said lighwondering when
he was going to let her go. Andrew would be getiingatient, and if
he became angry with her there was no telling wiwatld happen.

'I more than like it,' he said huskily, his facendarously close to
hers. 'Jessica--'

'l really do have to go to the ladies' room,' steerrupted jerkily,
knowing that if he got any closer to her she waagyto make a fool
of herself.

‘All right," Matthew moved back with a sigh. 'Butiyll give me that
dance?'

She would promise him anything to get out of here.
'If that's what you want,' she nodded.
'It isn't—but I'll settle for that. For now.'

He at last allowed her to stand up, and she mouaiklg to the door.
"'l meet you inside," she told him, knowing simended doing no
such thing.

Matthew obviously knew it too. 'I'll wait in the ador for you,' he
made the answer Andrew should have made a few esrago.



‘All right." Jessica's tone was agitated. 'I'll ngeu outside the
dance-room.' Maybe she could avoid him in the crowd

'I'll wait for you outside here.' He foiled thagpltoo.

She gave an impatient sigh, leaving by the dooogened for her,
entering the room next door with a sense of relief.

Maybe if she stayed here long enough he wouldfiveaiting and go
back to the party, although the determination ioséhtawny eyes
hadn't given any indication of that. Matthew appeéaio be a man
who liked his own way, his arrogance was a funddaigrart of his
personality.

She hadn't realised she had noticed so much almutShe rarely
noticed men at all, being shyly polite to the fewlenacquaintances
Andrew had introduced her to in the past, and yattvw hadn't
made it possible for her to behave either shylpdalitely. He really
was the most arrogant man!

But she couldn't sit here all night. She had lafdfew over fifteen
minutes ago, and if she didn't soon return he wasylto come
looking for her. Maybe Matthew would have returntednis wife by
Now.

No such luck. He was leaning back lazily againstwlall when she
stepped out into the corridor, his hands thrusualhs into his
trousers pockets, although he seemed to sense fesenge
immediately, straightening away from the wall, bBiges darkening
appreciatively as he slowly studied her from the @b her gleaming
head to the tips of her tiny feet.

He came forward to grasp her elbow, his hold pesses'l wasn't
sure | hadn't dreamt you,' he murmured throatily,daze warm on
her flushed face.



'It's rather early in the evening to be drunk,siEssaid coldly.

I'm not drunk,' he smiled. 'At least, not fromaol. | had an awful
feeling you might try and slip away from me."

She allowed herself to be steered in the direafathe room where
the loud music and noisy chatter seemed to hage tsa crescendo,
feeling relief that at least she wasn't to be alhen she went in
there, although she would rather it hadn't beenrtian at her side.

Consequently her voice was sharp when next sheespiikere was
no way | could do that,' she snapped.

'I'm glad,' he squeezed her elbow. 'l don't warib$e you now I've
found you.'

As soon as she found Andrew she would make sureelher spoke
to this maniac again!

But Andrew was nowhere to be seen, not at thearat,not on the
dance floor. Her imagination told her only too aetely what he was
probably doing—and it wouldn't be anything innogemdt if his
latest mistress were here.

He could have behaved himself one evening, espeuidlont of his
boss. She was sure it wasn't going to impress amclair to see
Andrew flirting with his own secretary!

'You seem to be looking for someone," Matthew réedhideeply at
her side.

'l am,' she snapped her resentment that he whthstié. So far the
evening was turning out to be a complete disaster.

The man you came with?' he said shrewdly.



'‘My husband, yes,' she nodded, watching as he setngale at her
disclosure.

‘Your husband . ..?' he repeated softly. 'He'shétis hand dropped
away from her elbow.

'Oh yes," she gave a bitter smile.
'‘Where?' Matthew rasped.

Her eyes flashed deeply blue. 'If | knew that | Vot be looking for
him.'

He seemed rather dazed. 'lt never occurred to e yibu were
married ... Have you been married long?' he askeshly.

'Seven years,' she supplied tightly. Andrew wdlsgtwhere in sight.
'‘God!" he groaned, very pale, his eyes the yellbavaat's. 'Children?’

'‘One,' Jessica nodded. A little girl.'

He put a hand up to his brow, all teasing gone riewYou didn't tell
me you were married!

'You didn't ask." She had at last spotted Andrew.whs coming
towards them, and fortunately he didn't look argjrall, smiling his
most charming smile as his arm slipped about hestwa

‘Here you are, darling,’ he said in a softly chgduoice. 'I've been
looking everywhere for you.'

By the smell of his breath he had done most ofduking at the bar!
''ve been looking for you too, darling." The lagis added for the
benefit of the man called Matthew, letting him knomce and for all
to leave her alone.



‘Your wife has been in safe hands, Baxter,' he reedatautly, his
mouth twisting as he looked at Andrew.

‘Jessica hasn't been bothering you, sir?' Andréecdaanxiously, all
his earlier contempt gone from his voice.

Sir? Jessica stiffened. This man must be one oféwd bosses! Oh
God, she hadn't said anything that could have upsethad she?

'‘Not at all," Matthew replied easily, his eyes named. 'Although we
haven't really had the opportunity to introduceselwres properly.’
He looked expectantly at Andrew.

'‘My wife Jessica,' he instantly introduced. 'Jessthis is Matthew
Sinclair, the owner of Sinclairs.'

Not just one of Andrew's bosseshe boss!



CHAPTER TWO

SHE should have known, should have guessed by Andichaisning

manner just now, that the man she knew simply aghea was

someone important. No, not just someone importentyas the man
Andrew most wanted to impress. And he had beemmfjiwith her

shamelessly.

She looked up at Andrew. 'l thought that was Jahol&r?'

It was Matthew who answered her. 'l am John Sindbait so was my
father. | prefer to use my second name rather ieaoalled Young
John Sinclair." His mouth twisted derisively.

Jessica looked at him with new eyes, no longemngettie man who
had tried to pick her up a few minutes ago, nownggthe authority
that was second nature to him, his autocratic bgarHe was
everything the wealthy owner of Sinclair's shoudd Sinclair Office
Supplies having tentacles all over the world, ahd should have
seen that in him from the first.

‘Your wife had just promised me a dance,’ he taldr&w. 'That is, if
you have no objection,' he added as an afterthought

'‘No, of course not,’” Andrew answered, as Jessicakinawn he
would, flushing his pleasure that Matthew Sincla@d chosen his
wife out of all the other females in the room; mothem were just
waiting for the owner of the firm to notice them.

‘Jessica?' Matthew Sinclair quirked a questionyebeow at her.

'I--' She broke off her refusal as Andrew's fingeitspainfully into
her waist. 'l would love to,' she amended, knowshg would never
hear the end of it if she turned this man down. idadwould surely



never forgive her. And those threats of divorcdieahad sounded
genuine enough.

They were the cynosure of all eyes as they steppe the dance
floor, the fast disco-sound giving way to a slowdasong, couples
moving naturally into each other's arms as theyysadogether to
the music.

'l couldn't have chosen better myself,' Matthew muned as the
theme from_Love Stonypecame audible. He slowly pulled her into hi
arms, making no effort to hold her formally, as omeuld have
expected between employer and employee's wifehdmsls resting
possessively on her hips as his body moved sepsgdinst hers, his
temple resting lightly against hers.

Jessica at once felt panic, and pushed at hisdficul'Please—don't
do that,’ she said awkwardly, feeling his tensiorenein her
inexperience.

Matthew looked down at her with puzzled eyes, danalightly
away from her now. 'You must have been very yourgrwyou
married," he said gruffly.

She nodded, not looking at him. 'Eighteen.’
‘Do you love him?'

Her lashes fluttered nervously, and she lookediljpastvay from

probing tawny eyes. 'Of course | love him," shenaamed sharply, too
sharply, realising how defensive she sounded. '&mdis my

husband,' she added simply.

'For better, for worse?' Matthew scorned tightly.

‘Exactly.'



'‘Jessica--'

'l think the music has stopped, Mr Sinclair." Sheved away from
him.

He made no effort to leave the dance floor, attngcdeveral curious
looks. "You want me to take you back to Andrew?asieed huskily.

She knew there was much more significance behiadvbrds than
appeared on the surface. And this had to stop Naw.even for
Andrew and the sake of his promotion would sheyptvith this
man's familiarity.

‘Yes, | would,' she replied stiltedly. '‘And isi'time you returned to
your wife?'

'l don't have a wife, Jessica,' he told her deéplglike you, | was
patient.'

'‘Patient...?" She shook her head. 'I'm sorry, [tdorow what you
mean.'

'‘No,' he sighed, 'l can see you don't. And I'minat position to tell
you, not any more. Come on, I'll take you backaaryhusband.’

‘Thank you,' she nodded coolly.

Matthew's hand on her elbow was impersonal as leduner back
to Andrew's side. 'Maybe | could borrow your wite inother dance
later?' he said with stilted politeness.

'Of course, sir," Andrew agreed eagerly, withowdregonsulting her.
‘Jessica would like that," he added enthusiasyicall

‘Jessica,' Matthew nodded abruptly before leaiegnt



Andrew dragged her over to a vacant table neapdh€l don't know
how you did it," he said excitedly, 'but you certpimade a hit with
Sinclair!’

'‘Dpn't be silly, Andrew." She looked away, blushingconsciously,
noting that Matthew Sinclair was now dancing with tall

black-haired woman, her voluptuous figure showradeantage in
the green gown she wore, the two of them dancingn estoser
together than he and Jessica had. She turned badkdrew. 'l

merely met him outside—in the corridor.' She dievant to tell him
she had gone into the wrong room, he would onlyateener for her
stupidity. 'He—he offered to escort me in here.'

'He likes you," Andrew insisted. 'Sinclair has afwaeemed a very
cold fish to me. But he certainly didn't act thatywvith you.'

No, he certainly hadn't, although she thought sttegot her feelings
of uninterest over to him now. 'He isn't actingtthaaay with his
partner now either,' she pointed out dryly.

Andrew looked towards the dance-floor, easily logptMatthew
Sinclair and his partner. 'Don't be ridiculous sles—that's Lisa,' he
scowled.

Jessica's eyes widened as she looked at the otmeamvwith new
eyes. Yes, she would be the sort of woman who dgpéa Andrew,
her sexuality oozed from every pore in her body.

And it was just like Andrew to be jealous of Matth&inclair's
attention to his mistress, and consider the sataatain shown to his
wife an asset!

Lisa—or Alicia, to give her her real name—was stigty beautiful,
in her early twenties, with a figure any model wbeinvy, except
perhaps that her bust was a little too full to thuir slenderness. And



she certainly didn't look as if she minded havingttilew Sinclair's
arms about her; her own arms were entwined absutdtk as they
moved slowly in time to the music.

Andrew was scowling heavily now, his anger deepgais Matthew
Sinclair and Alicia went to the bar together onbe tmusic had
stopped. 'Excuse me,' he mumbled, and stood upingdks own
way to the bar. After buying himself a drink he st@ned over to join
the other couple.

Jessica turned away to hide her shame. He was ghakmmself so
obvious, making a fool of himself.

'Hello there, love," greeted a cheery voice. 'Adina, are you?'She
looked up into the face of a man who had obviotslg too much to
drink already, a man in his forties, very overwejgin alcoholic

flush to his flabby cheeks. And he seemed to hangdexl her out for

his inebriated attention. 'No, I'm not alone,' &ié him in her coldest
voice. 'My partner will be back in a moment," aligb by the look of

Andrew he wasn't going to leave Alicia's side fomg time to come,
and Matthew Sinclair was noticeably absent fronir tipe@up now.

‘Not if he's Andrew Baxter, he won't.' The drunkean pulled out a
chair and sat down. 'Randy Andy, we call him indffece.' He gave a
suggestive laugh, his expression leering. 'Thatabse he is.' The
man leant forward over the table, breathing beerefuiall over her,
'‘Randy, | mean.'

Jessica had stiffened at his insulting tone. "Theekname you have
for Andrew is of no interest to me.' She stood'lfiyou’ll excuse me
.... She had no idea where she was going, just &eaythis man.

'Hey, not so fast!' His hand came out and caughaheut the wrist,
surprisingly strong. 'If you don't want to talk atb&and—er—Andy,
then we won't. | can understand you being annoyed m, he



shouldn't really have bothered to bring one oflitie friends when
he already has Alicia,' he chuckled. "You can bdittg friend if you
like.'

The idea nauseated hekntly brought his wife with him this time,’
she snapped. 'Now, would you take your hands off me

He let go of her as if she had burnt him. 'Coldlibitch, aren't you?’
he glared his dislike. 'No wonder Andy says yofrlged! You should
give the man what he wants--'

Jessica didn't wait to hear any more, but turnecust out of the
room, her face deathly white. Andrew had talkedulieer to that
man, had discussed their sexual differences wikehstranger. God,
she could just imagine the crudeness of that ceatien, the ribald
remarks! Did everyone in that room know she didi@ep with her
husband?

'‘Jessical’

She stopped her mad flight at the sound of thatli@nvoice, and
turned to find Matthew Sinclair striding down tharigdor to join her.

He grasped her forearms, searching her pale fesatdessica, are you
all right? Did Taylor insult you?' he demanded imaagry voice.

‘Taylor?' she echoed dully. Did this man know of mmearital
difficulties too? If he did then Andrew bringingrtteere tonight was a
waste of time.

‘The man you were talking to--'

'l wasn't talking to him, he was talking to me.eS#linked back the
tears.



‘Jessica . .." Matthew groaned.

'Please, let me go.' She shook off his hands, megpher composure
with effort. 'Mr Taylor didn't insult me, he—nhelssf a little drunk, |
think.'

Matthew nodded grimly. ‘More than a little. I'lltggomeone to take
him home.'

Jessica would have liked to go home too, but Andiead
disappeared from the hall by the time she got upawe—and Alicia
was noticeably absent too.

'‘Come with me," Matthew said tersely, leading hardo the lift.
Jessica hung back. 'l—Where are you taking me?"

His mouth twisted into a smile, his tawny eyes h&hdst somewhere
away from this noise,' he mocked.

That 'somewhere' turned out to be his office ortdipeloor. He took
her through the spacious adjoining sitting-roomitdving on the
lights to move to the drinks cabinet. 'Brandy,ihky' he murmured,
pouring' some into a glass before handing it to Néhere was your
husband while all that was going on?' he snappechiarsh voice.

'He—he stepped outside for some air,’ she inverggghing the
brandy, and instantly beginning to choke as theyfiguid hit the
back of her throat.

Matthew came forward to pat her gently on the b&Bkod grief,
girl,’ he said impatiently, '‘anyone would think Yyaunever drunk
brandy before!"

'l haven't,' she choked, tears wetting her cheeks.



He raised his eyes heavenwards. 'How old are yoh?yés,
twenty-five," he answered his own question. 'Buil yion't like to
socialise.’

It was a statement that didn't really require asmaan, so she didn't
proffer one.

"Your husband likes to—socialise,' he continued,rmouth twisting
contemptuously.

‘Yes,' she acknowledged huskily.

'‘But you don't?' he persisted.

‘No.’

‘You didn't attend the dance last year with yowstiauind, did you.'
Jessica evaded his eyes. 'No.'

'‘Why not?" he rasped. 'Office parties are notoriofe
starting—affairs.'

She looked up now, meeting his probing gaze uriflmgly. 'Are
they?' she asked uninterestedly.

'Yes,' he hissed. 'Why weren't you here last year?'

Jessica looked down at her hands. 'My little giswill,’ she
mumbled, knowing she would have done her bestttogeof it even
if Penny hadn't been ill, as she had tried to time, to no avalil.
'l—stayed at home to take care of her.’

'‘But your husband didn't feel the same necesgity2happed.



She shrugged. 'lIt was only a cold, | didn't see wieyshould both
miss the—fun."

'Fun...?" Matthew repeated slowly, his gaze seagchdisbelieving.
‘Do you like to have—fun?' he asked softly.

'I—No—I--" She stood up. 'l think | would like te@join Andrew
now,' she told Matthew coldly.

'No!" It was almost a shout, and Matthew was at $ide within
seconds. 'I'm sorry, | didn't mean to imply—Godph't know what |
mean any more!' he groaned in an aching voice.

Jessica only had time to raise startled eyes bedfoeefelt herself
being pulled into his arms, his mouth slowly lovagritowards hers.
'‘No!" She flinched away from him, but he just keght on coming,
his mouth taking possession of hers.

It was five years since she had been kissed byrengrcept Penny,
and that firm cruel-looking mouth felt strange oardy his lips
moving sensually against hers, remorselessly so.

Jessica didn't respond or resist, standing impassihis arms' until
he at last released her. His face was white, psession grim. 'So
you do love your husband after all," he said hgrghushing her away
from him.

‘Yes,' she said emotionlessly, knowing that nottuagld be further
from the truth. She had stopped feeling anythingféar of Andrew
years ago.

Matthew swallowed hard. 'I'll take you back to dance.'

‘Thank you.'



'‘Jessica--'

'‘Andrew will be looking for me.' She looked at hiwrth unwavering
eyes.

'Like hell he will'" he exploded. 'He—Oh, never minhe dismissed
impatiently. 'I'll take you back downstairs, if tlsawhat you want.’
He hesitated, as if hoping she would say it wasn't.

It is,' she said firmly.

They didn't talk at all going back down in the,llfbth seemingly lost
in their own thoughts—Jessica's tortuous.

Matthew Sinclair was the only other man to kissltesides Andrew,
and he had kissed totally unlike her husband.ipissiiad been gentle,
searching, anxious to evoke a response within deling for that

response.

And hadn't she felt the stirrings of that respomasgravitation to the
warmth after so many years of coldness? Heaveasyahk a married
woman, had a child, and yet she had let a comptedeger hold her
in his arms and kiss her!

But why had Matthew Sinclair kissed her? Did hakhthat because
Andrew had affairs she was the same, that they weeeof these
so-called 'modern' couples who had sexual relatipssoutside
marriage?

If he had he hadn't received the response he waBtedhe kiss had
unsettled her, shown her that she wasn't as imntonghysical

warmth as she had always thought she was, as Arfdrdwonvinced
her she was.



Frigid, Andrew said she was. Well, she might b, that one brief

kiss of Matthew Sinclair's had shown her that &igr not she liked to
be held against another human being, to feel ctmedprotected.

After five years of Andrew's jibes and insults titeer man's show of
warmth, if not true affection, had caused an adherging she had
thought buried deep within her, an ache for somegtshe had never
known— something she would never know!

She was married to Andrew, would stay married tardw, and

despite the constant stream of women in his lieelstew she would
never turn to another man. Why face the name-ggéiimd bitterness
for a second time in her life? There was somethigging from her
body, something fundamental, that prevented hengjier receiving

pleasure from any man.

'I'm sorry," Matthew said abruptly at her side.

Jessica looked at him with pain-filled eyes, knayithat he
apologised as much for what he had briefly thowdgntut her as for
the way he had kissed her. 'Yes.' Her voice wagieniess through
years of practice.

'l have no excuse for what happened just now,onéraued stiffly.

They stepped out of the lift together, the danagdong noisier than
ever. 'lt isn't important,' she dismissed, alreladking for Andrew.

Painful fingers bit into her arm. "It is to me," ttheew ground out. 'I'm
not in the habit of kissing married women.'

Jessica turned to look at him; his face was haaspulse beating
erratically at his jaw. No, he wouldn't be in thabh of kissing a
woman who belonged to another man. The pride inbhisv, the
forbidding line of his mouth told her that he degepgretted it had
happened this time.



'l have no intention of telling my husband--'

"Your husband!" he cut in angrily, his tawny ey&ming. 'l couldn't
give a damn about your husband. yte&!I'm apologising to, not him.’

‘And I've accepted that apology,’ she told him puazled voice, not
understanding why he was so angry.

His eyes darkened. 'Jessica—Oh, why the hell did have to be
married!" He swore before walking off, anyone whaswn his path
quickly getting out of the way.

Jessica turned away, knowing she had seen theolastatthew
Sinclair. She knew why she was married, why she stilanarried
despite Andrew's affair—because of Penny, becadistheo one
person who meant anything in her life. Every timadrew's
behaviour became too much for her she would talelook at her
young daughter and know it was all worth it.

'‘Where the hell have you been?'

Andrew wasn't smiling charmingly this time, he wsasowling

heavily, and he wasn't alone either. Alicia wasgilng to his

arm—and looking as if she had a perfect right totlbere! Her

expression was blatantly insolent as she lookedndat\Jessica, at
least six inches taller, and very sure of her owauby.

‘Jessica,' Andrew prompted impatiently, 'l asked gauestion.'

She blushed her resentment of the other womamiigjeto the
conversation, knowing that Alicia was aware of Hdescomfort. 'l
wasn't the one who disappeared, Andrew, you wele.'voice was
more aggressive than ever before—but then she badrrbeen
humiliated in front of one of Andrew's mistresse$adoe!



He flushed angrily. "We—I only stepped outsidedanoment. You
were talking to Ed Taylor when [ left the room.’

'l wasn't talking to him," she mumbled. 'He wasiltisg me.’

'Ed was?' Andrew laughed his disbelief. 'The treufalith you
Jessica, is that you're too damned sensitive.'

And he was totallynsensitive! It didn't even occur to him to keep hi
wife and mistress apart, not even when he knewwsiseaware of his
relationship with the other woman.

'‘Perhaps,' she agreed tightly. 'But | know whenhl&mg insulted,’
and she looked almost challengingly at Alicia.

'l think she means me, darling," Alicia drawledr kieice deep and
husky, sexy, men probably thought.

Andrew frowned and gave Jessica a sharp look. tdise she
doesn't,’ he dismissed, being used to a more sdbalug obedient
Jessica.

‘Darling," Alicia purred, 'why don't you go and-getlessica and me a
drink? I'm sure we would both like one.’

'‘Okay," Andrew cut through Jessica's dismayed ptotewon't be
long.'

‘Take your time," Alicia murmured softly. 'I'm sufessica and | can
find—something to talk about—a mutual interest ha@s.'

Jessica knew that the only thing she had in commitinthis woman
was Andrew, and he knew it too, giving a ratheretsmile in her
direction before going to the bar.



‘Shall we sit down?' Alicia suggested softly.

Jessica seated herself opposite the other womamikg they were
the centre of attention. They knew, all these pedplew, and her
humiliation was complete as she saw Matthew Sinalaitching

them some distance away, in conversation with amotnan,

although his gaze was fixed on her.

She looked away before that fierce gaze gave wajtyo Matthew
Sinclair's sympathy was the one thing she couldké right now. No
wonder he had tried to kiss her upstairs in higeH-he obviously
knew of Andrew's affair with his secretary!

'‘Why don't you let him go?' The purring quality hgdne from
Alicia's voice, the hardness in her beautiful faos evident in her
voice too.

Jessica blinked dazedly, frowning at the other waniabeg your
pardon?'

Alicia's mouth twisted. 'Andrew doesn't love yoa,vghy don't you
let him go?'

She swallowed hard, shaking her head. 'l don't kmdwat you're
talking about.' And she didn't. If Andrewhad wantedeave her she
knew there was no way she could stop him.

Alicia was angry now. '‘Andrew told me how you refus divorce
him, that you use your daughter to hold him--'

‘That isn't true!" Jessica gasped at the irony. of i

The other woman's expression was scathing. 'l'sedrebout women
like you, I've even met a couple, but | can tellyww that you've
met your match in me. Andrew and | want to get redirthe only



thing stopping us is you. | mean to have you ouhisflife, Jessica.
I'm even willing to put up with the child to getni

'‘Child?' Jessica paled, her hands clenching. "YeamiPenny?'
'Yes—I mean Penny,' Alicia scorned.

‘You aren't taking my daughter from me!' Her breatis coming in
short disturbed gasps, her eyes huge in her pede fa

'Believe me,' the other woman drawled, 'I'd ratiwtr But Andrew is
determined to keep her--'

'‘No!" Jessica's tone was sharp with distress. iNDi® going to take
Penny away from me. No one!'" Her voice rose hysdélyi at the
thought of life without Penny.

‘Hey, calm down!" Alicia looked about them self-soiously. '‘Maybe
| chose the wrong place to discuss this--'

'‘Anywhere would be the wrong place to discuss t@akny child from
me!" Two bright spots of colour heightened Jessichéeks. 'l won't
let you--'

‘Jessica, for God's sake!" Andrew had returned ticetb by either
woman. 'People can hear you!' he muttered, sittown.

'Really?' Her eyes glittered. 'And do you thinkytregen't hearing
what they already know? I'd like to go home,"' siié him coldly.

'l've just got you a drink--'
'l want to go,' she repeated firmly. 'Either yoketane or | get a taxi.'

He frowned. 'Jess--'



‘Then I'll take a taxi.' She stood up, moving vathmuch confidence
as she could towards the exit, and took the lifinido the ground
floor.

‘Jessical' Andrew caught up with her in the cakpawinging her
round to face him. 'How dare you talk to me likattim front of Lisa?"
He flushed with anger.

'‘How dare you use me?' she returned furiously.
'I—What do you mean?' he frowned.

'I've just been informed by your girl-friend thamlthe only thing
stopping you marrying her.'

'‘And aren't you?' he snapped.

‘You know I'm not!" she flushed. 'How many othemmen have you
told the same thing so that you're free from amyro@tment to marry
them?' she scorned.

'Hundreds,' his mouth twisted, 'and it worked eveme. | just
explain to them that | have this frigid little wifat home who'll
deprive me of my child if I so much as mention dos’

‘Well, tonight Alicia mentioned it for you," Jesaicsnapped
disgustedly. 'So maybe you just weren't convin@ngugh for her.'

His eyes glittered, his dark good looks contorteith wage. 'Maybe |
didn't want to be. Lisa is my kind of woman—sheeikoact like a
woman,' he added cruelly. 'And she has brainsMes, maybe | just
might marry her after all.'

'No . . ." she paled.



‘Yes,' he said with enjoyment. 'The other womerenewveant a thing
to me, but Lisa is different. | wouldn't at all rdifbeing married to
her. Not that you haven't had your uses over tlegsyehe added
scathingly. 'You've been a good deterrent to mgeriaminded
women. God, that's thenly reason | stayed married to you,' h
laughed. 'You have little else to offer.'

His laugh was the final insult as far as Jessicaagacerned. She had
taken too much tonight already— Matthew Sinclaissange
behaviour, Ed Taylor's insults, pitying looks fraimost everyone
who looked at her, Alicia's 'friendly’ little chatnd now this definite
threat of divorce from Andrew, and so cruelly given

Her hand seemed to rise almost in slow motioningitthe side of
Andrew's face with such force that for a momentseemed to
stagger.

But he soon regained his balance, his eyes ghtgeftangerously as
he advanced towards her. Jessica didn't even flasche coldly,
calculatedly, hit her back.

There had been too much violence from him in thes foa it to matter
to her; she did not even feel the pain any moralréw was one of
those men who hit out when he was angry. For Heslselhad ceased
to care, and as long as he didn't use that sanenegmon Penny she
would continue to cease caring.

'I'm going back to the dance,' he growled. 'l cduchome later, but
then again | may just stay out all night. And | maaabout the
divorce, Jessica. And you know what that means8hkered.

Pain contracted her chest. 'Penny . ..'



'Yes!" His smile was cruel in the extreme. "Youndra fit mother for
her, we both know that. Lisa will be much bettartier." He turned
and strode away, a tall, athletic-looking man wékish good looks.

Jessica had ceased to be aware of those lookagmghe knew only
raging pain at this moment. Never! She would nelemw Alicia to
be Penny's mother.

The taxi-driver must have thought her very straagshe sat silently
in the back of the car—especially as he had torapemy her to the
door so that she could pay him!

'‘Had a row with your hubby, have you?' he said dh#g, handing
her the change. 'Never mind, love, it happensdd#st of us.'

‘Yes,' she agreed jerkily. 'l—Thank you.'
"Night, love," and he whistled tunelessly as hametd to his taxi.

Peg was frowning when Jessica joined her in thedeuPenny was
asleep on the sofa, her mischievous face angelaxe you?' she
asked softly so as not to wake the child. 'Argueth wvndrew, |
mean?’

She shrugged, having eyes only for Penny. 'I'lhgetup to bed now,’'
she bent to lift her daughter into her arms, thalsiionde head
resting trustingly on her shoulder as she carrexdup the stairs.

' tried myself a couple of times,' Peg told hdtlgpfollowing to fold
back the bedclothes. 'She began to wake up eaeH tonched her.’

'l know," Jessica nodded, smoothing her daughtartsback on the
pillow and tucking the bedclothes about her. 'Sia@ags does with
anyone but me.' Her eyes filled with tears as sbkdd down at her
daughter.



Peg frowned as she followed her out of the roosrthére anything |
can do, Jessica?'

'‘No.' She blinked back the tears, leaving the Riligiitt on in Penny's
room as she closed the bedroom door.

'‘But you have argued with Andrew?' Peg persisted.

