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MARRIAGE MAKE UP

Penny Jordan



Return of her husband...

Abbie Howard would do everything to make her daaghtwedding
special. Everything, except allow Cathy the onenghshe most
desired - to meet the father who'd walked away floasnmarriage
before his baby was even born.

But Sam Howard wasn't to be kept away. His attwacivas as
devastating as ever and Abbie was tempted to fergnd make up.

But could she ever forget that he'd accused heomdeiving another
man's child?



CHAPTER ONE
‘Mum..."

Abbie Howard frowned as her twenty-two-year-old glater's
slightly hesitant voice interrupted her concentraton the accounts
on which she was working. She had promised herumtaats she
would let them have them by the end of the weeksbumuch had
happened since her daughter and her boyfriend maouaced their
engagement the previous weekend that she was nber faehind.
Not that she minded Cathy interrupting her; the médhem had
always had a very close relationship and everyom@vknow much
her daughter meant to her—too much, some peoplee w
occasionally inclined to say.

‘You're not going to believe this,' Cathy inforntest, perching on the
edge of her mother's desk, swinging her long Ielgickvwas still
brown from her summer holidays.

People often remarked on how very dissimilar irkkbenother and

daughter were. Abbie was small, barely five feeb,tand very

fragile-looking, with delicate bones and an aivalerability about

her that drew men to her like bees to honey—oniytfem to be both

astonished and then huffily offended as she maglaiit that playing

the helpless little woman to their big strong mas\the last thing she
needed or wanted.

Her straight silky hair was naturally blonde, hge® a deep and
mesmerising blue-green, and at forty-three shedceasily, had she
wished to do so, have laid claim to being no oldem a mere
thirty-three and have been believed—not just byntlade sex but by
her own as well.



Not that she was likely to do any such thing. Aldime no inhibitions
about being open about her age, nor about thetliattshe had a
grown-up daughter.

Cathy, on the other hand, whilst she possessed niwher's
entrancing blue-green eyes, was tall, with longdsoand a mane of
wild, tumbling deep brunette curls. As a child $lagl been inclined
to be clumsy, and had even gone through a stagecoétly wishing
she were more like her mother, of almost hating dwven taller,
stronger body, until Abbie had guessed what wapé@ipg and very
quickly put a stop to it, making sure that her daag instead of
rejecting her body shape, came to appreciate it.

'‘But | look just like Dad...you said so yourselfevhyou showed me
his photograph.She hadsaid so, Abbie remembered, and she al
remembered how upset she had been when Cathy lohdetothat
she didn't think she had ever had a daddy becéweseasl never seen
a picture of him. Abbie had shown her then the fidwtographs she
had of Sam which she had not destroyed, hatingngata look at
them herself because of all the memories they Ilmologck, all the
pain.

Cathy had protested farther. 'And he was horribtkyaou hate him...'

'‘But you aren't horrible and | don't hate you,' &bbad comforted
her, hugging and kissing her. 'l love you, and e@ugh you have
inherited your father's bone structure and colauyiau're still your
own person, Cathy, and | promise you that whengrow up you're
going to- love being so tall and elegant.

'‘But at school they call me beanpole and beanatiyChad wept.

'‘When | was at school they called me tiny," Ablad kold her. 'But it
doesn't matter what other people say or think, rastiy. What



matters is what you think, and | promise you thhewyou grow up
you are going to be very glad that you woe...'

And her mother had been right. Cathy was now tist fierson to
acknowledge that. Just as she was always righil,. al@ost always.
There were some things...

Hastily Cathy dismissed the disloyal thought sh@la¢deel forming.

How was her mother going to take what she had yas&er? She
had been marvellous when she and Stuart had tolédlwt their

engagement, insisting only that she be alloweddalge herself as
befitted the prospective mother of the bride.

Stuart had been more than willing to agree. He éihtame from a
large family and was comfortable with the idea tdrge wedding.

And, despite the unhappiness and trauma of herroamiage, her
mother had never tried to put her off getting netrherself, Cathy
acknowledged. Not that it would have done much g&ite had
fallen in love with Stuart virtually the moment shad seen him, and
he with her, so he had told her later.

'‘What's wrong?' Abbie asked her daughter, pushivay der papers
and turning to look up at her.

'l know you're not going to believe this,' Cathgpended nervously.
‘But...I think...I think..." She looked down andursed fidgeting with
the laces on her boots. 'l think I...'

‘Yes, go on...you think what?' Abbie encouragedwrgty.
'l think | saw Dad today...'

As she finished speaking she looked up warily teter mother's
eyes.



The shock was rather like believing you were crugsi completely
empty road and then suddenly realising there wésndon truck
bearing down on you at high speed, Abbie recogniaed she felt
her body's adrenalin system surge to fight offliloev she had just
been dealt.

‘You're right,’ she agreed flatly, when she thowgftg had her voice
under control. 'l don't believe you. Cathy, It'spwssible for your
father to be here,' she added more gently, whesahéer daughter
turn her head away and bite her lip. "Your fatlseini Australia. He
emigrated there just after... just after you wesenband there's no
reason—' She stopped.

But Cathy picked up her unfinished sentence fordret supplied
harshly, 'There's no reason for what? No reasorhifor to come
back? No reason for him to want to see..to know me...?"

Abbie could feel the lump forming in her throat. hurt her
unbearably that she who had learned to be so tandlprotective of
her child, who had thought she had done so wathaking herself
independent, in supporting them both, in givingrexcious little girl
all the love and security she could, had still sSoove failed her.

She knew what it was, of course. Now that Cathy &hdart were

planning to get married, now that she had seemrsdtand how

Stuart's happily married parents related to on¢hempnow that she
was no doubt thinking of the future, and the cleifdshe would have
herself, her natural curiosity about her father haen to the surface
of her consciousness. It was making her more csrahout him,

making her want to know more about him and no doodting her

wish that he felt the same way about her.

When Cathy had still been a small baby, Abbie hadera vow that
she would always be honest with her about her fathat she would
never lie to her about him or what he had donetlnttat the same



time she would do her best to protect her fromhiin she was bound
to suffer once she was old enough to understantiutie

And she had stuck by that vow, even though at tittesd been very
hard, and of course the older Cathy had got, theeraware, the
harder it had been to protect her from what Abbievk her daughter's
own intelligence and emotions must tell her abautfather.

How couldshe...howcould anyoneprotect a child from the pain of
knowing that its father didn't want it? She hadelbar best to make it
up to Cathy, and she had been so proud when peopimented on

how well adjusted, how happy her daughter alwagsneel, but now

she was wondering if she had congratulated hexsKoon.

Because of that, because of her fear that she migthbave been
enough, that Cathy might still yearn for the fatblee had never had,
she was less understanding and gentle with her #h&might

otherwise have been, telling her almost harshiytg&ét about your

father, Cathy. He doesn't have any place in ydar He never has
had. | understand how you feel, but—'

'‘No, you don't. How can you?' Cathy interrupted passionately.
'How can you understand?' she repeated, teargyfiier eyes. 'Gran
and Gramps lovgou.Gramps never, ever turned round and told Grz
thatyouweren't his child, that he didn't waydu...You never went to
school and listened to all the other children tadlkabout their fathers.
You didn't have to walk down the aisle without—'tiabroke off
and whispered apologetically, 'I'm sorry, Mum.di¢in't mean... |
know it's not your fault...it's just...’

Abbie slid off her chair. With Cathy perched on hiesk and her
standing on her feet they were almost the saménhesipe wrapped
her arms around her daughter, holding her clogafabing her just
as she had done when she was a little girl, anavif@at felt like the



hundred-millionth time she silently cursed the nadro had brought
them so much unhappiness.

Sam come back...? He wouldn't dare... Not aftert\wkahad done.
She had made it more than plain to him the last shre'd seen him
that henceforward she wanted nothing more to db hiiin, that he

could keep his name, his money, his house and extbgr damn

thing he had ever given her...except for his childe child he had
refused to accept could be his, the child she \Waasimg for herself

and whom she would never, ever allow him to se@aga

He had accused her of having sex with someone @ls®nceiving
her child with another man; had even had the galblame poor
Lloyd. Lloyd, who would never...

He had started to say something else to her buhabe't let him
finish, pushing past him and preparing to walk oluthe house she
had shared with him for such a brief period of time

That had been just after she had learnt she wagpang and she
hadn't seen him since.

Abbie gave a pleased smile as she totted up tta dolumn of
figures some time later and closed the account jg@aking it on top
of the pile of other papers she had prepared foabeountants.

She knew how dubious several of her friends had b#¢hose years
ago—ten years ago—when she had announced thatashgomg to
set up her own employment agency, but after fiftgears of
experience of working in the hotel and cateringddradoing
everything from waitressing and chambermaiding triginough to
being asked to take responsibility for organisingoaference, she
had learned enough to take such a big step ana, importantly, in
her mind at least, she had the contacts on bo#is sifithe business to
succeed.



And she had been proved right; some of the staff add been with
her at the very start were still on her books. t@utation had been
passed by word of mouth to others. Along with hemdsty and her
loyalty to her staff, she was known never to sugpdyf to anyone she
felt would abuse their position of authority ovieem in any way.

Her rates of pay were good and she explained fitmlgnyone who
quibbled about the amount she charged that shdisdppe best and
paid them accordingly. Abbie could supply catestaff right across
the range, from a butler to legdavitasto a formal private affair to a
French chef to step in at the last minute and peai buffet for five
hundred people at an important convention, and yéveag in
between.

Cathy, just as soon as she herself had been oldghndad been
encouraged to earn her own extra pocket money Ityngyat tables
and serving behind a bar, just as her mother had dane. It didn't
matter that once her daughter was at universityidlgbuld quite
easily have afforded to supplement her grant venegously indeed;
she'd wanted Cathy to have the independence aaé gfiknowing
she could earn something for herself—just so londpex part-time
work didn't detract from her studies, of course.

Abbie's own parents had offered to help her whemteriage had
fallen apart, and had even begged her to move lhacle with them,
but she had stubbornly insisted on supporting ffeasel now she
was glad that she had done so, that she had maddependent life
for herself here in this middle-sized, middle Emglaown, where
Sam had brought her as a new bride. Then they dédptanned to
make their future here—Sam as a university leciweh plans to
become a writer one day, and Abbie also workintgeauniversity, in
the archive department.

She glanced at her watch. Abbie had promised adrigho had
become an aficionado of car-boot sales that shédvgmithrough her



attic and see if she could find anything she wataetispose of. She
had just enough time, if she was quick, to do dorkeher evening
appointment with the manager of the new luxurioosference

centre which had recently been opened as an eatews$ia local

hotel.

Abbie herself had actually been approached to fssleei would be
interested in taking up the appointment as manaigire centre, but
she had declined. She preferred being her own bessy in charge
of her own life. It might sometimes be loneliertthnaay, but it was
also much safer—and safety when it came to hetioakhips, be
they professional or personal, was something thed wery, very
important to her.

Not even her closest women-friends were allowegktiaoo close to
her, just in case they might hurt her in some vaag as for men...

It wasn't that she was a man-hater, she denidicamnade her way up
the narrow flight of steps that gave her accedbdaattic space, no
matter what some men might think. It was just tiating been hurt
very badly once, having..been called a liar andseposhe was not
about to give any man the opportunity to do socase time. Why

should she? She would be a fool if she did. Thabh'timean there
hadn't been times...men who had tempted her, buhdmory of the
pain Sam had caused her had always held her badkadHtold her he
loved her, that he would always love her, that loeild never hurt

her, but he had lied to her and she had believad How could she
allow herself to trust another man after that? Aatjust for her own

sake, for her own protection, but for Cathy's a$i. \wetting herself

be hurt was one thing—she was an adult capablea&ing her own

choices and of paying the price for them—but Cathg more at risk.
Cathy needed love and security.



Abbie pushed open the loft door, wrinkling her nagainst the smell
of stale air and dust. She hadn't been up here gust after Cathy
had left home for university.

That was where Cathy had met Stuart, who had bakingt a
postgraduate course, and for a while, during tmky sgages of their
relationship, Abbie had been worried that histoaswoing to repeat
itself.

It had been Fran, one of her oldest friends, witbvarned her that
she was in danger of alienating Cathy and damabgigrelationship
by becoming almost fixated on the belief that Stuweuld hurt Cathy
as Sam had hurt her.

'Stuart isn't the same," Fran had told her, igmpAbbie's refusal to
discuss the subject with her. 'And even if he wsis¢ had added
hardly, 'it's Cathy's right to make her own mistalend her own
choices. Sometimes the hardest thing about bepayent is letting
go,' she had added wisely. 'l understand how yeleteout Cathy, we
all do, but she's an adult now, Abbie, and shdsve—'

‘Shethinksshe's in love,' Abbie had interrupted angrily.€'Stonly
known him a matter of months, and already shelantalabout
moving in with him and—"'

'‘Give her a chance,' Fran had counselled her. Bama chance.'

'It's all right for you," Abbie had grumbled. '"Yotwo are still only
teenagers...'

‘And you think that makes things easier?' Fran riadldd her eyes
theatrically.

'Lloyd and Susie haven't been speaking all weekyd caught her in
a passionate embrace on the front doorstep the aighkt, and,
predictably, he's suddenly turned into a protectougraged father.



And, of course, Susie's just at that age wheretlsinés she's old
enough to make her own decisions—even though she-and then
she had to go and make matters worse by tellingd_tbatshewas

the one who snogged Luke, and not the other wayd:bu

'Hmm..." Momentarily Abbie had been diverted frorar hown
problems.

Susie, Lloyd and Fran's elder daughter, was hechglodand back
then had been a formidably feisty four- teen-yddr-o

Along with Michelle, Fran and Lloyd's younger dategh she had
inherited her father's striking red hair and thees certainly no way
that there was any remote resemblance between 'Elotdo
daughters and her own, Cathy; if Sam had stayaddrimng enough
he would very quickly have been forced to withditaig accusation
that Lloyd was Cathy's father.

Poor Lloyd. He hadn't met Fran when she and Sansplgdip, and
he had been wonderfully supportive in the early themvhen she had
first been on her own, even hesitantly suggestiag perhaps they
should marry, “he had refused him, of course. Sklekhown that she
didn't love him, nor he her, even if everyone élaé considered them
to be a pair before Sam had appeared in her life.

Gingerly kneeling down in the only space she cduld in the piles
of stuff heaped all over the loft floor, Abbie & moving things out
of the way so that she could get to the boxes tsfdnd pieces she
knew were stored up there, and which she intenoléarnd on to her
friend for her car-booting sorties.

As she did so she knocked over a pile of childrieotks. She paused
to straighten them up, her eyes misting unexpecteih tears as she
recognised Cathy's first proper reading books.



How well she remembered the thrill of wonder anditexnent she
had felt when Cathy read her first proper word,fhist full sentence.
How proud she had been, how sure that her daugtdsr the
cleverest, prettiest little girl there ever waswhbumbled by the
knowledge that she had given birth to this speciagical little
person—the same special, magical, perfect child dwrefused to
eat her supper and later thrown a tantrum in thgersoarket of
blush-making proportions!

Abbie's smile faded as she also remembered haaditdit to have no
one to share the special moments with, to haveatbumatil she could
telephone her parents to tell them of Cathy's waunslachievement.

Firmly she resisted the temptation to indulge istalgia. She was a
busy career woman with a full diary and very littime; the day

dreamer who went soft-eyed and emotional over esall incident

in her life had been firmly suppressed and cordtblAnother Abbie

had had to develop and take shape. An Abbie whamplpeespected
and sometimes even found slightly formidable, amidbvho had

learned to deal with life and all its small and m@d problems by

and for herself... An Abbie who could and wouldpdcessary, fight
like a tigress to protect her child, an Abbie whadmo need of
sentiment or regrets about the past, and who héaig no need for

a man in her life to mistrust her and hurt her.

She crawled across the floor to where she thoughtobxes were
stored, cursing as the dust made her cough andtheimg again and
trying to ignore the ominous pattering and scudflsounds she could
hear in the rafters above her. Birds, that was albthing to worry

about.

She reached the-boxes and pulled the first onereathing for the
one behind it. Only it wouldn't move; it appearedlte wedged
against something. Gritting her teeth, Abbie fahind it and then
froze as her fingers curled round a piece of natida



She knew immediately what it was, but, even thoealtion warned
her to leave well alone and ignore it, for somesosashe didn't.

Instead... Instead, her fingers trembled as shgetlidparder on the
fabric, clenching her teeth as she heard it rightly and the
balled-up grey-white bundle of fabric finally carfree of the small
space she had jammed it into.

Once it had been pristine white, the tiny crysts¢svn onto it
glittering just as much as the diamonds in her gagent ring as
she'd pirouetted around the fitting room, turnihgs tway and that,
her face flushed a delicate, happy pink as sheed/&or her mother to
admire it.

She had been a fairy-tale bride, or so the repdtte local paper had
said, her wedding dress every little girl's dreamd enost big girls' as
well—at least in those days. She had felt like ahgass—a
gueen—as she'd walked proudly down the aisle oridtleer's arm.
And when Sam had finally raised her veil afterviear had married
them, and she had seen the look in his eyes, ghdeliaas if...as
though... She had felt immortal, she rememberedoréd
cherished...loved... And it had never even occutoeder that there
might come a day when she would feel any differariten Sam
wouldn't continue to look at her with that mixtuwweadoration and
desire.

How naive she had been... How...how stupid.

Her mother, her parents, had tried to warn her ghatwas rushing
into marriage, that she and Sam barely knew onéhanobut she
wouldn't listen to them. They were old; they hadyfdten what it was
like to be in love, how it felt to be wanted, torw#o be with that one
special person so much that you actually hurt wtney weren't
there.



She and Sam had met by accident...literally...I#lgebeen riding her
bicycle illegally through a part of the universdgmpus which was
prohibited to students, taking a short cut to &ulec

At first when she had cannoned into Sam, almostingnhim down,

she had assumed he was a fellow student—althoughhabn't

recognised him from her own political history cassalbeit rather
older than her. And, whilst she had laughed andntid as she'd
apologised, her embarrassment had been caused tio¢ bact that

she had nearly run him down, and certainly noth®yfact that she
was doing something prohibited, but by the way d@ imade her feel,
by the way her body and her emotions were alreadgting to him,

by the sudden rush of sensation flooding her mnaiteer body.

She had later admitted to him that if he had tdl@mnthere and then,
in the middle of the quadrangle on the short, s\ests, she doubted
that she would have made any move to stop him. Whaathe kind of
effect he had had on her, even though at the tiradhad still been a
virgin and her experience of the opposite sex heehdimited to
Lloyd's chastely explorative kisses and attempts dtit of mild
petting.

When she had discovered that Sam was not, as shassamed, a
fellow student, but a newly appointed junior classiecturer, who
had just completed his doctorate at Harvard, sdékan completely
mortified and shocked.

He had read her a mild lecture about riding heydde through a
prohibited area and then sent her on her way, &edhad not
expected to see him again.

Only two days later he had turned up at her lodgingrrying a book
which had fallen out of the basket of her bike. 8beld remember
how embarrassed she had been about the fact tia@dh@iscovered
her almost in tears over a newspaper story shééaal reading.



The article had been accompanied by heart-and motgsrending
photographs of grave-eyed starving children in Timerd World,
which had made Abbie exclaim passionately to Samsede had
discovered the reason for her tears, that she cmwdr bring a child
into a world where so many, many children were sspdrately in
need.

'l expect you think I'm being over-emotional, doydu?' she had
asked him self-consciously when she had hersekK bader control,
but he had shaken his head.

'‘No, | don't,' he'd told her sombrely. 'As a matiefact...'

He had never finished what he had been about tbeeguse one of
Abbie's fellow lodgers had returned, bounding ih&r room to
request Abbie's assistance in the search for awed book she had
misplaced.

Sam had refused her offer of a cup of coffee, tiodd been close to
the beginning of the summer recess at the time, tnder
astonishment, two weeks later, when she was Iyirthe garden of
her parents' home sunbathing, he had turned umaiteld her out.

He had explained later that he hadn't felt he wass position to ask
her out before, bearing in mind the fact that she astudent and he ¢
lecturer. When he had explained that he'd felt oriodable about
being thought of as the kind of lecturer who toadkantage of his
position to coerce young female students into deselationships
with him, she had fallen even more deeply in lové\wim. He was
so straightforward, so honest, so moral... Too mooa
occasions...like the time he had refused to takd&ek to his rooms
with him and make love to her.