'Yes,' she sighed, 'you could say that.' She ch@ndter bottom lip.
‘He—he wants a divorce.'

'He what?

‘A divorce." They were back in the lounge now, thars at last
spilling down on to her cheeks. 'Andrew wants aorbe,’ she
repeated brokenly, her face buried in her hands.

'He wants one?' Peg gasped disbelievingly, sittingrdtavput her
arms about the sobbing Jessica. 'After the abuséake from him. ..!
Well, don't worry, love,' she said angrily. ‘Geosgel | will take care
of you—and Penny, of course.’

Penny, Dear God, Penny! Jessica sat up sudderdwikg what she
had to do. I'm going away, Peg. Tonight. |--'

‘You can't go this time of. night!" Her friend wesandalised. 'Come
next door and stay with George and me for a fevg datil Andrew
comes to his senses.’

Next door! 'No, | have to get away,' Jessica iegisstanding up. 'l
have to go somewhere Andrew can't find us.'.

'‘Maybe he had just had too much to drink," Peg eraged. 'He'll
probably have forgotten all about it by the timechenes home.'



'He isn't coming home—at least, not tonight," d@ssaid bitterly, and
she knew that when he did he wouldn't have charmggdnind.
Andrew was determined this time.

'‘But where is he—Oh,' Peg blushed, realisation dagvriAt least
leave it until the morning, love. If he isn't cogiback tonight there's
no rush, is there?"

'‘No,"' Jessica acknowledged slowly.

'Sleep on it, Jessica,' her friend suggested. tamtt just go off into
the night.’

No, she couldn't. She had until morning to makephans properly,
find somewhere to stay where Andrew couldn't fimelht. Besides, it
would disturb Penny to wake her now, would frightesr. Things
were going to be traumatic enough without Pennyitmtg upset.

‘You're right,' she told Peg. 'I'll leave in thenmag.'

'I'm sure you won't need to do that,' Peg pattedhéaed comfortingly.
'‘Once Andrew thinks this over, about how much yowelhim, I'm
sure he'll change his mind about the divorce.'

, How much she loved him . . .! She might have tb#adrew once,
in fact she knew she had, but she certainly dldw& him now. Her
love had been that of an adolescent who neededosmwnie care for
her, and she soon realised the disillusionmertiatf t

'‘Maybe,' she agreed with Peg, knowing that it wasaé. She had
known it would end one day, had dreaded it, andksiasv without

guestion that this was it. Andrew might changenhiisd, given time,

he had done it in the past often enough, but Alialdn't. She was
determined to get Andrew, and Jessica doubtedttis® evoman was
denied much that she wanted.



'I'm sure I'm right,’ Peg encouraged.

'Yes, of course you are.' Jessica gave a brighe shating having to
deceive her friend, but knowing that not even tg &auld she tell the
truth. "You go on home now, George will be gettmgried.'

‘Are you sure . ..?'

'Of course,' Jessica nodded.
You'll be all right?

'Yes,' she smiled.

'‘Well ... All right, then. But don't hesitate tdlahyou need anything,’
Peg offered.

' won't," Jessica assured her friend.

She spent the next hour packing her own and Penthjtggs. It was
amazing how much had been accumulated, not so tker, but
by Penny, all of her daughter's toys suddenly segmecessary.

She had called a quiet unobtrusive hotel in Londod booked a
room for Penny and herself, knowing she would hiavget well

away from this small eastern town. London seemeatfity choice. It
was big and impersonal, the place where thousahgdsaple went
missing each year. Andrew couldn't possibly finehtithere.

But he would look for them, she knew that. Whendher divorce

threats came up he always warned her that any nootake Penny
away from him would be met by opposition. Not thatspent a great
deal of time with their daughter, he just wasningao let Jessica
have her.



She jumped nervously as the front doorbell rangla after twelve,
wondering who it could be. It couldn't be Andrewve, had his own
key. Unless he had forgotten it. . .!

She frantically hid the suitcases and bag in helrdmm before
running down the stairs to answer the door, s&anng her evening
dress. If it was Andrew he was already impatidre,doorbell ringing
for a third time before she managed to open the,dooking up

breathlessly at the man who stood there.

‘Mr Sinclair!" she gasped dazedly.

Matthew Sinclair looked at her with dark tawny eyais face white
and haggard, his hair golden. 'l didn't get you @ubed . . .?" His
voice was husky.

She looked pointedly down at the blue dress. 'Slo¢’ confirmed
softly. 'Is there anything | can do to help you, $inclair?'

He seemed at a loss for words, swallowing convalgivl—I think
we should both sit down,' he said .at length. 'Gové perhaps--'

'‘Andrew?' she queried sharply, sensing somethiegsttious here,
dismissing the idea that Matthew Sinclair had cdwe to carry on
his flirtation. He would never be so nervous altbat, and he was
nervous, extremely so. 'Has something happenedntirefv?' her
voice rose sharply.

‘Jessica--' His eyes were full of compassion.

‘Tell me!" She clutched on to his arm, searchirggpaile features for
what he seemed unabile to tell her. 'Il—

Is he—Is Andrew--'



'He's dead, Jessica,’ Matthew told her in a pamez. 'l don't know
how else to tell you! There was an accident, and--'

She didn't hear any more; she fell slowly to theugd with a gentle
thud.



CHAPTER THREE

WHEN she woke up she was lying full length on the scdaried there
by Matthew Sinclai; who now bent over her anxiously, his face pal

Jessica looked at him with dull, lifeless eyes.dfaw—he—he's
really dead?' she choked.

'Yes.'

'‘Oh God!" She buried her face in her hands, crasgf she would
never stop, then felt herself taken into strong sarimeld gently
against the firmness of Matthew Sinclair's chess. shirt felt soft
against her cheek, and she could feel her teakagpidrough it on to
his skin.

‘Jessica?' he said some time later when her ciyaun't abated.
‘Jessica!' he shook her slightly. "You have to stop.'

She shuddered. 'l—I don't think | can. I—I don'bkknwhat to do.
My—my mind has gone—a blank.’

'You don't have to do anything," Matthew murmurgad her hair. 'I'll
take care of you.'

She moved back slightly to look at him. '"You?' bheked. 'But why
should you--'

"Your husband was my employee. He was killed legavia dance
given on my premises. Besides,' he added gently,y&al have
anyone else?'

Jessica swallowed hard. 'No. I—Andrew is reallydf2ahe repeated
disbelievingly.

'I'm afraid so.’



It was hard to believe all that life and vitalitgdhbeen stubbed out in
a matter of seconds. She might have been leavitlgef might not
have beemn love with him any more, but she had still lovethHor
being the father of her daughter. He certainly Hatbserved to die.

She looked at Matthew Sinclair with haunted violeyes,
remembering the times she had wished she coultebeof Andrew.
But not like this, never like this! 'He—he didniifer?'

He seemed to hesitate, choosing his words careflby as far as we
know.'

Jessica frowned, sensing his reserve. 'What ish&'asked sharply.
‘What are you holding back from me? Is he alivera#tll? Is he
seriously hurt, is that it? If so I--'

'‘No, it isn't that, Jessica." The tawny eyes seepwded. '"Your
husband wasn't alone in the car when the accicggpypdned.’

Alicia! She had forgotten all about the other wonmarthe last few
minutes. She licked her lips nervously. 'He wassti@ delayed.

Matthew shook his head. 'He had my secretary with—H.isa
Barry.'

Lisa! This man also called Alicia by that pet nama.image of him
dancing with the other woman instantly sprang tadnives, he and
Alicia had certainly been closer than employer angbloyee, in the
past, if not now.

Her face remained impassive. 'Was she hurt?'
'Yes,' Matthew nodded. 'Quite badly.'

Jessica looked down at her hands. 'I'm sorry.’



‘You're—sorry?' He sounded incredulous.

'Yes.' She looked up at him unflinchingly. "You sAadrew told me
he had offered Miss Barry a lift home, but | hakdeadache and left
early. If | hadn't--'

‘You might have been with them!" he said fierc8lyhich wouldn't
have helped anyone.'

'No," Jessica agreed quietly. Somehow she coulded Matthew
Sinclair knowing of her humiliation tonight, of heasband's wish for
a divorce. Andrew was dead, nothing was going tange that.
'I—Thank you for coming here—for telling me. |—llke to be

alone now.'

'Of course,' Matthew said stiffly. 'Is there anydmeuld get for you?
Someone who could be with you?'

'‘No,' she stood up with jerky movements, 'l doa¥éranyone. And
Andrew's mother died three years ago.’

Matthew frowned, his eyes dark. 'So you're alone...
'‘No,' she denied sharply. 'l have Penny.’

‘Your daughter?'

‘Yes.'

He sighed. "You're going to need help over the feaxtdays, weeks,
and--'

'l can manage!" she told him firmly.

'‘Jessica--'



'‘Please, Mr Sinclair, | said | can manage!' Hersdlashed.

He chewed down on his bottom lip. 'I'll call backnorrow,' he told
her finally.

'I'd rather you didn't,' she said jerkily.
‘You can't cope with this alone--'

'l can cope!" Her voice rose hysterically. 'l alwdave and | always
will.'

‘Jessica, please!" Matthew held her hands inlles. Me do this. Let
me--'

'‘Mummy? Mummy, where's Daddy?' Penny stood in thenday
rubbing the sleep from her eyes, her dilapidatddyéear dragged
along beside her.

'‘Penny!" she gasped, a feeling of utter helplesswashing over her
as she looked at her fatherless daughter.

Strangely it was Matthew Sinclair who gathereddleepy little girl
up into his arms. "That's a pretty nightgown yowssaring, Penny,'
he smiled at her gently, a big man who could b&oasty soft and
understanding with a child. 'And is this your bosfrd?' He looked at
the tattered teddy bear.

This brought a smile to Penny's face. 'Don't dg, dthis is Teddy,'
she giggled.

'‘Did Teddy wake you up?"

She shook her head seriously. '‘No, you did. | thoygu were my
daddy.'



Matthew's expression was grim. ‘No such luck, shesat. But don't
you think you should be in bed? I'm sure Teddyrexdt' he added
coaxingly.

She looked uncertainly at her mother, obviouslyuuasof this
unknown man. 'Yes ...'

‘Shall we take him back up to bed?' Matthew engrdasoftly.
Penny chewed thoughtfully on her top lip. ‘Mumnsife asked.

Jessica had been watching in amazement as Matthealai
charmed her daughter. Because of her sporadicoresaip with her
own father, and the amount of time she spent inafercompany,
Penny often had trouble relating to men. With MattlSinclair she
seemed to have no difficulty. Maybe it was becauseseemed to
have no difficulty relating to her. Whatever thasen, Jessica was &
little surprised by the amount of time it had takesr daughter to
guestion the unusual occurrence of a man puttingohieed.

'‘What do you think, Penny?' she said softly. 'Dbeddy want to be
taken back up to bed?"

‘Well, he is tired . . ." Penny still seemed uraiert

‘Then we'll all take him back to bed," Jessica areged, more
grateful to Matthew Sinclair in that moment thar slared to think
about. The question of 'Where's Daddy?' could tiemqtéy explained
to Penny in the morning; right now the shock of \wimag she would
never see Andrew again was enough of a strainefor h

Penny was asleep within two minutes of being tudiedeath the
covers, the much-loved Teddy held firmly in her sarm



‘She's had it since she was a baby.' Jessica beghatter as she and
Matthew Sinclair reached the lounge. 'Andrew and\then she was
younger we tried to replace it with a new one, Batny wouldn't
hear of it. | suppose--'

'It's all right, Jessica,” Matthew cut in soothingll don't need
conversation. Your daughter is beautiful,' he sdodiptly.

'l think so,' she agreed stiffly.

'She looks nothing like--' he broke off. 'She'syvéke you,' he
substituted.

‘And nothing like Andrew,' she finished his unfimsl sentence. As
the years passed and Penny bore no resemblanceltevAshe had
felt relief rather than chagrin. Penny's happyemfshy personality
seemed to bear no resemblance to Andrew either-erdigdhoped it

stayed that way. She Jived in dread of Penny slgpwer father's
violent temperament.

‘Yes,' Matthew made no effort to deny it. 'Jessted, | get someone
to come in and be with you, a friend, or perhapsighbour?’

‘No, | want to be alone."
'l .don't think that's a good idea.'

'l don't particularly care what you think," shedsahrilly. 'At work
you may be omnipotent, and so used to ruling qikeple's lives, but
| don't have to take orders from you.' She was ngro the end of
her endurance, Andrew's death and Penny's suddskilyg for him
throwing her into turmoil. She had so much to thaidout, to work
out, and she couldn't do it with this man's interfee.

'‘Jessica--'



‘Would you please leave, Mr Sinclair?' Her voices\iattle. 'l need
time to think to arrange things. I—Will Miss Bairpg all right?’

'She was going straight into the operating room rwhdeft the
hospital,' Matthew sighed. 'She has a back injury.'

'‘Oh no!
‘Yes,' he nodded. 'lt's touch and go whether oshetlll walk again.’
Jessica hung her head. 'I'm sorry.'

'‘Why should you be sorry?' Matthew's voice hardeféaol weren't
driving the car.’

She wetted her lips nervously. ‘Was Andrew—Was d&y@able of
driving?'

Matthew looked grim. 'l would say no. But only timl tell.'
'You mean—there'll be a post-mortem?' She swalldweed.
He nodded. 'I'm afraid it's standard in accidefhtis kind.'

'Yes,' she acknowledged dully. 'Andrew would haeg.tOh, what a
stupid thing to say!' She gave a shrill laugh.i$tet likely to know, is
he? |—You'll have to excuse me,' she gasped sugldémhink I'm
going to be sick!" She rushed out of the room, lgameaching the
bathroom in time.

A soothing flannel soon cooled her brow, remindiegthat Matthew
Sinclair was still here, that he had just witnesedindignity of her
being violently sick.

‘All right now?' he prompted softly.



She swilled cold water over her face. 'I'm sorry just felt--'

'l understand.' He turned her gently and walked dwar of the
bathroom and into her bedroom, pulling back theclmdes. 'In you
get. I'm going to call the doctor.’

Jessica froze in the action of sinking beneatrstieets. 'No---'

'Yes,' Matthew pushed her the rest of the way dawmanging the
bedclothes comfortably about her. 'He can gives@muething to help
you sleep.’

'l can't sleep,' she struggled to sit up. 'l musieep.'

'Oh yes, you must." He bent over her, pinning bethe bed. 'You
have your daughter to think of. If | leave you ngpew'll just lie here
awake all night. And that isn't going to help Penrg it?' he
reprimanded gently.

He was right, she knew he was right, but for a nunshe had
forgotten she no longer had to get away from heve; the threat of
Andrew divorcing her no longer existed. The guik $elt at her relief
made her start crying again.

Matthew's mouth tightened grimly. 'I'll get the tfmcnow.' His tone
was harsh.

Jessica had no idea what, the doctor gave hesheutlid sleep; over
the next couple of days she seemed to do nothseg Bleg spent all
her time at the house taking care of her and Peamg, Matthew
Sinclair appeared in the dreamlike world too framet to time,
always kind, always soothing.

He stood at her side during the funeral, his armlfi about her waist
as she would have swayed and fallen. The sympatifidse other



mourners passed over her head; most of them werad§ of
Andrew's, people she didn't even know. Alicia Bamas noticeably
absent; she was still seriously ill in hospital@dmng to Matthew.

Jessica's apathy had become habitual, partly duleetdablets the
doctor had prescribed for her, meaning that shienéepain, but then
neither did she feel any other emotion, reactings$tructions rather
than instinct, her eyes dull and lifeless.

'I'm sorry,' she said calmly when Matthew inforniet of the other
woman's still critical condition.

‘Yes,' he sighed. The other mourners had left navly Peg and
Matthew remaining. Peg was in the kitchen feediagrfy, who had
spent the morning with George. 'But at least shallk again.’

'‘And at least she's alive,' Jessica said dully.
He gave her a sharp look. 'I'm sorry, that wasghtass of me.’
'No," she shook her head.

Matthew's frown deepened. 'How much longer doesltiogor intend
keeping you on these pills?' he rasped.

'l have no idea.’

'Did you ask—No, | don't suppose you did. I'll tatkhim myself.' He
was pacing the room impatiently. 'What do you idteloing now,
Jessica? Will you stay here or will you—will you weoaway?'

'l have nothing to move away to,' she answeredysoft

'‘No," he sighed. 'Jessica, | want to take careoaf'\His expression
was anxious. 'Of both you and Penny.'



She gave him a startled look, coming out of hetlgpawWhat do you
mean?'

His movements were nervy. 'You're incapable ofngkcare of
yourself and Penny at the moment--'

'‘Peg--"

'Has a family of her own to take care of,' he intpted firmly. 'It's
been over a week now, and she hasn't left you fiooment.’

He was right. Peg had been very good to them, &leehtPenny to
school every day with her son David, and then cbawk to take care
of Jessica. The post-mortem had delayed the fubgrséveral days,
the results revealing that Andrew had been ovealit@holic limit for
driving, and the accident had been completely s fault.

But Matthew was right about Peg's own family baneglected, and
with a son of twelve and a working husband she Ishaurn her
attention back to them.

'I'll stop taking the tablets,' Jessica said dei@edly. 'Then maybe |
can think straight enough to take care of Pennyetfiys

‘That isn't the answer and you know it," Mattheawded.
‘Then what is?' she snapped.

'l told you, let me help you--'

‘You've done enough already—and | have no idea'why.

‘Don't you?' His eyes were a deep tawny colour.



'‘No,' she replied sharply. She didn't want to thafout Matthew's
motives right now,daren'tthink about them. 'Penny will be back
from the kitchen in a moment,' she told him woogenl

‘And you would like me to leave?'
‘Your being here confuses her.'
"Why?'

'l have no idea,' she shrugged. 'Maybe it's thietfedt her own father
disappeared so abruptly on the night you cameautdives.'

In fact Penny had run screaming from the roomitisétime she had
met Matthew again after the night her father hatidan event that
had been explained to her as tactfully as you ctuualfive-year-old

who simply didn't understand. Matthew Sinclair sedrto represent
the death of her father, and whenever he calledchmvas often,

Penny quietly disappeared from the room.

‘Then I'd better go, as you say,’ Matthew saidlytatit wish—I
wish—Never mind," he sighed. 'I'll call you tomo#r.b

'I—We won't be here.' 'Oh?' He frowned his puzzleine

'I'm taking Penny away for a few days.' Jessigaggefnails absently
traced a pattern in the velvety cushion she cudidldnbr.

‘Are you well enough?’
'Of course. We're going by train, so it won't bg atrain.’

'l could drive you.'



She shook her head. 'Penny wouldn't like that.d&ssiit isn't far, just
to the coast for a couple of days. Penny likeslay pn the beach.
This time alone with me will help her to adjust.’

‘And will it help you adjust?' Matthew's tone wakdy.
'l don't understand,' she said in bewilderment.

'I'm sorry," he said abruptly. 'But | can't helplfeg—I'd better go,' he
sighed. 'Please accept my condolences. Maybedatbon you when
you get back?'

Jessica avoided the intensity of his gaze, stangitg straighten the
skirt of the demure black dress she wore, herikaisunlight against
its starkness and lack of style. 'l don't think tmauld be a good idea.’

‘Why not?'

Her head went back. 'If you must know, people agirning to talk!
Even today—oh, they thought | didn't hear them,ldit. This is a
small community, Mr Sinclair, and people talk. Amght now we're
the subject of that talk.'

His eyes blazed with anger. 'Your husband has bebn dead a
week!'

‘That's why they're talking.'
'It's ridiculous!’

'‘Most gossip is,' she said dully. 'But it can stdluse pain. If Penny
should hear it . . . You know how cruel other creld can be. She's
already come home from school once this week s teecause some
of the other children taunted her about her fatte@ng dead.’

'‘God!" Matthew groaned disgustedly.



‘Yes,' she sighed. 'So | think it would be bettgrou didn't help me
again. Penny and I will manage.'

‘Will you?'
She straightened her shoulders determinedly. 'Yes.'
‘All right," he accepted huskily. 'But if you shduleed me ...

'l won't hesitate,’' she nodded, relieved that hewtgoing to push the
argument more. She simply didn't feel strong endogdiight him if
he insisted, her small burst of energy desertimgabehe abruptly sat
down. 'Thank you," she added tiredly.

'‘Don't thank me, Jessica,' he ground out hardhiyould have done
the same for anyone,' he added cruelly, slammingfbile house a
few seconds later.

Jessica was slumped back in the chair when Pegepdoper head
around the door a few minutes later. 'Has Mr Singane?'

‘Yes,' she sighed wearily.

Peg came into the room. 'Penny's gone next dobe with David.'
She too relaxed in an armchair. 'Was that Mr Sintlaeard leave
just now?' she asked curiously.

‘Yes.'
'He sounded—angry.'

'l think he was—a little." Her eyes appeared evielerbin her pale
face.

'Did you argue?'



Jessica knew Peg had been a good friend to hérnoet and in the
past—and yet even to her she was reluctant toatatkut Matthew

Sinclair. He was an enigma of a man, a man whossopality and

motives she just daren't probe. Before Andrew'sthjeat the

company dance, he had made no secret of his aitrdother, hadn't
denied that attraction even after he knew she wasew's wife. His

behaviour the last week had been exemplorary, teitattraction

could still be there, and she had no intentionexfdming dependent
on him, in any way. For the first time in sevenrgeshe was able to
live without fear, to feel completely free, and shiasn't going to

allow her gratitude to Matthew- Sinclair to chartiyat.

'‘Not exactly," she evaded. 'He wanted to driveoaostrow, | feel he's
done enough already.'

‘It was kind of him to offer.’

'l know that, Peg,' she sighed. 'But surely youteard the talk?
Goodness, if | have,' she derided bitterly, 'therely everyone else
must have done.'

‘Mr Sinclair was Andrew's employer,’ Peg defendéd.only natural
that he would want to help you.'

s it?'

Her friend flushed. 'Well, | can't deny that whes took over the
funeral arrangements--'

Jessica stiffened. 'He did that?"

'l thought you knew.'



Peg shook her head. 'l thought that you and Geargkshould have
known," she sighed. 'l shall have to talk to hirowht before | leave
tomorrow.'

'‘He was only trying to be helpful, Jessica.’

'l know,' she acknowledged dully. 'But if any ofstlyossip should
reach Penny . .. She's been through enough already

Peg nodded. 'l still can't get the Teddy bear afn@y her.'

Except when she was actually at school Penny'syTieelder left her;
the ragged stuffed animal had- seemed to becomanhesecurity in
the last week.

'She'll be all right once we get away from hereddew days,' said
Jessica with more confidence than she felt. 'Abtudteg, [—I

thought | might move out ofthe house altogetherfatt, the idea had
been growing by the minute since Matthew Sinclaa mentioned it.

'‘Moving?' her friend echoed in a shocked voice.

'It has too many memories, Peg,' she sighed. 'Foramwell as
Penny.’

'Yes,' Peg nodded understandingly, 'l can seé that.

Jessica flushed at the pity in her friend's eydwe Walls in these
semi-detached houses weren't exactly soundprodftrensound of
Andrew's constant tempers must have been cleaterible to her
neighbour.

'‘Besides,' she added briskly, 'it's only rentedd Antwo-bedroomed
flat would be much more practical for Penny and New I'd better
go over and see Matthew Sinclair,' she said detesuihy.



'‘Now?' Peg's eyes widened.

'‘No time like the present. Besides, | could do wita walk to clear
the cobwebs.' Jessica stood up. 'lf you couldtplst care of Penny
for another hour?'

‘She'll be fine with David,"' Peg instantly assuned.
She breathed her relief. 'Penny is really frighteokthe poor man.’
‘Jessica...?"

'Yes?' She looked up with puzzled eyes at her digeralmost
reluctant tone.

'‘Nothing,' Peg dismissed. 'lt isn't important. @du go—I'll tidy up
here.’

Jessica looked with dismay at the debris litterdedua the room. "It
looks more like there's been a party than a funiesfa grimaced.

'I'll take care of it." Peg pushed her towardstiher. ‘Go and get some
colour in your cheeks!'

Matthew Sinclair had a flat in town near his fagtoand it took
Jessica a good half an hour to walk there. Theensae got the more
sure she was that she would have been more sensibhave
telephoned. After all, visiting his flat wasn'teily to stop the gossip!

Nevertheless, she made herself go on. Matthew et rall those
arrangements without her consent, and she hadawa kiow much
money she owed him, and she intended finding thfaxe to face.
Maybe now wasn't the best time to talk about mohaythis was her
last link with the man, after today she didn't wensee him again.



The man who opened the door to her bore littlemdéence to the

man who had left her an hour earlier. The darklsack been replaced
with fitted cream trousers and a dark green shing, blond hair

ruffled into disorder, and he held a glass of whiskhis hand.

His eyes widened as he saw her standing outsid#othre'Jessica . . .’
he breathed her name raggedly.

'l have to talk to you.' Her own voice was calm andtrolled.

'‘Come in.' He opened the door wider for her to rertis avid gaze
never leaving her face.

His home was exactly how she would have expectethelor flat to
look, very stark, leaving him the minimum of work do to keep it
looking neat and tidy. But it didn't look neat atidy now, with

clothes, both dirty and laundered, strewn all dkierplace.

'Sorry.' He hastily cleared a chair for her tadervn. 'l decided to go
up to London for a few days.'

Jessica knew he had another home in London whictséa when he
visited his offices there, although the majorityned time was spent
here. 'Then | won't keep you,' she said stiltétjyst came to ask you
for the bills.'

'Bills?' he frowned, obviously completely taken ebdWhat bills?'
'For Andrew's funeral,’ she continued determinediyoring the
chair he had cleared for her, not intending to stayplonger than she
had to. Teg has just told me you made all the gaarents, so [--'

‘Thought you would come over here and insult meesomore,' he
finished harshly.

'‘No,' she gasped. 'lIt wasn't like that.'



‘Then how was it?' he blazed down at her. 'Godjdasyou certainly
know how to throw, a person's help back in thetefawell, don't

worry about the bills, I'll make sure they're a&hsto you.' He turned
away from her. 'Now would you please leave?'

‘After all, think what the gossips would say,' ligled bitterly. "Your
husband was only buried today, and already yon'snother man's
flat.'

Her legs suddenly felt shaky. 'I'm sorry | botheyedi. And | do
thank you for your help, I'm not completely ungfakel just--'

'‘Don't want me to do it any more,'-he rasped.
She shook her head. 'I'm sorry.'

Matthew turned to look at her with tortured ey¥su know why | do
it, don't you, Jessica?'

She looked away from the sudden blaze in thosagtrtawny eyes.
She had seen that look too many times in the past Andrew—the
desire to possess, to subjugate. And never agaihdvemy man do
that to her!

INO_I

‘You do, damn you!' He swung her round roughly veiseer of urban
charm fast disappearing as the blaze in his ey®ms.qgr

Jessica cringed away from him. 'l shouldn't haveedere!" she
gasped.

'‘No, you shouldn't,' he agreed savagely. 'You khow | feel about
you, Jessica. You know how I--' 'No!" She found #teength to



wrench away from him. 'Don't touch me!' she shouateldim. 'Don't
ever touch me again,' she warned him through driteth.

Something like pain flickered across his face. "Dgou know | can't
help myself?' he groaned. 'That I've ached to lib you this last
week, that I've longed to know you, to hold you--'

‘Don'ttouchme!" she screamed at him again. 'What sort of anan
you? My husband wasuriedtoday!'

'l know that." Matthew closed his eyes as if totslut the sight of her.
'‘And your daughter looks at me as if I'm some ebrhurderer!" His
eyes glittered like topaz as his heavy lids wergedh 'You think of
me as a usurper--'

‘That isn't true,' Jessica shook her head. 'l @we't intend to replace
Andrew in my life.'

'‘Never?' he groaned.

‘Never!'

'l can't believe that," Matthew said dazedly.
‘It's true, Mr Sinclair--'

'‘Don't call me that,' he rasped. 'My name is Matthand | never
think of you as anything but Jessica. My Jessica.’

'I'm not your anything!" she snapped angrily. 'Awiédn't think of you
as Matthew, in fact | don't think of you at all"

She knew she had pushed him too far by the suddee bf fury in
his eyes; his nostrils flared, his mouth tightenim@ thin angry line,
suddenly pale beneath his tan.



‘Maybe | shouldyiveyou something to think about,' he ground out.
'‘No!" Jessica backed away.

Matthew didn't let her move far, his hands deteadion her upper
arms as he pulled her body into his, moulding loér curves to the
hardness of his, uncaring that he was bruising her.

His mouth was grim as it possessed hers, movinlg antinvading
thoroughness over her unresponsive lips, beconimgsa cfuel as
she remained passive in his arms.

She had known kisses like this before, punishisgds that meant to
inflict pain and humiliation. Andrew had kissed fike this when he

wanted to show his contempt for her coldness, déavdter that it was

her frigidity that had caused their estrangemenitarack of passion
on his part.

She remained apart in Matthew Sinclair's arms. @heas no
possibility of her responding, her emotions switchoff as soon as
he had touched her, as she had learnt to do withiewn

He finally thrust her away from him, disgust fomiself, and her,
etched into his harsh features, his face pale lbeihesatan. 'I'm sorry,'
he said woodenly.

'It doesn't matter--'
'‘Doesn't matter!" he exploded. 'Of course it daretl matters!
'‘Not to me.’

His dark gaze searched her calm features. 'Nonlse® that,' he
acknowledged bitterly. 'How can you still love thestard--'



'You mean Andrew?' she interrupted sharply, womderhow
everyone could still believe she loved Andrew aftdrat he had
done.

'Of course | mean Andrew,' Matthew rasped, begmmmpace the
room. 'He was unfaithful to you.'

'‘Who has been talking to you?'

'‘No one," he scorned. 'He worked for me long endagme to know
what sort of man he was. No woman at Sinclair'ssaés from him. |
had several complaints about his behaviour.'

Jessica turned away, her hands shaking. 'l donit wahear any
more.'

‘Well, you're going to—"

'No—I'm—not!" she told him in a controlled voicekhew all about
Andrew's affairs, and—and it made no difference.’

‘Jessica, | know now was the wrong time to kiss, Yot |--'

'I'l never forgive you for what you've said andchédhere today!" She
evaded his reaching hands.

‘Jessica, for God's sake! | only told you thos@&ghibecause I'm
desperate. Darling--'

'‘Don't!" she flinched away from him, her eyes onoare dull and
lifeless. 'l never want to see or hear from youraga

'‘No!" He had gone grey now, pain in the tawny ey#sssica, you
can't mean that! After a suitable period | wantais



‘There is no us. And there never will be!" she tald vehemently. 'l
could never love the sort of man you are.'

'‘Because I've shown you | want you for myself? Bised can't stop
wanting you even though | know you don't want nfe?'said in a
pained voice.

'No," she shook her head.
His eyes narrowed, a pulse jerking erraticallyiagdw. 'Then why?'
'l have to go,' she said stiltedly. 'Penny wilMo@ndering where | am.’

'‘And what about me?' Matthew demanded harshly. 'How |
supposed to survive without you?'

‘The same way you always did," Jessica dismissklllycd'm sure
Lisa will be only too happy to have you visit her.'

His gaze sharpened, his expression wary. 'Whattssilpposed to
mean?'

'‘Well, you had an affair with her once," Jessiqaigged.

A ruddy hue coloured his cheeks. 'How did you kribat?'

‘You call her Lisa, don't you?'

'So?'

She looked at him with cool blue eyes. 'Andrewezhlier Lisa too.'
'You knew about them?' he said slowly, disbelielying

'Of course,' she nodded.



'‘And that didn't bother you either?'

She could never tell anyone about the blind pdmat had filled her
when Andrew told her he was divorcing her for tteeo woman. She
especially couldn't tell Matthew Sinclair. Now tisite knew that the
attraction he had felt for her that first evenirgdigrown stronger,
that possessing her had become as much an obstshkianas it had
to Andrew. She had already been through seven ya&amisery
because of one man's obsession, she couldn't gagthit a second
time.

'‘No marriage is perfect, Mr Sinclair,’ she told rabruptly.

'It would appear not," he said grimly. 'All rigltessica, you win. |
won't intrude in your life any more.'

She could see that he meant to keep his word,@andrsow that filled
her with a sense of loss. She had never been ctatypt: her own
before.



CHAPTER FOUR

PENNY blossomed into a different child during their daatsthe
east-coast resort, and Jessica had to admit tmdeelore relaxed
herself. It was years since she had allowed hetkelfluxury of
dropping her guard completely, even with Pennyifgathat at any
moment her daughter would be taken from her. Pe@gmed to
benefit from having a light-hearted mother, theadiforeboding that
had surrounded her the last week disappearinggltinendays spent
on the beach building sand-castles and eating tiasdy

Except at night. The nights were different, and ri§&n constant
nightmares began to worry her. She would fall imtdeep sleep of
exhaustion, clutching her Teddy, and then would eothe
nightmares. Penny could never tell her afterwardatwhey had been
about, but she could guess. The loss of her fathsitoo traumatic to
cope with.

On the eve of their journey back Penny had the wwaoghtmare of
all, sobbing uncontrollably as she forced herseléle. She threw
herself into Jessica's arms, her tears soon so&kengotton of her
nightgown.

'It's all right, Penny," she soothed. 'It's alhtig
‘Teddy was frightened!" Penny trembled in her arms.

Ever since Penny had been a baby her emotions éadl ielated
through Teddy. It had been endearing when Pennyamasger, but
now she couldn't help worrying if it were a psyadwtal reaction to
all the suppressed emotions Penny must have sansaad her. If it
were she would have to show her daughter much toweethan she
had been able to in the past. 'Teddy has no ndeelfiightened,’ she
assured Penny softly. 'Mummy's here, Mummy willaa/ be here.’



‘Always?' Penny looked up at her with wide blueseye

‘Always," Jessica promised, smoothing back thanee#t of gold hair
from the damp cherubic features.

'You won't go away—Ilike Daddy did?'

'‘No, darling,' she answered huskily. It was thstfirme Penny had
directly mentioned her father since she had beemfais death.

'‘Did Daddy go away—for always?"

‘Yes, darling." She knew that in something thisoser she couldn't
prevaricate.

'Did he go away with Aunt Lisa?' Penny asked tyedier eyes
beginning to droop.

Jessica stiffened. 'No.'
IOh .l

She moved back with a bright smile. 'Do you thirduycan sleep
now?'

Penny was already snuggling down under the blanKéesidy's
awful sleepy.’

Jessica sat beside her until she fell into a dressnéleep, knowing
that she wouldn't waken again tonight.

Her own sleep was longer in coming. It hadn't oelito her that
Penny still remembered Alicia Barry, although hewnosingle
meeting with the other woman-had left a lastingnesgion. At least
Penny seemed pacified now that she knew Andrew'hkdihwith
the other woman.



She missed Andrew herself, although she was awatdnal£ of that
loss was the fear. She had lived in a state ofderfsr so long that
she couldn't believe it was over, although she dmaver have
wished it over at the price of Andrew's life. Shreed for his loss
when she was alone, missed his occasional moogenieness, his
love for Penny.

But another man with fierce tawny eyes she kemal§irfrom her
mind. She had no wish to even think of Matthew Biincnot after
the way he had behaved at their last meeting.

Penny found the train journey back to Norfolk aschmuwf an
adventure as she had the journey down, and the ai¢bk coast was
a definite success. The bus ride from the statias another bonus as
far as Penny was concerned, although Jessica wadhtilled when
she saw a couple of her neighbours sitting farttesn the bus.
Almost everyone on the estate had known of heryshealriage, and
it had made her distant from any of them but PejGeorge. -

Her greeting to the other women caught and heleeirthroat as she
heard part of Janet and Shirley's conversationnibeen dead a
week,' Janet said with relish.

'‘And she's gone away with him, you said?' Shirbegfaamed.

'‘Well, they say he's gone to London, and Peg sasica had gone to
the coast,' Janet said knowingly. 'But they lefttlom same day, and
we all know how— solicitous he's been since Anddaed.’

'Is that what they call it now?' Shirley giggled.

Jessica listened in numbed dismay. Janet and $beleved, as did
probably the whole neighbourhood, that she had laaesy with
Matthew Sinclair for the past week! She looked damxiously at
Penny, but her young daughter was intent on the bk she had



bought her for the journey. Thank goodness! Thisvecsation was
disturbing enough for her, without Penny hearingat

‘Well, you can't exactly blame her,’ Janet wasrgayiow. '‘Andrew
was always out with other women.'

'l know." Shirley, a busty blonde of Jessica's dgeked coy. 'He
made a pass at me once. Still, | think she cowe heaited longer
than a week.'

Jessica had heard enough, and got up to pull Réowy the stairs to
the bottom of the bus. How could people say suahgthabout
another person? She and Andrew might not have hadideal

marriage, far from it, but she had more loyaltyitm than to go away
with another man a week after he had died. Maybedddn't have
shown her the same loyalty if the positions wereersed, but that
was beside the point.

She was still pale when she got home, somethingwRegquick to
notice.

'‘Bitches!" she exclaimed when Jessica had told weat had
happened. They're only jealous.'

The two of them were sitting drinking a much-needeg of tea,
Penny next door showing David the shells she h#idated during
her holiday.

‘Jealous?' Jessica repeated sharply. "What of?'

‘You, of course. Matthew Sinclair is the catchhef tounty. Janet and
Shirley would both give anything for him to shove tinterest in them
that he's shown in you.'

'Peg, | haven't encouraged him--'



'l know that," her friend said impatiently. 'l knowu, Jessica. The
poor man just can't seem to stay away from you.'

Jessica's expression sharpened. 'He hasn't beenvhide I've been
away?'

'‘No, Janet and Shirley were right, he's still imton. But he did
telephone.’

'Here?'

'‘No, me. He wanted to know if I'd heard from yolih@ugh I'm not
sure he would have wanted me to tell you that, fRegned.

'‘Because | told him to leave me alone." Jessicddcsull vividly
remember the last time she had seen him.

'He loves you--'

Her scathing laugh interrupted her friend. 'l hatelisillusion you,
Peg, but Mr Sinclair has nothing so romantic inafiin

"You mean--'

'‘Don't look so surprised,’ Jessica chuckled. 'Migke Matthew
Sinclair don't fall in love," her voice hardenéchey buy it.'

'‘Jessical’

She shook her head. 'lt's the truth, Peg. He thougtould be

Impressed by the fact that he was willing to ta&eecof Penny and
me—while his interest lasted. But I'm not impresaedll. Now can
we just forget about him? | already have.' Althosgle wasn't quite
so sure that was true. Matthew Sinclair hadn't keptvord that he
wouldn't intrude into her life again, and if heetfiit again in the



future she would have no choice but to tell himatiyawhat she
thought of him.

Penny went back to school the following week maradily than
Jessica had anticipated, and it seemed that chilthe short
memories, because Penny had no more teasing aleouather
dying, and she settled back into school better thefore they had
gone away, starting to invite some of her friendsxkbto tea,
something she had never done before.

The next three months were some of the happiesicdekad ever
spent, and the small amount of money she receivenh fthe
insurance company did a lot to compensate the alices she
received as Andrew's widow.

She began looking for a small flat and a job furthéown, realising
that she couldn't continue to delve into the mdiney the insurance
or there would soon be none of it left. Besideshwenny at school
and no Andrew to cook and clean for, she had aflspare time on
her hands, enough to fit in a part-time job anyway.

She had been for an interview only this morning tbhaked really
promising, and she could hardly wait to tell Peguathow #ell she
thought it had gone. But as soon as she saw leadfshe knew there
was something wrong.

'‘What is it?' she asked instantly, forgetting abth job. 'What's
happened?’

Peg's face was pale, her movements nervy. 'Happesled echoed
tautly.



Jessica searched her friend's face, seeing thedineariness there,
the faintly haunted look about her eyes. 'l carsseeething is wrong,
Peg. Itisn't George or David?' Concern sharpeeeddice.

‘No, they're both fine.'

‘Then what is it?' she frowned, her bubble of haggs fast receding.
Something had upset Peg badly—and she had a feelimgs
something that deeply affected her.

Peg chewed on her bottom lip, seeming to have keofitding the
right words. 'l—The rent man called this mornirsdpé said at last.

Jessica nodded. 'Did you give him the money Metth you?'

'Yes. But--' she broke off. 'Oh, Jessica, | dontiw how to tell you!'
Her eyes were beseeching.

‘They aren't going to throw me out, are they?'idagsked lightly.

'If it were only that | wouldn't care, you couldrays move in with
us.'

Peg had taken her joke seriously, and her trepidatyrew.
Something was very, very wrong here.

'l thought there had been some sort of mistakey émntinued
agitatedly. 'l told Reg there must be a mistake--'

'Reg?' Jessica frowned.

'He's the man who usually collects the rent. Ofreeuyou wouldn't
know that, Andrew has always paid it straight te ndlord.’

She nodded. 'He's always paid the bills.’



'Has he?' Peg said bitterly.

Jessica's breath caught in her throat. 'What donyean?' She felt a
familiar sinking in her heart.

Peg looked at her with tear-filled eyes. 'Oh, I®gshndrew hasn't
paid the rent for months!" She wrung her handsth@ge moving
restlessly about the room. 'When | gave Reg yontr meoney this
morning he asked me if | knew when you were gomgdy up the
arrears. | didn't know what he was talking aboatl asked him. He
said Andrew had been warned several times aboutntbregey he
owed, but that he ignored the warnings. | don'tvkme¢hat to think,
Jessica.'

Jessica didn't want to think, she daren't. 'Did MReg say how much
was owed?'

Peg looked uncomfortably. 'l—Quite a lot,' she athk

Oh God! Jessica didn't press Peg any more, seeingembarrassed
the other woman was. She couldn't believe this heggening, not
again. Three years ago Andrew had stopped payiisgdmd it wasn't
until final demands started arriving through thestpthat she had
found out about it. When she had questioned himré&ndhad
predictably exploded, telling her it was none of Ikesiness, and that
she was to stay out of his life, that he would teybills wherandif
he wanted to. For another two months she had vebhegself sick
about it. Then the latest affair had ended, andréndsuddenly had
the money to begin paying the bills again.

But this time there was no expensive mistress scaid, and no
Andrew to help repay the money they owed.

'l shouldn't worry about it,’ Peg encouraged. fitsbably a clerical
error.’



Jessica knew that it wasn't. And she had a fealingas only the
beginning.

Four months later she knew the full extent of redstd. The three and
a half months after Andrew's death had only beerut before the

storm. But three and a half months' grace seemée @s much as
any of the people who were owed money could gartd,it seemed
to Jessica that each day brought new debts.

The part-time job in the local supermarket had pdidand she now
worked five mornings a week from ten until twohaligh she hadn't
yet found a flat for herself and Penny.

And she was broke. Except for the money from hiemeances and
her job she had no money left at all. But at |shst owed money to
no one now. It was a nice claim to be able to mbkejt didn't help

her and Penny, especially with Christmas almost.Hewasn't easy
telling a small eager child that Father Christmab'tl have much
money this year. Penny had been through so musk tast months
that a good Christmas had seemed the least she ltav given her.

Christmas Eve saw Jessica trying desperately toag€hristmas
together, if only for Penny's sake. She had to adh@ hadn't done a
bad job; the tree was only small, the few presshéshad for Penny
were not expensive, but they were things she knewdaughter
would like, and she had never believed in overwirgnchildren
with too many useless gifts, not even at Christmas.

Her smile was bright as she waved goodbye to Pegaorge for the
holiday. Peg's parents made it a tradition to lhee three children
and numerous grandchildren all together for ChastmPeg had
invited her and Penny to share it this year, buinavas still a little
nervy, and too many people at once could upset her.



'‘Can we do the tree now, Mummy?' Penny asked edgit¢ her side.

Jessica dragged her gaze away from the fast digapgear, smiling
down at her daughter. 'Yes, we can do the tree Mow know where
the decorations are?'

'Oh yes!" Penny's face was,, aglow as she rushstiitgpto get
them.--»

For the next hour they put tinsel and baubles ertitly tree, Penny
eating more of the chocolate decorations than s ¢dn the
branches.

You'll be sick," Jessica warned her as she wenartswer the
doorbell. Probably carol-singers wanting their motefore they
could even think about singing!

Penny gave her a cheeky grin, and it lightenedhleart to see her
daughter so happy. They would have a good Chriséwas though
they didn't have all the trimmings. They had eattteq and really
that was all that mattered.

She was still smiling as she opened the door, adthahe smile
wavered and died as she saw Matthew Sinclair stgndn the
doorstep. She hadn't seen him for seven monthsrendouldn't hide
her surprise at seeing him now. He looked diffesamhehow, older,
with lines beside his tawny eyes, his face thintlean she
remembered too.

'Hello, Jessica,' he greeted huskily, a fiercetlggeming to burn in
the depths of his eyes.

'‘Er—hello," she returned lamely, leaning heavily thre door,
conscious of her untidy denims and loose jumpet tethe perfect
tailoring of his pin-striped suit.



'I'm not intruding, am 1?' he frowned.

'‘Er—no. Penny and | were just doing the tree. |—Mg/ou like to
come in?' she invited nervously, aware that pattt@embarrassment
at seeing this man again was because of the assms@3anet and
Shirley had made about them.

He hesitated; he was no longer tanned, and hisvaaitike burnished
gold. 'Are you sure you want me to?'

'Of course,' Jessica said briskly, stepping backltav him entrance.

‘Mummy, I--' Penny came to an abrupt halt as she who was
standing fn the doorway.

Jessica held her breath as she waited for Penegttion to their
visitor. Penny had been so happy and relaxed |adaly she dreaded
the scene she felt sure would follow Matthew Simslaisit.

‘Uncle Matthew!" Penny's face lit up like the liglthey had just put
on the Christmas tree as she ran to him. 'You daméate to help
with the tree,’ she told him disappointedly.

Matthew was down on his haunches beside her. 'Sdtly one,' he

said gently. 'l was held up at work. But if your timer is agreeable,
maybe you could come home with me and help me dexany tree.’

He looked up questioningly at Jessica.

She was too dazed to respond. Since when had Raheg -this man

‘Uncle Matthew'? And her daughter actually seerodthtre expected
him here tonight, had showed no surprise at selimgat all. So

much for her tension seconds ago!

'‘Coipe and see our decorations first." Penny tam#l bf his hand,
dragging him into the lounge.



'Is it all right?' Matthew held back, looking as3ea.
She nodded. 'I'll make some tea.' And try and dearself.

Penny seemed to know Matthew Sinclair very welkerd, and she
had no idea how that had come about. Her daughasntwisually a
secretive child, and she wondered at the need famw.

She was setting the tray with the tea things wihensgnsed she was
no longer alone in the kitchen. She turned shafpiging Matthew
Sinclair watching her with wary eyes. Her hands etbwervously
down her thighs. 'l should have thought—Maybe yaul prefer
something stronger as it's Christmas? Would ycerik

‘Tea will be fine,’ he refused gravely. 'l thinkowe you an
explanation for Penny's greeting just now.'

Jessica thought so too. 'If you wouldn't mind,' sbdded coolly.--"

He came fully into the room, closing the door behimm. 'Penny's
putting the finishing touches to the tree,' he axmd indulgently.
'‘Over the last few months I've called to see Peh@George several
times--'

She instantly stiffened. "Why?'
‘That's my business,' he told her arrogantly.
‘Not if it involves me,' she snapped.

He looked at her coldly. 'Contrary to your belidfe whole world
doesn't revolve around you.'

Jessica blushed at his rebuke, a rebuke she wdeBgrved. 'I'm
sorry,' she muttered, thankfully turning to pows thoiling water into



the tea-pot. 'You were going to explain about Pgnstye invited
stiffly.

'‘Mm. Well, a couple of times she happened to beetirdnen | called
on Peg.'

'‘And she just started calling you Uncle Mattheweg scorned.

'‘No," he sighed. 'lIt took a while for that to happét first she
wouldn't even speak to me.'

‘And now she thinks the world of you,' Jessica slailtly. And it was
true. Penny's pleasure in seeing Matthew Sinclad Hbeen
undeniable.

He quirked one dark blond eyebrow. ‘Do you mind?'
'‘Mind?' she frowned.
‘That Penny has lost her fear of me.’

'‘Not at all,' she answered abruptly, picking up tilag. "Would you
mind?' She looked pointedly at the closed door.

‘Jessica ...'
She gave him a startled look at the intensity sfvice. 'Yes?'

'l wouldn't have come here if Penny hadn't inviteel I'm perfectly
well aware of your aversion to me.' He opened tar dor her, his
eyes steely.

'Matthew--'

'Yes?' he pounced sharply, that light back in hiese



‘Nothing." She blushed, entering the lounge, awatem following
behind her.

Penny turned to them both excitedly. 'Doesn't akldovely?' she
exclaimed over the tree.

It did, in fact, look better now that it had thecdeations and lights on
it, although not even that could disguise the thet it was a very
small tree, and that it didn't have as many brasé@seit could have
done.

‘Lovely," Matthew agreed deeply.

‘Can | help Uncle Matthew do his tree now?' Perookéd at her
mother appealingly.

‘Well . !
'l really do need help, Jessica," Matthew saidysoft

She felt cornered, and he must know it. 'All riglsihe nodded
grudging agreement.

'‘Now?' Penny's face lit up. 'Now, Uncle Matthew?'
‘That depends on your mother.’

Once again she felt trapped into her answer, ajhahe couldn't
really blame Matthew Sinclair. When Penny was is thood it was
hard to deny her anything.

‘Mummy?'

‘All right,' she agreed indulgently. 'Go and getiyooat.'



Penny rushed from the room, leaving an awkwaraeddehind her.
Jessica chewed awkwardly on her bottom lip, stithembering the
last time they had been together, although Matthedistant
behaviour gave no indication that he remembered it.

You'll come with Penny?' he asked huskily.

The thought of going to his home filled her withpeghension, but
she couldn't really allow Penny to go on her owes"'

‘Thank you,' he sighed.
She gave him a puzzled look. 'l don't understand.’
'‘Penny's—affection means a lot to me.'

She could see that, and Matthew Sinclair obvionsiant a lot to
Penny. Which made it all the more surprising thabry hadn't
mentioned inviting him here today.

Her daughter soon explained the omission. 'Didyté you a lovely
surprise, Mummy?' she beamed. 'Now we aren't goilhg alone for
Christmas!'

‘Penny--'

'l would be honoured if you would both spend Cimes$ Day with
me,' Matthew told her softly.

She gave him a sharp look, as she sat in the $emttbeside him in
the gold-coloured Rolls-Royce. Andrew had alwaysegmm for fast
cars, but nothing like the luxury of this one. "&@uldn't possibly
intrude--'

'‘Oh, why not, Mummy?' Penny pouted. 'Uncle Mattlegoing to be
on his own too.'



'I'm sure he has his own family--'
'‘Only his mother," Penny dismissed. 'And she's govey.'

Jessica had a feeling the ground was fast disappebeneath her
feet. Seven months of not seeing the man, and hskIt was too
much.

Matthew sensed her unrest. 'Don't pressurise yotinen, Penny. I'm
sure she has plans of her own.’

'‘No, she doesn't. We--'

'‘Penny!" he warned firmly.

'‘But--'

‘Do you want to help with the tree?’
‘Yes,' she mumbled.

‘Then stop pushing,' he smiled to take the stingbhis words. "Your
mother will make up her own mind—in her own timeg added
warningly as Penny went to speak again.

That was easier said than done! Christmas waseaftinchildren, for
giving them happiness, and being with Matthew Simdeemed to
be the best Christmas present she could give Penny.

Her agreement to spend the holiday with Matthewl&inhad to be a
foregone conclusion, although her reply was maddywvanve'll help
Uncle Matthew with his tree, and if you haven't warm out by then
maybe we'll accept his invitation to spend Chrigmay with him.'



Matthew turned to smile at her as Penny jumpedngipdawn on the
back seat. 'l think | should warn you," he murmurédion't tire
easily.’

Jessica met his gaze unwaveringly. 'Then it locksf ou might
have a couple of guests for the day tomorrow.'

His eyes became a light tawny gold as he smilethafdnat's what |
was hoping.'

Jessica noticed for the first time that they wereiny away from the
town, not towards it, and turned to look at himstieningly.

''ve moved into a house in the country,' he s@gopéibruptly.

Her brows rose in surprise. 'l see. | thought yoarn home was in
London.’

'Itis," he nodded. 'Or rather it was. I've fourpatéfer to live here.'
She felt suddenly tense. 'So you live here altithe now?’

'‘When I'm not visiting my London office. | still ke my apartment
there.'

The house turned out to be huge, at least halfzardbedrooms, a
couple of reception rooms, and goodness knew howy inathrooms.
The grounds looked extensive as they drove downriveway, and
there was a large orchard to the back of the house.

Matthew showed her round the house with obvioudeprand she
could understand why. The house was beautifullynifined,
comfortable rather than ultramodern. Penny soonentsetself at
home, eager to start on the decorations.



'l make some coffee as we didn't get to drink ten,’ Jessica
offered as Matthew indulgently let Penny tie adél hiny decorations
on the five-foot tree.

He looked up at her, his hair looking gold in tiveidnead light as he
lay on the floor handing the baubles to Penny,igaehanged from
the suit into black corduroys and an open-necke@ Ishirt. "That
would be nice,' he smiled. 'Can you manage todwerything?'

'I'm sure | can,' she nodded, making her way imonhodern kitchen.
She had been amazed when Matthew told her thaidné Have a
housekeeper, although he owned to having someane icoa couple
of times a week to clean the house.

'‘Okay?'

She turned with a start to find him a few feet beer, and at once
felt self-conscious, especially as she was stiheaxdenims and loose
jumper. The clothes were serviceable rather thaacst/e.

'Fine,' she mumbled, turning back to the percolater

Matthew moved across the kitchen to her side. Ysrenjoying
herself,' he said softly.

Jessica could feel his body warmth as he leant bgeknst a work
unit a few inches away from her, could detect thigtle aroma of his
aftershave. 'Yes,' she answered jerkily.

‘She's a different child from the one | met almeght months ago.'

She poured the coffee into the waiting pot. 'Weithhust gone
through a traumatic experience, but children boumaek quickly,
especially at Penny's age.’



'‘Does that mean that you still aren't over yourblansl's death?' he
rasped.

Jessica gave him a sharp look, hastily looking aaggin at the
tawny glitter of his eyes. 'l doubt I'll ever beew\t,' she snapped,
turning away to pick up the tray and walk into liwenge, leaving him
no choice but to follow her.

She ignored him as he moved to sit down oppositehine long legs
stretched out in front of him, concentrating oneswsing Penny as
she drank her glass of milk.

‘Thanks,' he tersely accepted his cup of coffee.

Jessica could feel his gaze on her throughoutwéeirg, and yet she
refused to look at him again, helping Penny puthgpaperchains
once the tree had been decked in its finery. Mattb®emed content
to sit and watch them, making Jessica so self-coasshe almost
slipped off the step-ladder.

He was instantly at her side, moving with lightnsygeed to steady
her as she reached the ground. 'All right?' Hieravas husky
against her earlobe.

She moved out of his hold on her waist, still feglihe warm strength
of his hands through the wool of her jumper. 'Yehg answered
abruptly, delicate colour in her thin face. Herriead grown several
inches the last few months, falling silkily past lsoulders, giving
her face a haunted look, and her eyes were asasugansies.

Matthew's breathing became ragged as he looked dmwhner.
‘Maybe I'd better hold the ladder steady from nowvloe said gruffly.

His close proximity was the last thing she needadd her
concentration on the coloured paper chains wasusxe. She



wouldn't allow herself to even acknowledge the Wetthew's body
occasionally brushed against hers as she moveddpmawn the
ladder.

‘There!" she finally breathed her relief, lookirgtze finished result
with pride. The room looked very festive, with loalhs and paper
chains festooning the walls and ceiling, the treeodated and lit up
in one corner, and what seemed like hundreds ofstihas cards
strung across the huge brick fireplace. Matthewcl3in certainly

knew a lot of people. The presence of those cawsnded her that
she hadn't sent him a Christmas greeting. Nothbatould miss it
among, this lot! '‘Penny, don't you—Oh!" she grinthber dismay as
she saw Penny prostrate on the floor, fast asleep.

‘She drifted off about ten minutes ago,' Matthel ter softly.
'‘Why didn't you say--'
‘What would have been the point?' he shrugged.

It would have saved her ten minutes' embarrassntieait,was the
point! 'I'd better get her out to the car,' shel sai

‘Stay,' Matthew encouraged softly.
She blinked dazedly. 'Stay?'
‘Stay here tonight, Jessica.' His expression wastn

Warm colour darkened her cheeks, her eyes glittéradusly. 'I
don't know what you think | am—I'm sure you've [tkar lot of
stories about widows, but | can assure you I--'

'‘Calm down, Jessica,' he rasped, white lines etblesdle his nose
and mouth. 'My suggestion that you stay here didimdude the



sharing of my bed. | have more than enough bedrdongsve you
and Penny your own separate rooms.'

'I'm sorry. | just--' Jessica put a trembling hamq@lto her temple.
‘There was talk before, and |—I couldn't stand gaia. They
thought—they said--'

Matthew moved her firmly to the sofa, giving hegentle nudge to
make her sit down before coming down next to her tiigh very

close to hers. 'Who are "they", Jessica?' he preangéntly as she
continued to shake.