You don't want me,' she'd accused him tearfully.



In reply he had taken hold of her hand and plated his body. The
strength and size of his erection beneath her haddooth shocked
and excited her, and when he had seen the wayyberflushed and
she couldn't quite meet his eyes he had laughedtrenrd sighed,
gently lifting her hand away as he'd told her goftfou see, it's too
soon and you're—'

'‘Don't you dare tell me I'm too young," she hackrinipted him
passionately. 'I'm twenty...almost..."

'‘And I'm twenty-six...almost,"' he had told her.
‘That's only a difference of six years,' she hadgsted.

‘You're a virgin still, and I'm not," he had toldrhmplacably. 'You're
still playing in the shallows, whereas |I—'

'l can learn. You can teach me..."' she had toldft@roely. 'You...'
He had closed his eyes then and taken her in ims.ar

'‘Oh, God, don't tempt me like that,' he had whisge¢o her, and his
voice had been shaking—not with laughter, as sheé st
suspected, but with a mixture of emotions so patytawesome
and mind-blowing that she had trembled with excaatrmerely to
think about them.

She had trembled as well when he had kissed heegyothe first
time, and for many, many times after, that.

But it hadn't just been sex...desire between them..
Abbie closed her eyes as the still painful memaoemegulfed her.

The first time Sam had kissed her properly had lmeetheir second
date. She had happened to mention that she wantgal dnd se@&



Midsummer Night's Dreamwhich was being performed traditionally
at Stratford, not intending to hint and certainbt Bxpecting him to
offer to take her there. The play had simply berineenely well
reviewed and she had semi-hoped that her paregts wifer to take
her as a special treat.

When Sam had rung and said that he had got twetsicknd asked if
she would like to go with him, she had been tocathiess with

excitement at the thought of seeing him again tarclnate her

thoughts and ask any kind of logical or practiaasfions. So when
he had arrived to collect her, fortunately a ligkrly, dressed in all
the formal elegance of a dinner suit, her mouth readed in a soft
‘oh' of surprised shock whilst her eyes had reggdtber shy but very
whole-hearted and feminine approval of his sengumadlle elegance.

'l thought we could go somewhere and have someesuwgdffer the
play,’ he had suggested, as much to her paremtshes, Abbie had
recognised, watching as her mother beamed her \egpamd her
father coughed and muttered something about beirg Ise could
trust Sam to get her home at a decent time.

Fortunately, long, floaty cotton dresses had begrihat year, and
worn for everything from casual pub drinks to fapren formal
affairs. Hers had been new, the soft mixture oégsesetting off her
fair skin and blonde hair and matching her eyetegpectacularly—
or so the sales girl in the shop had told heratd had a little high
round neck, with cut-away sleeves and a keyhol®guat the back,
the soft cotton falling into a floaty A-line skirt.

The pretty white silk wrap her mother had rushestaips to lend her
had given the dress a more formal and elegantaaid, Abbie
remembered how she had blushed to the tips ofdrsrand curled
her toes in her shoes as she'd felt her body'sedangj reaction to the
way Sam had glanced oh, so briefly at her bodgunh a way that it
made her feel sure that he knew just how, benéatithin cotton of



her dress, her breasts were bare, her nipple®tigig and pushing
wantonly against the fine fabric...

It was over an hour's drive to Stratford, and fo first half of the
journey Abbie had sat in blissful silence, too &di and
overwhelmed by Sam's presence to make any attempt
conversation.

Later, she had managed to relax enough to cominatit had been a
lovely day, and Sam had replied, equally gravéigt,tyes, it had and
that the rest of the week promised to be equatlg.fHad she been
sunbathing? he had asked her casually.

'Yes,' she had agreed, adding that she had tother reareful about
going out in the sun because her skin was venafairsensitive. She
would never, she had admitted ruefully, have thadeoful golden

tan that other girls seemed to get so easily antthwivas so

fashionable.

They had been on a quiet stretch of road at the,tand Sam had
turned his head and looked gravely at her befalaaiag the car's
speed and reaching out to gently run his fingettyasfull length of
her bare arm. It was a gesture that had had herblrey with
pleasure even before he had encircled her wristified it to his lips
to caress the sensitive area where her pulse thudidély just
beneath the surface.

Your skin, like you, is perfect as it is," he Hattl her huskily, and as
his gaze had once again moved briefly to her Isestet had had a
shockingly vivid mental image of his dark head bemer their
nakedness whilst his mouth suckled first one seedip and then the
other.

Hurriedly she had looked away from him, half afrdadt if he looked
into her eyes he might actually read her thoughts.



The intensity of her own desire for him was stilhgething she had
not wholly come to terms with. By mutual conserg¢ ahd Lloyd had
agreed that, whilst they wanted to remain friefidksnds was all they
wanted to be; they still went out together occaalignand they still
enjoyed one another's company, but she had needaaaof that she
had made the right decision in admitting to herdef, much as she
liked Lloyd as a person, for them to have becomer®would have
trapped them both in a relationship which couldaneyo anywhere.
She had found that out in the way she felt abouat. ¢othing had
prepared her for physically reacting so intenselg tnan, or her own
growing emotional dependence on him.

She was already half afraid that she was in daofy&iling in love
with him. What else could explain her immediate aadrwhelming
attraction to him?

It had been a perfect summer's evening, the aietsared balmy, the
feel of Sam's dinner-suited arm against her bareaskhe helped her
with her wrap and they walked away from the caras the theatre
deliriously exciting and sensual.

Very much aware of the interested and apprecidtigks Sam was
attracting from the female halves of other cougieading in the
direction of the theatre, Abbie had felt proud atated that he had
chosen her as his date, as well as just a littlesdty that some other
woman might try to take him away from her. He vadter all, a very
compellingly attractive and male man: tall, brohdwddered, with
just a hint of muscle beneath his well-tailored,qus dark hair thick
and shiny, his eyes a bright, laughing blue anctalut at all, but rich
and warm and full of silent messages she was haltiao interpret.

The discovery that he had booked a private boxttfem had made
Abbie stare at him in stunned delight. | 'I've oedeus some
champagne,' Sam whispered to her as they were siootair seats.
'l hope you like it...'



'l love it," Abbie fibbed, not wanting to admit ththe only time she
had really tasted it was at weddings, and then th@ydd half-glass.

Her parents had been rather uneasy at first whentlg after her
eighteenth birthday, she had got herself a job imgrkn a local hotel
serving at the tables in the restaurant, but Abbgtinsisted that she
wanted the independence of feeling she was cotitidptowards her
own upkeep, even though she knew they were morewiiang, as
well as able, to support her through university.

Once she had left home for university she had eldtthem at first
that she had got herself a part-time job working small local pub,
sensing that they would be concerned.

They knew now, though, but knew also that Abbid stvoided

drinking alcohol herself. It was too expensive doe thing, and for
another she didn't seem to have much of a heat #ut she would
rather have died than confess to Sam that the chgmepwith which
he had filled her glass just before the curtaintwgntasted far too
dry to her uneducated palate, and was already mdlanhead swim
slightly.

During the interval he took hold of her hand ankkdsher if she was
enjoying herself and then added semi- harshijndukin't be doing
this. You do realise that, don't you?'

She wasn't really sure what he meant until he exgia

'You weren't meant to arrive in my life like thisgt now... It's too
soon and I'm not prepared, although how the hellargyone ever be
prepared for...? You're such a baby still,' he gedaas he removed
the champagne glass from her trembling hand ankl heo in his
arms. 'And the last thing | need is the kind ofdwthat falling in love
with you is going to cause in my life.



'l had everything so carefully planned,' he whispesigainst her lips
as he caressed them gently with his own mouthingdeem with
light, delicate butterfly kisses which for somesea caused a dark
flush to run up under his own skin, and his griphan wrists as he
held her away from his body tightened so muchitratnost hurt.

'I'm sorry. I'm sorry,' he whispered remorsefutlynter as he raised
each wrist to his mouth in turn and kissed it geniii's all your fault

that I'm feeling like this...behaving like thisg Iold her rawly. 'l've

always thought of myself as sensible and level-edatbo cautious
and logical to get involved in... You've made malise that | hardly
knew myself at all.’

‘You can't be in love with me,' she had proteskakidy, but her eyes
had given away her real feelings and she had $meway his own
reflected that knowledge.

'‘No, | can't, can I...?" he drawled self-derog&tori

‘After all, | hardly know you... you hardly know ma&nd we haven't
even been to bed together yet... How can | posbibly love...?'

As she looked at him, her inhibitions relaxed by tocktail of the
champagne she had drunk and her own emotions, attiehitm
bravely, 'l...I haven't been to bed with anyonet. Baut | know | want
to go to bed with you, Sam... | want it to be yduow. | want it to be
you,' she had finished in a soft, quavery littlecep and that was
when he had kissed her properly for the first time¢he darkened
shadows of their box. Kissed her with his arms \weap tightly
around her, his body pressed against hers as hdsl@aressed her,
his mouth hard and hot on hers, his tongue strokerdips, coaxing
them apart whilst she shivered with emotion andisa willing to
give him anything, everything, if only he neverkdads mouth away
from hers again.



She couldn't remember sitting through the restefglay, but they
must have done, and she couldn't remember mucht db®uneal

they'd had afterwards either. All she could rememzes how much
she had wanted to be alone with Sam, how much ati@thed and
yearned for him; how she had felt as he'd genthxed her to eat
some of the dessert she had ordered and theméditeuto eat, lifting

the spoon to her mouth, watching her whilst hes fpjarted and her
face flooded with colour as her body and her sersgssgnised the
sensuality, the sexuality of what he was doingnewhilst mentally

she was still a stranger to such intense intimacy.

He had taken her straight home that evening, arideavenings that
had followed, but then, one Thursday, he had akkedhow she and
her parents would feel if he asked her to go awdl Wm for a
weekend...

'‘When?' had been her single, breathless respadttispick you up
tomorrow morning,"' he had told her.

Downstairs the telephone rang, but although shedheshe was still

lost in the past. Abbie made no attempt to go arsavar it. She didn't
want to remember all this, she told herself fraadlyjc She didn't want
to relive it all again...to experience the paintaill again. Not even

from the safe distance of the years and the knayeléldat separated
her from it. But it was too late to hold back themories, too late to
stem the rushing tide sweeping down over her.

Please, no, she protested silently, but she knexstno use. She had
already allowed herself to remember too much, dedveould now
have to endure what she herself had set in mottter. body
trembling, she closed her eyes and gave in.



CHAPTER TWO

'l JusTcan't believe this wonderful weather that we'nérg and the
forecasters are predicting that the heatwave isggto last at least
another week..."

As Sam turned his head to look at her Abbie redlissith

indignation, that he was laughing at her. He hattgd her up from
her parents' house half an hour ago, as arrangady fefusing to tell
her where they were going as he placed her cdbke oot of his car.

It had given her a funny little feeling inside teesher case nestling
next to his, her heart giving a fierce, excitegski

'‘What are you so nervous about?' Sam was askingover
'I'm not nervous,' Abbie denied untruthfully.

'Oh, yes, you are,' he told her softly. 'You alwasghk about the
weather when you're nervous...'

'‘No, | do not," Abbie protested, and then she Idokehim and her
heart melted, along with her nerves and her laatiteidoubts about
what she was doing.

'Don't be frightened," Sam told her gently, thegtaer disappearing
from his eyes to be replaced by an emotion thatenhad head pound
dizzily. 'No one's going to make you do anythingi yfon't want to
do...'

'‘But | do want to," Abbie told him, and then bludhetly and tried
valiantly to hold his eyes as he looked straigtd lmers, praying that
he wouldn't further tease her by demanding, Youtwanvhat? He
didn't, but the look he was giving her was far mtwe-curlingly

explicit than any words could ever have been.



She still couldn't quite believe that he wanteddwey much.. .that he
was, as he'd told her himself, falling dangeroasig completely in
love with her.

Once during the journey, when she turned to lookiat her eyes
widening as she saw the way his hands tightenghtislion the
steering wheel, he told her huskily, begged, 'Rledmn't keep on
looking at me like that. If you do I'm going to lesto stop the car and
take you in my arms and kiss the hell out of yag ance | start to do
that...'

Abbie could feel her whole body, her face, startmdpurn with the
heat of what she was feeling. She could sensd)y@galangerously
close to losing control he was, and along withihstinctive sense of
awe and virginal fear she also experienced a ghaitpof feminine
power and pleasure in the knowledge that she coale@ such an
effect on him.

‘The first time we make love | want it to be petfer you, on a bed
heaped high with the softest down and featheryd|an a room that
smells of roses and summer. | want to watch thdéightron your
body, high up in a turret, somewhere where we @cdmpletely
alone, just us and the sounds of nature and tleglisoreathing
universe around us reaching us through nar- roticéat paned
windows.

'‘Way, way below us there'll be a river, wide anohwsmoving, the
water soft and clear, and in the pool that it- feme'll swim together
under a moonlit sky, and then we'll make love agmirthe grassy
bank, still warm from the day's sunshine.

‘The moonlight will turn your body to lissom silvétl follow its path
with my hands and my lips. Your body will welcomenm with a
sweet mixture of semi- pagan innocence and knowhag is in all
women, a gift, but most especially in yours. Yokinswill feel as



cool as silk and only the hunting owl and the nigky will hear us
when we cry out the unbearable ecstasy of our rhote.'

'Stop it...stop it..." Abbie whispered shakily. Hénole body was on
fire with arousal and desire for him, and she hamhad urgent
impulse to beg him to stop the car and make lovieetothere and
then.

There was a tight, aching need deep within her padyulsing that
brought a hot flush of colour to her skin. How mughther was the
hotel he was taking her to? How much longer befére.

‘Are you hungry? Would you like to stop somewhened drink and
something to eat?' Sam asked her ten minutes later.

The prosaic question after the sensual seductidmsaofarlier words
caught Abbie off guard. She shook her head, natitrg herself to
speak. Surely he knew, must know, that the onlyesiasice she
needed was him; the only appetite she had wasrfor h

Such wild and wanton thoughts were still unfamigéaough to her to
make her catch her breath and shyly avoid lookirertly at him.

The road they were on had started to climb now;dbentryside
around them was changing. They were, Abbie recednidriving
through the Welsh borders, a wild, almost pagarnt jérthe
countryside she had secretly always thought inbhlgdomantic.

Here in this land once called the Welsh Marcheschvktill bore the
visible scars of its medieval history in its antieastles, it wasn't
hard to mentally picture the armoured knights waad dnce patrolled
these borders, to imagine one could still hearfdire clash of steel
upon steel, the mingled cries of the injured argl \tfctorious, to
imagine as one drove past the derelict and sigh#asw slits of the
castles that one had almost caught a glimpse dle feminine
wimpoled face watching anxiously from above.



‘This is one of those places where the past feslg very close, isn't
it?' Sam's quiet comment, so closely echoing hertimughts, made
her shiveringly aware of how easily he could atthimeself to her, of
how much they seemed to share above and beyonargkacy of

their sexual desire for one another.

She was still too young to fall in love helplessiyd for ever, to
commit herself to one man, one relationship fa &hd beyond, but
she suspected that that was exactly what was goihgppen to her.

It was not too late for her to change her mindgdb a halt to what
was happening, she comforted herself; there wihéiske.

'Almost there now,' Sam told her.

The hotel was a fairy tale thing set in an almoagically perfect

wooded valley, a cream stone, early Edwardian faeilgnsion

designed as perfectly and as irresistibly as a \Wahey castle
straight out ofSleeping BeautyA breathtaking jewel of a building,
with its pale cream turrets and lichen-green tdad scalloped roofs,
set against a stunning backdrop of gently slopnugegtive hillsides

clothed in softer green trees, surrounded by imfadely cared for

lawns and flowerbeds dropping away to the riverchirian through
the bottom, of the valley.

They had had to drive across a bridge over it tagée main gates
of the hotel and then up a sweeping cream stome.drhe hotel itself
was hidden from view until the very last minute, bidds only
sightings of it the tantalising glimpses she haaytd of it as the road
into the valley had spiralled down from the surrdiag hills.

It... It's..." She looked at Sam as he broughtctireto a halt in the
discreetly concealed car park to the rear of thelhevhich had
obviously at some stage been a private home.



As she glanced towards the delicate turrets Abdmeembered how
he had described making love to her. Then she l@ayht he was
simply using his imagination. Now...

'l heard about it from one of the senior lectuteshe heard him
telling her quietly, answering her still unspokerestion. '‘He brought
his wife here to celebrate their silver weddingiaarsary.

'It was originally built by a very wealthy heiress a secret hideaway
where she could meet her lover. She came fromled tiamily
connected to royalty and was destined for an ae@mgarriage. Her
lover came from a different social circle. They Wwbwmever have
been allowed to marry, but every summer, from tarwhe married
to the year he died, she came here to spend tithehm.

'When he died she shut the house up, unable ta@rduthout him;
she left it as a gift to his family.’

'‘How awful," Abbie protested. 'To love someone likat all of your
life and yet never be able to be truly togethesghare. But always to
have to keep your love a secret...' She shiverédesly.

'‘What is it? What's wrong?' Sam asked her in concer

‘Nothing,' she fibbed. How could she tell him tkiz¢ story he had
told her had cast a cold little shadow over her bappiness, that she
felt that somehow the place, beautiful though isyweas haunted by
the unhappiness of a woman forced to hide herdogdepublicly deny
it? It was as though somehow her unhappiness thredtto taint
Abbie's own joy...as though her blossoming love idne spoilt and
endangered.

Her thoughts were ridiculous, she told herselfcidy, especially
when Sam had gone to so much trouble to makettas, first time
together, as special and memorable as possible.



'‘Would | be correct in guessing that you've booked tower room?'
she quizzed him, striving to throw off her senssaifness and uneast
by smiling brightly at him.

‘Now, why, | wonder, should you think that?' hesehher back as he
removed their luggage from the boot of the cartaed locked it.

It wasn't just a room he had booked for them, Aldliseovered ten
minutes later, it was an entire suite with, sheceol, wide-eyed, not
one but two bedrooms.

When she looked questioningly at him after thegrydmad left them,
he explained quietly, 'l didn't want you to fee¢gsured in any way.'

'l don't," Abbie told him equally gravely, her earlmood forgotten
now as her excitement at being with him filled laed her body
started to react familiarly to his proximity to her

'l wantus to be lovers, Sam,' she told him shakily. 'hivé more
than...| wantyoumore than | ever imagined | could want any man.
want you so much that it hurts.. .here,’ she toid breathlessly,
hesitantly touching her body just above the smaélisof her pubic
bone. 'Here, where—'

She gave a small, half-protesting gasp as thefegtat she had been
about to say was smothered by the fierce-presgiBam'’s kiss.

Abbie felt herself start to tremble and then shudlishocked delight
as her body responded to his passion. She cluhig shoulders, her
eyes glazed and her face flushed with the inten$ityer own equally
strong desire.

Sam lifted his mouth from hers to look down inte bges, his hand
cupping her face, his touch blissfully cool agaimst hot skin. Her
senses were preternaturally attuned to him, and@hld almost hear
the rapid thud of his heart as well as see thet sisd and fall of his



chest. She could feel the heat coming off his battiough, unlike
hers, it was not so obviously nor hectically flushpist a tell-tale
burn of colour along his cheekbones coupled withwarm, musky
smell of his arousal.

Did her own skin, her own body, smell equally sdiyustimulating
to him? she wondered dizzily. Did he breathe indbent her desire
had created and ache to press his lips, his opethiim her throat,
her breast, her belly...her thighs?

A small sound, half protest, half ecstasy, cauglhter throat, causing
Sam to stroke her face tenderly and shush hemgagftly, 'It's all

right. It's all right. | promise there's nothing feu to fear. I'll try not

to go too fast... too—'

'I'm not afraid," Abbie interrupted him, her bodyaking as much as
her voice. 'At least not of you..." Her eyes daddenher mouth
trembling slightly as she went on huskily, 'I'maadr of what | feel,

Sam, of how | feel. How much...how intensely. I'maal of being out

of my own control and losing myself in what | fe@f wanting you

so much...'

'l know, | know," Sam groaned, wrapping her in &ims, her head

against his chest as he rocked her gently. 'l treelsame way, and
more. I'm afraid of not being able to give you gheasure | want to

give you, of not being able to hold back, of beaugrso aroused that
| can'thold back...'

‘Do you wish that | wasn't a virgin?' Abbie askkom shakily. She
felt him move as he cupped her face again and tbdkevn at her.

'‘What on earth makes you think that?' he demandskilly. 'Do you
know how much lovethe fact that you've chosen me to be your fir
lover? Even though I'm half terrified of disappamgtyou. Selfishly,



| like knowing that you're not comparing me to someons @lishing
perhaps that | was someone else.’

He checked the protest she was about to make kEhldgowarningly,
'I'm a man, Abbie, with all that that implies—possige, even jealous
sometimes, wantingny woman to be mine exclusively. | know—I
knowthat once yowre mine | will never,everwant another man to
touch you...love you. Once you are mine...

'I'm twenty-six years old, and not inexperiencexusdly, but when it
comes to love...when it comes to love I'm as vagias you, my
sweet. Does that pybuoff me?'

Abbie's shining eyes gave him his answer.

'‘God, don't look at me like that,' he groaned. 'Notv. Not yet... I'd
planned a walk through the gardens—the hotel isotemfor
them—afternoon tea on the lawn, a lazy, relaxingnéw together,
dinner with champagne, and—'

Abbie tugged impatiently on his sleeve and lifted mouth to his.

'Kiss me, Sam," she begged him huskily. 'Pleasaspl please kiss
me.'

Ten minutes later, lying on the bed, her clotheseith
clothes—strewn haphazardly all around them, Abbiatched

anxiously as Sam studied her naked body. This hadirst time he

had seen her without all her clothes, and shedgltt an instinctive
urge to wrap her arms around her breasts and velt onto her
stomach.

He was naked too, even if he had had to abandonviispered
instructions to her to remove his clothes and firtie task himself.



His body thrilled and excited her, and awed heghsly as well,
reminding her that at twenty-six Sam wasn't a batysoman.

She had seen Lloyd in his swimming trunks on cassthumbers of
occasions over the years, had seen his body defrelopthat of a
gangling boy into that of a well-muscled ninete@aiyold, but he
didn't look like Sam. No way did he look like Samnhose shoulders
were broad and whose stomach was flatter, whosg loaid was...

Abbie could feel the heat rising through her body she
acknowledged what that soft covering of dark haswloing to her
insides. She wanted to reach out and touch it athfingertips, to
stroke it, to bury her face in it and breathe srsitent, to lick and kiss
the skin it covered and, if she could actually bardy enough, to let
her hand and her lips wander down along that $traigrk path to its
final destination. She wondered if Sam would begéel or shocked
by her wantonness, her desire to touch and tastauile male essence
of him.

But right now it was Sam who was looking at heuydgtng her,
touching her, she realised, and a pulse jumpedidedly in her throat
as his fingertips pushed the long straight swatheeohair out of the
way and then traced the delicate shape of herrbolhe.

To her chagrin she could see as well as feel thanipples were
already peaking, aching, her breasts, normallyegsimall and soft,
suddenly much, much harder and fuller.

Did Sam like them? she wondered. Did he think theye too small,
her nipples too little-girlie, all pink and tendsti|l those of a virginal
girl rather than a woman?

He was not without sexual experience, he had aai,.

She tensed a little as Sam's hand cupped her fdneastead lifting so
that she could look uncertainly into his eyes.



‘They feel perfect,' he told her, his voice thickislurred like melted
honey, answering the question she had not yet asked

‘They are perfect,' he added even more throatily as he lhisrtead
and gently kissed the hot, tight nipple sheltergtiib hand, and then
kissed it again, much less gently, much, muchdessly, but oh, oh,
so pleasurably, Abbie acknowledged as he slowlywdne taut point
into his mouth and then sucked on it slowly, rulgbib with his
tongue, making her feel... making her want.

Whimpering softly, she pressed closer to him, wanhim to repeat
the caress, wanting to feel again that hot surgelesure his
suckling had given her, which had arched right ftbmcentre of her
breast to her stomach, her womb, her thighs artdsthecial, secret
place she had tentatively explored in the earlys/@h her sexual
awakening, intrigued by and yet fearful of her dindensed
awareness of its capacity for pleasure.

Instinctively she reached out to hold Sam's headnag her breast,
gasping in fresh excitement as she felt him stigpkiar stomach, his
touch nerve-wrenching— tantalising, causing hendtw her breath
and wonder if she dared reach out and urge his &adittte lower, or

if— And then he moved slightly, one arm beneathtbdift her, the

other brushing accidentally against the soft babg-blonde hairs
that covered her sex.

Immediately she tensed, her body made rigid byhibeshaft of
pleasure that jolted through her. She felt Sanz&ead knew that he
was looking at her. When she raised her eyes todbbdim she saw
him shudder, his whole body heaving as he tookep deeath and
demanded thickly, 'Already... You want me already?"

She didn't have to answer. His hand, his fingedgfs and yet oh, so
tormentingly gentle were touching her, openingdbeer lips of her
sex, stroking her, feeling the warm wetness ofboaty's welcome



and the eager way she pressed herself againstanig, imutely
imploring him to touch her more intimately, to edise ache that he
himself had aroused within her with the rhythmicess her body so
urgently desired.

When he didn't she could actually feel herselftstarto grind her
teeth. His hand still covered her sex protectivelythat wasn't what
she wanted. What she wanted was...

She gave a small protesting moan of denial whereleased her,
reaching behind her for one of the pillows, easinoder her hips.

‘This will make it easier, better," he told hertlyofHis hands were
shaking, she noticed, and the most sensitive parsdody was now
stiffly erect. The sight of it made her want toaleaut and run her
fingers lovingly over its taut-skinned surface. Hight of it, ofhim,
gave her a delicious, dangerous thrill of pleasure.

'‘Bend your knees,' Sam instructed her, showingvhet he meant as
he knelt between her open thighs, knelt betweemthad then,
before she realised what he intended to do, bentdad and gently
rubbed his face against her soft down.

The sensation of his tongue moving caressingly dngrcaused a
scream to rise involuntarily in her throat. Autoroally, Abbie tried
to clamp down on it, but in the end she had to goiee to her sexual
arousal and pleasure as Sam continued delicatdiyveothe most
intimate heart of her body, moving closer and adlés¢he tiny nub of
flesh which was already pulsing and aching so totmgly. She
needed to feel him deep inside her, moving witlan klowly at first
and then...

'‘Sam—Sam,' she protested chokily. 'l can't... ItdoRlease...now...
l...I want you. | want you inside me...very deepidie me. Now,
now...now. | want you there now...always and fagret want—'



Abbie gasped as the rhythmic chant of her desisesuddenly cut off
by the pressure of Sam's mouth against her owriphgue flicking

in and out of her lips as his hands held her, guider, gentled the
frantic movements of her body as she arched hé tsameet and
welcome the carefully protective invasion of hislpo

It was just as she had wanted it to be, slow andeswA long,

languorous pleasure, with her body drunk and dawiéd sensual
delight, her senses awash, flooded with the fedlreat of him so
that even the tightness of his fit within her wasnehow an extra
small physical pleasure as she urged him deepedeager within

her, finding from somewhere the knowledge to wregsélf around
him and hold him, to move with him.

She climaxed before him, crying out in shocked glea and then
later crying in earnest in his arms as the full #omal impact of what
had happened overwhelmed her.

They spent almost the entire weekend making loweth In their
room and, as he had whispered to her in the céheway there, in
the moonlight on a grassy bank beside the river.

By the end of the weekend they both knew theremnsagoing back,
that their love for one another was more powetfahtanything they
had ever experienced before. Too powerful for thengnore or
control.

'l didn't want it to be like this," Sam told hérou're so young...too
young...'

'‘We could just be lovers, and—' Abbie began, buinkerrupted her
immediately.



'‘No..." he said harshly, and then, more softlyatTien't what | want;
you know that, Abbie. This isn't just about se’s &bout... It's about
finding the woman | want to spend the rest of g/ With. It's about
loving you so intensely that | want to keep youeheisith me and
never let you out of my sight. Falling in love wihch other like this
might not be what we planned, but...'

‘Take me back to bed,' she whispered coaxinglyybiee shivering
with desire. "We've still got time before we havddave...'

They were married three months later, in spiteesfgarents' pleas to
her to wait and Lloyd's dogmatic assertion thatwhe a fool to tie
herself down so young.

Lloyd and Sam did not like one another. Lloyd fislat Sam was
rushing her into marriage and Sam, rather to Ablsetret feminine
delight and amusement, was intensely jealous ofd,lseemed
unable to believe that there had never been amytbiimer than the
mildest boy-and-girl affection between them.

'You say that now, but he loves you and you mug li@lt something
for him, otherwise you wouldn't have gone out wiiim for so long.’

‘We're friends, that's all," Abbie told him loviggBut she could see
that he wasn't entirely convinced.

Four months after they had first met they were radrrand two
months after that Abbie discovered that she wagnanet.

A few months of happiness—a happiness so intereestie had
foolishly believed that nothing could ever damagelestroy it. But
she had been wrong, and the . pain she had sutbecalise of that
misjudgement had been far, far more intense tharplsasure that
had gone before it.



It had left her sparred and damaged, unable to ttakeisk of ever
trusting another man, and hating her ex- husbarid avhatred that
still burned just as strongly in her today as d kdane on that day all
those years ago, when he had stared at her abe&#¢hen of the
pretty house he had bought them close to the wityeand told her
harshly, "You're pregnant? But you can't be. mijsassible.’



CHAPTER THREE

'IMPOSSIBLE..wh-what do you mean?' Abbie had stammered doer f
white with shock and disbelief. She had been siigtirwhen the
doctor had confirmed what she had secretly alresadpected to be
true—that she had conceived Sam's child.

They hadn't talked about having a family as yetdbcourse she had
believed that ultimately they would have children.

If her timing was right, she would at least jusbabbe able to get
through her finals before the baby's birth. She dfactkled out loud
as she'd left the doctor's surgery, her face bugiffi love and joy as
she'd hugged the pleasure of her news to herself.

She couldn't wait to tell Sam. He would be a wohddather. She
could see him now, his large hands cradling thaidc

She hoped it would be a boy...at least this firgt.ol'hey could turn
the small fourth bedroom into a nursery. All riggg maybe she
wouldn't take up the career she had originally péah but Sam
earned more than enough to support both of thehofahem, she'd
amended, and at least she would have her degree.

Whilst the baby—the babies—were young, she warmtée tat home
with them, but later, even though by then she wdaddpositively
ancient, close on thirty, she could, if she wantechbark on a
career—ijust so long as it wasn't something thaflicted with her
family life, her husband, their children. They wobwdlways come
first.

She'd been so happy she could have burst. She'dted/d@o go to
Sam right then and tell him their wonderful news, lve would have
been right in the middle of a lecture, and besidd®e'd wanted to
have him to herself when...



Pregnant... a baby... Sam's baby. She was theskickickiest girl in
the whole wide world.

Suddenly she'd felt ravenously hungry. Sardinsardines on toast;
that was what she wanted—yes, and then an enorsticldg bar of
chocolate fudge.

She would, of course, have to start eating vergfodly. She had the
baby to think of now, she'd warned herself sterbiyt, for now...for
today she could afford to be a little self-indulgejust as she
probably had been when this baby had been conce®radd given a
small chuckle. When the doctor had asked her ifsk any idea
when conception had taken place she had furrowetbrehead and
frowned.

‘When did you last have sex?' he had asked hempigti

‘This morning,' she had answered promptly, andthed flushed a
brilliant shade of pink as she'd realised what bs getting at.

'Er...I'm not sure. It could have been... | missgdfirst period three
weeks ago...'

She had been taking the pill, but she had beerusy that for two
consecutive nights she had forgotten to take its Thaby was
obviously meant to be...just like the way she aach®ad met—just
like their love. Oh, God, she'd been so happyvesy, very happy...

'l mean that it's impossible for you to be pregramt least not with
my child," Sam told her now, harshly.

Abbie looked at him in mute disbelief. Where hexef@aad originally
been flushed with excitement and happiness it voas bone-white.
Sam's, on the other hand, bore the tell-tale sajinsale anger in the
dark colour staining his cheekbones and the clehtigbtness of his
jaw.



'‘What do you mean, not with your child? Is this sokmd of joke?"
Abbie whispered in confusion.

She didn't know what Sam meant; she couldn't utaletswhat he
was saying. How could her baliaeir baby, not be his? Of course it
was his—theirs. What on earth was he trying toodoetr? If this was
his idea of some kind of teasing game...

Anxiously she searched his face, but there wasgroaf any good
humour or amusement in it. Just the opposite.

‘A joke? My God, | wish it was,"' Sam told her hdyshYou cannot be
carrying my child, Abbie, because | cannot give wothild. I've had
a vasectomy.'

‘You've what? Youcan't have done. Not without telling me. Not
without...'

'l had it done several years ago, when | was iralnath VSO. | was
working in a small village; a young man | met thexggoung man of
my own age, the son of the head man, who had taleennder his
wing, told me that he intended to have a vasectbnrgs shocked at
first, wondering how on earth he could contemps$ateh a thing, but
then he took me on a tour of Bombay and pointedtoune the
number of children who had been abandoned becaegepiarents
could not afford to feed them. He told me the bagtionomics of
what happened in a world when there were too mamytins to feed,
when the land itself could not support them.

"What is best?" he asked me. "That | prevent cpti@e now or that
| wait until my children are one, four...seven, amdtch them die
slowly of malnutrition?"

'‘What he said, what he showed me, shocked me, madealise that
to father a child when there were already so marany children in



the world in need was an act of selfishness whichlevsimply push
those children even further down the poverty scale.

'l decided to have a vasectomy myself.'
Abbie stared at him.
‘You're lying," she told him flatly.

'No,' Sam deniedYbuare the one who is doing that, Abbie, when yc
claim that you are carrying my child.’

Abbie licked her lips nervously. She couldn't betiethis was
happening. How could it be happening? How could sbssibly be
carrying Sam's child in her womb when he...? Tébes her eyes, a
mixture of anguish, anger and panic exploding ms$idr.

'You must have known | would want children, and yett married
me without telling me that you couldn't give me aghy? Why...?'

'‘Would you believe me if | told you that | was sach in love with

you...wanted you so desperately that the thoughthafdren or

anything else other than our love simply never aetlito me? And
for your information | didnot know you would want children. |
thought you possibly shared my feelings about tbedwot being

able to support the children it already has. Itnttasver been
something we've discussed.’

'‘Because there hasn't been any time...any needyddutnust have
known...must have realised...'

'Why?' Sam demanded more harshly. '‘Because it's eveaybody
does...what everyone wants?'

‘You lied to me...you deceived me,' Abbie wept.



The look he gave her was full of bitter contempt.

‘And you haven't done the same to me? Tell me donwetAbbie,' he
demanded savagely. '"How long exactly was it aftexd had you that
you went crawling into his bed? A month, a weedssl..?'

'‘What...what do you mean? | haven't..." Abbie @& hotly, her
face flushing as she realised what he was saying.

How dared he accuse her of sleeping with someaa® ¢low dared
he accuse her of anything?

'‘Oh, come on; don't play the innocent. It's haadtyappropriate role
for you now, is it? You might have fancied passiogrself off to me

and the rest of the world as an innocent young maadout what you
actually are is little better than a whore, passifidier bastard child
on someone else—or, rather, trying to. Unforturyai@ you it's just

not going to work.

'It's his, | imagine? Dear, wonderful Lloyd? | saun driving away
the other evening just before | got home. Does hewkyou're
carrying his child yet? Does he...?'

'I'm not carrying Lloyd's child,” Abbie denied, shed. What was
Sam trying to imply? She and Lloyd had never besers. The very
thought of having a sexual relationship with hitre@l her with the
same kind of horror she would have felt had healgtibeen her
brother. She and Lloyd were close, yes, but nany sexual way.
Lloyd had simply called round to see her to talkhéw about some
problems he was having with his university course.

He had stayed longer than he had intended andhleadhiad to dash
off without waiting to say hello to Sam.

That Sam or anyone else should even remotely centhdt she and
Lloyd would have an affair and that, even worses slould try to



foist his child off on her husband was so totatig aitterly ridiculous
an idea that she instantly, once again, wonder8dnf was trying to
play some kind of bizarre joke on her.

He did like to tease her occasionally, she knewabse—or so he
said—he loved watching the pink colour flood hexefavhen he did.
But so far he had certainly shown no inclinatiorptay the kind of
elaborate and cruel practical joke on her whichldigive rise to his
denial of their child. To do so would have beenaltgt out of
character for-him, she was sure. But then she badeally known
him so very long, had she? And, like her assumpghanthey would
have children together, she had taken his gentdesed lack of any
cruel or malicious streak on trust.

But surely she would have known, sensed, guessed if

But she hadn't known that he had had a vasectoatyshe? And, if
he hadn't thought it necessary to pass such afatahbout himself
on to her, what other vital information might heabe concealing?

'Y-you can't possibly believe that Lloyd and | arg/thing other than
friends,' she stammered chokily. 'I've told you...'

'Why not? Someone has to be the father of thisigolu thought
you'd pass off as mine...'

'‘But you're the only man I've ever slept with...dmy man I've ever
loved,' she could have added. But for some redsehald the words
back. To talk of love in the present circumstaneesld be not just
acutely painful but almost an act of sacrilege.

'l know how hot in bed you are—after all, I've hmadre .than enough
proof of it,’ he added cruelly. 'But if | wasn'ttisfying you you
should have said—'



'‘Sam, please don't," Abbie interrupted him, hecedireaking as she
reached out to him, but he stepped back, an exprestésuch cold
disdain in his eyes that she physically flinchecggfom it.

'l thought you were perfect, wonderful, a dream edmlife. | told
myself | was the luckiest man on earth...wonderbdtWd ever done
to be so lucky. But all the time all you were wasieage... a sham...'

As she listened to him, suddenly Abbie felt as gfoshe was looking
at a stranger, a stranger who bore no resemblartbe man she had
married, the man she had fallen in love with. T8am had been
warm and gentle, compassionate, loving. This Samm evael and

Cold, savagely uncaring of her feelings...uncanh@nything other

than what he chose to believe. He accused hemagf tg him, but he

was the one who had deceived her, Abbie decidediyang

How dared he speak about her in such sexually devogterms?
And if she had been sexually eager, well, that kimaply been
because...because she had loved him so much.

Had loved him...?

As Abbie looked across the space that divided tlaefeeling of
intense pain and anger filled her.

'l don't care what you say, Sam,' she told himtui8 have never
been unfaithful to you.'

'‘No, of course not,' he jeered. 'Of course thedcyu're carrying is
mine..."

'‘No," Abbie told him gently. '‘No, Sam. He or shena yours. The
baby...my baby is exactly that—mine.'

As she turned on her heel and walked towards the e demanded,
'‘What are you doing? Where are you going?'



'I'm going upstairs to pack my things,' she toldh hvith brave
dignity, '‘and then I'm leaving.'

'‘Abbie..."

'‘What?' she asked him. 'You're sorry? You take leaekything you

said? It's too late, Sam. You see, even if you to&dnow that you
didn't really mean any of those horrible things'yeyust said, even if
you swore that you loved me, that you wanted mecamd.my child,

| wouldn't believe you. I'd know you were lying,ag#&ving me—just
as you deceived me by default about your vasectomy.

'It isn't just our child's right to your love andogection as its father
that you've just destroyed, Sam, it's everythinge eds well. My

trust...my faith...my love... But do you know whnatrts me most of
all?' she asked him, her eyes glittering with thars she was too
proud to allow to fall.

‘What hurts me most isn't the cruel things youaid sabout me...the
lies... What hurts me most is that you've nevenestepped to ask
yourself if you could be wrong...if you could hawade a mistake...if
there could be some way—'

'‘Because | know it's impossible,' he interrupted flrexcely. 'It just
Isn't possible for you to have conceived my child.'

'‘No? Thatisn't what my body says,’ she told him steadyt there's
no need for you to worry about it, Sam. In factrither you didn't.
From now on I'd rather you stayed right out of mhg, las | intend to
do yours. From now on, as far as I'm concerned, syoply don't
exist. Rather appropriate, don't you think? Whem child—my
child—asks about his or her father | shall simely it that you don't
exist.'