She looked down at her clasped hands. 'PeoplehBeigs. Oh, not
Peg,' she hastily denied at his raised eyebrowsef\W¥ went away
and you went to London, they assumed—thought--'

‘That we were together,' he finished dryly.
Her eyes flashed deeply blue. 'Yes.'

‘And how would "they" get to know you spent thehtigpere?' he
derided.

His derision was understandable, since the neaetghbour was at
least a mile away. But Jessica knew better thant imos& gossip

circulated ,and she had no intention of spendiegiight here. "They
would find out somehow,' she said stiffly, standiqy 'Now | really

should go.’

‘You won't stay?'
'‘No,' she replied emphatically.
'l wouldn't touch you," Matthew said harshly.

*You wouldn't get the chance,' she flashed.



'‘No,' he sighed, 'l don't suppose | would. And éoisn't my way.'
Jessica had gone deathly white. 'Force . . .?'

He turned away. 'l just told you, it isn't my wadut | haven't given
up, Jessica,' he warned strongly. 'l've given yeathing space, but |
haven't given up.'

The walls seemed to be closing in on her, andHerfirst time in
months she felt the return of the tense fear skhditad with during
her marriage to Andrew. The last seven months witlom had
erased that fear, now it was returning worse thaer.eAt least
Andrew had only been a mental threat since Penny ban,
Matthew Sinclair promised to be a physical one.

'l have to go,' she said breathlessly.

'Yes, | think you do," he agreed grimly. 'You slilen't ready for what
| want from you.'

Her head went back. 'l don't think | ever will be.'

His eyes were narrowed as he slowly studied eawtiyfietched
feature, pale brows arched over deep blue eyed| sptdted nose,
the small but stubborn mouth, the body tensed esady for a fight.
'Oh, you will be," he said determinedly. 'One day.'

‘Never!" she told him vehemently.

'l don't intend arguing with you, Jessica,' he saidhly. 'Right now it
wouldn't do any good. When the time comes there'twma any
argument.’



'Hush, Jessica,' he put gentle fingertips ovelipsr ‘No arguments,
remember.’

‘But I--'

'‘Be quiet, woman!" he growled, and bent his headly, his mouth
replacing his fingertips.

Jessica was too stunned to resist him, and that aliaghe
encouragement Matthew needed. He deepened theikisa groan
of satisfaction, gathering her into the warmth o body, the
hardness of his thighs telling her of his urgerddcef her.

His hands ran feveredly over her back, tracingctirge of her spine,
his mouth hungrily trying to evoke a response wither, to arouse
her to the passion he wasn't trying to hid£.

Finally he raised his head, resting his foreheatiems as his ragged
breathing slowed to normality. 'No, you aren't seéat any sort of
relationship yet,' he said gruffly. 'But I've waltéhirty-six years for
you already, | can wait a few months more.'

Jessica spun out of his arms. 'lIt won't changeirgthnot a few
months, not a fewears!

'Oh, I'm not waiting years, Jessica,’ he gave duruanile. "You
seemed to need time, I've given it to you. Now h'tlintend to
remain in the background any longer. You're googé seeing a lot
more of me in future.’'

‘No!'

'Yes,' he insisted softly. ‘And you won't be abledfuse me, because
of Penny. You see, she likes me.'



'Is that why you--'

'‘No, it damn well isn't," he rasped. 'l happenke Penny. It would be
hard not to, she's so much like you! And from now'm going to be
visiting you a lot. I'm through staying in the bgotund. | know it's
what you want, but | can't stand it any more. Malybkouldn't warn
you of my intention, but | somehow don't think ybrin.'

Jessica felt her horror increasing with every wioedsaid. He hadn't
forgotten her at all these last months, as shaythtdue had, hoped he
had, but like Andrew his obsession had deepenedyrgrOnly she
feared this obsession more than Andrew's. Andréatk been the
kilyi of obsession that would havekad—faded. Matthew Sinclair
had the look of a very determined, single-minded,naath a will far
stronger than Andrew's had ever been.

''d like to leave now,' she said firmly.

He nodded. 'I'll carry Penny out to the car. Areksica ..

'Yes?' She tensed.

'l won't always let you go this easily.’

She gave a choked cry and bent to pick Penny ugeliePenny
instantly snuggled into her throat, completely Kqext out from the

excitement of the day.

Matthew opened the doors for her, picking up a pilparcels from
the hall table. 'For Penny," he supplied gruffly.

"You shouldn't have--'



'‘But | wanted to.' He opened the car door for hasking a blanket
around Penny once she lay across the back seaghséming to open
the passenger door for Jessica.

She got in without a word, staring woodenly in fraf her on the
drive back to her home.

Matthew turned to her once they were parked outsaidouse. 'I'm
sorry if I've frightened you, darling,' he lookedhgpathetically at her
pale cheeks. 'But with you | feel there has todmamete honesty.'

She swallowed hard. "Tomorrow--'
'Is still on," he said firmly. 'Penny is lookingrfeard to it.'

He had done it again! He knew very well that sheldw't disappoint
Penny, that in her present emotional state it vesy €0 upset her
daughter. The nightmares had almost completelypsidmow, but
Penny still had the occasional crying session whtaeemed nothing
would stop her. No, she wouldn't disappoint hergthéer, not on
Christmas Day.

‘All right,' she agreed stiffly. 'But | won't seewyagain after that.'

'‘Oh, but you will," he nodded. 'As much as | waot yo. And | want
to see you all the time. Do you have any idea Whatgone through
the last seven months?'

‘Gone through?' Jessica blinked.

‘Yes,' he bit out. 'l told you | would stay awagrr you, and for seven
months | succeeded. And it was hell, pure hellohitvdo it again. |
want you, and I'm determined you're going to waettao.'



That was what she was most afraid of! "You'll beadpointed,' she
said dully.

'No, | won't," he told her in a firm voice.

She looked at him reluctantly, recognising the i@eand strength of
will in his face. "You don't understand,’ she shbhekhead.

'‘No, you're the one that doesn't understand.' &tislimoved from the
back of her seat to her cheek, his thumb gentlgssang. "You don't
know me well enough yet to know that when | set twtdo
something, | do it.'

'‘And you've set out to capture me?'

'From the moment we first met,’ he nodded. 'Nows Iget Penny
inside. And don't lose any sleep over this, Jesdieaswung easily
out of the car. 'It will be for nothing.’

'‘Because you'll win in the end?'
‘Undoubtedly.’

'‘And if the capture wasn't worth it?'
‘It will be,' he said with certainty.

Jessica didn't argue with him; she already knevatissver. Any man
who became involved with her would-only end up piEznted. And
Matthew Sinclair was going to find that out in tiniéhe sooner the
better!

He carried the still sleeping Penny into the hoarsé up the, stairs,
laying her gently under the covers and looking dawvner for several
minutes, his face softened to tenderness.



Jessica followed him from the room. '‘Matthew--'

'I'll pick you both up at ten o'clock in the morgjhhe informed her
softly, the bedroom door still open behind them.

'‘But—-'

‘Ten o'clock, Jessica. Be ready.' He didn't giveahehance to argue
further, then left quietly, the gentle purr of thmar engine
disappearing into the distance a few seconds later.

Jessica couldn't believe this was happening tddrea second time,
that once again she would have reason to fear asmaihwithout any
encouragement on her part this time!

Penny stirred as she changed her into her nightgbAve we at
Uncle Matthew's?' she mumbled, her eyes still close

'‘No, we're at home,' Jessica answered softly. 'Elee/ would Father
Christmas know where to leave your presents?'esset.

'‘Oh yes,' Penny answered drowsily. 'Has Fathers@hais been yet?'
She smiled. 'Not yet, darling.’

'‘We are going back to Uncle Matthew's tomorrow?®' liktle girl
roused herself enough to ask.

‘Well .. '

Penny's eyes flew open, completely awake now. Weaen't we,
Mummy? Mummy?'

‘Yes, darling,' Jessica smoothed the silky blonaie leck from her
daughter's face, 'we're going back tomorrow.’



Penny turned over into a contented sleep, a srhigmtcipation on
her lips. Jessica's own thoughts were much motertieg, and it
was the early hours of the morning before shedslikep, a frown
between her brows.



CHAPTERFIVE

PENNY was up at the crack of dawn the next morning, jaghpp and

down excitedly on Jessica's bed as she unwrappegrésents. The
doll and clothes sets from her mother were a drgathe bedroom
set and toy horse from Matthew even more so.

Jessica's eyes had widened as she saw the giftaJewog how
Matthew had known about the buying of the covetell. dt was

probable that Peg had told him; the two women heehlshopping
together when she bought Penny's Christmas preddatshew's
thoughtfulness in taking the trouble to buy sugbessonalised gift
touched her deeply, and Penny's adoration of hiemed to have
deepened.

This one's for you, Mummy." Penny handed her thautikilly
wrapped parcel.

It had come out of the pile Matthew had given Isershe felt sure
Penny had made a mistake. 'l don't think so, datlshe shook her
head, knowing that Matthew's carefully bought gtited added to
Penny's day, and feeling grateful to him because Bt he certainly
wouldn't have bought her a present too— would he?

Her daughter frowned as she looked at the lab&lad your name on
it, Mummy. Look!" she held out the parcel.

Penny was right, the gift card read, 'To Jessma,|Matthew'. The
'love' made her blush, because she knew the emodéidelt towards
her was far from love.

'l know what it is," Penny added conspiratoially.

Jessica's brows rose as she reluctantly took theYgpu do?'



'‘Mm.' Penny's eyes were bright with excitement.

'‘What is it?' she asked the expected questionh#&ed trembling as
she held the parcel.

Penny shook her head. "You'll have to open it a®d But | bet it's
blue!" she added with a burst of excitement shédoicontain.

Jessica swallowed hard, then slowly unwrapping plaekage,
inwardly groaning her dismay as she revealed a tlhely soft
sweater in an attractive shade of pale blue.

‘And here's mine,' Penny picked up another pgpcelidly handing it
to her.

Jessica put the sweater down as if it had burntSter couldn't accept
such a gift from Matthew Sinclair— especially whse hadn't even
sent him a Christmas card! But her anxiety incréaglken Penny's
less professionally wrapped parcel produced angtik- scarf in the
same blue as the sweater and a contrasting nagy blu

'Do you like it?' her daughter grinned. 'Uncle Matt helped me
choose it, that was how | knew your jumper was dlirecle Matthew
paid for your scarf,' she added ruefully. 'But bgld could give it to
you. You do like it, don't you, Mummy?' she repdatexiously.

'Of course | do, darling,' she hugged her, heresfalling as she held
Penny in her arms. 'l just didn't know Uncle Matthiead taken you
shopping.'

'Oh, he didn't." Penny went back to the toys sldeumavrapped on the
floor, having gone down early and found them uritertree. 'Aunty
Peg and me—I,' she corrected with a giggle at lw¢her's reproving
look, '‘we met him in town last week and he help&dtonchoose it.'



'l see," Jessica said slowly, not 'seeing’ altallasn't like Peg to keep
something like that from her, but in the circumsts) the purchase
of a present for her, perhaps her friend's silevea® understandable.
'‘Well, it's beautiful, Penny,' she assured hethought so too," her
daughter laid guilelessly.

Jessica took Penny downstairs to play with her ¥dyite she went to
wash and change. She stopped to look at the swasalescarf again,
touching them longingly. They were very beautiand Penny could
have no idea of the cost of such items. But shé&dcaumd she knew
she could never accept them from Matthew Sinclagmacked too
much of buying into her favour.

But even though she knew the gifts would have todberned she
couldn't resist trying them on. The blue of the atee deepened the
colour of her eyes, her hair straight and goldesiresg the light blue
colour. The neck-scarf added style and elegancksla@ looked very
slender in the navy blue trousers she wore witmtHefelt good to
be so expensively dressed, and she sprayed onaoime perfume
Peg had given her.

'‘Mummy—Ooh, you do look nice!" Penny stood in th@omivay,
having dressed earlier in one of her prettiestshes

Jessica blushed at being caught trying on the etoth-'
‘Uncle Matthew is downstairs," she was calmly infed.

She stiffened, looking at her wrist-watch. It wasddy .nine o'clock!
How dared he arrive early--

‘Very nice,' he drawled. 'You were right, Pennyebis your mother's
colour.'



Jessica looked at him with wide eyes, consciout®fumple”® bed
behind her, her lacy nightgown lying across tharcltavas the latter
she hurried to move, pushing it into the top dravedr her
dressing-table, then turning to face Matthew oncgairg
unconsciously noticing how handsome he looked & lbinown
trousers and cream Aran sweater, standing at Pesigg@, his hand
affectionately resting on her shoulder.

'‘Er—you're early," she said jerkily.

He looked at her challengingly, having none ofdistant manner of
when he had called yesterday. And after their cazat®n at the end
of the evening it would have been slightly ridiaugo'Does it matter?'
he shrugged.

Er-.
‘You can stay to breakfast,' Penny invited eagerly.
'‘Can 1?' Matthew raised his brows at Jessica.

She swallowed hard. 'Yes—of course. I'll just cleahg
‘You look fine as you are,' he said in a firm voice
‘No, I--'

'‘Doesn't she, Penny?' he prompted the little girl.
'‘Beautiful,’ Penny agreed generously.

‘Yes,' Matthew stated clearly.

'‘Come and see what Father Christmas brought mde Whatthew,'
Penny tugged at his hand.



He nodded. 'I'll be down in a moment, Penny.'

The little girl skipped off, confident that Matthemould be with her
soon. Jessica suddenly felt curiously alone with-hias indeed she
was! A five, almost six- year-old was hardly a ahie chaperone.

'If you would like to join Penny . . .' she saidredly.

'‘While you do what?' Matthew lounged in the doorwials arms
folded across his broad chest.

'l told you, | have to change.' Delicate colouged her cheeks.

'Why change?' His eyes were narrowed to tawny Sfita1 look good
as you are.'

Jessica began to pull off the silk scarf. "You knavan't accept this.
It's real silk,' she put it down on the dressingi¢a‘'and the jumper is
cashmere. | know the price of these things,” mabdgause she
couldn't afford them for herself! '‘Penny has naaideut you and |
both know that | can't accept such expensive pteseym--'

‘A man like me?' he finished grimly.
'‘No!" she flashed. 'That wasn't what | meant!'

'‘Wasn't it?' He came inside the room, closing ther goftly behind
him. 'Take off the sweater and give me that baak then,' he
challenged.

'I--' she wetted her lips nervously. "You know hta
‘Do 17

‘Yes,' she snapped.



"Why?'
'Matthew--'

'‘Don't put up barriers, Jessica,' he warned sdftiyu should know
by now that it won't work with me. I'll just keepring back, even if
| get kicked in the teeth the first half a dozenes.'

'Oh, | haven't--'

'Haven't you?' he said harshly. 'Isn't giving mekba Christmas
present, a gift given with seasonal cheer, kickimggin the teeth?'

'It's cashmere, Matthew--'

'l don't care if it's mink! The sweater was giveithwthe same
affection | show to Penny. You could at least hidneegrace to accept
it as such.’

Jessica blushed at his intended criticism. 'lt hmaye been given with
the same affection, but it isn't as innocent!'

Matthew's expression became enigmatic. 'You thiekgiftjias—ties
attached to it?'

She chewed on her bottom lip, not fooled for a mauimey the

softness of his voice, his apparent calmness. atthias furiously
angry, and she would be wise not to fan that angezy were alone
here in the bedroom, and with the distraction afriew toys Penny
had probably forgotten all about them. By the gtitin Matthew's
eyes she could tell he was as aware of that awabe

She straightened her shoulders. 'If | thought thabuldn't have let
you in the house.'

‘But you didn't—Penny did.'



'l was speaking metaphorically,' she said irritabipu've made your
intentions clear--'

‘Very much so,' he drawled.

‘Yes. And I think I know you well enough to knowwwould never
attempt to buy me.'

His light eyes mocked her, the dark blond browshhigderision.
*You do, hmm?'

'l think so," Jessica nodded with more confidehem tshe felt.

He laughed softly, "Think again, Jessica. If | thioumy money, any
or all of it, could bring you into my arms, thed lise it. Bul know
youwell enough to know that my wealth doesn't metnrg to you.'

Once upon a time she would have agreed with himetieartedly,
but these last months of struggling to pay off diebts Andrew had
accumulated had shown her that there was a I &alal for having
money.

'‘What is it?' Matthew frowned as he puzzled over stsadowed
expression.

She smiled brightly. 'Nothing. Penny wanted bresikfahe added
briskly. 'Would you like to join us?'

'If you wouldn't mind.’

‘Not at all." She avoided looking at him, findirigat tawny gaze too
penetrating for comfort.

‘And the presents?’



'I—I'll keep them,' she decided. 'But | didn't bygu anything,' she
said regretfully, knowing Matthew Sinclair was tlast person she
had expected to see this Christmas.

The warmth of his smile lightened his eyes, easimr intensity.
‘Jessica, with you I'm learning to find more pleasu giving than
receiving.'

‘Mainly because | never give you anything,' sheittdohruefully.

‘There is that,' he chuckled softly. 'But therdso dhe fact that it's
more satisfying to give than to receive. Don't koow that?'

After the first few months of their marriage Andréadn't given her
anything, not even his time if he could help itgdamthe end her own
giving, her taking care of him, had come to be &y dather than an
act of love.

'l suppose so,' she turned away. 'I'll be downnmanent.'
'‘And you won't change?' Matthew prompted softly.

'‘No. Thank you for Penny's presents, by the wag.\#m't thank you
herself because she thinks Father Christmas broingim. But |
thank you, it meant a lot to her.’

He nodded. 'l enjoyed it. | have a godson | buys@ns for, but as
he's now eighteen and into things like cars anesfet's some time
since | looked at the toys on the market. It seenfee all electronics
and computers.'

'Yes,' Jessica sighed. 'Which | don't approve of.’
'It's nice to know we agree about that.'

She frowned. 'lt is?'



'Oh yes. Finding something for you was a little endlifficult. I'd
already bought the sweater when | met Penny; Igpegegour size.'
He gave her a considering look. 'l don't think égsed too badly.'

He had guessed perfectly, and he knew it! "Youadigtgshopped for
the sweater yourself?'

She could tell by the way he stiffened that he ifedulted. 'Did you
think | had my secretary do it?' he rasped.

‘Lisa?' Her own voice was birittle.

'‘Quite," he snapped, confirming that Lisa was omggin his
secretary. Jessica had heard, through Peg, thattiee woman had
recovered completely from the accident—obviousIyl wrough to
go back as secretary to this high-powered man. st@dalso gone
back to being his mistress? 'l don't happen taleeod those men who
pass on such personal tasks to his secretary,'h&fattold her
harshly.

'I'm sorry--'

'l should damn well hope so! Now let's have brestkfeSanta is in
need of sustenance.' He took hold of her arm ahthkeway down to
the kitchen.

Despite this lightheartedness Jessica knew shadaly annoyed
him this time, and considering his generosity tarBeand herself it
was completely ungrateful of her.

Nevertheless, he appeared relaxed over break&syjig Penny by
cutting her toast into 'soldiers' for her boiledjegbviously enjoying
the eggs and bacon she prepared for the adults.



'‘We'd better wash up, Penny," he winked at thie Igirl. 'Mummy
doesn't know it yet, but she has to cook the lunch.

'Really?' Jessica pretended anger, joining indasihg. 'l should have
guessed | was to act as cook. It's Penny you realht to spend the
day with!

'Of course,' Matthew answered seriously as Penng ga excited
giggle.

‘Then we'd better get going if I'm to cook the aykor lunch,' Jessica
suggested, tidying away.

'Oh, I've put the turkey in the oven,' he assumd h
'l just have to cook everything else,' she saidydry

‘Yes,' he grinned, looking very handsome, laughamgl teasing
Penny on the drive to his home.

It was good to see Penny so animated, and Jessita anly feel
gratitude for Matthew's interest in her daughtée &cknowledged to
herself that not many men would take the troublendf they were
intent on making love to the mother.

But the last thing she had expected to be doinQlotstmas Day was
preparing lunch in Matthew Sinclair's labour-savkitghen! She had
intended spending a quiet Christmas at home, arld Reg and
George away it had looked like being that way. TMaithew had

calmly walked in and taken over, allowing her modito regret the
peace and quiet she had wanted. And if she wettduiwith herself

she didn't really regret the change of plans.

That the new arrangements suited Penny she hadulud,dnd she
could hear Matthew playing with her in the loundalesshe prepared



the vegetables. She had been a little worried aBenhy during this
festive season, wondering how she was going to ceie the
possible depression her daughter might feel atfttas Christmas
without her father. But Matthew wasn't giving hané to think of
Andrew; he kept her fully occupied, her attentiortioe new toys she
had.

Jessica wished her own thoughts could be as pkdagusccupied!
Peeling the potatoes and preparing the other vielgstéor the roast
wasn't exactly a mind-consuming task, and her dwaughts did
dwell on Andrew. Christmas had been the one timenne stayed
with Penny and herself, both day and night. Exdagt year. Last
year had been a disaster.

Penny had been up early as usual, bounding intéatiezr's room to
excitedly display her presents to him. Andrew haerb suffering
from a hangover and had angrily ordered her froerttom, several
objects landing against the door as Penny hasitiiyte her mother.

Jessica had calmed the situation down, had explam®&enny that
her father wasn't feeling well, and when Penny wawn for her
mid-morning nap, having woken much earlier thanalisinere had
been an almighty row between Andrew and herselé fEsult had
been that Andrew slammed out of the house, notmigil for lunch,
and arrived home late in the afternoon, much thesgvtor drink. His
barbs that day had been crueller than ever, hidtsnserging on
crudeness once Penny had gone to bed.

'‘Mm, the smell of turkey cooking always gives me a
appetite—Jessica?' Matthew questioned sharply.yéwecrying?'

'l've been peeling onions,' she excused hersgdinginer cheeks.



Matthew gently swung her round. 'That isn't it. oaked very sad
when | came in just now.' His eyes narrowed to taslits. "What
were you thinking about?'

‘Nothing important,’ she evaded.

‘You're lying," he said in an angry voice, a dddsh to his lean
cheeks. "You were thinking of Andrew!'

The expression in his glittering eyes caused aesluf’apprehension
to run down her spine. 'Penny . . .?'

'Is playing quite happily," he finished grimlyWéreyou thinking of
Andrew, Jessica?"

She moved her hands nervously down the stripednaphe had
brought with her. 'And why shouldn't | think of Amav?' she
challenged sharply. '‘Christmas is a time for fagsiliand Andrew was
my husband.’

A white ring of anger edged Matthew's mouth. 'I'elhaware of who
Andrew was," he ground out. '‘Amchathe was. So you miss him, do
you?'

'‘Even after what he did to you?' Matthew contindiedcely, his
hands thrust savagely into his trousers pockets,hiir slightly
tousled from where he had been playing on the fleith Penny,
giving him an almost vulnerable appearance.

Jessica stiffened, her breathing shallow. 'Did &?rVhat do you
mean?’



He seemed about to speak and then stopped hirmagtiging away
from her. '"You admitted that you knew about him dnsh,' he
muttered.

'l did my crying about that months ago.'
'So you do miss him," Matthew said dully.

'‘No! I—I'm over that too,' she added as she redlismv callous she
sounded. But she had admitted to herself monthgregcher main
emotion at being without Andrew was relief. She Idoli be

hypocritical about it.

‘Then why—Not more debts, Jessica?' he querietysoft
She paled, swallowing hard. "You—Yyou know abouitfe
'Yes,' he sighed.

‘How?'

Peg-

'l thought she was my friend!" she snapped, hes gy@wing with
anger.

Matthew looked angry too. 'She is, that's why sbld tme. She
thought | might have been able to help you. I'd t@bu | would be
here if you needed me, Jessica, and you said yaldwb hesitate.
You did more than hesitate, damn you, you wentuginat all alone!
| could have—uwell, | could have given you a damodjtiding—at
the very least,' he added grimly.

'‘Peg had no right——



'‘She had every right! And in the circumstances éusth have
guessed--' 'Circumstances?' she cut in sharplyat\Wilcumstances?'

Matthew shrugged, then quickly masked his expressa once
looking enigmatic. 'He was unfaithful to you.'

'It doesn't also follow that he wouldn't provide Renny and me,' her
voice had risen sharply.

'‘But he didn't.'

'‘No, he didn't,’ she acknowledged breathlesslyrdaas something
Matthew wasn't telling her, and a foreboding wadhss anything she
had ever known before washing over her. 'l warknow the truth,
Matthew,' she told him in a strong voice. 'Whateimstances? What
else did Andrew do?'

'Do?' he dismissed casually. 'Nothing, as farlasolw. How's lunch
doing?'

'Matthew--'

'It smells good anyway. | never thought to ask Wwhebr not you can
cook,' he teased.

‘Well, | can.' She still frowned.

'l can see that,' he smiled, his eyes warm. 'lttebgo and check on
Penny.’

'Matthew--'

'‘Not now, Jessica,' he rasped. 'l don't intenddaeawith you in front
of Penny. We can talk later if you want to, but notv.' He bit out the
words with slow anger, then turned to go back thilounge, where
Penny's giggles of enjoyment soon rang out.



Jessica managed to curb her burning curiosity aftglr lunch, when
Penny had fallen asleep in one of the bedroomsaupsivorn out
from the day's events so far.

Matthew moved to pour himself a glass of whiskyoiWd you like
anything?' he offered gruffly.

'Will I need it?' She turned in her chair to lodkham.
'‘Not on my account.' '‘But on Andrew's?'
He sighed. 'Maybe.’

‘Then I'll have a sherry—thank you.' Her fingersaiug into the
cushioned arm of the chair as she accepted th& dritner other
hand, waiting for Matthew to tell her what she hadknow. He
seemed as reluctant to tell her as she was tathaad yet they both
knew it had to be said. 'Please . .." Jessicayiohbked.

Matthew frowned. 'I'm not sure you can take anyamor
'l won't leave until | know the truth.’

‘Then I'll never tell you,' he said bleakly.

‘Matthew . . .I'

‘All right," he rasped. 'But remember, you askedti. I'd rather not
tell you.'

'If it had to do with Andrew then | had a rightkoow.'

‘Even if it's going to make you unhappy?'



Andrew had rarely made hkappy so she wasn't at all surprised the
what Matthew was about to tell her wouldn't indube emotion
either. 'Please, tell me," she said quietly.

He sighed again, pacing the room. 'l have no wodtalk about this,
Jessica. Especially today.'

Her mouth twisted. 'Christmas lost its charm for years ago,' she
taunted. 'If it weren't for Penny | probably woutdeven bother with
it.'

He scowled. 'l wasn't talking about Christmas, swéuding to the
fact that this is the first day you've ever speithwne. After I've told

you about Andrew it could be the last. And | wdettit be!' he added
vehemently. "Your husband has come between us aralugpdy, |

won't let him take this away from me.

'I've never belonged to you--'

'‘But you will—if | don't tell you about Andrew.’

Jessica shook her head. 'Not telling me won't ntakeslightest
difference. | know you're keeping something from nwav, and |

have to know.’

‘Do | have your promise that you won't leave dfiex told you?' His
eyes were narrowed.

‘No,' she told him calmly.

He gave a rueful smile, a smile without any reainbur. 'You're
honest, anyway.'



‘Always,' she nodded. She had had too much deoeit Andrew to
ever want to hurt anyone the way he had hurt e &nd time
again.

‘And you want the same honesty from me?'
'‘About this, yes.'

'‘And you'll get it—you'll also get complete honeftym me about
anything else," he added grimly.

She blushed, knowing what sort of honesty he méatail?'
‘Jessica--'

‘Matthew, you've delayed long enough,' she samlyir'Now | want
to know exactly what Andrew had been up to.’

'Fiddling his accounts," Matthew mumbled.

She stiffened and sat forward in her chair. 'Whdtydu say?' she
choked.

He turned away, standing in front of the huge deutibors that
looked out over the neatly laid lawn and over taghbouring fields,
cows grazing peacefully in the distance. But Mattkethoughts
looked far from peaceful, a deep frown marred his\b

Jessica stood up and moved to his side, gentlyhtogchis arm.
'‘What did you say?' she asked numbly.

He swung round, towering over her, his expressiom.gAndrew
had been systematically cheating my Company,’ ldehir harshly.



She paled, swaying, would have fallen if Matthewiagrasped her
arms and steadied her, leading her back to theheimand sitting her
down.

He stood beside her, his hands once again thrtesthis trousers
pockets, the shirt that had been revealed wheermewved the Aran
sweater pulled tautly across his chest. 'We haaludit of the books
several months ago,' he said softly, not lookingeat his jaw rigid.
There was a discrepancy found. We traced it backndrew.' He
spoke dully, stating only the facts.

Jessica wet her lips, feeling sick. 'How—how mu@tie looked up
at him with haunted blue eyes, her skin appeamagstucent, she
was so pale.