'‘Abbie..."



She could hear the note of pleading desperatioadikrthe anger in
his voice, but she closed her ears to it.

It was over...finished... How could it be any othety?

She placed her hand on her stomach as she walkag fesn him
and whispered softly, 'Don't worry, my precious .oneve you...I'll
always love you.'

She wanted nothing more to do with Sam, she totdfdmeily and
friends. Nothing more to do with her marriage. Hdaby and its
safety, its future were all that concerned her nehe had told
everyone, with a calm detachment which she knewshgatrised and
slightly disconcerted those who thought they knew Kler previous
easygoing, eager-to-please personality seemed ve khanged
overnight into one of cool, icy strength. The warrahd passion, the
intensity which had been so much part of her ematidoving nature
was firmly banished as she took on the new rolé nladure—and
Sam—nhad imposed on her.

When Sam tried to get in touch with her to 'talikgs through' she
refused to have anything to do with him.

She wanted nothing from him, she informed her parélihe house,
the furniture, the wedding presents— she wante& dthem.

But how would she manage? they asked her in con€erriner own
with a baby... She would, of course, have theiphtHeir support,
but...

"'l find a way,' she told them determinedly.
Sam wanted to give her an allowance, but she refilnse as well.

'l don't want his charity,’ she told her solicitbdon't want anything
of his.'



'‘But you're carrying his child," her solicitor hpdinted out gently.
'‘No,' Abbie denied woodenly. 'This child is minenl®mine.'

Nothing and no one could persuade her to changemied. Her
parents were shocked by the implacable streak abbstn
determination revealed in their hitherto gently leble daughter.

Not to them, not to anyone could she confess tinang that dreadful
fight with Sam, when he had accused her of carrgimgther man's
child, of being un-faithful to him and breaking nost her marriage
vows but the vows of love she had made to himfitstnight she had
spent in his arms, something inside her had bestinayed, had quite
simply ceased functioning...had been broken. Ancoitild never be
repaired.

She never wanted it to be repaired because she agam wanted to
go through the kind of pain that Sam had put hexugh. Ever...

It was hard at first, and her parents were hodifsdhen she grimly
insisted on carrying on working in a local pub tigip until the last
month of her pregnancy.

She was living at home with them then, having naeledse to go.
Sam had been threatened with an injunction if ez #ried to see her,
and she had heard in a roundabout way that hedetkto leave the
country to take up a post he had applied for atAastralian
university. She had been surprised by her owndhckaction to that
news. She had quite simply felt nothing.

Towards the end of her pregnancy a sense of gabatdescended on
her, a sense of purpose, a need to gear her wif®l®Wwards the
arrival of her baby.

Although as yet she had said nothing to her parshtsintended just
as soon as she could to find herself a small diatesvhere, which she



could rent for her and the baby. She didn't warliga@ependent on
her parents for ever, loving and protective thotigdy were. She had
already talked to the landlady of the pub aboutrreg to her job as
soon as she could, and of working longer hours. kKplegv it wasn't
going to be easy but she also knew that somehowveh&l find a
way... She had to for her baby's sake.

She had to and she would.

* * %

‘Mum, Mum, where are you?"

Abbie gave a small start as she realised just ooy §he must have
been sitting on the dusty loft floor, lost in heemmories of the past.
Her body felt cold and cramped, her head fillechvatd memories.
Quickly she stuffed her wedding dress back outigifitswincing as
her cramped muscles protested at the movemenhgalit to Cathy,
'I'm on my way down, Cathy. Put the kettle on, vadoybu, darling?'



CHAPTER FOUR

'WHERE on earth have you beehfang twice and there was no reply
so | decided to come round,"' Abbie heard her daugaying as she
hurried into the kitchen.

'l was upstairs in the loft," Abbie explained. 'Thavhy | didn't hear
the phone.’

‘The loft? What on earth...? Mum, are you all riyi€athy asked
anxiously, concern darkening her eyes as she tumed to look at
her mother.

'Of course I'm all right," Abbie told her. "Why shdn't | be?"

'‘No reason. It's just... Look, you're not upsetdose of what | said
earlier, are you?' Cathy demanded in a rush. H'didean to upset
you. I...I know you don't like talking about Dadl...

'Oh, Cathy, of course I'm not upset,’ Abbie demniedhorsefully,
going over to put her arms around her daughteihagcer lovingly.

'l do know how hard it must be for you, darlingpesially now, when
you and Stuart are planning your wedding. | knogait't have been
easy for you growing up without a father, knowih@ttyours...that
he... If | was snappy because you mentioned hsmppose it was just
because you might have thought you saw someondauoked like
him, but it can't possibly have been Sam. He woelker come back
here. He knows that there's no way I'd ever forgive for what he
did and he knows that he has no place in our liMesgave up any
rights he had to that when he denied that you Wisrehild.'

'l know how much he hurt you, Mum,' she heard Catiying in a
muffled voice. '‘But it must have been a shock fion koo, to learn
that you were pregnant when he believed that tlesni possible.
Stuart says that any man would be shocked, and—'



"Stuart says"?' Abbie queried, releasing her dearglnd stepping
back slightly to look up into her face. Her heamls as she saw the
way Cathy's gaze slid away from her own, her féightty flushed,
her expression unfamiliarly defensive.

‘Mum, | don't want to hurt you, but—' 'Then lettgdet the whole
subject," Abbie interrupted her gently. 'The fdwttyour father has
no place in our lives is by his own choice, remembBayway, what
exactly are you doing here?' she queried lighitlthdught you and
Stuart were house-hunting this evening.'

Cathy had moved into Stuart's small bachelor 8aesal months ago,
but both of them had agreed that they wanted to tair married

lives in a home which they had chosen togetherarStwas in the
fortunate position of having secured a good jothwitocal firm of

accountants, and his parents had already annoutied their

wedding present to the young couple would be a lamp towards
their new home.

Abbie, although she had said nothing to her daugbtspected that
Stuart's family were slightly surprised by her owitial reaction to
the engagement, which had been to counsel the yooungje not to
rush into anything. In their eyes, and in the eyfasost other people,
Abbie acknowledged, Stuart was excellent husbartdnmag with his
steady family background and his secure financiiré.

'Yes. Yes, we are,' Cathy agreed quietly. '‘Bustywanted to see you
first. 'Mum—' Cathy started to say, but Abbie intgrted her,
warning her.

‘That sounds like Stuart's car now, Cathy, andriadly got to rush
myself. | hadn't realised how long I'd been uphm loft and I've got a
meeting with Dennis Parker in an hour...'

'‘What, at the hotel?' Cathy asked her anxiously.



‘Mmm... Cathy, what is it?' Abbie asked, but hégghone had begun
to ring and Stuart was already knocking on the lohozk.

'‘Give me a ring and tell me how the house-huntiegtw Abbie told

her, kissing her lovingly before giving her a smplish in the

direction of the back door and then rushing inthhll to answer her
telephone.

She was still smiling slightly ruefully to hersélalf an hour later as
she stepped out of the shower and started to tosvddody dry.

Cathy was such a loving, caring girl—everyone saidt was typical
of her that she should worry that she had upsenb#éner by bringing
up the subject of her father.

She hoped that Stuart and his family appreciateat @iucky man he
was, and that he took good care never to hurt Gathway Sam had
hurt her.

Her smile turned to a frown as she remembered ®h#ty had said
when she'd repeated Stuart's comment about Sawadt Abbie
reflected, perhaps only natural that Stuart shougdv what had
happened from a male perspective...from Sam's pbwew. But...

But what? But she hadn't liked hearing Cathy volswiart's
comments? Her daughter had to grow up and away fr@nsome
time, she reminded herself. She couldn't stayla Girl for ever. She
and Stuart were very deeply in love, and, like gmlyin love, it was
only natural that she should attach the prefacatEsays' to so many
of her comments, for a little while at least. Sag,Cathy's mother,
must just learn to grit her teeth and try to holtooher sense of
humour—and to her memories of how she had felt wbathy had
first started school and begun every other senternitethe words
‘Mrs Johnson says'.



This was the pitfall that lay in wait for every rhet, Abbie told
herself. Perhaps all the more so in cases like ke, as a single
parent with only one child, she knew the relatiopdletween Cathy
and herself had been so very close.

Had been?

Abbie sighed as she padded into her bedroom anted@edrawer to
remove clean underwear.

Cathy had often teased her warningly about herthafbowalking
around naked before she'd left home for universitstt was one of
the benefits of living either alone or in a singkex household, Abbie
acknowledged as she pulled on clean white briatgyihg them up
over her still enviably slender hips. Her body weasomething Abbie
was used to spending much time thinking aboutpsg bs it and she
were both healthy and functioned properly she vaatent.

The thought of finding it necessary to be sexuallyring was one
which had filled her with angry repugnance in tlaglyeyears after
Sam's desertion and betrayal, and she'd been filidd a bitter

distrust of virtually all men. But, more recentijpis had become
something she viewed with detached amusement wieelistened to
those of her friends of the same age who were hegjrto mourn the
passing of their youth.

That was just one of the benefits that came fronmdi a manless
existence; the fact that she was now over fortywva®mething that
Abbie felt in the least uncomfortable about.

When other people commented admiringly, as theguiatly did,
that she looked nowhere near her age, she gentyllthem gently
that, on the contrary, she looked exactly her agel, that if they
bothered to look around and use they: eyes theydisme that most
women of forty looked exactly what they were; adtutly grown



human beings at the full height of their maturityglaften with a hell
of a lot more going for them than they had ever &mdallow young
things in their late teens and early twenties. Anide male sex failed
to appreciate the fact then that was their problem.

Although, to be fair, she admitted judiciously &g svriggled into a
stretch calf-length slim-fitting black skirt andeth pulled a cream
knitted top over her head, men were beginning tchcan to the fact
that a woman in her forties was still very muckeaglly alluring and
active human being—rather too much, as far as sisecancerned.

She had had more men approach her in the years sime had
reached her fortieth birthday than in the previdasade, including
several who she suspected were a good half-dozars y& more
younger than she was herself.

Not that she had been interested in any of them.

She glanced at her wristwatch as she fasteneldatd®in't want to be
late for her meeting with Dennis. They had estaklis a good
working rapport in the time that he had -been iargk of the town's
most prestigious hotel, and both of them in théfecent ways were
perfectionists when it came to their work. Abbigvdam strictly as a
business associate, but, as Fran had pointed asih¢gy to her on
more than one occasion, Dennis would leap at aapashe gave
him to put their relationship on a more personatifw.

'‘No way," Abbie had told her firmly.

'You can't go on being afraid for ever, Abbie, r-faad told her
gently.

'I'm not afraid," Abbie had denied. 'l just doeghe point in getting
involved in a relationship | know | don't really mtd

‘But surely there must be times when—' Fran hadibegntly.



'‘When what?' Abbie had interrupted her. 'When dneshoulder to
cry on...? A man to lean on...? Sex...?' She ha#teshher head
vigorously. ‘No. Never. Don't feel sorry for meahRy she had warned
her friend, correctly reading her expression. ttaialy don't feel
sorry for myself. The last thing | want is any kiod emotional
complications in my life.’

'He must have hurt you so very badly—Cathy's fatlkean had said
sympathetically.

'‘No," Abbie had told her curtly. 'l hurt myself bglieving him when
he said he loved me.’

As she inspected her face in her mirror, checkergimake-up, Abbie
decided wryly that, whilst other people might thiske looked
young, when she compared herself to Cathy she aartdinly see
the difference between them.

Her eyes grew slightly shadowed for a second. Cla#ldymentioned
Sam quite a lot over the last few months, askirrggliestions about
him, bringing his name into their conversationStuart's influence,
Abbie suspected.

Abbie had never made any secret of the facts oftagriage and its
break-up, answering Cathy's questions as she'dl dis&m, tailoring
her answers to meet the emotional awareness addeeat the time
the questions had been asked.

Cathy knew what had happened, how Sam had turreedauk on
them both.It disturbed her that Cathy should havagined that - she
had seen him. That was impossible, of course, bat wpset her was
that the tone of Cathy's voice had implied that shght actually
wantto have seen him.

She had thought that she had succeeded in beihgnbather and
father to Cathy until now, until she had seen kbak in Cathy's eyes



when she'd talked about her father—tag¢her.Sam hadeverbeen a
father to Cathy.

‘Abbie...'

Abbie smiled, stepping back from Dennis slighthhascame forward
to greet her, gently fending him off with her otgsthed hand as she
avoided the kiss he had obviously intended to g

'You said you wanted to see me about the extrargiakquirements
over the Christmas and New Year period,’ she reeadirdim gently.

'‘What...? Oh, yes... You know, Abbie,' he told &agerly, 'you really
are the most stunningly attractive woman I—'

'‘Not the most, surely," Abbie teased him lightly, but hge€ held a
warning message, reminding him that she wasn't teefee flirted
with.

‘Very well." Dennis gave in. 'Let's get down to ibess, then. |
thought we could talk over dinner, if that's afjhi with you. We've
taken on a new chef and—'

'l know," Abbie interrupted him. 'Trained by thesheaccording to my
informants. Quite a coup...'

'‘An expensive one,' Dennis agreed. 'But the argéashort of good
restaurants, and the last thing we want is hotedstpu eating
elsewhere because we can't provide them with adiass meal.'

'People often find that hotel restaurants lack th#macy of
somewhere smaller.'



'‘Mmm. | know," Dennis agreed as he ushered heofalie foyer and
into the restaurant. 'But I'm hoping that by offigra special price for
our Saturday evening dinner-dances we'll bring npaeple in, and
that once they've tasted David's food they'll wentcome back.
You'll have to tell me what you think of it.'

‘Don't worry, | shall,’ Abbie laughed.

The restaurant was comfortably busy for a midwesgkmg, but then
the hotel was busier during the week than at weskemainly with
businessmen and women.

'How's the leisure centre doing?' Abbie asked ag #at down and
the waiter brought them both a menu.

'‘Not too badly,' Dennis responded.

‘You've got quite a lot of competition, and youicps are on the high
side," Abbie pointed out.

‘Yes, but we also have a more up-market settingntpl of free
parking and a certain degree of exclusivity...'

‘Mmm, there's such a thing as pricing yourself authe market,’
Abbie warned him as she gave the waiter her order.

'How many extra staff do you think you're goinghed?' she asked
him whilst they waited for their food. 'And remempshe reminded
him, 'since they'll be working over Christmas anewNYear, and
especially since most of them will be young anddkml can only
supply them with your assurance that they'll bevioled with
guaranteed transport to and from work.'

‘They'll have access to our normal free staff mrgise,' Dennis told
her.



Abbie shook her head.

‘That's not good enough, Dennis. | don't want dnyygirls having
to walk to and from pick-up points which might meébam having to
walk alone and in the dark, late at night. YoudVa to do better than
that. You know my feelings on that subject...'

'l certainly do,' Dennis groaned. 'Have you anyidewnhat it costs to
run a door-to-door pick-up service for every singiember of staff?'

'‘Have you any idea what it costs a young girl wekha's sexually
harassed or worse?' Abbie returned crisply, shakerghead as she
told him firmly, 'No, Dennis, I'm insistent on thiEhere's no way I'd
allow any of my staff to work late shifts without@ranteed transport
home.'

'l can only do that by offering them a lower ratepay,’ Dennis
warned her.

'‘Rubbish," Abbie denounced, taking a mouthful afdtarter. 'Mmm,
this is good,' she told him, 'and I'm glad to de# your chef realises
that eye-appeal on its own isn't enough. | mustititluve grown
rather tired of a pretty plateful of artisticallgsigned half-cold and
semi-tasteless food, and I'm glad to see you'rkudiltg a good
choice of vegetarian dishes, and not just the atiiy omelette.'

‘We're getting more and more demand for them, awedob this guy's
specialities is his range of health- consciouseaksh

'‘Haveyoumade any plans for Christmas this year?' Dentisdas
Abbie shook her head.

'How are the plans for the wedding coming along#nriis
guestioned, after they had been served with thain mourses.



‘They're not,' Abbie admitted ruefully.

‘Well, you know if you decide to hold the weddingeékfast here
we'll give you a good deal,' he told her.

'Yes,' Abbie agreed.

Stuart's mother had already suggested to herttinaight be a nice
idea to hold the wedding reception in a marqueheir large garden,
and Abbie had been forced to acknowledge privatedy she was
probably quite right. The only thing was that shidner suspected that
given half the chance Stuart's mother—for entitibé/best and most
generous of reasons—might be rather inclined te taker the
organisation of the whole wedding. Both of Stuasisters were
already married, and Abbie had to admit that Stiarbther had the
expertise to organise a flawlessly perfect weddig.Cathy waser
daughter and she...

She what? she asked herself dryly. She felt jealoysished
out...usurped.

By rights she knew she ought to be more than gratef Stuart's
parents for their offer to take over not only thedaing arrangements
but the financial cost as well. There was certamdyway she could
afford to pay for an occasion as glittering andesgive as they could
put on, despite the success of her business—whashmodest in
contrast to the financial resources of Stuart'smar

And she had seen the faint look of hesitation ithZa eyes when she
had tentatively suggested holding the receptioméurat the hotel.

'‘Wouldn't it be rather anonymous?' Cathy had askegrtainly.

'‘Perhaps,' Abbie had agreed, her heart sinkirtge I5till, you've got
plenty of time to think about it, darling. Afted,afou haven't even set
a proper date yet.'



'‘No, | know, but Stuart's mother says that all\taey best places get
booked up simply ages in advance, and that wita'Gwedding they
had to change the date twice because they cowehthe caterers
they wanted, and then the florist only fitted thientbecause she had
done Gina's cousin's wedding.

'‘She had her reception at this fabulous hotel,hyCatad gone on
wistfully. 'It's about half an hour's drivefrom eiand from the way
Gina described it it sounds heavenly. It's a snmalijately owned
hotel that was once a house. It was built by thry vich aristocrat so
that she could be with her lover...'

Abbie had felt her stomach start to churn with a&tore of shock and
nausea as Cathy continued with her description.

She knew exactly where Cathy meant, of coursepadth she had not
told her daughter that, saying curtly insteads féir too far away,
Cathy—over an hour's drive, and—'

'‘Only half an hour,” Cathy had corrected her. "Tie& motorway
extension runs within a few miles of it. But you'ight, of course, it
Is out of the question. It's quite horrendouslyengve.'

'‘Don't worry, darling," Abbie had reassured hegre#ing her own
reaction. "Your wedding will be equally specigbrbmise you.'

'l know that. Mum,' Cathy had agreed, hugging Wdter all, it's the
man you're marrying that's important, the way yeal fabout one
another. It's just...' She'd wrinkled her nosenghig ‘Well, | can't help
feeling sometimes that Stuart's mother feels thaars could have
done better. She never says anything, but...’

'‘Rubbish. Stuart is a very, very fortunate youngh/mabbie had
informed her firmly.



‘You're only saying that because you're my moth@athy had
laughed.

‘And Stuart's mother is only saying what she saabse shelsis
mother," Abbie had pointed out. 'All mothers* wdhe best—the
very, very best—for their children, and that's om&ural,’ Abbie had
told her. 'But never forget that yare the best, Cathy. Never let
anyone make you feel otherwise, and if Stuart dobsfieve that, if
he doesn't believe that you are better than the Hesn he isn't
worthy of you.'

'‘Oh, Mum,' had been Cathy's slightly tearful regson

'You know that comment | made earlier about yougnibs
murmured to her, breaking into her thoughts asehadd across the
table towards her. 'Well, don't look now, but threseman seated at a
table to your left who obviously thinks exactly teame thing. He
hasn't taken his eyes off you all evening.’

'l think that's rather an exaggeration," Abbie tDiehnis dryly, and
she obeyed his admonition to turn her head and $tightly to her
left feeling only mild curiosity.

The man seated at the table Dennis had indicatéetbright back at
her, his expression neither mild nor curious.

Abbie felt the room start to spin dangerously acbher, her body
ice-cold with shock as she found herself lookingight into the
instantly recognisable eyes of her ex-husbandmttwe who, she had
so recently sworn to her daughttéreir daughter, would never come
back.

The man who had stolen her love, broken her hedrtcame close to
destroying her whole life.



Abbie stared at him, her face, her body, her thmiglhrned to stone,
unable to function on even the most basic levadblato look away,
to move, to do anything. From a distance she heaedjuely familiar
buzzing sound, and then Dennis was standing uginguifaintly
under his breath as he apologised.

'I'm sorry, Abbie, someone's buzzing me. I'd beagerand find out
what's wrong. I'll be as quick as | can. If you wioe sweet trolley...'

Although Abbie heard him she was completely unablemake any
kind of response. Shock had picked her up on at ggnwave,

flinging her down in a place that was totally unfigan and alien. She
knew her surroundings and yet she didn't know theiom't know

how they had come to be invaded, taken over, pseddsy this man
who should have been on the other side of the world

‘No...!

As she heard the feeble denial whisper past hebrys Abbie saw
Sam get slowly to his feet and, still holding hezeg, start to walk
towards her.

She wanted to get up, to run away, to escape befoes too late, but
for some reason she just couldn't move.

‘Abbie..." His voice sounded gravelly and heaxkeningly familiar.

She could feel herself starting to tremble fromdcheafoot, as though
every single physical part of her was respondingthi® husky
resonance of his voice. But where once she hadteghwith passion
and love, now she trembled with shock and fury.

How dared he do this to her? How dared he be Héog?dared he
simply appear in the middle of her world...her?f&nd most of all
how dared he simply walk towards her as thoughth@asgh...?

'‘Abbie...'



He had hardly changed at all, she recognised.ytharg, he looked
even better, even more devastatingly and sensually than he had
done before. His hair was still as thick, and alnasdark as ever, the
small touches of silver just beginning to showtsdarkness more an
added attraction rather than a detraction fromrh&gnetic good
looks.

His skin looked tanned, his body beneath its sohied and
expensive suiting moved just as easily, just aselyaas she
remembered, and his eyes were just as brilliantlg,his mouth...

Please, God, don't let me faint, Abbie prayed desgédy. Not here,
not now...

He was coming closer to her, Abbie recognised asf@ight down
the mingled feeling of panic and anger roaring uigio her. Too
close. She mustn't let him see the effect he wais@p@n her, or how
much he was disturbing her, distressing her. Shst,nat all costs,
appear calm and unmoved by his presence. She must.

He lifted his hand as though he was going to tdweah and without
realising what she was doing Abbie was on her fegtking away
from him as she protested frantically. 'No...d@@tne any closer.
Don't come near me...don't touch me...'

She knew that people were watching them, and hleatetstaurant had
become oddly silent, but it hardly seemed to matter

She didn't care what other people saw or thoudjlgha cared about
was stopping Sam from closing the distance betwieem.

She felt her right hip come into painful contacthwihe edge of the
table as she backed away from him; she could heautlery and the
glasses rattling.



'You have no right to be here,' she heard herdadper harshly. 'No
right at all..,’

'‘Abbie, we need to talk...'

How calm and controlled his voice sounded in cattta her own.
Her brain registered these facts but her emotiangda't react to
them. The fact that almost everybody in the restainwas watching
them—her— a fact which normally would have been entiran
enough to make her grit her teeth and refuse tevsdy kind of
emotion at all—just didn't seem to matter.

She had heard of people having panic attacks klitnlkeaer really
understood what that entailed. Now, suddenly, stde\Whilst her
brain recognised that she wasoverreacting, thatveae out of
control, it was impossible for her to do anythitgat it, to hide what
she was feeling.

'‘Don't come near me. | hate you,' she heard hesdediper dryly as
she edged past him and turned towards the dooit Baisn't hatred
that was making her heart pound so frantically,marbody tremble
so much. She had never known such fear, such skock,panic.

As she stumbled into the reception area she sawiBaoming
towards her, his expression alert and anxious.

'‘Abbie, what is it? What's wrong?' she heard hikinasin concern.

But she ignored the hand he put out to restraindimaking her head
and telling him disjointedly, 'l...I don't feel well have to go
home...I..."

'‘Let me drive you. Wait here and I'll get my car...



'‘No,' she denied sharply. 'No, please...just.béllall right once | get
home. | just need to be by myself,’ she told himkdi. 'I'm sorry,
Dennis...'

Unable to say any more, she turned on her heeharrced towards
the exit.

Her car was in the car park but she was in notétesto drive.
Fortunately it was still quite light, light enougi least for her to be
able to take the footpath which ran through thieiéeand came out
halfway down the lane to her small cottage.

The-cottage was one of a pair which had originaligen
farmworkers' homes.

When Abbie had bought it her friends had thouglet wlas mad to
buy somewhere so far out of town and in such tidawn state. Now
those same friends talked enviously of her fordsighe cottage had
a very large garden, which Abbie had spent yeadsaarawful lot of

her spare time turning into a dream of a cottagdega The house
itself had been skilfully extended—the most re@atdition being the
pretty conservatory Abbie had added the previounsser.

She could almost hear the sound of her own fradmartbeat as she
hurried along the footpath. Every now and then tsineed to look
back over her shoulder, half afraid that he...tBatn might have
followed her.

What was he doing here? What didviken®? How long had he been
sitting in the restaurant watching her? There wathing for him
here.Nothing..and no one.

No one...except...

She stopped moving, her body going very still.



'l think | saw Dad today," Cathy had told her. 8bald almost hear
the words now, see the expression on her daugfaees

'‘No,' she whispered, unaware that the word soutikeda keening
cry of despair as the wind took it and tossedviaials the empty sky.
'‘No. She's mine... You didn't want her. She's mine.

As Abbie opened her front door she could heardliephone ringing,
but she couldn't bear to answer it. What if it Was—Sam? But why
shouldhering her? How could he have her number? He cautdne
come back because of anything to do with her ohy;ahe tried to
reassure herself. It was just some horrible coemme, that was all.
He had probably been as shocked to see her ireit@urant as she
had him.

But he hadn't looked shocked. He had looked... Abbieetoser
eyes, not wanting to remember the way he had stutbe, his gaze
lingering on her eyes, her mouth, her body.

What had he thought when he'd seen her, a womananownot a
young girl any more? Had he looked at her and wadig/hy on
earth he had ever desired her? Could he even reendhdt hehad

desired her, or had there been so many women ilifdnisince then
that he could no longer remember what it had iledt to hold her...to
touch her...to...?

'‘No," Abbie protested, her voice a rusty, unfamidaund of anguish
in the empty room as she gripped hold of the warktaeilling the
memories... the pain to subside.

It had been years since she had last thought dlmowuit had felt to
want Sam and to be wanted by him in return, andnget, in the
space of half a dozen hours, she had relived mstihhad felt—not
once but twice. And on both occasions her memdraab been so



sharp, so vivid, so devastating that she wasistdlhock from her
defencelessness against them.

Why, when she had not thought about him like thgeiars, when she
had deliberately refused to allow herself to rementbose things
about him which had once brought her such intensgsipal
pleasure—because they were, after all, a fiction,stapid
self-delusion— should she so suddenly and so gldael able to
remember not just what it had felt like to have mmsuth caressing
hers, but also how he had smelt, how he had tasted, the
roughness of his jaw had felt beneath her fingerthow he had...?

Her chest felt tight and full of pain, constrictingr breathing, and her
eyes burned and ached. She lifted her hand tdarb &nd realised to
her horror that her face was wet and that she wasgc

What was happening to her? Why was she overreatikaghis?
Was it the shock of seeing him coming so quicklytam of finding
her wedding dress and remembering?

She tensed as she heard a car drawing up outsits.ifit was him?
What if he had followed her? But it was Cathy's f@®ee could hear
tapping on the stones outside, Cathy's voice tatbeanxiety she
could hear calling out to her.

She reached quickly for some kitchen towel to dey et face and
tried to compose herself, but it was already tde.|&athy was
hurrying into the kitchen, her face shadowed withinpand
apprehension.

‘You've seen him, haven't you?' she asked Abbai'¢é seen Dad at
the hotel.’

Abbie stared at her daughter, noting her heighteoéxlr and guilty
expression.



"You knew he would be there," she whispered ingdisb "You knew
and yet you said nothing. But how, why...?"

Abbie had started to cry again.
'‘Oh, Mum, I'm so sorry. | didn't... | never...'

Stuart had followed Cathy into the room and nowcame over to
her, putting his arm protectively around his fiames he told Abbie
quietly, 'None of this has anything to do with GatAbbie. At least
not directly. She'snot the one who is responsible for your e»
husband's return. | am.’

'You?' Abbie stared at him in confusion.

‘Stuart only told me what he'd done today, whempgdened to
mention that | thought I'd seen Dad,' Cathy buust '6le wanted it to
be a surprise.’

'‘Darling, why don't you let me explain?' Stuart gesfed, kissing
Cathy gently before turning back to Abbie.

'l know that Cathy would never tell you this hefselshe loves you
too much and she'd be too afraid of hurting you—kinow how
much she has always wanted to meet her father—wagmy own
parents have both said, is only natural.

‘Cathy told me that she felt it was impossibletfer to try to get in
touch with him because she was afraidof hurting, yaui it's over
twenty years now since you divorced him, and | kiw much it
would mean to Cathy to meet her father...to perleaes have him
here when we get married...and so I've been makifeyv discreet
enquiries, trying to locate him.

'l had planned to fly out to Australia myself—mdamn, talk with
him. But..." Stuart gave a small shrug. 'Wellgéss he had ideas of



his own. Believe me, the last thing | wanted togepwas for him
just to turn up here.’'

‘You meanyou'rethe one responsible for bringing him back?' Abb
demanded through semi-numb lips as she starediait St

‘Yes,' he agreed.

'‘Having no doubt first fully discussed this planyafurs with your
parents?' Abbie demanded cuttingly.

At her side she could see Cathy wince and smotisenal protest,
and it hurt her to see the way her daughter tunedo her but to
Stuart for support, almost as though she was dgtafibid of her
mother, almost as though they were on opposingside

'Yes, as a matter of fact | did," Smart agreed eobd

'‘And they doubtless thought it was an excellenaidéour mother
fully approved of this plan, | imagine. You relygeeat deal on your
mother's approval, don't you, Stuart?' she askédaeid sweetness.

She could see that the tips of his ears were byiaithark, angry red,
and an inner voice was warning her not to go amthéu, not to

alienate her daughter completely by humiliating nfien she loved,
but Abbie refused to listen to-it.

‘Well, | amCathy'smother, and if thought it would benefit Cathy to
meet her father you can be sure that | would hagared that she did
so.'

'‘Would you?' Stuart challenged angrily. "You'refided with your

own hatred of him that you can't even see whatkeugour nose.
Your own feelings are so important to you that ywever even
thought properly about what Cathy's feelings mightabout the fact
that she mighheedto know her father, to meet him, to talk to him.



'You can't even see that Cathy's too afraid ofilgistou, too anxious
to protect you, to tell you how much she wantsriow him.'

Abbie turned to look at her daughter.

‘Cathy, is this true?' she demanded painfully.

Cathy's expression gave her her answer.

‘Whyhave you never told me...said something?' shepshasl.
'l...I didn't want to hurt you...'

'‘She knew you wouldn't understand,' Stuart inforibtie brutally.
'‘And she knew as well that you wouldn't even allmw to have such
feelings, to be curious about him, to want to knbhwm—to do
anything other than share your own bitterness.

‘All you've ever told Cathy about her father is hbevdeserted you
both. How he wasn't fit to be her father. How dao yoink that made
her feel—to know how much you hated someone whoagaslly
part of herself...?'

'l just wanted to protect you,' Abbie whispere€tthy. 'l didn't want

you to be hurt by him as... Oh, Cathy..." Abbiecheal out to hug her
daughter, and then froze in shock as Cathy retideden her, turning

instead into Stuart's arms.

'I'm sorry about all this, Mum,' she whisperedt Whbat Stuart says is
true. I did want to see my father, to meet him, to know hifviau
mustn't blame Stuart for what's happened...henasted to make me

happy.'

She raised her face towards her fiance's and staiéatully at him.,



'He's only just told me about trying to find myHat. He wanted to
bring us together.’

‘You had no right to interfere," Abbie protestedStart, still in
shock."

'l had every right," Stuart contradicted her flathjove Cathy and |
want her to be happy, and if meeting her fatherhat she wants—'

‘It might be what she wants," Abbie interrupted ,hibut as for it
making her happy..."' She stopped.

'l know all those years ago that he didn't want tinat he refused to
believe | was his child,' Cathy told her gentlyyt'hiimes change,
Mum. People change...'

'‘Some people may do,' Abbie agreed bitterly, 'lmitlot one of them.
| haven't changed.’

‘You loved him once,' Cathy reminded her tremulpusl

'l thought | loved him," Abbie corrected her shgypand | thought
that he loved me—but | was wrong. On both counts.’



CHAPTER FIVE

'SOTELL me again what happened,’ Fran commanded. 'Gsdatit'
times like this that | wish I'd never given up snmgk.." She gave a
heartfelt sigh.

Abbie gave her a wry look.
''ve already told you—twice.'
'l know, and I still can't believe it.'

They were sitting in Fran's kitchen, either sidéhaf large pine table
in the middle of the room.

'You mean that Stuart was trying to make a fewrdmsticenquiries
about Sam to try and track him down and then hdenigl turned up
here out of the blue without any warning?'

‘Apparently, if Stuart's to be believed,' Abbiedtbler grimly, her face
crumpling as she admitted, 'Oh, Fran, | still ceakKe it in. Why, why
has Cathy never said anythingtb@about wanting to meet him?' She
drew a deep breath as she saw the compassion ipekefriend's
eyes.

'You think the same as Stuart and his damned malbatt you?' she
accused. 'You think that Cathy was too afraid tone...and that |
was too full of my own feelings, my own needs, édware of what
Cathy might want.’

'l don't think it's as clear-cut as all that," Fitaid her gently. 'Of
course | understand why you feel the way you ddiédbAny mother
would—just wait until Cathy has children of her owbut logically |
can see why Cathy should be curious about hima latural instinct
In a child to want to know his or her parentddlunderstand howou
feel, Abbie," she said, gently stretching out teezdher friend's hand



with her own. 'Don't forget, | was there—even Was only on the
fringe of things at the time. | saw what the bregkef your marriage
did to you, but...'

'‘But what?' Abbie challenged her.

‘Sam did try to get in touch with you so that tlve bf you could talk,’
she reminded Abbie gently. 'You said so yoursethattime, and he
wanted to make financial provision for you both.’

‘To talk...what about?' Abbie demanded. 'About Ipmsitive he was
that Cathy couldn't possibly be his child and hanmeshe was that |
must be having an affair with someone else?'

'It must have been a terrible shock for him whemtgdd him that you
were pregnant,’ Fran suggested gently. 'Espeamaihose days. Now
we know so much more about the results of suchatipess; we know
that thereis a very small risk of a woman who has been stedlis
becoming pregnant or a man who has had a vasedatimring a
child. But back then... And you have to remembat th Sam's case
his shock must have been compounded by his gultsée you so
obviously thrilled and excited at the thought o¥ing a child when
he knew, or thought he knew, that he could not goueone. You've
said yourself that having a family wasn't somethiog'd ever really
discussed.'

‘You think | was wrong, don't you, Fran? If he'dtjsaid that he
couldn't understand how | had conceived,’ Abbietbtl out, her
normally strictly controlled emotions overwhelminger, ‘then
perhaps we could have talked it through. But tauseane of having
an affair— and with Lloyd—when he knew... I'd nevad sex with
anyone but him, Fran.’

She looked away from her friend and added in a teluctant voice,
'l still never have.'



As she looked back at her friend she could seéehdraadmission had
surprised her.

‘What did you imagine?' she mocked her, with arreto her normal
slightly acerbic manner. 'That I've had a secret & of
unimaginable debauchery?' She shook her head.n#ver wanted
sex enough for it to be an appetite | could satigfirout a very deep
emotional bond with my partner, and I've...sincen$a.

‘Life’'s not very fair to our sex, is it? Technigalve're given the
freedom to indulge our sexual appetites without tis& of an
unwanted pregnancy, without the economic needtb durselves a
mate to support us, but in nine out of ten casexmotions let us
down every time.'

‘Try not to be too hard on Stuart and Cathy,"' kvamed her quietly.
'l m sure that Stuart believes he acted from #st bf motives. He's
young and he's very much in love. He probably csaetbeyond his
desire to make Cathy happy...'

'His desire to make Cathy happy?' Abbie asked ihedly. 'Or his
mother's desire to meddle? Oh, I'm sorry,' sheogped, closing her
eyes and lifting her hand to rub her aching neckatas. 'l just don't
know what's happening to me these days, Fran.\Butsnce Cathy
and Stuart got engaged | feel as if...as though...'

'‘As though you're losing her?' Fran suggestedysoftl

Abbie flushed slightly and avoided looking at hefdye admitting
gruffly, 'It's ridiculous, | know, for me to feeéglous because my
daughter's fallen in love, because there's somaoher life who's
now more important to her than | am. | keep tellimgself that I'm
overreacting, reminding myself that to all inteatsl purposes Cathy
had already left home before she met Stuart, tisainly natural that
Stuart's mother wants to help .with the organisatibthe wedding,



and yet, at the same time, deep down inside IHedland resentful
and, yes, pushed out...redundant...

'It's not just that Cathy doesn't seem to needmyer®re, but that she
doesn't seem to want me either—it's as if I'm gange, a burden, as
if I'm standing in the way of her new life. And &ttls family can give
her so much more than I can, Fran. Every time Staart's mother |
can almost see her thinking what a poor mother,la@mgratulating
herself on her own superiority. And, of course,suse Stuart thinks
she's wonderful, Cathy also—'

‘Cathy loves you,' Fran interrupted her calmly.dAhyou want my
opinion | suspect that Stuart's mother feels raiitenidated by you
and by what you've achieved, Abbie. Yes, she'siliimyf the
traditional matriarchal role in her family, but &eever had to go out
and prove herself as you have done. I'm not bemkgnd, but it's no
secret locally that both her family and Stuartthéas have always
been pretty comfortably off. Materially, she's neweanted for
anything, never had to worry...and she's certaielyer had to even
think about having to support herself. And as fer bwn family
life...

'‘Well, she and | are both members of the same ctsemiShe's the
chairperson and I'm one of the lowliest of the Idwt | have heard
whispers of gossip that there was a time when Idesedaughter did
rather rebel against the kind of mothering thatesq®ople prefer to
call smothering. Personally, the mere fact thatssbeen suggested
taking over the planning of the wedding suggestaaan incredible
lack of tact, but it isn't Stuart's mother thatllsebothers you, is it?'

'‘No,' Abbie admitted. 'It's Cathy. She seems teeldnanged so much
since she and Stuart fell in love...'

'‘She's growing up, Abbie, establishing her own fidgrand her
iIndependence, and you forget sometimes that tieennoldel you've



given her, with all that you've achieved, is a gyrédbugh challenge
for her to try to meet, never mind match.’

'l did what | did because | had to, not becausamted to," Abbie
protested. 'Given the choice, the chance, therenetisng | would
have wanted more than to be a proper stay-at-hootieem to have a
big family, to give Cathy brothers and sisterdather...' she added in
a strained whisper.

‘You area proper mother,' Fran assured her firmly. "Youweked so

hard, Abbie, to build up your business. | can reilmenthe days when
you had three different part-time jobs in ordestpport Cathy and
yourself, and yet you still managed to spend tinté Wwer, give her
more time than many full-time mothers. And looktla¢ way you

mother everyone who works for you. You've got almang instinct

a mile wide, and if | had a pound for every time twrgp complain that
they wish | was more like you I'd be a very wealgman.'

'‘Why did Sam have to come back, Fran?' Abbie retlino the
problem uppermost in her mind. 'Why couldn't he heve left us
alone? I'm so afraid, Fran.' She gave a little eshitAfraid that I'm
going to lose Cathy for good, and yet | can't.ah't change my
feelings...how ktill feel about Sam...'

'‘Why don't you tell Cathy what you've told me?'rFsaggested softly
to her. 'I'm sure when she understands—

'l can't,’” Abbie interrupted her fiercely. 'If | dne'll think that I'm
trying to put emotional pressure on hernot to sseféther, and it's
obvious that she does want to see him...

"You know what you need, don't you?' Fran toldflienly. "You need
a bit of romantic interest of your own in your #ifea relationship.’

‘A relationship? What on earth for?' Abbie scoff&bn't you think
my life has enough complications in it already?'