He shrugged dismissively, as if the amount wasoofmportance to
him. 'Several thousand pounds.'

'‘Several--! My God ..."' she breathed raggedly,radita her suddenly
aching temple.

Matthew seemed shaken out of his rigidity; he ldmwn on his
haunches beside her, clasping her cold hands iwdmsier ones. 'l
didn't want to tell you--'

'How many thousand?' Jessica cut in as if he hagoken, feeling
nothing, not even aware that he still held her Baridhad never
occurred to her that Andrew could have fiddled nyomat of
Sinclair's.

‘Jessica—All right," Matthew sighed at the deteation in her face.
'‘Over the two years he worked for me he took alfiwetthousand
pounds.’



'Five--I' She leant back in the chair, closing &ges as if to block out
this further nightmare. Only it wouldn't go awaputdn't go away.

There was no way she could pay back that sort afieynoFive
thousand pounds! What on earth had Andrew done alithhat
money? She didn't really need anyone to answer shatknew the
answer only too well. Andrew had always liked teeliwell, and
when his mother died three years ago she hadifefalsmall amount
of money, a couple of thousand pounds. Andrew haghtsthat
money during the first six months, on drinking ardertaining his
other women, wanting to impress.

She had assumed that his change of job, workirfgratair's, had
given him the extra money he needed after thatepkup his
extravagant life-style. When the debts had comégta after his
death she had assumed it had only been them thasuféered to
maintain his life-style, the expensively tailoredotbes, the
high-speed car. Now she knew she was also in delatthew
Sinclair.

‘Jessica?' he prompted worriedly.

She gathered her scattered wits together, snat¢tendpands from
his. 'Why didn't you tell me this before?' She nwyerkily to her

feet, crossing the room to gaze across the saraks fidatthew had
found so fascinating minutes earlier—like him, se¢ing a thing, her
thoughts all inwards.

'‘What was the point--'

'l owe you money!" She turned on him angrily, hgeseglittering,
with tears as well as anger.

‘Not you,' he shook his head. 'Andrew. And he'sidea



'I'm his wife.'

'His debt died with him.’

'Did it?' she said bitterly.

His eyes narrowed to tawny slits. 'What's that sgpd to mean?'
'If all else fails . . .'

'Fails in what?' His voice was dangerously sofough of a warning.

Jessica remained undeterred. 'Yesterday you tolidhategou wanted
me, that you were determined to get me. You algbteat when the
time came | wouldn't argue.'

Matthew was grey, his mouth a rigid line. "You hgdhink I—You
believe | would--'

'l want to leave,' she said woodenly. 'Now. Yaget your money, Mr
Sinclair—I'll make sure of it.'

'How?'
She flushed at his contemptuous tone. 'I'll findag, don't worry.'
‘Jessica, this isn't what | want--'

She wrenched away from his hands on her arms.oWlwhat you
want!' she snapped furiously. '‘But you won't g¢his way," she told
him vehemently.

‘Damn you!" he snarled fiercely.

'‘And damn you!" She almost ran from the room, ragnip the stairs
to get Penny from the bedroom. Her daughter waswaking up,



looking sleepily adorable. 'Hello, darling," Jeasigeeted her softly.
'Ready to go home?"'

'‘Home?' Penny blinked dazedly. 'l thought we weagisg to tea.'

‘Not today, darling." She helped her daughter toféet. 'Let's get
your toys together and leave Uncle Matthew to hoskw

‘Work on Christmas Day?' the little girl moaned.

'He's very busy--'

'Is he?' Matthew rasped, now standing in the ogeindom doorway.
Jessica turned to glare at him, holding tightlyenny's hand. 'Yes!

‘Yea,' he sighed defeatedly. 'But he won't alwags he added
warningly.

She didn't waste time arguing with him, collectuggPenny's things
within five minutes, looking pointedly at Matthews ahe waited for
him to drive her home. Penny sat in the front begidh on the drive,
and Jessica was aware of those strange tawny-eoleyes watching
her often in the driving mirror. She ignored himer though his gaze
seemed to burn into her.

Penny's 'see you soon' to Matthew passed with@orese from
Jessica. Her own goodbyes were made tersely; shanxaous to get
away from the man who now threatened her very excH.

Yesterday he had made her nervous, today he frigtaer.

That fear kept her awake all night, going over awdr in her mind
how she was ever going to pay Matthew Sinclair bidxek money
Andrew had taken from his company. Every pieceashcshe could



get together had been used to pay Andrew's otlxs dend there was
no way she could find a thousand pounds, let alivee

It became more and more apparent that there wgorl answer to
the problem. Matthew Sinclair wanted her, it looksl if he was
going to get her!



CHAPTER SIX

JEssIcA had sworn that no man would ever have power oeer |
again, that she was free of oppression now, andnjgtseven and a
half months after Andrew's death she had to adnbeing a captive

once again. And this time her captivity would beagfhysical kind.

Matthew wanted a physical relationship with hemdaded one, and
as with Andrew's mental cruelty she was going teehta give in to
him.

She had made her decision and yet she didn't gseadMatthew
until after Christmas, enjoying her time spent w#dnny, knowing
that once she had made her commitment to Matthewlehi her
self-respect would be lost for ever.

Peg came back eagerly from the three days spehtheit in-laws,
generously offering to look after Penny for theraag while Jessica
went out. Jessica hadn't told her friend she wagggo see Matthew,
and she hoped that even when she had made hembartitahim he
wouldn't insist on making their relationship publi&lthough
knowing Matthew she doubted he would settle for ar
hole-and-corner affair. It wasn't his way at all.

She hadn't told him of her visit, although the tglon inside the
house told her that he was at home. She dismisgethxi, taking
several minutes to calm herself after the tailtbgbf the car had
disappeared into the distance.

Once she had stepped inside the huge oak door chiel Wwecome
Matthew's property; and the last few days of tgllerself she had no
other choice didn't lessen her fear. It was almsosyears since she
had slept with any man, and with Andrew as her andlshe knew
better than most of her own inadequacies. It wasuie of her lack
of sexual response, her frigidity as Andrew hadedalt, that she



doubted if Matthew would want her for long. She wasinting on
that.

Her knock on the door was tentative, and not ssirgly there was
no response. A louder knock caused some movem&deimand she
could hear Matthew coming towards the door. Bytiime he opened
it she was completely tongue-tied, gazing up at ith wide
distressed eyes.

‘Jessica!l' he frowned. 'What's the matter?' He sdeam pale. 'Not
Penny ...?"

She shook her head. 'l—I have to talk to you.' Heyuth felt
completely dry, her words seeming to come out galbl

Nevertheless, Matthew seemed to understand hehe@aong@ened the
door wide. 'Come in," he invited huskily.

It was warm inside the house, and Jessica letémnove her coat, not
surprised that he was wearing a shirt with the danksers. She was
once again wearing the sweater he had bought ltles@admired,
this time wearing a slim black skirt with it, coimes of his tawny
gaze on her as she preceded him into the lounge.

She moved over to the blazing fire, holding her hadchhands out to
its warmth. This was going to be so much morediftithan she had
imagined. How did you tell a man you had come ® lome to
become his mistress!

'Would you like a drink?' Matthew offered huskily.

It was so tempting to accept, to feel only numbgpheria when he
made love to her, but she had been a coward alifeeso far, she
wasn't going to be one now.



'‘No, thank you," she refused. 'But you go ahead.’

'‘Will | need it?' he mockingly returned her questiof Christmas
Day.

'I—You might,' she nodded, wetting her dry lips.

He ignored the extensive array of drinks in theireth 'Shall we sit
down—or won't you be staying?' He quirked one brow.

‘That—that depends on you.'

The intensity of his gaze deepened, seeming tongz&er very soul.
‘Jessica ...?"' he murmured softly.

She swallowed hard and looked down at the carpst, Hands
clenched tightly in front of her. 'You told me | wldn't argue,’ she
mumbled, 'and I'm not going to.' Her head went hadudly. "You

wanted me, Matthew, and Andrew having stolen thahey from

you means you—you've got me.'

His eyes darkened, his mouth tightening with a evhibt anger.
'‘What's that supposed to mean?' he rasped.

'I'm here to—to share your bed,' she moved herdbatplessly. 'To
do whatever you want.'

‘To be my mistress, you mean?' he said in a danglgreoft voice.

She nodded. 'If that's what you want. But I—I thirghould tell you,
you won't be getting a bargain. I've only ever slegh Andrew,
and--'

'l don't want to know about the men you've slefthivhe exploded,
tense with fury. 'Especially Andrew," he scowletbu know damn



well that the thought of any other man within a éiad miles of you
tears me apart!'

Yes, she knew he wanted her with a fierceness ahettunted to
obsession. It was because of this she believedngiiie be able to
cope with the trauma of being his mistress. He wedrter, cared
nothing for the fact that she didn't return hisiggsand no doubt his
lovemaking would be as selfish as Andrew's had b&e had
suffered two years of Andrew's invasion of her haayely she could
bear a few weeks of Matthew's selfish passion?t@denerself she
could, she just wanted to get it over with.

'l only wanted to explain that I'm not experientatie said stiffly.
‘Shall we get on with it.'

His eyes narrowed. 'Now?'
She shrugged. 'Why not?"

Matthew moved to the fireplace, one hand restintherhigh mantel
as he gazed down at the flickering flames. 'Legetahis straight,’ he
finally said flatly. "You're offering yourself to enbecause of five
thousand pounds Andrew took from my Company?'

'Yes.'
‘And you're without experience, you said?'
She blushed. 'Yes.'

His mouth twisted mockingly. 'Then isn't it expegtia bit much to
think that I'll pay five thousand pounds for yourdy?'

Jessica flushed at his intended insult. He wasgryo wound—and
he was succeeding. 'Unlimited use,' she mumbled.



'What does that mean?'

'It means that I'll be your mistress for as longyas want me,' she
told him dully.

'‘As long as | want you?' he echoed sharply.
‘Yes.' She was confident it wouldn't be for long.
'‘And the—affair starts now?' he said softly.

Jessica swallowed hard, beginning to feel lightdeela This was so
much more humiliating than she had ever imagineldy idn't he
just make love to her and get it over with! "Yebg nodded.

'Right now?"'

'‘Oh, for goodness' sake!" her control snapped.y@owant me or
don't you?"l—want you,"' he nodded.

Then let's not play games. You've got what you wsmiet's get on
with it." She was shaking so badly she wasn't sheavas going to be
able to move when the time came. 'Shall we go up8ta

'Why bother to go upstairs?' Matthew moved withdaislike tread to
switch off the two lamps that had been the roomly dghting. 'l
think it would be much more romantic to make lovgdu here in the
firelight.'

'Here?' She blinked dazedly, looking down at théflgoatskin rug
in front of the fire, then her eyes widened as Wit lowered his
long length down at her feet, holding out his hamatingly.

‘Jessica?’ he prompted softly.



Somehow this wasn't going as she had thought itdyalinically
going to bed with him and then leaving bearindelitesemblance to
reality. Desire shone in the tawny eyes, desire@assion, and his
mouth curved into a satisfied smile, looking vetiragtive in the
fire's flickering light, his hair gleaming goldly.

'‘Come here,' he instructed gruffly.

He had a perfect right to order her around, in $het would prefer it
if he did. This way there would be no chance offbegetting she was
the slave, here through no choice of her own, andds the master.

She sank slowly on to the rug beside him, at omeathless by his
closeness, the male smell of him mixed up with yeaftershave. She
flinched as his hand moved 'to cup her cheek,tigrher face so that
she was looking at him completely by the time hauth towered on
to hers. As always she didn't respond, couldnficed, and she lay
stiffly in his arms as he lowered her to the floeaning over her
seductively.

'Kiss me back, Jessica,' he murmured against hethmbis hand on
her chin holding her immovable.

4

'Kiss me. Touch me. Do all the things to me I'verbdreaming you
would do ever since | first saw you!' he groaned.

'Do it, Jessica,' he said shakily, his mouth clagnhers while he
guided her hands to his body, undoing the buttorfgd shirt as she
hesitated. 'Kiss me," his mouth moved against hevat, biting
erotically along the sensitive line of her jaw.



She reacted to orders, her mouth moving over th&clad firmness
of his chest, feeling the roughness of the darkdblbair growing
there, the hardness of his male nipples as hemgsed over them.

'‘Lower, Jessica,' he invited. 'Kiss me lower."' Blided over on to his
back, taking her with him, undoing the fasteningho$ trousers
before telling her to remove them. 'Help me,' heoainaged as she
stared at him in numbed silence.

He was shrugging his broad shoulders out of his biithe time she
turned from putting his trousers to one side, aaddyes widened
with shock as he lay naked before her.

But not for long, as he sat up to pull her sweatwezr her head,
dispensing with her skirt as efficiently as he det undergarments.
Now he was kissing her in earnest, his body cogehars as his
mouth lowered to her breasts, tasting the nipptesf ahey were
nectar to him.

Jessica felt the response of her body to his sgirdliighs so close to
her own, and yet part of her still stayed aloofusang to respond,
unable to respond. The tears came unbidden, tigkjuietly down

her cheeks as Matthew continued his caresses, isglgranaware of
her distress.

''ve waited so long for this," he groaned agamesearlobe, his hands
holding her thighs against his, the hardness didss almost hurting
her, leaving her in no doubt that his control hadegcompletely, that
there could be only one outcome to this encouldessica?' he raised
l]js head at her silence, frowning as he saw hamnstelt isn't what you
want, though, is it?' he said huskily.

She bit her bottom lip to hold back the sobs. 'I--'



‘And it isn't really what | want either." He grimlgvered himself
away from her, pulling on his clothes without haste

'‘Matthew?' She sat up dazedly, hardly able to bellee had turned
his emotions off so abruptly. "You don't want n&# frowned. 'But
you said--'

'l do want you;' he gently helped her on with hHetles, smoothing
her hair away from her face as he framed it withhands, 'but not
like this," he knelt in front of her. 'Do you realvant to go sneaking
around, snatching a few hours together here anck,thmaking

everything sordid?'

Jessica didn't see how it could possibly be anyensordid than it
already was! 'No . . .’

‘Neither do I," he told her grimly.
‘But just now--'

'You had offered to give me what I've desired foe past eight
months.' He stood up, taking her with him, puttneg firmly into one
of the armchairs before her legs threatened nsupport her. 'Of
course 1 lost my head.' His smile was gentle.

‘But if you don't want that. ..’

'‘What do | want?' he finished derisively. 'Certainbt a part-time
lover/ He stood very tall and dominating, a man Whew exactly
what he wanted, and would let nothing stand inway. 'Being a
lover gives you freedom--'

‘You too,"' she pointed out heatedly. God, why cotlthis have
turned out as emotional and cold-blooded as itseadned! Instead of
which Matthew was making her aware of just how pheahe had



acted just now. Cheap?—Five thousand pounds coaitdlyh be
called cheap!

'Freedom | don't want," he told her firmly. 'Anddédom | don't intend
you to have. | don't want you as my mistress, mngipor any other
transient form of relationship."'

‘You don't?' she frowned her puzzlement.

'No,' he said confidently. 'I'm looking for a wifdgssica, someone to
share my bed on a full-time basis. And | want yobe that wife.'



CHAPTER SEVEN
'‘Wife?' she gasped. 'You mean you want toaxy me?'

Matthew's mouth twisted. ‘Do you know of any othey you can
become my wife?"

'‘No!" She stood up as if to flee, her face takingadhaunted look.

Matthew's expression became fierce, a threatenitigrgo his eyes.
‘What do you mean, no?'

'I don't want to be married--'
'Did you hear me ask you?'
'No..."

'‘And I'm not going to," he bit out. 'l want to maryou, you've
admitted you're in debt to me--'

'‘Not enough to marry you!

'No?'

'‘No!" her eyes blazed.

He shrugged. 'I'll make the arrangements--'
'l said | don't want to get married!'

His expression became thoughtful, his slow appraisgking her
blush. 'You don't want to get married, period? Ou ylon't want to
marry me, specifically?'

'‘Both!’



'Pity," he drawled without sympathy. 'l told yotmInot asking, I'm
telling.'

Jessica searched his face, seeing only calm tayey, ¢he brows
raised questioningly, his expression one of blacwkptance; all his
anger was gone, confidence sat in every taut lfri@sobody. 'l—I

can't,’ she choked. But she was aware her voi¢edaconviction,
and she knew Matthew was aware of it too; triuntpdng in his eyes.

‘There's no way that you won't,' he said with ¢etya 'Believe me,
Jessica, I'm not usually this domineering,' he ddgntly. 'But with
you | have to be. Surely you can see it's the als/amswer, that you
and Penny can't go on alone any longer," he adudrgly.

'I've only been widowed eight months,' he protestechn't possibly
marry anyone yet. How could | explain to Penny whke's older? |
can't--'

'If it's your sense of propriety that's outragddwait the year,' he
stated flatly.

Jessica blinked. "You will?'

'If that's what you want," he nodded.

'I—Wouldn't that be hypocritical?'

'l think so, but that's up to you,' he shrugged.

'l would rather not get married at all.’

"You would rather settle for the affair?' His eye=re narrowed.
She paled, remembering how degraded she had fa& Matthew

made love to her, her sense of utter helplessBe$svould she have
any more self-respect being his wife?



‘How long would I—would we be married?'
'‘Permanently,’ he said in an uncompromising tone.
'‘What if you—fell in love with someone else?'

His mouth twisted. 'l've reached the age of thaigywithout meeting
the woman | love, | doubt I'll meet her at thisldiate.'

'‘But if you do?' she persisted.

'I'll let you know," he mocked. 'Think of Pennygure, Jessica, the
things | could give her—as her father.’

Jessica swallowed hard. As usual Matthew had ftvemdveak spot.
Penny's happiness came first with her, it had siheeday she was
born, and there had been too many things latetyqbany had had to
do without, even a trip by the school stretchingpnase-strings. As
Penny grew older these monetary demands wouldgje¢h and she
didn't know if she was right to deny her daughter pleasure of
being able to join in.

But would she Stable to stand being Matthew's w82 had been
Andrew's, and Matthew was so much stronger than Bonmuch
more reliable.

'Yes,' she agreed flatly.

'Yes?' he asked warily.

"'l marry you,' she told him huskily.
'‘When?'

'‘As soon as you make the arrangements.'



He swallowed hard, showing that he hadn't beeroaBdent of her
answer as he appeared to be. 'I'll give you yoar,\y#ssica,' he said
throatily.

Her eyes widened disbelievingly. Minutes ago he Ilsagémed
determined that they shouldn't wait at all. Why In@dchanged his
mind?

'l have to answer to Penny too one day,' he exgdarnefully. '‘And
any other children we might have,’ he added sofdimost
challengingly.

Colour flooded her cheeks. "You want children?'
'‘Dozens,' he nodded.
She gave a nervous laugh. 'Isn't that rather aooisi#'

'l don't think so.' His eyes narrowed. 'Do you hawg objection to
giving me children?'

'I—None at all,’ she shook her head. Pregnancy ihagte her a
respite from sharing his bed.

His mouth twisted derisively. 'And | have no objentto giving them
to you. In fact, I'm sure I'll enjoy it.’

Jessica's embarrassment deepened, and she quickhgex the
subject. 'Will we live here?'

'Why not?' he shrugged. 'l bought the house for'you
'‘For—for me?' she choked disbelievingly.

Matthew nodded. 'The apartment was fine for meavhitas single,
but as soon as | decided to marry you | knew | wdwave to look for



somewhere bigger. Penny will benefit from the garcéhe can even
have a horse if she wants one.’

'She's frightened of them," Jessica told him albgdre had been so
sure of marrying her that he had even gone oubangdht this house!
She wasn't sure she liked such confidence.

'Only because she's never had anything to do wi#gm{ he
dismissed, having no idea how disturbed her thaugletre. 'I'll get
her a little pony and teach her to ride. I'd alke to adopt her as my
own one day,' he added tersely.

Jessica looked up at him with a start. 'Penny Ija&s, but—isn't
adoption a little premature?’

'l don't see why.'
‘Well—But--'

'‘She's going to be my daughter, Jessica,’ he sathcably. 'And
you're going to be my wife.'

‘But--'

'l don't intend for there to be one fragment of Aavd Baxter still in
your life once you're mine,' he told her fiercélyntend to obliterate
him from your life!’

Jessica wished that were possible, wished she &angjelt all the hurt
and distrust she had known from Andrew, but over riext few
months that proved to be as impossible as acceplatthew's gentle
concern and contrasting raging passion.

They met most evenings after the night she agreeddrry him,
spent all of their weekends together, and Matth@wen lost an



opportunity of showing her his blistering desirepossess her. It
angered him that she would never respond, and igi¢ Ine really

lost his temper with her."What the hell is the matvith you?' He

thrust himself up from the sofa, where secondsreefi®@ had been
intent on making love to her, turning on her salageery dark and

virile with his shirt partly unbuttoned downhis chest, his fair hair
falling untidily across his furrowed brow. 'I'm ggi to marry you,

Jessica,' he snapped. 'I'm not trying to rape you!'

She knew that, knew him well enough now to knowoaild never
hurt or humiliate her in that way. Over the last fmonths she had
come to know the man who was to be her husbanda mespect for
him that bordered on genuine liking.wbuld be genuine liking if it
weren't for the fact that she knew in a month'sttims man would
have complete authority over her and her life.

‘What is it?' He came down on his haunches besdeshilling her
nervous straightening of her clothes, leaving #s few buttons of
her blouse open, the smooth curve of her breasitsleito him. 'Do
you hate my touch so much?' His light gaze seartie@aleness of
her face.

She didn't hate him at all, in fact a couple ofaarlately she had
enjoyed his caresses. And that frightened her @muce she had
responded with abandon to Andrew's lovemaking, amdy
once—his taunts had made her recoil from ever demaggain.

'‘God, Jessica!' Matthew mistook her silence foeassstanding up
with a savage movement. ‘Do you want to call off wedding?' He
looked down at her.

She swallowed hard. 'Do you?'

‘You know damned well | don't,' he rasped, deeesligrooved into
his lean cheeks beside his mouth.



‘Then we won't." Was that relief she felt? Did sicgually want to
marry him? Surely not!

"'l make you a good husband, Jessica,' he taldritently. 'I'll care
for you and Penny, neither of you will ever go s$tladranything.’

'l know that,," she answered almost warily, sued there was more.

'‘But everything has a price,’” he added grimly, monhg her
suspicions. 'And knowing you hate it every timeud¢h you is going
to kill me!

'l don't hate it." Her hands were clenched togettgust—I need
time—to adjust--'

‘To my lovemaking instead of Andrew's?' Matthewddaarshly.
Jessica paled. 'No!

'‘No?' he derided angrily. 'l hope not," he grount ®Because | don't
intend for you taadjustto my lovemaking, | intend for you to know
and wanfonly my lovemaking.'

But she was aware over the next few days hat MatsHevemaking
was a little more restrained, his control intersg temper volcanic.

She had continued with her job, although Matthed imade it clear

that it had to stop once they were married. Ndatsha minded that. A
lot of her near neighbours shopped in the superaakd they often

chatted to her as she checked their items thralagiet Carter, one of
the women from the bus, was one of the more pergisines on the
subject of her and Matthew.

'‘Was that Mr Sinclair's car | saw outside your lgoagain last night?'
she asked as she stood beside Jessica's till.



Jessica kept her head down, concentrating unneitgssathe price
ticket on a packet of biscuits. 'Yesterday evenhisge corrected
stiffly, knowing how distinctive the gold Rolls was

‘Same difference,' Janet sniffed; she was a womhbarn mid-thirties,
having a couple of children of Penny's age, andadier daughters
was actually in Penny's class at school.

'‘Not at all," Jessica looked up coolly. 'Night imgl that he stayed
until morning, whereas evening means we spent déews together.
It may have escaped your notice," although she tdduanything
escaped this vindictive woman's notice!—'but Mrcair left shortly
after eleven.’

'Did he?' the other woman taunted derisively.
‘Yes!" Jessica slammed a tin down.
Janet shrugged. 'l can't say | noticed.'

‘Well, I'm telling you that he did," Jessica sagghtly, wondering why
she was bothering with this woman. Janet Cartelldvonly believe
what she wanted to believe in the end.

'‘No need to get heated,' Janet said with satisfacher' expression
almost smug. 'He's been round a lot lately, hhg?t

Jessica gave up all pretence of not being affedigd this
cross-examination, and glared up at the other woiSar?'

'‘Nothing,' Janet smiled coyly.
'Really?' she said with controlled anger.

The other woman began packing her shopping in agr Well, it's
none of my business what you do--'



'l couldn't agree more!'

'‘Whatever gets you through the night, that's whseay. And after
Andrew I'm sure you need something. Matthew Sinctaist be so
much more enjoyable than a sleeping tablet!"

A red tide of anger passed in front of Jessicags.eYyhis woman
really was a vicious cat!

'Of course, everyone has noticed how—friendly the of you are,'
Janet continued tauntingly. 'Quite the talk of tieegghbourhood, you
are.’

'Indeed?' Jessica said icily.

'Oh yes. Of course, you would be a fool to turn dake attentions of
a man like Matthew Sinclair—but then you haveravdryou?' Janet
added with a knowing smile.--¢

Jessica could see the manager of the shop lookitigeir direction,
obviously noticing the fact that the two of themdhheen in
conversation some minutes now. Not that there wa®re else
waiting to be served at her till, but chatting toe tcustomers
unnecessarily wasn't encouraged.

But Jessica was beyond caring what Alf Young thouahthat
moment, wanting only to wipe that look of satisfaetoff Janet
Carter's face. 'No, | haven't,’ she answered vaisefsweetness. 'As
you say, | would be a fool.'

'He must make a wonderful—friend." Janet's eagek Imvited
confidences.

As if she would ever tell this woman anything— dmgg of such a
private nature anyway! 'Oh, he does,' she handeadttter woman her



bill. 'And I'm sure he'll make an even better husbaShe looked up
challengingly.

'H-husband?' Janet faltered, two bright spots dbwoin her
otherwise pale cheeks. 'Did you say— husband?'

‘Yes,' Jessica gave a saccharine-sweet smile hiéfaind | are to be
married next month.'

‘You are?' the other woman gasped. '| mean—you 8he?sounded
incredulous.

‘Yes, we are,' Jessica replied with a calmnessvae far from
feeling.

'‘Well, —Congratulations,’ Janet said jerkily. dchno idea . . .! Peg
hasn't mentioned it,' she added almost accusingly.

Jessica had told Peg of her future marriage tohdatton the night
she returned from his house, had known that hendriwouldn't tell
anyone—least of all this woman. But Janet Cartesslts had been
too much to bear this morning! Teg is a dear anstéd friend,' she
said pointedly.

'l see.' Janet stiffened.

Jessica doubted it; this type of person only sawtwghe wanted to
see. And now she had revealed the fact of herdoniing marriage
to Matthew she felt deflated, too weary to cros®rsls with this

woman any longer.

Luckily Janet no longer seemed interested in tagntier, hastily
paying her bill and leaving the shop. Jessicasatimbed silence, no
longer aware of her surroundings. By tacit agredénshre and
Matthew had decided not to tell anyone of their eied until after



the fact, and she had no idea how Matthew wouldt teeher having
told the biggest gossip in town. Oh dear, she walsgbly out telling
her cronies already!

'‘Mrs Baxter!" a flustered Alf Young stood in fravither. ‘Mrs Baxter,
you have a customer.' He looked awkwardly at thenaowaiting to
pay for her groceries. 'I'm sorry about this. | 't&now what--'

‘Excuse me!' Jessica stood up naisily, pushingthasitartled couple
to run to the staff room.

She was already in her jacket ready to leave wHesl@&mmed into
the room.

‘Mrs Baxter, you--' His anger seemed to delate wieesaw she was
preparing to leave. 'What are you doing? It's dwigive-thirty--'

'l can't work here any more,' she told him jerkpicking up her bag.
‘You mean you're feeling ill--'

'‘No, I mean I'm leaving. I'm sorry. Of course, fdifeit my pay.' She
walked to the door. 'l really am sorry.'

'But—but--'

'Please understand, | have to leave,' Jessicadhafere running out
of the shop.

She walked in the park for over an hour, wondewmgt Matthew
was going to say about the fact that she had &rldtlabout them. He
would probably be furiously angry, and he had atrigp be. God,
what a mess!

She was too distressed to wonder about her coriceMatthew's
feelings, too caught up in her already agonisedghts. The fact that



she had walked out on the job that had seemed goriamt a few
months ago didn't touch her at all. Only Matthewviterad, and what
he was going to say to her. It would be too muclhdpe that he
wouldn't find out, half the town probably knew ady! And it
wouldn't be too long before it got back to Matthew

‘Jessica, what the hell are you doing?’