'‘Well, for one thing, if | were in your shoes | sk find it rather
ego-boosting to face a man | once loved and whe tict me very
badly with another man at my side, to show him dr&lrest of the
world that he doesn't matter to me any more. Améfmther... Well,
let's just say that it's high time you started ding out your life a
little bit more and taking advantage of the unfatural advantages
you have over the rest of us. | promise you, ierevsingle and | had
your looks, | wouldn't be sitting at home everyhtign my own.'

'‘No?' Abbie queried dryly. 'And where, pray tell,raen | supposed to
find this man...this relationship?'

‘Well, 1 could always lend you Lloyd to practise,'ofran told her
mischievously. 'Now, that would set the cat amotigsipigeons and
set your Sam wondering...'

'He isnotmy Sam," Abbie reminded her. 'And as for him dcamy
wondering about my personal relationships with memslof his sex,
or lack of them—I doubt that he'd care one wayherdther.’

‘Do you want him to?' Fran asked her.

Abbie gave her an angry look. '‘No, of course | gdehow could I?
The only thing | want from Sam is for him to disapp.'

An hour later Abbie was on her way home, havingtfaalled to
collect her car from the hotel car park and asBamnis that, yes, she
was perfectly all right and fully recovered, anénimade a second
call to the small office she rented in the higkestrto check with her
assistant and see if there were any urgent matteraeeded to attend
to.

Her face burned a little as she remembered Deno@®serned
enquiries. Even though he hadn't actually witnessdwt had



happened for himself, she knew he must have hdaydtat from
those who had. Of all the things, large and snsak had regretted
doing in her life, her failure to conceal her shatlkseeing Sam last
night currently came top of the list.

But surely Sam would not have the gall to imagime shocked
reaction might have been because she was stiihguasroken heart
over him? He must know exactly how she felt abauwr, ilnow fierce
and deep her hatred ran. After all, she had magkiih enough all
those years ago when he had had the audacity, hleer s
heart-wrenching inability to guess what he was gldo her, to try
and suggest that they attempt to resolve theiemdffces.

Her parents had gently suggested that it mighelseibshedid talk to
him, and she remembered how hurt and upset shbdwadthat they
could even think such a thing.

Were doubts about paternity to happen today, ofssguhings would
be different: there were DNA tests which could Akeh to prove
beyond doubt the identity of the father of a chiadit she was glad
that such an option had not been open to her.agteHling she would
have wanted was to feel that a man was acceptitegnig of her

child begrudgingly and reluctantly.

She swallowed fiercely as she turned the car imdo drive and
switched off the engine. It was a pity that herepés were away
visiting friends in the Dordogne; they would havedarstood how
she felt.

Gathering up her handbag and the post she hacteallérom the
office, she headed for the back door, keys at ¢aely—only when
she inserted them she discovered that the dooalesdy unlocked.

Frowning, she stepped forward uncertainly, her dedging slightly,
and opened the door. Only she and Cathy had keyisddouse. Did



that mean that her daughter had perhaps been haangnd
thoughts?

As she stepped into the kitchen Abbie came to aupabalt. It wasn't
Cathy who was sitting in one of the pretty patchHwoushioned
chairs, talking to the purring cat who had remofiedself from her
customary bed beside the Aga and climbed ontories kbut Sam.

Gently dislodging the cat, he stood up, watchingumsmilingly.

Hugging her letters and bag as fiercely to her baslghough they
were a lifeline, Abbie demanded furiously, 'Wha wou doing here?
How did you get in?'

‘Cathy loaned me her keys,' he told her quietlgntadded in a voice
that was markedly calm in contrast to her own skddkry, but still
ominously determined for all that, "We need to.talk

Standing up to his full height here in her kitcherth less than three
feet between them, he seemed very much taller gygeibthan he
had done last night. But then she was wearing siettes, Abbie
recognised. It irked her that he should appear @lonlg and
comfortably at home in- her own house whilst shiesfe on edge and
caught off guard, but then he would have done tiediberately,
knowing that she wouldn't be expecting him, knowtimat her shock
would give him the edge over her...the advantage.

There were two ways she could deal with this, skadéd. Either
passively, by refusing to say or do anything antpsy walking away
from him, or with aggression, by letting him knohat there was
nothing, nothing he could say or do that could ever change h
feelings or her determination to keep him out dirthives. Their
lives...

Passivity had never been her strong suit, she adkdged. She
preferred action.



'We need to talk?' she queried coldly. 'Since wittidnyou have the
right to claim to know what | may or may not ne&am?' She gave
him an icy smile.Youmay wish to talk tane,but | assure you | have
no desire and certainly no need to talk to you.'

'We need to talk. Not for our own sakes,' Sam ooetll, as though
she simply hadn't spoken, 'but for our daughter's.’

'‘Our daughter's?' Abbie nearly choked on her fury asghared at
him. 'Youhave no daughter,' she spat at him. 'Cathying all mine.

You didn't want her. You denied that you could evave fathered
her... remember?’

'l made a mistake. | was wrong. | didn't realisenth'

Abbie continued to stare at him, the blood drairongof her face as
the shock of what he was saying made her body teemb

She hadn't realised until now how much she had depending on
him rejecting Cathy for a second time.

'‘No,' she whispered in a paper-thin voice. 'Casimt iyour child,’ she
denied. 'Cathy is my child. She's always been nghe. never—'

'‘She never what? She never wanted to know any#iogt me, to
have anything to do with me? She hates me as naxtwedo? Those
areyour feelings, not Cathy's, Abbie," he told her sterahaking his
head whilst Abbie's heart turned over in anguisthateasy way in
which Cathy's name had slipped off his tonguehaagh for all the
world he were used to saying it, as though he fesh lzalling her
Cathy, his Cathy, from the day of her birth and not

'‘Cathy got in touch with me, not the other way muhe reminded
her, but Abbie wouldn't let him continue.



'‘Cathy didnot get in touch with you. It was Stuart who interfigre
who assumed he had the right—'

‘To what? To make Cathy happy?' He gave her aidgelisok. 'But
you don't think that anyone has the right or thétalto make Cathy
happy other than you, do you, Abbie? In fact, yom'dthink that
even Cathy has the right to say what makes henhiapp

‘That's not true," Abbie denied angrily, her faleisting hotly at his
accusation. 'Cathy is twenty-two, an adult, and—'

'‘And what?' Sam pressed her. Like her, he was eblesssually, but
she was irritably conscious of the fact that, tHoagpair of black
leggings topped off with a chunky oatmeal outsizeater might feel
comfortable and practical, they did not look anythiike as good on
her small frame as Sam's faded and well-worn jaadssoft checked
shirt looked on his lean, hard-muscled body.

It was ridiculous that a man of his age should &idve such a
formidably male-looking body—his stomach flat amditt his rear,
from the side view she had of it, enviably taut amagscular... Abbie
hastily looked away from him. What on earth was ringter with
her? Men's backsides, taut and muscular or nog weno interest
whatsoever to her—especially this man's, most esbecthis

man's—even if now...

‘And -what?' she asked tiredly, throwing the questack at Sam,
her hands straying betrayingly to her neck andaittdng muscles
there which gave away her growing tension.

'‘Cathy is a woman,' Sam persisted. '"You admit thatyou don't treat
her as one. You don't allow her to have her owtinfge, her own
needs. You don't allow her to even tell you thatwbuld like to meet
me..."

'Did she?' Abbie swallowed. 'Did Cathy tgduthat?"



'‘No. Not in so many words. But she did tell me—'
'You've spoken to her?' Abbie interrupted him dwuift

'Yes, she and Stuart came to see me this mornimgh&@d a long
discussion, cleared up certain misconceptions...’

‘What misconceptions,' Abbie demanded, a cold, wgraensation
gripping her body unpleasantly.

'‘Misconceptions such as the fact that | have swgflpspent the last
twenty-two years refusing to accept the fact thaave a daughter,
that | haven't felt either guilt or pain about taet that initially |
couldn't accept that she was my child. Misconcagtiabout the
reasons why | felt unable to be the one to maké&acbwith her, even
though there were many, many times when | wantetbtso.'

‘You're lying," Abbie told him fiercely. "You're gti saying that now
because...'

'Because what?' he invited her.

‘Why have you come here? What do you want?' Abbraahded,
changing tack.

'l came here because | learned that someone froghafich was
making enquiries about me,' he told her prompflgd' as for what |
want, | don't think it would be a very good ided d@nswered that
guestion right now. You aren't in the mood to hefaat | want to say.'

"'l never be in the right mood to listen to anwytpyou have to say
other than goodbye,' Abbie told him bitterly. 'Avk already heard
you say that.'

'‘No, Abbie, you haven't,’ he corrected her. Towantbe one who said
goodbye to me—or rather the one who walked out ert m



Abbie stared at him.

'‘Because you'd accused me of trying to pass anothe's child off as
yours... Because you'd deceived me by never eviretiag to tell
me that you'd had a vasectomy—and, by the way,wienhave had
vasectomieslo still produce children.’

'Yes, | know," Sam agreed. 'And | also know thatcat invariably

they react to the initial news that they have dartee same way that
| did. Most partners of such men find that they ttarhave medical
proof that he is actually the father of their chiefore the man can
accept it.

'I'm not alone in reacting the way | did, Abbie.aflloesn't make it
right, | know that, and it doesn't lessen the @aid shock | know you
must have felt. But | felt pain and shock as wel) know. The pain
and shock of believing the woman | was deeply agléssly in love

with had betrayed me with another man. At twenkytsnight have

seemed adult and mature to you, but | wasn't—rsad@ Men don't

mature as quickly as women and | was still immagmeugh to get
infernally jealous, and to feel very, very insecab®eut the strength of
your love for me. You were so young...'

'‘But not too young to leave alone, expecting yaalnyy' Abbie told
him bitterly.

Immediately Sam's eyes darkened, his jaw hardanimgtrayal of
his emotions.

'l did not leave you alone,' he denied harshlyaks the one who
wanted to try for a reconciliation—remember? | wiagre one who

refused to accept a penny, who said that theyheéralie than have an
allowance from me...'

'l didn't want your money," Abbie stormed, infuedtby his apparent
inability, even after all these years, to see vamansult she had felt it



was to her that he should calmly offer to suppertdnd a baby he
refused to admit was his—as though she was sosoene cast- off
bit on the side, some...some... 'l wanted-—' Sbpp&td abruptly,
blinking hard to dissipate the angry tears shecctaél building at the
back of her eyes.

"You wanted what?' Sam pressed her.

'l wanted nothing. Nothing..." Abbie bit out venamsty at him. 'Just
to have you out of my life... our lives. You midgmave decided to
accept now that you are Cathy's father, but so amrl am
concerned—'

You'll never forgive me?' Sam supplied grimly Far.

There was an expression in his eyes that cause Aldmall twinge
of alarm, a warning that she was pushing him tolitnés of his
patience and temper. But she chose to ignore it $lbuld she care
about his feelings? After all, when had he eveedabout hers?

'‘Never,' she agreed vehemently, adding for goodguorea'You might
have managed to convince,deceiveCathy into believing that you
regret what happened, but you can't deceive me-a-setond time.
When did it happen, this change of heart, thisaliscy that you
might have been wrong?' she jeered tauntingly.t'baesek... last
month... ? Did you open your eyes one morning dtet gears of
never even giving her a second thought suddenlyldgou wanted
to see her?'

'‘No,' Sam denied quietly.

There was a small pulse beating under the taut tésis throat and
Abbie found that she couldn't drag her gaze awayfit. Apart from
the ominous tightening of his jaw, and a certawklin his eyes, it
was the only sign he had given that he was notiyptzalmly and
completely in control of his emotions and the ditura



It pleased her to know that she had the power geahim, to get
under his. skin.

'‘Whether you choose to believe it or not, Abbie, tituth is that there
has never been a day, never been a night whenel matvthought
about...her. When | have not wished that thingddcdiave been
different. Initially, that wish was quite simplyahthere could have
been some way in which | could have believed thatvgas my child,
and then later, when | discovered that there wabkamce that she
could be...'

Abbie saw his chest expand as he took a deep breath

'I'm not going to indulge your desire for revengedbtailing the guilt
and anguish that | suffered, the regret...’

'‘No," Abbie agreed dryly. 'l shouldn't if | were woSave it for
someone stupid enough to believe you, Sam, bedausetainly
don't. If you genuinely did feel any of those ermans, why didn't you
try to contact us... Cathy... then?'

'‘Because | didn't think it was fair...l didn't fédlad the right,' he told
her simply. 'And besides...'

'‘Besides what?' Abbie scoffed. For some reasoquiet, sad words
were hurting her, making her feel... making herhwisBesides, you
were too involved in your own life, your own retatships? Did you
ever marry again, Sam?"

'‘No,' he told her curtly, turning his head awaynirber. And then,
looking straight at her, he added slowly, 'And Véuait fathered any
more children either, which is why—'

‘You've now decided you want to take up your ffgr cent option on
Cathy?' Abbie taunted him.



'‘No,' he told her quietly. "The reason | came backyally the only
reason | came back, is because Cathy wanted tomeedthave no
rights where she is concerned. My emotions, my si@aast always
come second to hers. Had she never made any maoatact me |
would have left matters as they stood, but sineehsts—'

'Since Stuart has," Abbie interrupted fiercely. 'lIt w&tuart who
wanted to find you, Sam, not Cathy.'

'‘What is it you're afraid of, Abbie?' he challendped quietly. 'Letting
Cathy discover that I'm not perhaps the villain'yewalways painted
me? That my mistake, my error, was one of vulnétgpband
humanity rather than deliberate cruelty, as shensde have been
told?'

'‘No, that's not true," Abbie denied. 'l just wanieg@rotect her, to stop
her from being hurt.'

‘By telling her that | didn't want her... ? Did yewer tell her how
much | wanted/ou, Abbie,"' he asked her softly, sliding the questic
under her guard and aiming at her heart with &l dbxterity of a
surgeon with a knife.

As the pain pierced her Abbie gave a small, insittreccry of protest,
closing her eyes against the expression she ceselthshis face.

'Did you tell her how much I loved you? How muchuyloved me,
how you wanted me?' he pressed, refusing to releasérom her
agony. 'Did you tell her how she was conceived—haiven we
made love, you cried out to me in pleasure andasg3tHow you
begged me to fill and possess you completely,ke y@u and make
you for ever my own? Did you tell her anytbesethings, Abbie, to
balance the rest of what you felt it necessargiidher?’

'l told her everything she needed to know,"' Ablaiel fiarshly.



She was breathing too fast and too shallowly; learthwas thumping
and her legs felt shakily weak. She desperatelytedato sit down,
but Sam was standing between her and the chaies &y, she made
an instinctive move towards one of them, terrifiedt if she stayed
where she was the weakness she could feel thregtéeirr would
totally overcome her. But her movements were slov@umsy, and
instead of stepping past Sam she somehow collidkadnm.

The unexpected impact of his body against her ovavelthe air
from her lungs, leaving her breathing in quick parher hands
pushing frantically at his chest to distance hérfeim him even
though all he had done was to put out an arm tgtber.

Abbie could see him frowning as he looked downeat Ranic started
to explode inside her as her body began to rece@md react to the
familiarity of his.

To her horror, Abbie could feel her breasts swgland hardening as
they made contact with the warmth of his body. Béméhe hand she
had put out to ward him off she could feel thersgyithickness of his
body hair underneath his shirt.

Appalled by what was happening to her, Abbie frc&ee could feel
his heart beating, smell the unforgettably malensoé him, see the
shadow on his jaw where he'd shaved, the small toualeed just
inside his collar, which she had once teased asskHiand...

Despairingly she closed her eyes, trying to blot but, but Instantly
so many shocking images and memories danced bereath
shuttered eyelids that she immediately opened tggaim, her mouth
forming a small protesting denial.

‘Let me go,' she demanded. 'Let me...'

‘You're the one holding onto me, Abbie," Sam infednier, and as
she looked down at where her fingers were lockdtarfabric of his



shirt Abbie realised that it was true. She couldl fine hot blood
burning up under her skin, covering her whole biodg scarlet tide
of mortification.

'I'm still a man,' he added warningly as he loo#tedn at her, 'even if
| am older, and I'm still liable to react exacthetsame way as |
always did to the feel of your breasts pressingrsgjany body, and
the look in your eyes that means that you wantandds you...and
more...'

'‘No," Abbie denied, furious. 'No. Never. | hate ybau' She gave a
small yelp of protest as Sam secured her agaiadbddy with one

arm and then slid his free hand along her jaw atalher hair, tilting

her face up towards his own, not giving her timeetoew her verbal
assault on him as he lowered his head and coveredhdif-open

mouth with his own.

It shouldn't have been possible for him to getr@sponse out of her.
There wasn'anyway she had the remotest scrap of feeling left f
him other than loathing. She was a woman now, not
inexperienced, easily impressed girl whose emotems sexuality
could be aroused at will by a man who had managednvince her
that he loved and wanted her.

No. It shouldn't have been possible at all. So whyhy, instead of
instantly repudiating him, did her mouth, her bodgften so

iImmediately against his? Why did her lips cling aihbeseechingly
to his? Why did her heart start to pound in fraettcitement at the
familiar delicate stroke of his tongue against lfgs? Why? Why?
Why was she pressing herself closer and closeing s$training,

aching, yearning for the feel of his skin agairest (nwn?

In the distance Abbie could hear someone moaniftty & Sam's
tongue stroked rhythmically in and out of her moutis hand slid
down her back to press- her hips into his body,asthe movement



of his pelvis imitated the sensual thrust of higgiee her body melted,
yielded to the sensual mastery of his.

She was trembling from head to foot, unable to rcbier reactions
to him, and she recognised in shock that the mgastie could hear
was her own. Sam's hand moved up her body, getntikiisg the
outside of her breast. Once that had been a digtakeen them that
he wanted to touch her more intimately, to remosediothing and
stroke and caress her breasts, to suckle gentlyainsmall pink tips
until she twisted frantically beneath his hands dmdathlessly
begged him for more.

She could feel the fiat pad of his thumb rubbingiast her nipple,
and she could feel, as well, its instant achinga@ase to him.

Abruptly she froze. What on earth was she doing?

‘Let go of me," she demanded furiously, wrenchiagrhouth and her
body away from him and then almost childishly wigpiher hand
across her mouth, as though she was trying to aunagy the taste and
feel of him, before saying huskily, 'l detest yaunsuch that...'

‘That you want me to take you to bed just so tlat gan prove it to
me?' Sam suggested harshly.

Abbie stared at him in shock, her body slowly fig/iwith pain.

'You had no right to touch me like that," she toioh sickly, all the
fight suddenly leaving her. 'No right at all.

She turned away from him and started to walk backhe table,
stiffening as she heard him saying her name.

'‘Cathy had no right to give you her keys, eithgre added shakily.
‘This ismyhome and | don't want you in it.'



'‘She gave them to me because she felt it was tgevary you'd ever
agree to talk to me,' Sam told her.

‘Talk?' Abbie turned to face him, her eyes brillianth the angry
shamed tears she couldn't hide. 'What is thereidao talk about?
We've already said it all, every damaging, desitvacthurting word
we could possibly have to say. You're right. | tatop Cathy from
seeing you if she wants to. Thdt&r choice and her right. But | have
rights and choices too,' she told him, lifting hd#nn. 'And my
right..my choice is that whatever there once was betwees ager
and finished, and | never want to see you againv,dease go.'

For a moment she thought he was going to argue vathand she
prayed that her strength, her self-control woulthslbow hold out
long enough for her to make him leave, but to bkef; after a brief
pause, he turned towards the door, pausing to adier for a long
moment before actually going through it.

It was only after he had gone that she realisestihdnad her keys.

Never mind, she consoled herself, she could alisay® the locks
changed.

The locks to . her house, maybe, but the locketdkart... Leaning
her head on the table, she gave way to the tearsosidn't hold back
any more.



CHAPTER SIX

'‘AND you'll never guess what.' Cathy's face was pirtk @xcitement
as she came rushing into the kitchen, giving haheraan absent hug
before continuing, 'We think we've found a housed ®ad has
offered to pay for the wedding breakfast. We wall@ng about it last
night when we went back to the hotel with him.'