She turned with a start at the sound of his vdmgetting all about
the ducks that had so held her attention secontisreeaning back
weakly against the railing that surrounded the pond

Matthew was dressed for the office, in a threeisdt in a brown
lightweight material, the shirt snowy white, hiegming gold hair
brushed neatly into place. In these clothes heddagtally unlike the
man she shared her evenings with, and her trepidgtew.

‘Jessica?' he frowned darkly at her silence.

She swallowed hard. 'Matthew,' she said in bresstgarprise. "What
are you doing here?' She infused lightness intwbiee.

‘Looking for you,' he grimaced.

‘Shouldn't you be at work?' She remained poisdteasoved to her
side.

'l was," he said dryly. 'Until | got back from Iunto be congratulated
on our forthcoming marriage, by most of my staf§eaemed."

Oh God, Jandtadbeen busy!

Matthew frowned. 'And when | tried to talk to youmaork your boss
told me you'd walked out.' He looked at her questigly.



'I—It—You see--Oh, Matthew!" and she burst intorsedurning her
face into the warm comfort of his chest.

'‘What the hell--!I" With gentle hands he manoeuvwredover to a park
bench and pushed her down on to it, his arms coaboegt her as she
continued to cry.

Once she started she couldn't seem to stop, aras iseveral minutes
before she took the proffered handkerchief andddnier face. 'I'm
sorry,' she choked. 'lt isn't like me to cry.’

'No, it isn't,'’ he agreed softly, his chest vibrgtagainst her cheek.
'‘Did someone say something to upset you?' he asleesteely voice.

‘Yes—me,' she revealed angrily. 'l lost my temped-aand
told—someone that we were getting married...'

‘Ah!’

She looked up at him worriedly. 'l didn't mean $te just goaded
me--'

'‘She?’
Jessica blushed. 'A neighbour.'
‘Ah!’

'l wish you wouldn't keep saying that," she snappéthat does it
mean—ah?' she said irritably.

Matthew's mouth curved into a smile. 'lt means Wwnmderstand
what happened.'

'You—you do?' She looked at him with widely apprediee eyes. He
didn't look angry, but with this man you never abtdll.



'Of course,' he still smiled. 'One of your neightssg happened to
notice the extraordinary amount of time I've bepansling at your
home, and she added two and two together and maedarfd a half!
When she made her snide little comments to yourgtaliated by
telling her we're getting married.’

'‘How did you guess?' she asked miserably.
He shrugged. 'By knowing you.'

Jessica looked at him beneath lowered lashes. iHelidh't look
angry, but then that didn't mean a lot. She haahi¢hese last months
that Matthew could be adept at hiding his feeliwhen he wanted to
be. 'You aren't angry?' she frowned.

‘Not at all." In fact, he looked totally relaxedmast as if he were
enjoying himself.

'‘Why aren't you?' she snapped, angry with his latkeaction.
'‘Everyone knows now that we're getting married--'

‘Good.’
'‘G-good?' she echoed.

‘Yes.' He sighed. 'l haven't enjoyed knowing tlot flaat people have
assumed we're having an affair. | don't enjoy bémgight a bastard
who takes advantage of a lonely widow.'

'‘But it was your idea to keep it quiet——

‘Yours,' he corrected softly. 'And like any besdtterospective
bridegroom | went along with it. I'm glad that it'eow public
knowledge that we're going to be married.’



Besottedprospective bridegroom! She knew he was only nmmagki
her, and yet she blushed anyway. The only thingvas besotted
about was her body. Then why was he marrying- hes?
subconscious asked. Why, indeed?

'‘And as it is now public knowledge,' Matthew dragvioftly, ‘what
do you think the locals will make of your cryingnmy arms like this?'

They were gaining quite a lot of attention; thissveasmall town, one
or both of them was known to eachand every onehefgeople
passing through the park.

Jessica straightened away from him self-conscioUsigy probably
think you're jilting me.

'‘Never," he growled, pulling her back into the lgraf his arms. 'And
just to prove it.. ." his head bent and his moutbspssed hers.

Jessica was too surprised to move away, and hethnitmwered
beneath the probe of his, her head bent back agasieehim complete
surrender. After all, what could he possibly dbé¢o in a public park?

Quite a lot, apparently! His mouth moved eroticallgng the edge of
her inner lip, encouraging her to return the candesr lips and hands
making love even if their bodies could not.

This eroticism was a new experience for Jessiad,sae could feel
the tensing of Matthew's body as he enjoyed henhiiited
lovemaking.

'‘Witch!" he murmured against her lips.

She was surprised at herself. She had never logtotdike that
before, and her cheeks coloured with embarrassnoemnt



'‘No, don't spoil it,' he murmured as she would haowved away. 'l
wish this park would miraculously empty, I've alwahad this
fantasy of making love to you in lush green grassen the sun.’

‘Matthew!" Her shock was mirrored in her eyes.

He ignored her outburst. 'Maybe we can try it athbuse some time.
Would you like that?'

She squirmed in embarrassment. Kissing him was tbimg, but
actually talking about being made love to by hinswamething else
completely.

'‘Get used to it, Jessica,’ he warned softly as &e &ow
uncomfortable she looked. 'That's far from the dahtasy I've had
about you. It could take a lifetime to fulfil ahe fantasies I've had
about you this last year.'

Jessica couldn't believe it was a year since thrapany dance, since
the night Andrew had been killed. Somehow the s@emed to have
sped by. It was a sure fact that Penny was gremiking forward to
the wedding next month, in fact they had had trelk#eping her
guiet about it, and her excitement at having Matths her father was
almost too much for her.

'You may even have a few fantasies of your ownftivav continued
softly. 'Unless, of course, you shared them allhwAindrew,' he
rasped harshly.

'‘No,' she gasped her dismay, very pale.

'‘No, you didn't share them with him? Or no, you 'terant to talk
about him?'



His humour had faded now, as it always did whelry tsgoke of
Andrew. His jealousy and hatred of the other mas wadeniable.
'‘Both," she said abruptly.

‘Very well.' He stood up, taking her with him. 'Andw that everyone
knows we're getting married we may as well go drabse the rings.'

'Rings?' she frowned.

'Yes—rings. Have you got everything?' he askeelges she bent to
pick up her handbag.

'Yes. What rings?' she persisted.
'‘Our wedding rings.'
‘You're going to wear a ring too?' she gasped.

His eyes were narrowed. 'Do you have any obje¢bamy wearing
your ring?'

It had never occurred to her that he would wanStee knew most
men shunned the wearing of a ring on their weddinger, that

Andrew had refused to even consider wearing onghdtime she
had been hurt, later on she had realised thatauicly was a blatant
declaration of married status. And Matthesantedto wear one.

‘Do you?' he repeated huskily.

'l just never thought... I'd like you to," she atted shyly. He looked
pleased by her answer, and some of his angeritafak he guided
her over to the Rolls- Royce parked at the sidéhefroad a short
distance away.



He turned to her once they were seated insidgotifcan wear my
ring showing you belong to me then I'll be honoutedvear one
showing | belong to you,' he told her huskily.

'Oh, Matthew!'

'‘No, don't start crying again,' he chided ruefullhe last time | tried
to comfort you we nearly caused a public scandal.’

Yes, they had. And she had to admit, to herseikamst, that at that
moment she hadn't cared that they were in a parkyiew to
everyone!



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE day that they exchanged the matching plain golddivey rings
the sun shone down on them brightly, with not aidlon the sky to
mar the beauty of the day.

Penny had danced about excitedly all morning, leg¢p change into
the new blue dress she had for the occasion, gthdessica wouldn't
let her put it on until the last moment, sure slas going to dirty it.

Her own dress was ivory lace, and her hair waddefiely about her
shoulders, a small lacy cap fastened to its silane&She carried
yellow roses, and her nervousness increased asfdggeorge drove
her to the register office; the other couple weseatt as their
witnesses.

But she needn't have been nervous. Matthew toolplstencontrol
once they arrived, and within minutes, it seemiedy twere husband
and wife.

‘Never take off my ring," he murmured as he bekids her at the end
of the ceremony.

‘Never?' She looked up at him shyly.
'‘Never," he said firmly, kissing her lingeringly tre lips once again.

Then the guests were congratulating them; mosthemt were
Matthew's relations. His mother had made a spegabver from her
native Sweden to attend the ceremony—and Matthkletsdness
was at last explained.

They had a small reception at a local hotel. Jassicouse was
already closed up, her own and Penny's things bad moved into
Matthew's house the week before, the two of thewingestayed with



Peg and George for the last few days. It was tdatier that she went
to change into her going-away outfit, a pretty lendoess and jacket,
that gave her a glowing appearance. They weregmihg to London

for the weekend, and Penny was to stay with Pegzamitge for that
short time.

Matthew held Jessica's hand as he drove, his smiifeate. 'l was
beginning to think this day would never come rotihd,grinned.

The day had come round all too soon for Jessiattan night was
approaching even more rapidly. At least they weérgoing to the
impersonality of a hotel, but would spend the next days—and
nights—in Matthew's London apartment.

It was a typical bachelor home, completely bareowfaments or
flowers, the furniture ultra-modern, as were thénfir@gs on the
walls.

Matthew grimaced as he looked around. T leaseritidhed,’ he
explained. 'l never realised before just how awifid.'

"It isn't awful," Jessica assured him huskilys jii'st—just--'

'‘Exactly," he chuckled, looking completely at efsehe first time in
days. 'Come on/ he took hold of her hand, 'lI'liglyou the rest of it.’

There were two bedrooms, two adjoining bathroomsl a really
lovely kitchen. And the view of the park from thedge Regency
windows was beautiful.

'‘Not that you'll be using the kitchen much," he egdner a teasing
sideways glance. 'Which bedroom shall we use? #&llystake the
brown one, but | think the bed is bigger in theeotbne.'

Colour heightened her cheeks. 'The lemon one,'then.



His mouth twisted. 'That's what | thought you wosiy.'

They had stopped for dinner on the way here, ariidvess now after
ten o'clock, and it had been an undeniably long tlasre seemed
little choice but to go to bed. A nervous fluttgribegan in the pit of
Jessica's stomach at the thought of the night abiethém.

'‘Would you like to use the shower first?' he oftere
'I—Thank you.'

This was turning out so much worse than the weddiggt she had
spent with Andrew. Then she hadn't known what foeek or what
was expected of her, but tonight she knew, andiremebled at the
thought of it.

Matthew was wearing only a black robe when she getefrom their
bathroom a short time later, her light blue cotiaghtgown reaching
down to her ankles. Matthew's eyes darkened asdked at her, but
he said nothing as he went through to the bathroom.

Jessica's breath left her with a sigh as the dosed, and she began
to tidy her clothes away. How could she go throwgth this?
Because she had to; she was Matthew's wife nowaltady to him
even if she didn't love him.

The room was in darkness when Matthew returnedaanfienutes

later. 'What the--!" The dimmed overhead light w@®ed on, and
Matthew stood frowningly in the doorway, a towebped loosely
about his hips, another towel being used to dnhhis 'Jessica?' He
prompted softly.

She looked at him shyly over the top of the sh¥es?'



‘You weren't hoping to fall asleep before | gohere, were you?' he
rasped.

'‘No, of course not. | just—I wasn't—No," she fireghmiserably.

He came to sit on the side of the bed, smoothimghhe back on to
the pillow, her face completely bare of make-upirgy her an almost
childlike appearance. Tothe man looking down at ¢iex looked
completely vulnerable in that moment, and his breaught in his
throat as her small pink tongue-tip moved tentétive wet her dry
lips.

Jessica was just as aware of him, of his tanneel dagst, the dark
blond hair that grew over his chest and taut ftatmach, of his
strongly muscled arms, and of his hands gentleeorskin.

‘Jessical' he groaned suddenly, his control brgadampletely as he
gathered her up in his arms. 'Love me, darlinggleaded chokingly.
‘Let me make love to you!'

It was the first time love had been mentioned betwihem, and yet
Jessica knew it still wasn't an emotional love leendnded but a
physical one. And for her that was even more imptssthan
emotional love. She had loved Andrew but had beabke to give or
receive physical pleasure with him. What chanceadigarriage with
Matthew, where neither physical or emotional saggbn existed,
have of succeeding?

‘The light,' she begged. 'Please turn out the.light

'‘Don't be shy," he smiled encouragingly. 'Let meklat you.' He
gently eased the nightgown down her shouldersgéu® heated as
her breasts were bared to him. 'God knows you hatteing to be
ashamed of,' he groaned, his head lowering as ligtmtook
possession of one rosy peaked nipple.



Jessica stiffened at the touch of his lips and wengAndrew had
never liked to touch her breasts, had rarely spared for the

preliminaries, and except when she had breast-déadyher breasts
had never been touched by another person. Matthemed intent on
touching and knowing every inch of her, and somthefintimacies

he subjected her to made her squirm with embarssm

'l like to be touched too,' he taunted softly. Tive® of them were
naked now, Matthew's hair-roughened skin abrasiyainat her
satiny flesh, her own limbs looking very white agsihis all-over
tan.

'—I don't--'

He was guiding her hands down his body, every mawdcle and
sinew knowing his touch, his ecstatic shuddersgeher how deeply
he was affected by her caresses.

She was grateful for his teaching, having no idea kshe should
touch him. Andrew had always seemed to get hisspleafrom
subjugating her, from knowing she merely sufferad touch,
whereas Matthew wanted the pleasure of knowinghbuoely and
having her know his in return.

By the time she felt the surging demand of hishkign hers she
knew Matthew's body as well as she knew her owntefyetach of
his pleasure-spots was known to her, whereas gh& deem to have
any, enjoying the fact that he was liking her bdalyt, knowing none
of the physical pleasure herself.

‘Are you ready for me, darling?' Matthew groandd imer throat, his
body moving slowly against hers. 'l can't wait mdohger and
I—God, | can't wait at all!' he moaned heatedlyddering in long
groans of pleasure as wave upon wave of ecstasiiedihim.



Jessica clutched him to her, her nails digging iheotaut flesh of his
shoulders as she felt him shoot out of controksteaming unbidden
as once again physical pleasure eluded her.

Matthew breathed heavily about her, taking sevaralites to attain
command of his speech, finally moving from her,iigkher with

him, her head resting on his shoulder. 'l rushad'yte murmured
regretfully. 'I'm sorry, darling. Next time I'll baore patient. I've just
waited so damned long for you," he added rueftilye feel of you

drives me insane!'

They slept for a while, then Jessica came awalkleetdeel of hands
on her body, and her relaxation at once left l@msibn taking over as
Matthew began to murmur in her ear, those gentleessas

continuing.

Once again she knew only the joy of knowing Matthead found
pleasure within her, although he caressed her diigater long
timeless minutes before possessing her with anogpbt groan,
soon moaning his satisfaction.

Jessica found a certain satisfaction of her owrknowing that
Matthew had the release that eluded her, and edsgitown frigidity
she felt happiness in his caresses, in the gentéeHe showed her.

She faced him shyly over the breakfast table, pgutihe coffee she
knew he liked in the morning. Matthew eyed her dedly, and some
of her happiness in the day faded.

‘What would you like to do today?' he asked, hawhgwered and
dressed in black cords and a black silk shirt,cait/fin Jessica wore
only her nightgown and robe, having quietly lefe thedroom to
prepare the breakfast while Matthew slept on.



'l don't mind," she shrugged, sensing a reserv@isrmanner that
hadn't been there yesterday. 'What would you bkeat?'

‘As little as possible!"
‘Then we'll stay here,' she smiled as he strettdmly.

'l have tickets for the theatre tonight, the newRice ana Andrew
Lloyd-Webber musical.'

Her face lit up with pleasure. 'That will be lovely had been years
since she had been to the theatre.

In the end they spent the day at the apartmerkjntplEasily
together—although certainly nothing like a couple dheir
honeymoon!—going out for an early dinner beforetruning on to
the theatre.

This time/when they retired to the bedroom Jessich't feel
nervous, knowing that Matthew would show her ordntieness and
passion. Once again she felt that happy glow adasbelay in his
arms, the movement of his chest beneath her chewky steadying.

But he hadn't fallen asleep this time, she coudtities gaze on her in
the darkness.

'‘What is it?' she asked tremulously.

'‘How am | failing you?' he said throatily.

Jessica raised her head to look at him. 'Failin@ me
He sighed. 'lt isn't good for you like it is for rAe

She put her fingertips over his lips. God, it wappening too soon!
With Andrew it had taken several months for himstart these



accusations, for him to realise she was cold tosvairth. Matthew
was so much more experienced, she knew that aftgtwo days of
marriage, so maybe he had been able to discenmdmequacies all
that much sooner.

' don't mind--

‘Well, | do!" He sprang out of bed, pulling on m@be. 'You can't
forget Baxter, is that it?'

She would never forget Andrew, or the truth he $fagwn her about
herself; it would be useless to say she could. eith Matthew had
only shown her that she was indeed frigid.

'l told you | wasn't much of a bargain,' she chokketbld you that at
the beginning.’

He flinched as if she had hit him, pale beneathtdms "You're my
wife, Jessica. And you'll remain my wife!'

It wasn't a good start to any marriage, and shedkéved when they
went back home. At least she would have Pennyligveethe tension
between them.

Penny was enthralled to have two attentive paresgeming to
blossom overnight, both socially and scholasticather circle of
friends doubled, and she was doing so well at dcitdbe end of the
year that she came top of her class.

‘Clever girl,' Matthew praised once he had seendtier from her
teacher saying how well she was doing.

Jessica would have welcomed such words of praise fim herself.
They had been married over a month now, and shévibeua fool if
she said things were all right between them. ThHwtresd a bed,



Matthew even made silent love to her every nightt @sven to it, but
during the day they were like polite strangers isigga house.

'‘Are you coming to the meeting with Mummy tomorrowenny was
curled happily on Matthew's knee, snuggled intatieat.

Matthew looked at Jessica with narrowed tawny ebe$ore
returning his attention to the small replica of bgting on his knee.
'‘What meeting is that, poppet?' he asked softly.

'It's at the school,' she explained excitedly. "¢an see the work I've
done the last year.'

'‘Oh, have you done any?' he teased. 'l thoughtymeen too busy
flirting with your boy-friend.’

‘Don't be silly," Penny giggled her delight.

‘Then who's that young man who always saves yoeah @ the
schoolbus?'

'Oh, that's only Tony. He's silly,' she wrinkled hese.

Everything was 'silly' at the moment, and Jessicailesl
conspiratorially at Matthew. About her daughter ytheere in
complete accord, both adoring her.

‘Poor Tony," he murmured.
" Will you come to the school tomorrow?' Penny persisted.

'‘We'll see.' He gently pushed her to the ground.d@d get ready for
your bath.’

Matthew had taken over this nightly ritual as sasnthey returned
from their honeymoon, bathing Penny while she prgbaheir



dinner, Penny having eaten when she returned fidrmod. When
Jessica had protested that he must be tired hddraed it, claiming
it gave him time to be with his daughter, havingrbat work until six
or six-thirty.

He waited until Penny had left the room before ditagnto look down
at Jessica. 'Why wasn't | told about this meetintha school?' he
rasped.

She shrugged. 'l didn't think you would be intexdst
‘Why not?'

‘Well, it's only to meet Penny's teachers and ktdéer school work. |
didn't think you--'

'‘Would be interested,’ he finished grimly.

‘Well, —No," she sighed. 'l didn't think you woube. It's only for
about an hour, and there'll only be—'

'‘Other parents there. Because I'm Penny's fathey' i@ told her
harshly. 'l may not count as a husband to you, bt Penny's
father!'

'Matthew--'

'‘Excuse me," he thrust open the door, 'l havetio Banny.' The door
closed behind him with controlled force.

Jessica choked back the tears, biting her lip pynfShe had known
of the meeting at Penny's school for weeks now, iairseriously
hadn't occurred to her that Matthew would wantdoFpr one thing it
was at three-thirty, and Matthew rarely got homéotee six. For



another Andrew had paid little attention to Pensglsooling, and out
of habit she hadn't mentioned it to her new husband

She was in the middle of cooking dinner when Petaiye into the
kitchen, her face glowingly clean, her damp haushed back from
her face.

"Night, Mummy.' She reached up to kiss her on tloaitin as Jessica
stooped down.

"Night, darling." Jessica hugged her, very consiofi Matthew
standing just inside the room, his gaze glowering.

'I'll read her a story and then be back with ybe told her softly. 'Can
dinner wait that long?'

'Yes,' she nodded, not quite able to meet his gétee their minor
argument earlier.

'‘What is it?' Penny sniffed appreciatively.

'‘Pork," she smiled at her young daughter.

'‘Mmm!" Penny licked her lips.

*You can have some tomorrow," Jessica promisedanigugh.

Penny's hand was confidently in Matthew's as tlefly the room
together, and Jessica had to once again blink treckears as she
turned back to the cooker. She had felt tearfok dakely, often over
the silliest things, and it really upset her nowttehe and Matthew
had argued so stupidly.

He was silent during dinner, murmuring appreciatbthe meal she
had cooked, then carrying his coffee through tddhege.



He relaxed in an armchair, a record playing softlihe background,
the room lit by several lamps placed about theametbom. ‘So what
time is this meeting tomorrow?' he asked suddenly.

'Straight after school, at three-thirty. That wasanother reason. |
didn't think you would be able to go.' She satflgtdn the edge of the
sofa, feeling thoroughly miserable. Things had steained between
Matthew and her since their marriage, but they ihewker actually
argued before.

'l can always make time for Penny," he rasped.
'Oh. I'm sorry—I didn't realise."'

He looked down at her bowed head, thes expression seemed tc
soften, he stood up to sit next to her, his arnmg@ompanionably
about her shoulders. 'If you meet me at the offteecould travel to
the school together," he suggested softly, all aggee now.

Jessica turned to look at him, wondering if she ldoever get over
the fact that this vitally attractive man was nog husband. Just to
look at him made her heart beat faster. 'The d#fiskbe faltered.

'Why not? It would save time, and—Lisa!' he realiseddenly, his
anger returning with a vengeance. 'Is that it,ida8syou don't want
to face Lisa?' he rasped.

'You don't understand--'

'l understand only too well.' He moved away from Ihés expression
grim. 'She was your husband's mistress--'

‘Yours too,' she reminded him heatedly, an embsechfiush to her
cheeks.



Matthew stood up, his movements impatient. 'Mytrefeship with
Lisa can hardly be called that of lover and misiré¥e only slept
together half a dozen times, usually when | toalkdweay on business
with me. And | don't kid myself that your jealousyon my behalf,
you just can't forget that Andrew was with her whendied!" he
accused cruelly.

‘No--"
‘Yes!" he said forcibly, striding over to the door.

'‘Where are you going?' She looked at him with dpgmeive eyes.
‘Out!’

'I—Where?' she gulped.

Matthew's mouth twisted. 'Maybe I'll go and sealis | remember,
she was always glad of my— company.'

His words were meant to wound—and they did. Jeggiva a pained
cry, her face buried in her hands as she sobbed.ddald Matthew
be-so cruel, how could he! And would he really gd.isa Barry?

It was this last thought that sobered her. If het glb to the other
woman what would it matter to her? She hadn't cénatd Andrew
had other women, so why should it bother her if thlaw did the
same? It wouldn't, of course it wouldn't. Excetttbhe had come to
like and respect him the last few weekgytsthim. So much for that
trust now!

She went to the kitchen and tidied up, then westaigs to check on
Penny, finding her daughter fast asleep, her bdldesldy tucked up
in bed with her, although not clutched tightly ter fas it had been in
the months after Andrew's death. Penny had leartrust Matthew



too, she had also learnt to love him. Jessica conilgl hope that his
anger with her wouldn't make him do anything totagsthings for
her vulnerable daughter.

She went up to bed shortly after ten. But Matthail badn't
returned, and she had become used to his preseribe bed with
her, to his silent reaching out for her, to findingrself held in his
arms in the morning, so sleep eluded her.

When she heard the car in the driveway shortly &ftelve she hadn't
been to sleep at all, had merely lain in the da&neaiting for
Matthew's return. Nevertheless, she turned awawy thee door as if
asleep as she heard him ascending the stairs ftao§light falling
across the bed as he softly opened the bedroom door

She forced herself to lie still as Matthew movedetiy about the
room preparing for bed, her breathing seemingdp sttogether as
he climbed in beside her.

'‘Come over here," he invited throatily, showing themhad known she
was awake all the time.

She stiffened but didn't move. He smelt vaguelplobhol, and she
knew only too well the nastiness of Andrew's mod@whe had been
drinking.

'Please, Jessical'

It was the pleading in his voice that was her ungpand she turned
to him with a sob. 'l didn't mean to be stupid @dau-Alicia,' she
hiccupped.

'l didn't go to her, Jessica,' he gently touchedcheek. 'l went to the
office, got myself quietly drunk. I didn't go to medarling,’ he
repeated as she sobbed. 'l wouldn't do that td you.



''ve been so stupid,’ she choked. 'Of coursedihe to the office
tomorrow--

'‘No,' he cut in gently, his arms possessive. 'l gsg unreasonable
about that.'

'‘No, | was. Oh, Matthew, | didn't mean to drive yaway,' she
clutched on to his shoulders. 'l didn't mean to!'

'Of course you didn't,’ he chided, his warm breatfling her hair.

'Forget | ever mentioned Lisa. Let me love yousided' his body had
already hardened to passion. '‘Let me show youythate the only
woman | want, the only woman | need.’

Her response to him tonight was more than it had been before,
wanting to please him, knowing that he liked tol feer heated
movements beneath him, the way she urged him &rifionent.

He put her head on his shoulder afterwards. 'Getep now.' There
was a curious flatness to his voice.

She had failed him again, she knew she had. Heedanbre from
her, and God help her, she was afraid to tell limlsad no more to
give!

Penny's chatter got them through breakfast the mexhing, the
six-year-old seeming unaware of her mother's ratlwgried glances
at Matthew's preoccupation.

'I'll see you later then, Mummy.' She collected $edchel and blazer
from the hall cupboard.

'Matthew too,' Jessica nodded.



‘Are you really going to come to the school?' Penaay to him
eagerly.

He hugged her, putting down his newspaper to dt seally am," he
smiled.

'‘Oh, goody!" She almost skipped around the roommu'l¥be there at
half past three?’

'‘We won't be late," Matthew promised indulgently.

Jessica began to clear the table once she hadedtimtom seeing
Penny on to the school bus, pouring herself a dugofiee to sit
opposite Matthew. Not that he seemed aware of tesepce, he was
once again engrossed in his newspaper.

'‘What time shall | be at the office?' she interedpthe silence.
He looked up sharply. Til call for you here.’

'I'd rather come to the office,' she said firmly.

‘Jessica--'

'‘What time, Matthew?' She met his gaze unblinkingly

"You don't have to do this, Jessica.'

'‘But | do. What time?' she persisted.

‘Three-fifteen should be time enough." He neatlyddd his
newspaper and put it down on the table, looking iandsome in the
three-piece pin-striped suit and snowy white shirt.

‘Yes:' She stood up. 'l won't be late.'



Matthew glanced at his wrist-watch. 'lI'd bettegbeng.' He stood up
too, to go to the study and collect his briefcase.

'Matthew . . .
He turned at the door, a frown to his brow. 'Yes?'

'I—Nothing. Have a good day,' Jessica said brigmttyndering what
Impulse had possessed her to try and persuadedtito go to work
today but to spend it with her.

He seemed to hesitate, sensing her uncertaintyat'\&fie you going
to do today?'

She shrugged. 'l may ring Peg and ask her if shieddto go
shopping.’

'‘Good idea,' he nodded abruptly. 'I'll see yourlate
'Yes,' she agreed dully as the front door closduiigehim.

After arranging to meet Peg in town for lunch shusieéd herself
tidying the house. Matthew had wanted to get héwoasekeeper
when they were first married, but she enjoyed Ioglafter the house,
taking care of Matthew and Penny, and she didnit wee intrusion
of another woman. Besides, this way she coulda#tlbe partly a
wife to Matthew. As a housewife she knew she waekent, it was
only as a bed-partner that she failed Honlyas a bed-partner? God,
how naive she still was! With a sensual man likettheaw a warm
and vibrantly alive woman in his bed was very intaot.

Peg noticed her paleness as they ate lunch, remgada it. "You
aren't pregnant, are you?' she teased.



'Heavens, no!" Jessica dismissed scathingly. @gtle-l don't think
so,' she added uncertainly.

Peg gave a happy laugh. 'Famous last words!'

'‘Probably," she agreed absently. There could belcubting that
sooner or later she was going to become pregnaatthbiv had
scorned the use of contraceptives, saying he wantanhily, that he
didn't intend for Penny to be an only child for dorBut it's a bit
soon,' she frowned.

'‘David was born nine months after George and Ingatried,' Peg
smiled.

‘Yes, but you and George—No, it's too soon,' Jass@peated
abruptly. She had been going to say that Peg andgédoved each
other—but what did that have to do with produciriggy? She was
being stupid today!

'‘Keep me informed," Peg made her promise as thagdyahaving
gone on to the shops from their lunch.

Jessica had been glad of her friend's companylpohess forget this
iImpending meeting with Alicia Barry. If the truthene known she
had kept herself occupied all day just so thaveti@dn't think about
the meeting. She hadn't seen the other womantiaceght Lisa had
told her she intended Andrew divorcing her and thmamrying her,
making her Penny's mother, since the night Andrad leen killed
and Lisa had been so badly injured.

Jessica had dressed with care, in a beige-coleuiednd contrasting
brown blouse, the high heels on her sandals givergadded height,
and her make-up was light and attractive. Nevest®l she felt
herself tensing as she entered Matthew's outarepftiisa's office .. .



The other woman looked up from her work as Jesgadked towards
her, her eyes narrowing to contemptuous blue slits.

It took all Jessica's control not to falter in tlaee of that insolent
stare. Lisa Barry still hated her, she could clesele that. 'Is Matthew
free yet?' she asked determinedly.

For a moment Lisa didn't answer her, the silenaeging between

them like an ominous threat. 'He's in a meetinthatmoment,’ she
finally answered in her cold voice. 'But he shodid free by

three-fifteen. He's, cancelled all his other apfments after then so
that he can come with you to the school.'

'l see." Jessica bit her lip awkwardly. The lastdlshe had envisaged
had been having to wait for Matthew. When she Haaudght of
coming here at all it had been with her leaving edmtely,
confident when at Matthew's side.

'‘Perhaps you would like to wait?' Lisa invited giihu
'‘What?' she blinked.

The other woman's mouth twisted derisively. 'Yesrahere,' she
taunted.

For the first time Jessica noticed several armshairthe left of the
office, and she blushed at her stupidity. 'Thank,yshe said jerkily,
moving to sit down.

The telephone rang, diverting Lisa's attention atwasn her, giving
her chance to study the other woman unobserved.dith't look as
if she had changed much in the last year, stileautiful, showing no
sign of the accident that had almost left her deggor life.

'‘Seen enough?' her hard voice rasped into thecsilen



Jessica blushed once again. Without her realidirigel telephone
conversation had come to an end, and Lisa had leeewrare of her
close scrutiny. She didn't bother to answer theerottvoman's
rudeness.

Lisa stood up to walk over to her, very tall anelgaint in a black and
white striped dress, caught in neatly at her narveaist with a
slender black belt, emphasising the fullness obineasts, her beauty
and sophistication an undisputable fact.

She sat down opposite Jessica, supremely confidergsing one
silky leg over the other. 'How do you like being MMatthew
Sinclair?' she drawled.

Jessica was visibly taken aback by such a persprestion. 'I—I like
it," she answered in a flustered voice.

Lisa nodded, her eyes hard. 'Any woman would. #elidifferent
from being Andrew's wife, hmm?' Her mouth twisted.

'Er—yes.' Jessica swallowed hard, wondering whehas t
conversation as leading to.

Lisa's eyes became pebble-hard. 'You didn't grsesry long for
Andrew.'

'‘But then you never loved him, did you?' the otweman rasped.
Jessica shook her head. 'That isn't true--'

'‘Don't lie!" Lisa scorned. 'You didn't love him—budid,' her eyes
glittered with hate as she looked at Jessicavé8ddiim, and | could
have made him a much better wife than you everAiml now he's
dead.'



‘Alicia—"'

'Don't touch me!" she spat the words out, shakihdessica's hand on
her arm.

Jessica looked down at her hands, not knowing whad next; what
to say to this woman. Lisa had loved Andrew deegphd there was
nothing she could say to that Lisa stood up, hedsavhite where
they were clenched together. 'l know he was weak,'began to talk
again, 'that he had his faults—but | loved him!f ldgpression was
venomous as she looked at Jessica. 'You didn't lmemtyou only

needed a father for your child. You didn't evergle/ith him, hadn't
done for years.'

Jessica blanched. How could Andrew have discusse gersonal
details with this woman? She knew the answer td #heeady.
Andrew would have taken great pleasure in relatitegdetails, or
lack of them, of their sex-life, to Alicia Barry.

Lisa gave her a scathing glance. 'Matthew doesvkias if he's doing
any better,' she said insultingly.

If anything Jessica paled even more. Surely Matthaen't discussed
..? No, she couldn't believe that of him.

Lisa looked pleased by Jessica's sickly palloru™on't stand a
chance of holding Matthew if you don't please himmbied,' she
scorned. 'He's a very physical man, one of thelfisiséew who like
you to enjoy it too. And you don't, do you, JesBiche taunted.

'Please--'

'Please!" the other woman echoed shrilly. 'Can lyong Andrew
back? Can yowive him back to me? No, of course you can't!' He



eyes were fevered. 'So why should | let you havetiMa?' she
ground out.

Jessica swallowed hard, her eyes huge and hatvMiedvhat do you
mean?' she choked.

Lisa's expression was contemptuous. 'Matthew veltdme mine
again just like that,' she flicked her finger ahdrhb together.

Jessica recoiled, wondering why she didn't get ngb walk away,
why she stayed here and listened to these tortwaorgs.

‘Well, have you nothing to say?' the other womamtead.
Jessica straightened. 'l don't believe you,' sitecbaarly.

Lisa's mouth curved into a mocking smile. 'Don‘tuyoHow
unfortunate for you. | only have to say the word.. she added
pointedly.

‘Then why don't you?' Jessica challenged with ngordidence than
she felt.

'‘Because I'm not ready to yet,' the other womad salmly. 'But
when | am you'll know about it.’

‘Because you'll tell me?' she scorned.

Lisa smiled. 'l won't need to. There will come ghtiwhen you'll
know that he's mine, when you know that your frijite body no
longer attracts him!'



CHAPTER NINE

WHAT would have been said next Jessica had no idethdaioor to
the inner office opened, and Matthew and another emiered Lisa's
office. Matthew's narrowed tawny gaze flickered rotke two

women before his attention returned to the mansasitle.

'I'll get my lawyer to look over the contract anet pack to you on it
next week.' He shook the man's hand warmly.

"Bye, Matthew," the other man nodded, giving onsuasory glance
in Lisa's and Jessica's direction before leaving.

‘Darling!" Matthew crossed to Jessica's side, kgghier briefly on the
mouth, his eyes once again narrowed at her laclesifonse. He
turned to Lisa, a perfectly composed Lisa now. "¢bauld have told
me my wife was here.' His voice was hard.

Jessica licked her lips nervously at the other wosnmsolent stare.
'I—I've only just arrived,’ she excused.

'Nevertheless--'

'We should be going, Matthew,' she reminded himoifong Lisa's
triumphant look.

She didn't need an explanation of that look. If she¥e sure of
Matthew, if they had loved each other, she woulbaite hesitated
about denouncing the other woman's insulting behavseconds
earlier. By remaining silent she was only confirghwhat Lisa had
already guessed. She knew all that, and yet shdrcbusk testing
Matthew's loyalty. With the deterioration of theiarriage she had no
idea whose side he would take! "You promised Pgoaywouldn't be
late," she said jerkily.



His expression softened at the mention of Pentlyjust get my
briefcase,' and he returned to his office.

'S0 you've trapped another one with your daughiésd drawled.
'Still, that's no problem,' she dismissed. '"Whentiav divorces you
he may be able to get custody of Penny.’

'She's my daughter!

'Yes—and you aren't fit to be her mother, are ydua scorned
harshly. 'Oh yes, Andrew told me about that tobg shocked at
Jessica's pained gasp. 'Something I'm sure dednéd¥ahas no idea
of.’

You wouldn't—oh, you wouldn't--'

'‘God, you are a mess, aren't you?' Lisa snappddroptuously. 'No,
| won't—not just yet. But I will tell him some timenaybe one night
when we're in bed together. Matthew can be very-eptee when
he's in bed,' she taunted.

Jessica was grey with shock. 'Alicia--'

'Ready?' Matthew came back into the room, lookin¢ghair tense
faces enquiringly. 'Anything wrong?' he queriedhtiy.

Lisa was the first to recover her composure, sigiéibhim. ‘Nothing
at all. | was just congratulating Mrs Sinclair. Yomake a wonderful
boss, so you must be a fantastic husband.’

He grinned. 'l hope | am.'
'Oh, Mrs Sinclair assures me you are,' she purred.

Matthew gave Jessica a probing glance, but madgemonent, ‘We'd
better be going, darling," he said briskly.



Jessica went with him silently, too numb to do mitvan sit meekly
at his side as he drove to Penny's school. Andeslmdid Lisa about
so much more than just their sex-life—or lack ot had told the
other woman things that could destroy her lifed@econd time. And
Alicia Barry seemed vindictive enough to use the
information—when it suited her to.

‘All right?' Matthew prompted softly.
'I—Yes,' she nodded.

'It wasn't so bad, was it?' he said lightly.
She gave him a sharp look. '"What wasn't?"
'‘Meeting Lisa again.’

Could he really be that dense? Alicia Barry hadedozhatred, and
surely Matthew couldn't have missed seeing her pale face. It
seemed he could. But maybe he wanted to. It wagibadgh that his
home life was so seriously disrupted, without nigestrained at the
office for him too.

Penny was waiting for them at the door of her c¢tzms, her face
lighting up as she saw them. She stood between theéake a hand
of each, taking them proudly into the room.

Jessica and Matthew exchanged a look of understgndessica
smiling as Mrs Howard, Penny's form teacher ofdlseyear, came to
greet them.

'Mrs Baxter!"' she beamed.



'She isn't Mrs Baxter any more,' Penny put in krealgkably. 'This is
my new daddy," she pulled Matthew forward. 'And hame is
Sinclair, so Mummy's is too.'

'l see,’ Mrs Howard smiled. 'So this is the newdyagbu told us all
about.’

'Yes,!. Penny said proudly, 'I'll go and get mythgainting, shall I,
Mummy?' she looked up eagerly.

‘You do that, darling," Jessica nodded absently.
‘Told you about?' Matthew enquired softly of theder.”

'Oh yes, Mr Sinclair,' the middle-aged woman smil&te class had
to write one sentence about each of their parémg, read it out to
the class.

Would you like to see Penny's piece?’
'‘Well--'

'‘Daddy, Daddy!" Penny came running back to grasfilda's hand.
'‘Come and meet Tony.'

He gave a rueful smile, his eyebrows raised. 'Askedneet her
boy-friends already!" he said teasingly to the tmamen before he
was dragged away, although there was an emotiatah dn his
voice as he spoke.

Mrs Howard's expression softened as she watchad, ttikeen she
turned to find Jessica blinking back the tearseTifst time Penny
has ever called Mr Sinclair Daddy?' she enquiredige

'Yes,' she choked.



'She loves him.'
'Yes.'

'That much was obvious from what she wrote abaut Hil show it
to you." The teacher went to her desk and broughwdrd the
notebook.

It was only two lines, for Penny didn't really veriery well yet, but it
was enough to tell Jessica how deeply her daufgwed Matthew. 'l
love Mummy very much. | love my new daddy much mibr@n my
old one.’

She slowly closed the book, looking across the rdonmwhere
Matthew was down on his haunches talking to Penmy Eony,
making the two children giggle. Yes, she liked Bénrfmew daddy'
better than the 'old one' too.

Matthew took a couple of weeks off during Pennytser holidays,

and the three of them went to the coast togetlwrJéssica it was a
time of really getting to know her husband, andvas more relaxed
too, the two of them at least having a relaxed cadexie by the time
they returned home.

But nothing else had changed for them. Matthewrstched for her
in the night, his lovemaking silent and restrairechost as if he took
her against his will. Jessica gave him all the whrthat she could,
but she knew it still wasn't enough for MatthewdAnwas no longer
enough for her either. She hungered for fulfilmeathed with a
desire she knew could never be. And Matthew sedmeédnse her
tension.



'‘What is it?' he asked one evening as they sat daften dinner,
Penny tucked snugly up in bed. "You seem—restless.

'It's the passing of summer,’ she dismissed, lgpkip from her
sewing.

'It's only September,' he teased.

''ve never liked winter,' she evaded, knowing thawvn strained
relationship was the main reason for her unrest.

'‘Would you like to go out one evening?'
'‘Go out?' she frowned. 'But Penny--'

‘Would be all right for one evening, surely. I'mresutPeg would
baby-sit for us. Penny seems secure enough now,yaanthink?' he
added softly.

Jessica blinked to hide her confusion. 'l don'tvkmghat you mean.'

'l read what Penny wrote too, Jessica,’ he saidygé8he came
across as a very insecure little girl. | had naaigee felt that way
about Andrew.'

Neither had she. She had been deeply affected lay Rénny had
written, and she had tried to stop Matthew sedin§s usual he had
been determined, reading the two sentences withewdrd. In fact,
he hadn't spoken about it until tonight.

'‘Maybe she's still angry with him because he lefthchildren don't
understand these things.'

'"You think that's all it was?' he frowned.

I'm sure of it.'



He nodded.'Would you like to go out for an evening? Say
tomorrow?'

' don't--'
I'd like it, Jessica.'

Of course he would, and she was being selfish.| bathad met her,
when he was still spending most of his time in Leamdhe had
probably had a full social life. Strangely the tebthem had only
ever been out together for an evening on their yiooen, probably
because of the strangeness of their courtshipttatitwas no reason
for them not to go out, and as Matthew said, Peglavbaby-sit for
them, in fact she had already offered to sevarsdiand Jessica hac
refused.

'I'd like it too,' she smiled shyly.

'‘Good.'" He looked pleased, less strained himsHEIf.make the
arrangements.'

Penny didn't make a murmur when told she was tefbavith Aunt
Peg for the evening, and she went off to bed duafpily at her usual
time.

'‘She's a different child." Peg watched the litile go upstairs with
Matthew.

'Yes." There was an emotional catch in Jessicasevéhe had
noticed the difference in her daughter too, thenspwmity, the
happiness she radiated.

'l wish the same could be said for you.' Peg loakielder critically.
‘You don't look well, Jessica.'



'l feel fine,' she dismissed.
‘Do you?'
'Yes!" she bit her bottom lip. 'I'm sorry, Pegjdrdt mean to shout.'

‘That's all right, love.' Her friend squeezed hamdhunderstandingly.
'‘But both you and Matthew look a little—peaked."

Jessica shrugged. 'Every marriage has its teeginolgems.’
‘Yes. But--'

'Ready, darling?' Matthew came back into the lourtye eyes
darkening appreciatively. 'You look as if you a&feu look beautiful,'
he told her huskily.

Jessica blushed at his compliment, catching Pésps@d expression
before quickly looking away again. Peg had obvipusiade the
comparison she had, remembering Andrew's lack tefest in her
appearance the night of the Company dance and comgpd
unfavourably with Matthew's genuine pleasure in &ppearance.
She didn't need the comparison to know that hasdngwas a better
man than Andrew could ever have been.

She had taken special care with her appearanaghtohiad bought a
new dress in soft red shades, knowing the brigktioéshe colour
added to the glow of her cheeks, deepening theucoloher eyes.

'So do you—Ilook handsome, | mean." She blushed eat

awkwardness, knowing that any woman would be ptolm seen in
Matthew's company, his rugged good looks compleetkibly the

brown velvet jacket, snowy white shirt, and browwusers he wore.
He was enough to set any woman's pulse racing;adesbh much
more than mere good looks, he had a magnetismviisensual.



He wrote a telephone number down on the pad nekettelephone.
‘The restaurant, in case you should need us,1th@&my. 'I'd better get
Jessica out of the house before she gives me arg coonpliments
and | decide I'd rather stay at home!" He gaveszinnevous grin.

Peg laughed, waving at them from the open doorvgathey drove
off.

Jessica was still blushing from the implication Matv had made in
front of her friend. 'Did you have to do that?' sael stiffly.

‘Do what?' He glanced at her absently.
'‘Make Peg think that we—that you--'
‘That | desire you," he finished grimly. 'But | do.

'l know that." The colour seemed to be a permafigture in her
cheeks. 'l just wish you hadn't—that you hadn'tegivthe
Impression--'

‘Don't worry, Jessica,' he rasped. 'All newly nedricouples do
it—old married ones too if they get the chance.'

'l didn't mean that. | meant—Oh, what do | mean?"

'l have no idea,' he said in a weary voice. 'jessforget it, Jessica. It
was said as a joke, and I'm sure Peg took it ds.'suc

So was she, and she felt stupid for making sucksare of it. She had
probably ruined the whole evening now.

Matthew didn't give the impression that she hadl his arm was
about her waist as they were shown to their tablehe most
exclusive restaurant in the area, his manner salisias they ate their
meal.



And yet she was aware that his attitude towardshlaer changed
since they were married, that his eyes no longekdd at her warmly
but guardedly, that he no longer demanded or cohredesponse
when he made love to her but had accepted her esddAnd she
dreaded the final breakdown of their marriageeatt feeling she
was giving Matthew something in return while shargd his bed.

'‘Penny for them?' he prompted softly, the candilitickering on
the table between them, muted music muffling theveecsation of
their fellow-diners. 'One new penny,' he clarifsdilingly.

Jessica looked up at him uncertainly, seeing nactgm in his
expression. 'l was just thinking what a nice restauthis is.'

Matthew sat back in his chair, sipping the red wimey had drunk
with their meal. '"You've never been here before-r&ihdrew?'

'No,' she shook her head.

‘Where did you go with Andrew?' He was looking danto his wine
glass, his expression forbidding.

'‘Er—Nowhere very much,' she said lightly. 'We haa®/, and--'

‘That's no excuse Jessica,' he rasped. 'I'm sgrddealways been
willing to baby-sit. Besides, Andrew always cameioas a man who
liked to join in rather than sit at home.'

'He was.' She avoided his gaze. 'But | didn't seajou knew Andrew
that well. He was only one of your employees.’

His mouth twisted. 'Andrew was the sort of man vaheays stood
out in a crowd. Besides--' he broke off.

'‘Besides ...?" Jessica prompted sharply.



Matthew shrugged. 'He was your husband.’
She shook her head. 'That wasn't what you wereggoisay.'

‘What do you want to hear, Jessica?' he demandexkly. 'That he
was always in Lisa's office? That for two month&be he died it got
so that | couldn't go into her office without fallj over hims that

what you wanted to hear, Jessica?' His eyes gldteavagely.

'If you're trying to tell me they'd been havingadfair for two months
before he died then | already knew,' she told hityd

'How?'
'l just—I knew," she shrugged.

His mouth twisted contemptuously. 'What happened, he¢ stop
making love to you?'

'‘No!" she gasped her shock.

A nerve worked erratically in his jawline, his btt@ag ragged. 'Then
how did you know? Did he tell you?""

'‘No—Penny did.' She turned away. 'Now could we gddaave?'

'Yes!' He stood up noaisily, his face stony as tledtythe restaurant to
get into the waiting car. 'Explain that remark ald@enny,' he bit out.

She absently watched the headlights of the carsggoi the other
direction. 'Why do you need to know?' she sighddsit 'lt happened
before | met you.'

'If it involves Penny then it concerns me,' he gaidhly. 'She's my
daughter now, and | want to know about anything thay have
disturbed her.’



'Disturbed her? But--'

'‘Upset her, then,' he dismissed impatiently. 'Hasthe know about
Lisa?'

Jessica haltingly explained about the way Andred ta&ken Penny
shopping with his mistress, knowing that Matthewlgo't stop until
he knew the truth.

‘The bastard!" he rasped when she had finished.
'I'm sure Penny didn't realise--'

'l don't mean because of that," he snapped. 'Asgpu'm sure Penny
didn't realise. But what sort of man takes his ragg shopping for his
wife's birthday present?’

'‘Andrew,' she said bitterly.

'No wonder you questioned whether or not | bougkt €hristmas
presents myself.' He shook his head. 'l also ctiosse earrings and
necklace,' he added softly.

Jessica had been taken aback when on their weddyndvatthew
had presented her with a jewellery box. Inside hadn diamond
ear-studs and a matching necklace in gold and didntiaks. She
was wearing them tonight, the first occasion she had to do so
since their honeymoon.

'l never doubted it,' she told him clearly.

‘Thank you.' His hand clasped hers where it resteter thigh, his
warmth detectable through the silkiness of hergdr&ghy didn't you
leave him, Jessica? I'm sure there must have libersdefore Lisa.'

'‘Dozens,' she confirmed with a bitter laugh.



‘Then why—Because you loved him," he said heavily.

She didn't answer. The real reason she had neftekridrew was
because of fear, because of that hold he had @rewhich Alicia
Barry now knew about.

She prepared for bed while Matthew drove Peg haumg in to
check on Penny before taking her bath. The scentddr helped
relax her, but she knew the evening had beendar & success; they
had talked about Andrew too much for it to be tAatd Andrew was
a subject guaranteed to displease Matthew. Maytheyf had a child
of their own . . . But a child didn't necessarilynly a couple closer
together, she and Andrew had proved that when Peasyborn, and
Matthew couldn't love Penny more if sheerehis own child. But
nevertheless, a child between them would be nice.

She was in bed reading when Matthew returned, adhahe put her
magazine down as he entered the bedroom.

'Penny all right?' he asked as he took off his bewand jacket, sitting
down on the bed to take off his shoes and socks.

'Fine,' she nodded, watching unashamedly as hesssell, having
lost that shyness with him at least. He had a wdabdéody,

wide-shouldered, a taut flat stomach, strong sgrgfmghs, his legs
long and muscular, with not an ounce of unnecedtssly anywhere.

‘Have you showered?' He stood naked in front of i&rin the least
self-conscious.

‘Bathed.' She knew the reason he asked. They ooeélyi showered
together, and a couple of times Matthew had evatert@ve to her in
the shower.

He nodded. 'l won't be long.'



She knew that too, and tonight she welcomed thadgai her body.
She needed that reassurance, that closeness tgheniad felt him
slowly fading from her all evening. And if they tokis physical
revelling in her body what would they have left?

She turned to him eagerly as he joined her in g rhinutes later,
felt his instantaneous response to her nakednpesjr her mouth
to his kiss.

‘Jessical' he groaned as she returned the caresgnses leaping.
'‘Love me,' she invited. 'Please love me!’

He needed no further encouragement. His kisses slere and
drugging, his caresses knowledgeable, his lips usgénen her
hardened nipples, slowly moving down to her thigkissing her
silken flesh with an emotion akin to worship.

Jessica felt her own surging need, groaning hestriition as she
knew, once again, it would be for nothing. It wasmatthew's fault,
he certainly wasn't a selfish lover, it was just tvn frigidity.

'What is it?' Matthew sensed her withdrawal.
She gave him a bright smile. 'Nothing. Darling--'

He rolled back on to his side of the bed, the ey had shared for
the last three months, closing his eyes momenthgefpre pushing
himself up off the bed.

‘Matthew...?' She looked at him with bewilderedssye

'l can't stand it any more, Jessica.' He stood mwigttback towards her,
pulling on the bathrobe he had discarded on tob#wroom chair



earlier. 'I've tried, God knows I've tried . ..' Heried his face in his
hands.

‘Matthew!" She was off the bed in seconds, terghtitouching his
arm, feeling him flinch.

He spun round, his eyes bloodshot, his face gdboh't touch me!'
he rasped. 'For God's sake don't touch me!'Sheuwsowingly
provocative in her nakedness, and she pulled hiee @mn with
shaking hands as Matthew thrust it at her, tyirggld@lt firmly about
her waist.

Matthew watched her movements with hooded eyean't carry on
like this any more, Jessica,' he told her quietly.

She swallowed hard. 'What do you mean?' She fédt alb over,
shivering involuntarily.

A pulse beat erratically in his throat. 'I've domg best, for three
months I've suffered your coldness towards me oh b@d now |
can't take it any more.’

'But, Matthew--'

He moved away from her hand. 'I'm going to sleephim spare
room--'

'‘No!" she gasped in a choked voice.

'Yes,' he said savagely, his eyes glittering.sthly here I'll make love
to you, and if | do that I'll only wake up disgusteith myself once
again.'

Jessica was very pale too now. 'Disgusted . . .?'



'I'm making love to a shell,’ he rasped harshlguYiever let me near
the real you, the inner you. You save all thattfa bastard you still
love.' o

'Andrew?"

'Yes—Andrew. I'm sick of his bloody name! Go to pédssica,' he
sighed heavily. 'l won't be touching you again ¢bni' He closed the
door with controlled force.

How .long she stood there she never knew, only egnto an
awareness of her surroundings when her shiveringarbe
uncontrollable. She was like ice, both physicalig @motionally.

Matthew had already left the house when she andyPereakfasted
the next morning, and she had the difficult taskeénting an excuse
for her daughter. It was easy enough to say Mattiemto be at work
early, but she didn't like lying to her daughteheS&new the real
reason Matthew had left so early had been becaeseatl been
avoiding her.

The house got its second complete spring-cleamngree months
that day, all the curtains washed, all the furmtumeticulously
polished, the whole of the kitchen washed down. stiltlJessica had
enough energy to do all the washing and ironingyoitng nervously
as the telephone began ringing late that afternoon.

'‘Jessica?’

‘Matthew!" she sighed her relief at hearing from.H8ut what he had
to say next dashed any hopes she might have hiaoktihad called so
they could make their peace.



'l have to go to London on business for a few ddys,told her
distantly. 'Could you pack a suitcase for me s¢ thanot delayed
leaving?'

'I—Of course. When are you going?' She held theivec tightly in
her hand, her knuckles showing white.

‘Straight after work. I'll just stop off and colteny case and then--'

Jessica wasn't listening any more. Matthew was gg@way. It

couldn't just be coincidence that he was going am safter their
argument, he had to be going deliberately. Andetlmeas nothing she
could do or say to stop him!

‘Jessica?' He seemed to have noticed her silence.
'‘Will you have time to say goodbye to Penny?' sked stiffly.

'Of course.' He sounded exasperated. 'Look, tipscouldn't be
avoided, Jessica.'

'‘No, I'm sure it couldn't. How long will you be g®n-so that | know
how much to pack?' she added, in case he shouklgshe was prying
into his private business. He had made it obviast hight that
hedidn't consider her a real wife to him.

'‘Four or live days, possibly a week. I'd take yathwne, but there's
Penny's schooling, and I'll probably be working motthe time

anyway.'
'l understand.’ +
Matthew sighed. 'l hope you do. We need time, dassneed time.'

'l understand,’ she said again.



‘Well, I—I'll see you later, then.'
‘Yes,' and she rang off.

Suddenly all her energy was sapped from her, aadahk down on
to the chair next to the telephone. Matthew wasgaway—would
he come back?

Penny was predictably upset that her daddy waggoaay, and she
said a miserable goodbye to him when he got home.

'It won't be for long, darling,' he assured hertlyen

'You'll come back?' she voiced the question Jesh@a been
frightened to.

He glanced up at her with a frown, seeing onlydbel exterior, the
calm expression. 'Of course I'll come back.' Had¢drback to Penny.
‘Before you know it." He tapped her lightly on tiase, then stood up
to look at Jessica once again. 'l have to go now.'

'‘Can't you stay to dinner?' she asked breathlesstyywanting him to
go yet, hating the emotional distance between tlaeoh yet not
knowing how to bridge it.

‘No, I don't have time. Lisa is waiting for me,'datled quietly for her
ears alone.

'Lisa . . .?"' she swallowed hard.

'Yes,' he confirmed tersely. 'She's outside irctreé He picked up his
suitcase, kissing her briefly on the mouth befaraihg to leave.

How Jessica managed to stop herself from cryinghskier knew, but
she had to be strong for Penny's sake.



As it was Penny was so upset at Matthew's depattateshe was
inconsolable.

Jessica finally managed to calm her daughter dagsyring her that
Matthew would soon come back to them, that he wabgbly
missing them as much as they were missing him.

The latter she wasn't so sure of. Alicia Barry wih him in London,

and he had openly admitted to her that he andwesa lovers when
they went away on business. Would they be lovengght? The

thought of that caused a shaft of pain to shoctutin her. She
couldn't bear it if Matthew betrayed her with ttieey woman.

The telephone rang just after nine, and she rusbeanswer it,
desperate not to wake Penny—it had taken her agegtther to
sleep.

When she heard Matthew's voice she didn't know kedred laugh or
cry. 'You're all right, aren't you?' she asked veatly.

'I'm in London,' he confirmed. 'l just wanted teeck that Penny was
all right.’

Penny? God, what about her! 'She's asleep,' shesddsim huskily.
'‘Any problems?’

She could be his housekeeper for all the persotaiest he took in
her! 'Penny was a little upset, but she's fine hske assured him in

the same cool tones as he was using.

'‘Good,' he said briskly. 'I'll give you the numloémy office and flat,
In case you need me. | forgot earlier.’



Because he had been so desperate to escape! Ancadasew, no
matter what the situation, that she couldn't cadttilew on either of
these numbers. She would be too frightened LisayBaight answer.