She pulled a small face. 'He still hasn't foundvémgre to rent,
although he did say that if he accepts this Chaiy've offered him at
the university—which he thinks he will—'

'‘What Chair?' Abbie demanded tightly as she foughtontrol her
shock. Sam had said nothing to her about beingeaffa job at the
university. 'l thought his visit was only going be a temporary
thing...'

‘Well, it was,’ Cathy agreed, suddenly looking Isiig
uncomfortable. 'But...well, it seems that he's b&anting to come
home...to come back, she amended hastily, 'fcs, @yl now that he
and I...well... Well, I'm all the family he's gatnd—'

‘All the family he's got?' Abbie interrupted hedignantly. Cathy
washer daughter.

'He is my father,” Cathy told her defensively, leges avoiding
Abbie's, the sparkling look of excitement dying otiher eyes as she
moved edgily around the kitchen.

It was a week now since Abbie had first seen Satregtiotel, and she
had had all the locks changed and pointedly tolthfthat she was
not to give a new set of keys to her father.

She had told herself that she would simply hawgritoher teeth and
ignore Sam's presence for the hopefully brief domaaf his visit, and
now, to discover that not only was he involving betf in the



arrangements for Cathy's wedding but that he wssrabking plans
to move back permanently, she was thrown into & sthconfused
emotions. The chief of which, or so she told hérseds anger—a
wholly justifiable anger, too, in the circumstances

'l thought you'd be pleased,’ she heard Cathyntelher almost
challengingly. 'Oh, it's no use,' she finisheddolit. 'Stuart said that
you wouldn't understand, that you wouldn't wantetiogo of your

resentment against Dad...'

‘Stuart said—' Abbie snapped off the words and flioeced a deep
breath before starting again. 'Tell me about thesbg she invited,
trying to find a less contentious topic of convémsa Perhaps later,
when she had calmed down a little, she might be &btalk more
rationally to Cathy about Sam's involvement with Wwedding.

'Oh, it's perfect,’ Cathy told her enthusiasticatigr eyes starting to
sparkle again, her voice light with relief. 'Thiexrooms, and it's got
a huge private back garden. The kitchen and bathrace pretty

avvflil—' she pulled a face '—but as Dad was sayihgnwhe saw
it—'

‘Your father's already seen the house?' Abbierunbézd.

‘Yes, we took him to see it last night. Well, itsvan his way to
Charlesford. He had an appointment at the uniyeafibut this post
he's been offered, and Stuart said why didn't ineecaith us so that
we could show him the house. Stuart and Dad getedhtogether,'
Cathy added enthusiastically. 'Dad was telling Sttt his father
used to be an accountant."Really? Let's hopetliats all they've got
In common," Abbie couldn't resist saying acerbicallithough she
regretted the comment almost as soon as she tadditt when she
saw the look of hurt withdrawal in Cathy's eyes.

'l...I'm sorry, darling,' she apologised huskilys 'just...’



'It doesn't matter, Mum," Cathy told her quickly-e-tguickly? Abbie
wondered sensitively as, without giving her the apmity to
explain or apologise properly, Cathy hurried on.

'I'm longing for you to see the house, only we tcstmdw you until the
weekend. It's empty, by the way, which is anotHes point. We're
taking Dad to meet Stuart's grandparents tomork@miag, and then
it's Julia's little girl's birthday party the daytea and Mama
Grimshaw is having the whole family round—'

‘Including your father, no doubt?' Abbie interruptdrough gritted
teeth.

Cathy gave her an uncertain look.

'‘Well, yes, she has invited him. But how did y&...

'‘Look, Mum, I've got to go,' Cathy told her quicklBut one of the
reasons I've called round is because Dad saichthatanted, that he
neededto talk to you about the wedding reception. Hel sau'd
probably got your own ideas about where it shoeldhéld...'

'Oh,Jae did, did he?' Abbie couldn't resist inttjeng. After another
quick, uncertain look at her, Cathy continuedpltithim that he'd
probably get you in any evening because you nesaifyr go out
much. He seemed "surprised.' Cathy laughed. 'Hedasle if there
was anyone special in your life... a man. | toloh that you weren't
really interested in men.

‘Look, Mum...' Cathy paused and gave Abbie a ptegabthok. 'When
Dad does get in touch with you, you will be...nigdim, won't you?
| do understand how you feel, but it's like Stusatd—I am only

going to get married once and | so much want itoalle right... And
what would make it so special for me would be teehgou both there



with me." Her eyes filled with tears and Abbie'8dsness and anger
suddenly melted.

'Of course it will be all right, and special. Vemery special—just
like you,' she told Cathy emotionally, hugging tightly.

Was it, after all, so much of a sacrifice to makdér pride in
exchange for her daughter's happiness on suctyamportant day?
What mattered the most to her? There was reallgantest, was
there? Abbie acknowledged, which meant that when &d get in
touch with her she would just have to remember ithaas Cathy's
feelings which must come first on this occasiorg aat her own.

'‘Abbie."

She recognised his voice immediately, even thotglas distorted
slightly by the telephone line: authoritative, caetiimg and oh, so
sensually disturbing. She could actually feel thg bhairs lifting on

her arms as she gripped the receiver and respgedaty, 'Yes,

Sam?'

'l was wondering if we could meet to discuss thisibess of Cathy's
wedding. | take it that she has mentioned my...?'

'‘She has told me that you've offered to pay forrdueption," Abbie
agreed, her feelings getting the better of herhasasided under her
breath, 'Amongst other things...'

'‘What other things?' Sam probed, his hearing ratiee acute than
she had expected.

‘The fact that you're apparently considering moviagk here...back

"home",' she emphasised with heavy irony. "Why—?'



'‘Why didn't | tell you first?" Sam interrupted hemd continued
before Abbie could tell him that that had not bedrat she had been
about to say. 'You didn't really give me much opaity, did you?
And besides—'

'‘What you do with your life is none of my businégdbie finished
grittily, before adding fiercely, 'Just as Cathyane of yours.'

There, it was out. The words and the hostility &hew she had
revealed with them exposed, in spite of all herdgmbentions not to
guarrel with him for Cathy's sake.

'She is our daughter,’ Sam pointed out quietlyjragdLook, | don't
want to quarrel with you over this, Abbie.'

Towm don't want to quarrel witine...Oh, | knowthat,' Abbie agreed
bitterly. ‘Just like | know that given the choicewd rather not have
anything to do with me at all. What you want, tieeson you want, is
Cathy. Not me. Don't think | don't know that, Sdim. not a complete
fool, you know...not any more.'

'‘No, you're wrong,' Sam told her grimly.

‘Am |? Then why are you so determined to force yoay into her
life?' Abbie demanded scornfully. 'And don't trytédl me that that's
not what you are doing. Why else would you offerpty for her
wedding reception? Why else have you come back?héfey else
are you planning to move back here permanently@dto be because
of Cathy, Sam. There isn't any other logical redson

'‘No other logical reason, perhaps not,' Sam agregdpice suddenly
oddly heavy, weary almost. 'But then where emotemgsconcerned
none of us tend to behave very logically, do we?'

Abbie sniffed suspiciously.



‘What are you trying to say?' she demanded.

'Is it really my presence in Cathy's life you aceamitagonistic to?'
Sam challenged her softly. 'Or do you fear thatedwow that might
involve me in your own? We're both adults, Abbre] &ve both share
a responsibility towards our daughter...'

Abbie caught her breath on a swift shock of angehe barefaced
Injustice of his remark.

How daredhe talk to her about responsibility? Him of albpé!

'‘No matter what our private feelings are,' he cargd firmly, 'it's
Cathy's feelings that are paramount here. She wenit®th to be at
her wedding; she wants us both to be involved.id@s—'

'l know what Cathy wants,' Abbie interrupted him kurt

‘Then you'll agree that for her sake we need ta-mede discuss not
only the wedding but also a way of finding some dafedground
between us, at least until after the wedding ig.6ve

Abbie was suddenly too tired to argue any furthed besides, what
was the point? She knew that he was right and gshpested that
Cathy would never really forgive her if she didy along with her
daughter's desire to have them both involved inNestding.

'If you're free this evening | could come and pycki up,' she heard
Sam saying, patently taking her silence for agregniethought it

might be preferable from both our points of viewvé were to talk in

neutral surroundings. Unless—'

‘Yes...yes, | agree,' Abbie cut in tiredly. 'Bugt'sno need for you to
go to the trouble of picking me up. | can meet you.

'If that's what you prefer," Sam agreed cordially.



As they arranged to meet, at a small local pub lwhed a famously
excellent restaurant, Abbie wondered why she hpeerd Sam to
try to persuade her to let him pick her up, and whg felt so
disquietingly disappointed that he hadn't. Surély kast thing she
wanted was to spend any more time in his compaay thas
absolutely necessary?

'Eight o'clock, then," she heard him saying.

'Eight o'clock,' she agreed.

Was a fine cream wool cocktail suit worn over kysdamisole rather
too over the top for a midweek meal in a pub restat®? Even if it did
have the reputation locally as being ondla places to eat? Abbie
wondered soulfully as she studied her reflectiothemirror.

The Abbie of old would never have worn cream, cdesng it too
dull and plain. The years hadn't just brought a fies lines around
her eyes, she. acknowledged, they had brought wisdaw a certain
amount of self-awareness as well.

Nowadays, she no longer needed her clothes to ganocher
self-confidence for her.

Cream suited her. The suit's fluid easy lines kirgabtly at the
curves of her figure rather than hugging them, iitite skirt, which

ended at mid-calf, had caused Cathy to wrinkle hese and
complain that it was too long, then the long slitiet divided the
back was more than enough to prove that it wasy'in@ed to keep
her legs hidden from view which had led to her caaf outfit.

Plain gold earrings—a Christmas present to hetbkelfyear Cathy
graduated and she'd been invited to join the Id&claamber of
Commerce for the first time—and the briefest tooth new perfume



she had fallen for on an infrequent day out in LamdA final glance

in the mirror to check that her eyeshadow was inulaely discreet

and that her lipstick did not make her look as ttoshe was pouting,
waiting to be kissed, and she was ready.

A small, bleak expression crossed her face. Thacedeen a time
when the knowledge that the lipstick she was sefaby trying to
apply was going to be kissed off by Sam had caheetland to shake
so much with excitement—and not just her hand eitlshe
acknowledged—that her attempts to apply it had itably been
abandoned. It still hurt even now to remember happy she had
been, how much in love. Wakat why she had responded to Sam
kiss? Did he know? Had he guessed that in all #aesythey had been
apart no one...no one had aroused that kind ofiosaic her?

How hadhefelt when he'd held her in his arms again? Haddw,

remembered how it had once been between them,dohéaimply

gloated over the fact that she was so unable toeadmer reaction to
him? Had he been amused, gratified, his ego strdkedthe

knowledge that he could still arouse her?

Did he... Cathy... any one really know or underdtaow she felt, just
what an effort it was for her to see him...to wybeehave rationally
and calmly? Did Cathy really understand what she agking of her,
or did her daughter simply think that a woman aof m®ther's age
was past feeling the acute sharpness of emotiansafsidered the
exclusive province of the young?

Emotions... What emotions? Abbie asked herselfigngrhe only
emotion she felt or wanted to feel towards her esbland was one of
loathing. That was the only emotion he deservenhfner.

* % %



The publican, who was one of her clients, welcome&dwith a warm
smile as she walked into the busy cocktail bar.

Sam was already there, and Abbie could see himhivefchem as

Jeff gazed appreciatively at her, his conversahahof one business
colleague to another but his eyes saying that stseaswvoman whom
he found very, very attractive.

Sam, who had stood up as she entered the barpput tthe glass he
was holding and began walking purposefully towdhasn, leaving
Abbie with no option other than to introduce th@twen. She could
see the speculative interest in Jeffs eyes—andntle envy— and
so, she recognised, could Sam. She supposed sl tmudeel
pleased that he was being made aware of the faicother men still
found her attractive, especially in view of what@ahad told him,
but she felt far too tense and on edge to wanlay power-games.

'‘Would you like a drink or would you prefer to gasght to our
table?' Sam asked her.

‘Straight to the table," Abbie responded.

As they were shown to their table she realisedtttetouple seated
close to them were one of Stuart's sisters anchaigiband. As she
acknowledged their smiles Abbie told herself grirthigt there was
no necessity for her to introduce Sam to them—attehe would be

meeting" them soon enough.

She wasn't prepared to admit, even to herselfjtthatt knowing that
he had been invited to Stuart's family party and Is&e not.

Not that she would have wanted to be invited, shr@atl to herself.
Stuart's mother was someone she found it muchreasiet on with
at a distance, although she had kept her perseeabs\von Cathy's
future mother-in-law to herself, for Cathy's sake.



'You seem to be very well-known locally," was Saodsnment as
they sat down.

'l have a lot of business contacts,' Abbie agreed.

'‘And a very successful business,’ Sam commenttdtedsead waiter
handed them their menus.

You find that surprising?' Abbie couldn't resietienging him.

'‘Not surprising..." he told her, after a small pgusaving Abbie to
probe.

'‘Not surprising, but...but what?'

For a moment she thought that he wasn't goinggwanher, but then
he closed the menu he had been studying and |eamesis the table
to tell her quietly, 'Not surprising, but humblinihat you possess the
ability to make a success of your life doesn't ssegpme. The raw
material for that was always there, and despitengllother faults |
hope I've never been the kind of man who can'tgeise and
appreciate an intelligent and courageous woman Whkea one.

'‘No, your success doesn't surprise me, Abbie, eedbes the way
you've clung to your independence, bringing Cathyn your own,
giving her all the love and the security | know sigst have had just
by looking at her and watching her. Even the way'wy® clung to
your...feelings about me doesn't surprise me. &fef them humble
me and yet hurt me as well, because they reinfoioe
self-knowledge that | have made them necessary,ttinaugh my
weakness you have had to develop your great strengt

'‘When Cathy first told me that there wasn't anyorseman in your

life, | was tempted not to believe her, but theadlised that what she
said was probablytrue—and why... What, after alljld a man...any
man...give you that you haven't obtained for ydi®se



He gave her an ironic look.

'‘Once, a long, long time ago, | believed thaias the stronger of the
two of us, that it would bemy role to nurture and support you
financially, emotionally—every which way—that | widulead and
you would follow, that we would be a partnershipt b partnership
in which | was the senior partner. How very wrong gelf-deluded |
was...'

Across the table from him, Abbie discovered tha slas having to
swallow past the constricting lump in her throat.

'l didn't want it to be like this,' she heard hédraispering huskily. 'l
didn't want to have to leave Cathy with child-mirgjeo...to...rely on
my parents...to have her growing up going withdwg things that
other children had. If I've worked hard, if I'verugjgled to be
commercially successful, it wasn't purely out of beton for

myself... In fact, | didn't want any of it for myi§el wanted it for

Cathy... Why are you doing this, Sam?' she demandéd/ do you
want to undermine me...to make me feel...?"

‘To make you feel what, Abbie? What is it | make yeel?'

Abbie had had enough. Standing up, she pushed lhaclchair,
fighting back the tears that threatened to hu-ataliher as she told
him achingly, "You know how you make me feel. Yoaka me feel
that I've failed Cathy...that I've put commercrderest, material gain
before her feelings, her needs... Oh, you cantsgtyypu admire me,
what I've done, but those are only words and |lezar what you're
really saying,really thinking. You're thinking that because of wha
I've done, because of what | am, I'm somehow Iéassmman...less
female... less lovable—and, yes, it does hurt. dgstt hurts me
knowing that Cathy...my Cathy...'



Abbie couldn't go on, and for the second time imasy weeks she
found herself walking out of a restaurant, barddledo control her
emotions, whilst all around her the occupants efdtiner tables were
watching with avid but discreet curiosity.

The table where Stuart's sister and her husbandtéel sitting was
empty, she noticed thankfully, so they at leastnhaditnessed her
humiliation.

Sam caught up with her just as she reached heta&arg hold of her
arm in a firm but oddly gentle grasp, swinging fermnd to face him,
his forehead creased in a small frown as he stated, can't really
believe that, Abbie...that | would deliberately toyhurt you...'

'‘Why not?' she countered, no longer bothering ti the tears she
knew were glittering in her eyes. 'After all, you thefore!’

'Oh, Abbie...Abbie...'

Before she could stop him he had wrapped her iaims as though
she were a small child, hugging her, rocking hegathing his hand
through her hair.

'l never wanted to hurt you,' she heard him whisgaotionally to
her. ‘Not then...not now... Especially not now.'

'‘Not now...?" Abbie looked up at him, trying nottkenk about how
good it felt to be close to him like this and homglitening that
knowledge was. 'Because...of Cathy?' she askegdumfully.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw a couple walgast them to a
car parked a few feet away.

''ve done my best for her,' she told him huslplgrt of her shocked at
the way she was exposing herself and her vulnésatd him,
another part of her in some odd way accepting ihasitable—as



somehow right— causing a conflict of emotion shéndidare to
analyse.

'For God's sake, Abbie...'

The anger she could hear in his voice hurt her. Saeed to pull
away from him, wondering what on earth she wasgldaut instead
of letting her go he drew her closer to him, thedstill stroking her
hair tightening slightly against her scalp as hie her head still and
bent his own towards her.

This time there was no pretending to herself tHatghe was feeling
was just an aberration, that what was happening seasething

outside her control that she didn't really wante 8as responding to
him, kissing him with a starving hunger she couldwaén try to hide,

responding to the fierce, demanding pressure ofnfosith in an

answer to its question, in a manner as old asitsa#...\Wanting him,

needing him, loving him so intensely that the aciséde her body
was an actual physical pain.

'‘We shouldn't be doing this. | don't... It isnghi,’ she tried to whisper
to him between frantic kisses, but both his handsevweupping her
face now, his mouth biting hungrily at hers as fatiethe rapid thud

of his heart and the aroused tension of his body.

'Of course it's right,' she heard him whisper bakly. ‘What isn't
right is that we should be standing here like apt®wf teenagers
when... Let me come home with you, Abbie. There'smsich we
need to say to one another—so much we need to—'

'You mean we still haven't talked about Cathy's diregl?' she asked
him dizzily.

She felt dazed, confused almost, by the speedw¥itbh things had
happened. Her brain told her that she needed baieher body had



more urgent demands and pressed close to Sanliagfds every
movement, knowing that already he was arousedtaatd.t

‘That is one thing we have to discuss,' Sam agteedtily, 'but not
what | had in mind. You do realise, don't you,\Waaned her, 'that if
we stay here very much longer, if | hold you likestmuch longer, it
Isn't going to be a question of whether we make |owut where? And
my preference, as you may remember, has always foeenlarge,

comfortable bed and the privacy to explore and\enmur body,

somewhere where—'

‘Sam, stop it," Abbie demanded breathlessly. "Yamitc.you mustn't.
How can this be happening?' she asked him in bewmildnt. It
isn't... | don't...'

'It's happening because, no matter how much wetrtnglio deny it
cerebrally, our bodies, our emotions still need wadt each other...

'‘No,' Abbie tried to protest, but she knew she wasting her breath.
Right now there was nothing... nothing she wantedenthan to feel
Sam's naked body above her, around her, within her.

'‘Abbie, if you don't stop looking at me like thgu know what's
going to happen, don't you?' she heard Sam groamivgrning.

‘We could...we could go back home...to my houdeg agreed
tentatively, aware both of the other couple's gdein them and of
her own growing sense of excitement and urgency.

'‘But,’ she added quickly, 'just...just to talk abdiathy and the
wedding, that's all.’

‘Whatever you want,” Sam agreed, but the look he deer as he
gently helped her into her car said that he kneactiy what it was
that she wanted, and that he wanted it as wellil@idt had nothing
to do with discussing any plans for Cathy's wedding



It wasn't until she had actually driven home, pdhex car in her
drive and seen the lights of Sam's car as he pulleehind her that
the full meaning of what she had invited struck Beit by then it was
too late. Sam was getting out of his car, and adallowed suit and
stood waiting for him her body was seized by adlod weakening
emotions that made it impossible for her to moaakstically, she
watched him walk towards her, knowing that it was kate now to
stop what had been set in motion.

As Sam reached her he touched her face gentlyrerdtook her
house keys from her nerveless fingers, holdingch&t hand in the
oddly reassuring warmth of his as he unlocked ther é&nd then,
almost tenderly, urged her inside.