As she lay in her lonely bed later that night saé to accept the real
reason she was so afraid of Alicia Barry. She h&dn one husband
from her, a man she had feared and hated, bukit@vk Matthew
from her too she would be taking the man JessicadloShdoved

Matthew Sinclair!



CHAPTER TEN

How could she have deceived herself—and Matthewi—thaise
months! She wasn't frightened of him, was no longdifferent to
him—if she ever had been. She loved her husbawédIbim with an
intensity that made her long to tell him of herlifegs, even if he
should reject her. He had always given her honestjarrassingly
so at times, and she would give him the same hpriélse loved him,
lovedhim.

It made her feel incredibly alive; her senses vgerging, just longing
for his return. If he gave her a second chancevstndd—Would
what? Didn't she still have that fault in her fundatal make-up?
That hadn't changed, loving Matthew couldn't da thaher; she had
loved Andrew when they were first married, and adhmade no
difference then. But it had been a different kiftbge, she could see
that. She had loved Andrew with an adolescent lavehild's love;
she loved Matthew with every adult emotion in hedy

When he called late on Friday afternoon to telltreewvould be home
the next day her emotions were mixed. She longegédchim again,
and yet she feared what he might say on his reWhat if his 'time'
had convinced him that their marriage couldn't cow@®— with more
than a little help from Alicia Barry?

His manner when he arrived home told her nothingi®thoughts or
feelings, and he looked very tired, as if the Vesék had been a great
strain to him.

Penny was very excited to have him back, launchergelf into his
arms, showing none of the restraint that Jessidawlen she had
kissed him shyly on the cheek seconds earlier.

She looked at him with new eyes now, through tresef a woman
in love, and she could see him for the incredildnpdsome man he



was, the raw sensuality in his tawny eyes thattdike a flame. He
was dressed casually for travelling, in black staakd a light blue
shirt, that added to his air of rugged attraction.

'‘Mummy's made a special dinner,' Penny told hinughn 'She's
been in the kitcheall afternoon.’

'‘Not quite," Jessica denied awkwardly, wonderinghé shouldn't
teach her daughter a little more discretion. Sttkdpeent a couple of
hours in the kitchen making an elaborate chickeh dind a gateau
for dessert, but it was a little disconcerting wigenr young daughter
let out your secrets.

Matthew gave her a sympathetic glance, swinginghi?emp into his
arms as he stood up. 'Then I'd better give you poesent so you can
get to bed and let us eat this delicious dinner.'

Penny was enchanted with her Beefeater doll, muttim pride of
position on her dressing-table, raising no objestiwhen she was put
to bed a short time later, although she clung tttivav as he kissed
her goodnight. "You won't go away again?' She Idokp at him,
looking very like Jessica in that moment.

'‘No,' he assured her huskily, smoothing back hier 'k never leave
you again. If | have to go away again I'll take yeith me. | missed
you too much to leave you behind.’

Jessica turned away, blinking back the tears asvehédown to put
the finishing touches to their meal.

Matthew had showered and changed when he joinedahkew

minutes later, his hair still damp, his body snmgjliof some sort of
tangy aftershave or cologne, his fresh clothinfj séisual, brown
trousers and a cream shirt.



Jessica placed the start of their meal in froritiof, a pate she knew
he particularly liked. 'Did you mean it?' she askedkily as she sat
opposite him.

He frowned. 'Mean what?' His manner had been dackshe got
home, and his distant tone now was no more encmgrag

‘That you won't be leaving Penny—and me—again?'
His glance was probing. 'Would you care?"
You know I--'

'‘No, Jessica,' he sighed. 'l don't know anythirmuélgou. And unless
you want to ruin this delicious dinner | suggesu yieave this
discussion until after we've eaten.’

For Jessica the meal was already ruined. 'Thisissson' sounded so
ominous, as if Matthew had indeed come to some itapbdecisions
while he had been away.

By the time she had cleared away the debris fram theal she was
So tense she was at screaming pitch. Neither of thed done justice
to the meal, their conversation had been stilted.

'‘Penny is asleep,’ he told her when she came baickthe kitchen.
She nodded. 'Did—did your business go well in Lariio

He sighed, studying the brandy in the bottom ofgtess. 'There was
no business in London—but then you knew that, tigau?' he
looked at her in challenge.

'I—I guessed,' she nodded.



‘Yes,' he said dully. 'Sit down, Jessica. | thirkkskould have that talk
now.'

She sat heavily, very pale, sitting primly on tlige of the chair.
What Matthew had to say next could change her whtde He
seemed to be gathering his thoughts together, oigpdss words
carefully. 'l had to get away,' he spoke slowlyoif you. Oh, not for
the reason you're thinking,' he added as she BithdHe put a hand up
over his eyes. 'You must know by now the physiéf@ce you have
on me.'

‘Yes.'

'‘And the lack of physical effect | have on you,'dnghed.
Jessica swallowed hard. 'Yes.'

'l don't enjoy forcing myself on you--'

'Oh, you don't--'

'Let's not delude ourselves, Jessica,’ he smilddowi humour.
'When we're in bed together | make all the movesenonce have
you turned to me.'

It was true; she always waited for him to makeftist move, never
encouraged his advances.

'l could try--'

'‘Don't you understand | don't want you tiy,’ Matthew cut in
impatiently. 'Love shouldn't keied at, it should just happen, becaus
you both want it." He stood up to pace the roomu‘Yherelysuffer
my touch--'

‘No!'



‘Yes,' he insisted dully. ‘And each time it happezach time I'm
driven to making love to you, | lose a little maelf-respect.' He
gazed down at her steadily. 'l shall be sleepirtgaerspare room from
now on.’

'‘No!' she gave a wounded cry.

‘Yes, Jessica,' he sighed. 'Until we sort oursebw#d have to stay
away from you.'

‘But I—Are you leaving me, Matthew?' she choked.

'Hell, no,' he dismissed scathingly. 'l couldndaJe you even if you
actually hated me. And you don't hate me, do yessida?'

'‘No,' she admitted softly.
'‘But you don't love me either.' He turned away.

'‘No false declarations, Jessica,' he said impé#gieiithat | couldn't
stand.’

‘But [--'

'l couldn't stand it!" he repeated grimly. 'I'm g@ito bed,' he put his
glass down. 'lt's been a long week.'

‘Matthew!" Her frantic cry stopped him at the door.
'Yes?' his tone wasn't encouraging.
'l—l—Nothing," she muttered. 'Goodnight.'

He nodded abruptly before leaving, his footste@/h®n the stairs.



It was no good chastising herself, although shesdi@nyway. She
had had the perfect opportunity to tell him of healised love for
him, and yet years of hiding her true feelings hedle it impossible
to voice her love for Matthew.

She could hear him in the bathroom as she passemhiher way to
the master bedroom, could hear the shower run@hg.couldn't let
him sleep in the spare bedroom, knew that sortrahgement could
never come to an end. Matthew had said she nevee riee first
move—well, tonight she was going to, she was gaomgo to him
and tell him how she felt.

She removed all her clothes before entering tharbam, where
Matthew was in the process of drying himself, alijo his
movements stopped dead as soon as he saw henehih lbeing
released in a hiss as she pressed her nakednesst &im

''ve made the first move, Matthew,' she told hoftlg. 'In fact, I'll
make all the moves, if you'll let me.'

His heart was beating heavily and fast. 'l donttarstand.'

Jessica swallowed hard, knowing she had to tellthartruth. 'l love
you,' she murmured. 'l love you, Matthew.'

His hands grasped her arms painfully as he heléWway from him.
‘Jessica ...?'

'‘Don't say anything, darling,' she groaned. 'Just me.'

His mouth covered hers, his body moving druggiragjginst her, his
hands shaking as he caressed her. His eyes glitisrbe raised his
head. 'Do you really mean it?' he moaned. 'Do goa me?’

'Yes,' she replied unflinchingly.



'‘God, | love you too!" He buried his face in haotlt, just holding her,
letting their mutual love wash over them. ‘I'veddvyou from the
moment | saw you,' he murmured against her silkean H would

have taken you off and married you then if you Mealready got a--'

‘Not tonight, darling,' she put her fingertips oliex lips to silence any
talk of Andrew. 'Let's just think about us," shedauskily, a warm

glow about her as she accepted the precious difisdbve. 'Just you
and me.’

'Yes,' he smiled, the strain leaving him. 'l like tsound of that.' He
bent down and swung her up in his arms.

'‘What are you doing?' she gasped.

‘Taking you to our bedroom,' he said with satisfact'l can hardly
make love to you on the bathroom floor, my love,téased.

Once in their bed Jessica responded mindlesshingiherself

completely into her husband's tender care, holdething back from
him, giving him all of her love, all of herself, akeed with

surprise—and exultation, as she felt a warm burpiegsure filling

her body, every single particle, from her headdo reels, down to
her very fingertips, taking her higher and higher--

'Give it to me, darling,’ Matthew choked, his bgdyned with hers,
their thighs moving to an erotic rhythm. 'Givelitta me!'

She had no idea what he meant, had no idea wisatildi excitement
was all about. And then suddenly she knew, knevi startling
clarity. Wave after wave of ecstasy possessed bay,lan ecstasy
that Matthew controlled to the glorious end, ordkihg his own
breathless pleasure when he was sure Jessica Kidddfiall her
passion.



‘Thank you,' he kissed her face and throat withtdteéips. 'God,
thank you!" he groaned, his arms tight about Hegir tbodies still
joined together.

Jessica was still so shaken she couldn't speakw&se't frigid, had
never been frigid!

'‘Oh, Matthew!" she hugged him tearfully. 'Matthe®tie glowed up
at him, sure that she had never felt so happy mlifee feeling a
satisfaction that went into her bones.

'l know," he gave a choked laugh too. 'l never kneaking love could
be so beautiful,' he breathed huskily. 'So abslyileautiful,’ and his
arms tightened convulsively.

'Yes,' she buried her face against his damp dalty'# was.' She had
never dreamt it could be like this, that loving smme could give so
much pleasure. She had been married before, haclranost

seven-year-old daughter, and at the age of twertyske had
experienced her first full sensual pleasure. Hee llor Matthew had
achieved that, her complete love for everythingualhom.

'You sound surprised,' he gently teased.

Not even to Matthew could she admit, yet, the fastener first
marriage to Andrew. 'No, I--'

'I'm only teasing, darling." He gave an exultanigla 'l want you
again, Jessica.'

'l want you too,' she admitted shyly.

'l know," he chuckled, suddenly serious as he begé&iss her.



Jessica felt that surging passion almost instdahi$/time, knew that
she would never feel that restraint with Matthewiagthat with him
passion was a giving, not a taking.

She woke slowly the next morning, wrapped in a beduethargy,
wonderfully satiated. The night she had just speMatthew's arms
had been beyond anything she had ever thoughtijj@ssi

'‘Wake up, sleepyhead,' he murmured against heratthhis voice
sounding lazily satisfied.

'Mm." She stretched languidly, a dreamy smile to lips as she
turned instinctively into his arms, her mouth opeihis.

'l love you, Jessica,' he broke the kiss to groan.

'l love you too,' she answered without hesitation.

'l think we should go away on a honeymoon,' he Batd/een kisses.
'‘But we've already had one,' she laughed a protest.

‘Not like this one." Matthew looked down at her kadly, all his
harshness gone, his expression relaxed and loving.

‘Matthew! Penny could come in at any moment.’
'‘She won't.' His head lowered as his lips carelksethreast.

'‘Mummy, why—Oh!" Penny stood awkwardly in the omlErorway.
‘Mummy?' she said uncertainly.

Matthew collapsed against Jessica with a groar.thgn again . . .'
he muttered ruefully.



Jessica shot him a warning look, and sat up to botcher hand to
Penny. 'What is it, darling?'

Penny came slowly over to the bed, her eyes widd3reakfast,' she
said haltingly. "You weren't downstairs like yowaby are, so 1—I
thought maybe you weren't well.'

"Your mother is fine." Matthew leant back agaihstheadboard. 'And
weren't you ever taught to knock on bedroom dods?Peéprimanded
gently.

The little girl blushed, grimacing. 'l didn't— Munyngdloesn't usually
mind. And | never used to go into Daddy's bedrooot,after he was
angry one day.'

Jessica saw Matthew's sudden interest, his nagged gaze moving
from her back to Penny. 'Daddy's bedroom?' he predypnaking
room for Penny on the bed with them.

She made herself comfortable between them. 'Daddytle room
next to Mummy's," she revealed innocently. 'Bus tis so much
nicer,' she grinned up at him.

'l think so," he agreed softly.

Jessica slipped out of bed, studiously avoidingtiMat's intent gaze
as she pulled on her robe. 'I'll get dressed,hsin¢ered.

‘Jessica ..."

She didn't turn. 'l have to get breakfast." Sheamsd into the
adjoining bathroom, leaning back against the door.

It had never occurred to her that Penny would rekiea sleeping
arrangements with Andrew to Matthew. Until this miag Penny



had never seen her in bed with Matthew, becaug®easy said, she
was usually in the kitchen by the time she camerdfow breakfast.
But Matthew was going to ask some very probing tjoles about
this.

She wasn't surprised to find him waiting for heewlshe came out of
the bathroom, dressing awkwardly as he watched her.

'l sent Penny downstairs,' he finally spoke.
She nodded. 'She's hungry.'
‘Jessica--'

‘Not now, Matthew," she pleaded. 'Let's talk abtut later.
|—There's too much to tell now.'

'‘When Penny's gone to bed?'
'Yes,' she agreed jerkily.

His arms went about her, their bodies moulded tagetDo you still
love me?'

'‘Oh yes,' she replied without hesitation.
He kissed her gently. 'That's all | need to know.’
‘Do you love me?' she asked anxiously.

'For always. For ever,' he told her huskily. 'Nothiand | mean
nothing,' he repeated pointedly, 'will ever chatigs.'

She clung to him. 'l hope not."'



'‘Be sure," his tawny gaze held her. 'You were adwagant to be
mine—and you'll stay mine.’

She carried his certainty with her all day, buteréweless she was
nervous of the time when Penny had gone to bed Maitihew
demanded to be told everything. Because Matthewthvasort of
man who wouldn't rest until he knew it all. And thiay she knew she
loved him she wanted to tell him it all, to sharevith him. She only
hoped he still loved her when she had told him.

He seemed in no hurry to press the matter onceyPesh gone to
bed, letting her get to the subject of Andrew indwn time.

'You want to know what Penny meant,' she said nestyoat last,
seated beside Matthew on the couch, his arm engiogig about her
shoulders.

'‘Only when you're ready to tell me,' he said softly

She looked up at him, loving everything about Hime, warmth of his
eyes, the way his mouth quirked indulgently at toeners, his
possessive hold. She couldn't lose his love now!

‘Do you want to tell me?' he prompted at her s#enc
'I--' she broke off as the doorbell rang.

'Who the hell can that be?' Matthew rasped at therruption,
striding out to open the door.

Jessica leant weakly back on the couch. But whersatv who their
visitor was her tension returned with a vengeaAteia Barry!



CHAPTER ELEVEN
'‘GOOoD evening, Jessica,' Lisa drawled haughtily.

'‘Er—Hello." She stood up, feeling awkward in hesua trousers and
top. The other woman was looking very sophisticateal royal blue
coloured dress, her long legs thrust into highdwshndals.

'I'm sorry to interrupt your evening.' Her smilees®d to contradict
her words. She turned to Matthew. 'l seem to haistaid some
notes, and | know you need them typed first thmmg¢hie morning. |
wondered if they would be in your briefcase.’

He nodded. 'I'll have a look.'
Thank you.'

Jessica eyed the other woman warily once they waome,
remembering all too vividly their last meeting.

Alicia obviously remembered it too. 'Did you won@drout Matthew
and me while we were in London together?' Her mawisted
mockingly.

‘No.'

‘You should have, Jessica,' she taunted, her lbgdabhéad thrown
back proudly. 'And you shouldn't have sent Mattlodvafter arguing
with him.'

She paled, hating this woman—and knowing her hats mgturned
tenfold. ‘Matthew didn't--'

'Didn't he?' she scorned.

'No,' she shook her head.



Lisa smiled, a smile without humour, one of mali€h, but he did,
Jessica. He and | were lovers in London, and we'lbvers here too.'

She remembered Matthew's gentleness last nighsjrgsrity when
he told her he loved her. 'l don't believe youg' shid confidently.

‘Thank you, darling,' he said deeply as he walkeol the room, his
angry gaze now fixed on Alicia. 'What the hell dwuythink you're
doing?' he rasped.

She looked unrepentant. 'I'm only telling your wife

‘A pack of lies!" he finished grimly. ‘We wererdikrs in London, we
haven't been lovers for over two years.'

‘Jessica doesn't believe that, do you, Jessica?otifler woman
taunted.

'l—l—Yes,' Jessica said firmly.

Matthew pulled her to his side, his arm firm abbet waist. 'l don't
know what other lies Lisa's been telling you--'

'Only the truth, darling,' Lisa drawled.

'‘Be quiet!' he snapped savagely. 'l don't know wdy're doing this,
why you want to hurt Jessica by lying.'

'Oh, but Jessica knows,' she taunted. 'Don't yeasida?"
Jessica hung her head. 'Yes.'

‘Well, | don't,” Matthew said harshly. 'And | donted to. You're
sacked, Lisa. Don't bother to come back to theceffil'll send
anything on to you we find in your desk--'



Her mouth twisted. 'You're as damned supercilicugoar wife--'
‘Leave, Lisa," he told her icily, 'before | throwuyout.'

'Oh, I'm going," she taunted. 'I'll leave you twoybur sterile little
marriage.'

‘Why, you--'

'Hopeless, isn't she, Matthew?' Lisa scorned, tpgreat pleasure
from the colour coming and fading in Jessica's kke®Andrew
found her a complete washout.'

‘Get out of here!" Matthew shouted, his eyes giittedangerously.

'l told you, I'm going." Her self-confidence hadsltpped for a
moment. 'l hope you'll be very happy together. €hgjust one thing,
Matthew," she paused deliberately, the tensioménrbom now so
intense it could be physically felt. 'Maybe you glibask Jessica why
she played the part of the grieving widow when khew Andrew
was divorcing her.' She walked to the door. Tiveegou two to have
a pleasant evening. Goodnight.’

Jessica looked at Matthew once they were alon@gées stunned
expression. Her heart sank. It looked as if LiBaa thrust had done
the trick. She was going to lose Matthew!

She put out a hand to him. 'Matthew--'

'Is it true?' he said expressionlessly. 'Was hegytw divorce you?'
She gripped her hands together. 'Yes.'

'Why?"

‘To marry Alicia.'



Matthew's breath caught in his throat. 'Did youeldvm?'
‘No.'
'No?' he repeated incredulously.

Jessica closed her eyes, taking a controlling brélatvas eighteen
when | married him, and | thought | loved him. ksvonly—Iater that
| realised | didn't.’

‘Later?' he prompted harshly.

‘There were other women, always other women. Liaa far from
being the first.'

'‘But he had decided to marry her?'

'Yes.'

'He'd already told you he wanted a divorce?'
She nodded. 'The night of the accident.’

'‘My God!" Matthew sank down into a chair. 'l thougbu loved him.
| thought he was the reason | couldn't get near wdy you would
never give yourself to me as you did last night.’

Jessica went down on her knees beside the chaathe. "You have
to know how it was between Andrew and me, Matth®w just parts
of it,' she held his hands in hers, her gaze ptepdn his pale face.

‘Then tell it to me,' he said dully.

It was hard to talk at first, to tell him thingseshad never told anyone
else, all the bad memories locked up inside herhbd held her a
prisoner for so long. She told him of the challespe had been to



Andrew, of their wedding night, of the nights afteat when he had
abused her, of his violent tempers, the temperdteHad that last
Christmas, his taunts when she had refused to simbed just after
Penny was born. Matthew listened incredulouslyirat,fand then
angrily, his face darkening with fury.

‘The bastard!" He stood forcefully to his feet, lamds clenching and
unclenching.

Jessica felt spent, her emotions raw, needingdngart more than
his anger, although she knew his anger wasn'ttdoleat her but at
Andrew. For now. But she still had more to tell him

'‘Why didn't you leave him?' he demanded to knowu"didn't love
him, so why didn't you divorce him?'

She licked suddenly dry lips. 'There was Penny--'

'‘Penny was frightened of him," he dismissed. "SHacome obvious
the three months we've been married.’

She knew he was right. She had thought Penny'smaghs were
caused because of Andrew's absence, now she lklevwas the
thought that he might suddenly return that worieshny the most.
She had had no idea that Penny was so affecteerlfgither's cruelty,
but Matthew's gentleness with her had proved that&s.

'l was his wife--'

'‘And you hated him." Matthew's eyes narrowed onbosved head.
"You hadn't slept with him for over five years. Gotind this so hard
to believe,' he shook his head. 'We all thought lpmed him—Peg,
Georgeme' He sighed. 'l thought that was the reason ydwpuwvith
his other women. Why did you put up with his bebavj Jessica?'



She turned away. 'We were married, and | didn& taly marriage
vows lightly." Now that it had come to the momerittth she

couldn't tell him, couldn't tell him that last finsecret that had kept
her Andrew's captive.

'‘Why the hell did you take them at all?' Matthewp=d. 'You were
never meant to be his wife, Jessica. The nighttlyoe, | looked up

and saw your reflection in the window, and | thauighas dreaming.
You were everything | ever wanted, all my fantasireene woman.

When | realised you were real | knew | couldn'tyeti escape, that
you were the woman who had been created for meaguswas the
man who had been created for you. To find thathemn't waited for

our meeting, as | had, that you already had a mesbeearly killed

me.'

She remembered his cryptic comment the first nigby had met
about how he had been patient and waited for hewkg he told

the truth about loving her even then, that evenghie had said and
done since then had been because he loved her.

'l was young, and suddenly alone. | needed somiologe me,' she
defended. 'l—I thought Andrew did. By the time &lieed he didn't it
was already too late.'

'‘But later—Ilater you could have divorced him.'
'‘No,' she choked.
'Why the hell not?'

She breathed hard, her eyes wild as she stooteipnal moment of
truth upon her. 'Because he would have taken Pé&ony me! He
would have taken the one thing | had to love,'fsfished brokenly,
her shoulders shaking as she cried.



'He couldn't have--'
‘Yes, he could,' she told him fiercely.

Matthew frowned, his gaze searching. 'What hawent told me,
Jessica?' He came forward to grasp her should&ftsat'are you
keeping from me?'

She couldn't look at his face, staring woodenlgrag of the buttons
on his shirt. 'l had a nervous breakdown,' shealeden a dull voice.
'‘Andrew was going to claim that | was mentally abé so that he
could have custody of Penny if | ever divorced hirvould have
taken any amount of his abuse to keep Penny. Vea effered to
resume sleeping with him to stop him leaving me.’

She felt Matthew flinch. 'Did he ever accept?'

'‘No,' she gave a bitter laugh. 'Didn't you heacidh—I'm a wash-out.
Or at least, | was,' she blushed.

'What does that mean?' he frowned.

‘Last night,' she wetted her lips nervously, 'wigen and I—When
we--'

His hands tightened, painfully on her arms. 'Youyaver known
physical pleasure before,’ he said in a stunnedevdls that it,
Jessica? He never gave you that pleasure?'

She leant weakly against him. ‘Never," she told huskily.

'‘God, | didn't realise--! | thought when you saaly wedding night
had been a failure that you'd worked things ow@trldtdidn't know . .
." Matthew shook his head dazedly.



‘Andrew said | was frigid, that | was no good irb%/hen I—when |
said that maybe it was partly his fault he said tltaother woman he

had slept with had the same trouble, that thereseasething wrong
with me.’

"And you believed him?' Matthew said angrily. ‘Gat)'d only

known!" he groaned. There's never been anythinggvieith you,

Jessica, except the inadequacies he forced orByaelling you you
were no good he brainwashed you into believingHg' gently
touched her cheek. 'When | made love to you andwere cold
towards me | thought it was because you were ie loith the way
he'd made love to you, that | was failing you. Aaldthe time he'd
convinced you that you couldn't feel physical pleas he ground
out. 'Love is all you need, my darling, love thantend to give you
the rest of our lives. Now tell me about the breatw,’ he probed
gently.

Jessica stiffened. 'Andrew said | was mentally aivist-'

‘Andrew didn't know what he was talking about,'demied harshly.
'If that were the case you would have collapsednwieedied and left
you all those debts. Instead you got your life tbge went out to
work, and paid up all the money he owed.'

‘Except to you.'

His expression softened. 'Consider it paid in fi8b why the
breakdown, Jessica?’

She bit her top lip, breathing heavily. 'l foundt-oAndrew wasn't
with me when Penny was born. | thought he was wgrkand being a
salesman it wasn't always easy to reach him. Idawt later that he
was with another woman.'

'How?'



'‘She came to see me two months after Penny was ®loer—she said
she was pregnant herself, but that Andrew refuseacknowledge
that the child was his. |—I just collapsed, wenpteces. They took
me into hospital for a while, and then sent me hdéug | never let
Andrew near me again. | couldn't—couldn't beaiian to touch me.
When | asked him later about the girl he said shattlan abortion.’
She shivered. 'After that, whenever | threateneehth the marriage
Andrew always said he would take Penny from me."'

Matthew shook his head. 'No court would have giviem custody of
Penny.’

‘But my breakdown--'
'‘Have you heard of post-natal depression?’

‘They mentioned it at the hospital, but | didn'tarstand what they
meant.’

‘Well, I don't know too much about it myself,' henatted ruefully. I
think it's something to do with the hormonal chagethe body after
giving birth. | think that's what you were suffegifrom. You couldn't
possibly be expected to cope with that, a baby, ted misery
Andrew put you through.'

Hope lightened her expression. 'Do you really thirt's true?'

'I'm sure that's what they were trying to tell yatuthe hospital,' he
nodded, his arms coming about her. 'Now supposgongstairs and
prove just how frigid yowaren't!

After the intensity of the last few minutes hissisg was welcome.
‘You still love me?'

‘More than ever,' he nodded. 'Did you think | watde



'l don't know,' she clung to him. 'l love you soahul couldn't bear to
lose you.'

'You're my other half, Jessica, to leave you nowlaide like ripping
my heart out. And I've never had masochistic teo@sii he added
lightly. 'l love you, darling,' he said seriouslfnd that means for a
lifetime.’

Jessica hummed happily to herself as she drove .Hontéarper had
given her some happy news, and she could hardly teatell
Matthew.

‘Darling--'

Thank God you're home!' He grabbed hold of her asrmoon as she
entered the house, dragging her towards the lounge.

'‘What is it?' she asked sharply. '‘Jeremy . ..?"

Matthew looked very harassed, not at all the coergdiusinessman
he was. 'He's upset, and | can't seem to calm biamdPenny tried
too, but he wants you.'

The lounge looked as if it had been hit by a whimbly toys
everywhere, her twelve-week-old son lying angelcat his cot,
gurgling happily as his indulgent older sister gldywith his rattle,
Penny totally enchanted with this new member offdimeily.

Jessica turned to look at a rather sheepish Matthemlove glowing
in her eyes. It was just over a year since thetngjte had told
Matthew everything about her past life, and it leén a year of
discovery, of being cossetted with so much love e often felt
like a contented cat. Three months ago she haad @gilathew a son,



had watched the pride and joy on his face as Jenm@iage his
entrance into the world.

Matthew often changed and played with their somhleu visit to the
doctor today had been the first time she had leitdolely in charge
of the baby. It obviously hadn't been a completesss.

'‘Well, hewasupset," Matthew mumbled ruefully.

'Of course he was, darling." She kissed him loyirgi the mouth
before going into the kitchen to unpack her shoppin

Matthew's eyes widened as he followed her intckiteden, looking
suspiciously at the food. 'Steak,' he said slowbtching as she took
out the peppers and mushrooms she was going tlouiee sauce,
‘Champagne?’ His suspicion grew as she put thde bioit the
refrigerator.

'What's the matter, darling?' She eyed him teaging|

‘The last time you gave me champagne you told me were
expecting Jeremy.’

'Well, it can't be that this time,' she smiled.

'‘No," he grimaced. 'What did Dr Harper have to sd? asked
hopefully.

Her eyes glowed with love as she moved into hissat8he says I'm
very healthy.'

'‘And?' he prompted.

Her mouth quirked. 'And that | can make love to nugband any
time | want to.'



Desire flared in the depths of his tawny eyes, drims tightened
convulsively about her. 'She did?' he groaned.

‘Yes,' Jessica gave a happy laugh.

'‘Now?' Matthew said urgently.

'‘Penny and Jeremy,' she reminded him with a cosdegiggle.

'‘God, yes,' he moaned. 'But I've been in agonykeks now, lying
beside you and unable to do more than hold youppsse | can wait
another few hours.'

‘It will be worth it, darling,’ she said huskily.

'‘With you it always is," and his mouth claimed h@gmising her a
passion that would last a lifetime.