Just inside the kitchen she paused, her voice hasiiyesitant as she
pleaded, 'We don't really need to talk about...abmiwedding now,
do we? After all, Cathy and Stuart haven't everagetoper formal
date yet.'

‘Second thoughts?' Sam asked her softly.
Abbie couldn't pretend not to know what he meant.

‘That was...that was the whole purpose of our mggthe reminded
him shakily.

'It was | agree,' Sam replied semi-cryptically. 'But...'

'‘But what?' Abbie demanded, reminding herself shatwas an adult
and that attack was supposed to be the best méatefemce. She
was no longer a woman who could allow herself ke @ passive role
In a relationship, or in life itself.

'Do you really need to ask?' Sam derided her geidign't-«what
happened between us earlier make it obvious?'



'‘Nothing happened,’ Abbie denied hastily, hurrieflhding some
measure of release from the tension gripping heydmyg to fill the
kettle, an automatic action which common sense &hher was not
a logical or wise thing to do when she was desplraegretting
allowing Sam to come back with her and wishing Heatvould leave.

'Oh, no? Tell that to my body," Sam drawled seléckingly, and

then made her heart stand still and panic explodele her as he
added devastatingly, 'And your own. After all," \Wwent on quietly,

'‘whatever else went wrong between us, whatever othigtakes |

might have made, sexually, things were...

‘Do you have any idea what it felt like?' he denehdhe harshness
in his voice shocking her. 'To sleep alone in @rae bed where only
hours before you had lain there with me, makingéhsoft, keening
sounds of pleasure you always made when we madg hoaking
those delicious, satisfied little gasps that mehat you wanted me.
Have you any idea of what it felt like, waking upan empty, cold
bed without you beside me...reaching out for yadiraot finding you
there? Did you know that in the night, in your glegou used to
snuggle up next to me, curling your body just gbtty as you could
into mine, as though you couldn't bear to brealctirgact with me? |
used to lie there watching you, enjoying the pleasfi knowing how
completely mine you were and how much | loved you.'

Something in the way he was looking at her, indagk sombreness
of his eyes which matched the starkly melancholietof his voice,

filled Abbie with a mixture of achingly painful ertions. His words

brought back feelings she had kept hidden. Notfjesh others, but
from herself as well. Because she hadn't been t&blbear to

acknowledge that she felt them. Instead she hadlséat and held
onto her anger, needing it to sustain her, to dimdiecause if she
hadn't...if she had allowed herself to acknowledigese other
feelings, those other pains, she just wouldn't hlagen able to
survive.



And now Sam was forcing her to remember them, fgrdier to
acknowledge a pain so intense and so overpowetiag $he
instinctively fought to withdraw from it and denty panic flooding
through her as she turned to face him like an dratrizay, crying out
bitterly, 'No, you did not love me. If you had yawuld never have
doubted me, never have believed that I'd beenthfif&to you. You
talk about howyoufelt. What do you imagine your rejection...you
accusations did to me? You didn't love me. You dotilhave done.
You...'

‘Abbie, you're wrong. | did...'

She had said the wrong thing, done the wrong thigbie
recognised as Sam crossed the distance betweenttiang hold of
her upper arms as he spoke urgently to her.

'‘No. No, you didn't,’ she denied. 'You couldn't&aeone...’

She knew he must have heard the panic in her vargkher whole
body started to tremble as he demanded, 'Why dsgguhat? Why
Is it so important to you to believe that | didiove you? | freely

acknowledge that the worst, the biggest mistaleedxer made in my
life was to deny my own child, but the last thifrg boing to do now
Is to compound that betrayal by lying about thdihgs, the love |

had for you.'

'It wasn't love...it was just sex,' Abbie insisfeghtically.

‘Just sex... For you, maybe,"” Sam told her quiéBut not for

me...never for me. Was that it? Was that why yotevable to walk
away from me so easily, Abbie—because it was ogyse far agou

were concerned?' he asked her bitterly.

To walk away from him so easily. Abbie just managedatch back a
sob of mingled anguish and hysteria. If only hevknelf only he
knew just what she had suffered...just how muchadprhad been



done—how hard it had been for her to go on withoot. The only
thing, the only person who had kept her going heghbCathy...the
knowledge that she had to be strong, that she dialinvive for
Cathy's sake. And even then...

She shivered, remembering the stern warning théodbad given

her that if she didn't start eating properly anoklog after herself
better she was in real danger of losing her babgt Thad been in the
early weeks after the break-up, when the very thbagfood, never

mind the sight and taste of it, had made her featedy nauseous.
When all she had seemed to do was to cry and ntbarloss of her

love, and when all she had wanted was to escapetfre too heavy
burden of her heartache and misery... And thiswizet Sam called
easy...

Easy. Even now, after all these years, the mutieabes of her old
pain still rumbled threateningly in the distancegking her want to
cower and shiver, to hide herself from the devasjagffect of that
threat like a small child cowering in terror frommet first warning
rumble of thunder. But she wasn't going to let Bae that—no, not
for a minute. Her pride wouldn't allow her to. Tl§ her chin, she
made herself look at him with forced calm.

'l suppose it must have been. After all, at that ig hard to tell the
difference, isn't it? And | was after all particdjainexperienced and
naive,' she added disparagingly. 'Sex and lovefasoas | was
concerned then, were the same thing..."But novgoafse, you do
know the difference. Is that it?' Sam challengedgnenly.

As she heard the suppressed anger in his voiceeAbbked up at
him, her heart jolting heavily against her ribsha look in hi§ eyes.
Somehow, somewhere, she had made a misjudgemdr#,ad one,
she recognised. But it was too late now to regretcall what she
had already said. She could only go on, or givamnd she certainly
wasn't going to do that.



‘Yes, | suppose | do,' she agreed coolly, her vordg giving the
smallest betraying tremble as she tried to puls&léfree of his grip.
‘It would be a rather odd thing if | hadn't, dgrdu think?' she added
for good measure. The last thing she wanted toitetguess was that
there hadn't been any man in her life since hiat, When she woke
up in the night, her body aching, her bed empty...

'‘Good, then you'll know exactly what this is, themn't you?' she
heard Sam saying to her as, instead of releasingshghe expected,
he tightened his hold on her, drawing her back regjanis body,

lowering his head towards her own.

Desperately Abbie tried to turn her face to ones sid avoid and
escape what she knew was going to happen, but B&eipated her,
releasing her arm and holding the side of her laeatface instead,
his palm against her jaw, his fingertips in her lagi he held her still.

The feel of his warm breath against her face mhdenhole of her
body tremble in self-betrayal, her vocal deniaibiat she knew was
going to happen a small, explosivg sound that hedde panic than
any real insistence, Abbie recognised.

'‘Which does your experience tell you that this Agbie?' Sam
demanded savagely against her mouth.

'l know exactly what it is," she threw equally Gely back at him. '‘But
you can't—'

'If you know, then | don't have to make any excdeemyself, do 1?'
Sam interrupted her thickly. 'And, since | canttelee you, there isn't
any point in any pretence between us, is there...?"

Abbie tried to tell him that so far as she was esned there wasn't
any point, any reason for there to be anything betwthem any
more, but as soon as she opened her mouth Sanedavevith his
own.



A shocking feeling of pleasure and familiarity swaed her, and
Abbie felt her body respond to the demanding presstihis mouth.

This was no tentative wooing kiss such as a newrlovight give;

this was the kiss of a man who felt he had no fheeainy preliminary
skirmishes—the kind of kiss that was permissibtEeatable, only
between established and very passionate loverseAoknowledged
dizzily as she tried to withdraw from the sensudiimacy of Sam's
kiss and discovered, with heart-numbing pain, tiwtonly washe

preventing her from doing so but her own body wase aiding and
abetting him.

How could her lips be clinging so wantonly to his@w could they
be opening, softening, her tongue shyly meeting rtiueh more
rhythmic and far deeper thrusts of his? How coutd bhody be
quivering, melting, yielding so obviously and ssiBabeneath the
silent demands of his kiss?

His kiss... It wasn't just a kiss he was imposing en \lretchedly
vulnerable and traitorous senses, it was... it wasseduction... a
passion... a possession of breathtaking magnitudie bearefaced
daring, Abbie acknowledged shakily as Sam drewelien closer to
his body. His hands slid down over her back, steafhie curve of her
waist, her hips, cupping the soft roundness obltiocks as he...

Beneath his mouth she gave a small moan of prdtestyhole body
shuddering in shocked reaction as he responddad twareness of
him with an even deeper and more explicitly senswaisting of his
tongue, matched by the increasingly urgent movenwnthis
hips—his groin against the vulnerable softnesseofdwn body.

She was literally trembling helplessly from head ftot, Abbie

recognised, totally incapable of controlling or cealing her
physical reaction to him. And that was just theeowtign of her
physical awareness of him... just the tip of thegotal iceberg he had



aroused within her—if iceberg was the correct teéordescribe a
feeling that was generating so much heat.

How long was it since her body had experienced ithetaintly and

dismayingly familiar throbbing ache? That wantoividg urge to

press herself even closer to him, to match the mew¢ of his body
with some equally sensually explicit movements @f bwn, to...to
reach out and touch him, to press her lips aghisskin, to the damp
hollow at the base of his throat where the tinydseaf sexually
generated sweat collected, to stroke her fingettipsugh the soft
darkness of the body hair that darkened his chastall the while to
feel her own excitement and urgency increasingme to match his
whilst she teased him...

White she teased both of them with little, littieokes and licks,
watching the increasingly open throb of the pulsthe base of his
throat, knowing that its urgency was matched, nioae@ matched, by
the equally powerful ancl far, far more openly &rgbulsing of

another part of his body, knowing that when shallgniowered her
head and teased that place...that part...withglo# her tongue, in the
same way that she was his throat, he would be aeiplunable to
hold back his moan of anguished pleasure in whainsts doing.

Inwardly, secretly, her own desire would be fed amudtiplied by the
sense of power in her womanhood that it gave hiendav how much
she could arouse him, how close to the edge o$difscontrol she
could drive him, how intense the degree of pleashee could give
him just by the delicate brush of her lips and teag

How long? Too long...too long...

Abbie heard herself moaning helplessly in need,duely held in
thrall to the powerful pull of her dangerous merasyioverriding the
protective mechanism of her brain as it struggtedtop what was
happening to her. Instinctively she moved closeS&m, her hips



mirroring the movement of his, her hands sliding aner his
shoulders and then down over his back, feelinghiuel- packed
muscles, still surely as strong and taut as thdyelwar been, his waist
just as narrow, his buttocks...

Abbie could feel the heat engulfing her as her bamer fingers,

ignoring the shocked recoil of her brain, dug ithte deliciously hard

muscles, kneading with familiar erotic intimacy. #lwas it about

that part of a man's anatomy that made it suckeaspke to touch and
hold onto?

The same instinct that made a man seek out thewsofiith of a
woman's breasts? Abbie wondered in dazed, sensoaldement as
Sam, almost as though he had read and then actedhgr own
thoughts, cupped hers in his hands, caressing gjeantty at first and
then, as her mouth opened eagerly beneath hiscontnollable and
uninhibited pleasure at the way he was touchingrere urgently,
more possessively. Abbie started as she felt hgrles stiffen in
overjoyed response to his touch. How was it thatdosly was so
immediately, so overwhelmingly responsive to hisctt? Especially
when, in all the years they had been apart, shébbad so sure, so
convinced that when he had destroyed their lovealdedestroyed her
desire for him, her ability to respond to him adlw&fter all, how
could she be physically aroused by a man she dmirét..couldn't
love? How couldhe still want a woman he believed had deceive
him...a woman he couldn't trust?

How could either of them now be here like this—dtiger—their
bodies as urgent and hot for one another as theyoban all those
years ago? Wanting the other with all the impati¢mt-blooded
eagerness and desire she remembered and hadthaddsto forget.
But now, added to that youthful eagerness, thereavsharp- edged
hunger...a knowledge that came from maturity afull awareness of
themselves and their sexuality.



The shy young teenager who had so gladly allowed t®delp her to
explore and get to know her own sexuality had bregtaced by a
woman of equal sexual potency, Abbie recognise@céine and not
a passive partner in love's sensual dance. A wavhase desire was
suddenly so strong and all-consuming that she lenses taken

totally off guard by its demanding power.

She could feel Sam starting to release her mouih, tdngue

withdrawing from its intimacy with her, and immetlly she made a
low sound of protest deep in her throat, closinglipe around it and
sucking sensually on it, hef teeth biting passielyadt his bottom lip

as she felt the violent surge of response joltugihohis body.

‘Abbie... Abbie...'

Had his voice really held such a deep, almost gaitinote of male
arousal and awareness of her female power all theses before?
Abbie rather thought not. Thérehad always been the one in contro
even if it had been a loving, careful, protectiypeet of control. Now,
she suspected, without knowing how she had comanto such
knowledge, he was nowhere near so much the mddtes situation.
She. could feel his hands trembling against headise and when his
thumb-tips caressed her hard nipples his body edaqist as
intensely to that stimulation as her own.

She could feel his breathing quicken and his retart to race as she
teased his mouth with hot, biting kisses, tastingjast the musky
male heat of his mouth but the euphoria of her gwawer to
command his sexuality and arousal as well.

'Oh, God, have you any idea what you're doing t@ khew much I've
wanted this...ached for it... hungered for it..you?' Abbie heard
him demanding as her mouth teased its way alonghihcat and
down over his jaw. Her heart started to thump Hgawirecognition



of the excitement she had felt earlier. Remembejuisg what her
then almost shy kisses at the base of his thrahblan a prelude to.

Would heremember? Would he? And if he did how would hetea
Or would he... ?

Her heart leapt in a mixture of excitement and aeswuncertainty as
her lips touched first the damp of his Adam's appid then slid
moistly downwards. She could feel the heat suddeaiy up under
Sam's skin, the sweat beading his throat as heedter shudder so
deeply and violently that for a second it actualgrmed her.

But when she made to withdraw from him his handsnged round
her arms, holding her against his body as he bedhemligh gritted
teeth, 'Oh, God, Abbie, don't stop now, for Godkes Don't stop
now... If you only knew...'

The rest of what he was trying to say was lostiasbdy became
convulsed by a second series of shudders againsameé her own
desire and arousal rose up to meet his own, hgutstip lapping
eagerly at the moistness of his skin, her mind raataally

registering the words he was saying to her andingato them as he
demanded urgently, 'Touch me, Abbie... Undress .mmg..
shirt...yes...that's it...unfasten it..."

She was trembling so much that in the end shedadd both hands,
wrenching the buttons free rather than easing tiveough the small
holes, but Sam seemed unaware of her clumsines$ aoy damage
she might have inflicted on his shirt, his chegtasding rapidly as he
drew in a deep breath of air and then raised higl$1d@o slide his
fingers into her hair and urge her towards his b&ihe could feel his
spine arching, his body taut as she kissed thenate flesh she had
exposed.



His skin was tanned darker than she rememberethd®dtexture of it,
the feel and the smell—especially the smell—wastyxshe same.
She could feel wetness against her face as shedéem head against
his chest and felt the familiar prickle of his bolir tickling her
skin. But it was several seconds before she resednihat it was
caused by her own tears.

Tears... from her... for what?

Bewildered and confused, she lifted her hand tofaes, but Sam
forestalled her, his fingers gentle, tender almasthe touched her
damp face and then lifted his fingers to his moteahkting her tears,
his eyes darkening as he said roughly, 'Oh, GodjeAbWhat have
we done to each other, to ourselves? Why haveave...

Abbie could feel herself starting to tremble. Shend want to talk
about what had happened. She didn't want to reguire past and
risk destroying what they were sharing now. Sha'tidant to have
to analyse and dissect what had happened...to twihife the pain
she had always made herself deny she had evelSfadt.was too
afraid that if she did...once she did...

Quickly she turned her head and started to kisssSamest. Fiercely,
almost angrily at first, and then more lingeringdgyvouring its taste
and texture as her heightened emotions relayeththdiar flavour
and scent of him to her. One small, hard male eipg@s temptingly
close to her lips. She moved her head slightly l@bhdhem close
gently over it, savouring the texture of it, turgiher tongue slowly
and then more boldly over it.

She could feel Sam's body tense and then trembieeBow or other
one of her hands had slid down his chest and vwasggjust above
his belt. She could feel him draw in his breathshe slowly and
deliberately started to circle his nipple with theof her tongue. She
waited until he had started to relax slightly arnget his breath and



then she closed her mouth around him and very,stewly started to
suck.

The sound that rattled in his throat seemed to baea dragged from
the very depths of his body. His arms closed ddlyigaround her that
she felt he might almost crush the breath out ofurggs.

'If you don't stop that right now, I'm going...'esheard him protest
thickly, his voice dying away as she deliberatahgreased the
delicately sensual pressure of her mouth, her oxaiteament and
arousal kicking into a higher gear as she acknaydddhe pleasure it
gave her to know how dangerously close to the edfyéis
self-control she was pushing him. If she could aeobim so much
just by doing this, how would he feel...what woh&ldo...what might
happen if she touched him more intimately? Teasstlg little bit
more provocatively...? If she...?'There's only arsg/ to make you
see what you're doing to me and that's to giveaytaste of your own
medicine,' she heard Sam telling her, his voicexpeetedly taking
on a much firmer note as he caught her completéhguward by
swinging her up into his arms and holding her tleesrée headed for
the kitchen door.

One hand was holding her imprisoned whilst shegtumto him, half
afraid that he might drop her, and the other... dtter, she realised
with a small start of excited nervousness, was hiegcfor the
fastening of her bra...

'‘Where are you going? What are you doing?' she ddeth
breathlessly, her protest drowned out by her sgedb of surprise
not so much at the ease, rather more at the dadicieeling of
pleasure it gave her to know that the only thiregg tiow lay between
the feel of his hands...his mouth on her body..thasthin silkiness
of her top.



'I'm taking you to bed, where | can show you eyacthat it feels like

to have someone tormenting you, playing with yauwlay you were
just doing with me, and what the consequences df slangerous
behaviour are,” Sam told her, mock seriously, agiddmoothly,

‘Unless, of course, you'd rather stay down heret Kitchen table
looks just about the right height—although perhatpgour age your
back can't take—'

‘There is absolutely nothing wrong with me—neithmgrage nor my
back," Abbie interrupted him hotly. 'l am, aftet, atill six years
younger than you are, Sam, and it's pretty obvibasyou're hardly
incapable or past it...'

'I'm delighted to hear that you think so," Sam todd, laughing at her
and adding wickedly, 'But shouldn't you perhapsem&s such
unstinting praise until it's actually deserved? Ando intend to

deserve it," he added slowly, and this time theas mo laughter in his
eyes nor his voice, Abbie noticed as her heart gaterifying and

unnerving bump and her nipples, to her constematand

embarrassment, suddenly peaked so hard that they olearly

discernible beneath her top.

Sam had seen them, she knew, and the sight of ¢wensing his
attention on them visually, whilst his mouth openadd his
tongue-tip touched his upper lip, aroused a feelside her body
that made her shockingly and shamefully aware sif pow little it
would take now for him to bring her to complete giegl fulfilment.

The first time she had reached orgasm had beearémghattering
and unfamiliar experience for her, the pinnacleac$low, tender
journey. To have to acknowledge now that merelthloeght of him
touching her, suckling on her sensitively arousegples, was
virtually enough to cause her to reach that sanmngmle was
intensely disturbing.



'‘Don't move, Abbie,’ she heard Sam warn her thjcklcause if you
do there's no way we're going to make it througit ttoor, never
mind as far as your bed.’

At first she thought he had actually read her naind knew what she
was feeling, but as she gazed in shaken bemusemeihis face she
realised that it was his own arousal he was refgio.

‘This can't be happening,' he heard her protestinge carried her
upstairs. 'We aren't a couple of teenagers. We doeh...'

'We don't what?' Sam demanded gruffly as he watkeough the
open bedroom door and gently slid her to her f&anding with her
body to his body so that she could feel each amdyewmch of him
against her. 'We don't have a right to feel desife?want each
other...? Who says so? Not our bodies, Abbie. Niotsenses...not
our emotions... They all say... Thayl say..." he repeated, and his
voice slowed and thickened as he reached out dddhkeface.

He kissed her slowly and gently at first, and th&re urgently, as

though he just couldn't help himself, as thoughduw starved for her,

hungered for her, as though she was the only wameahad ever

wanted...as though he knew thegwas the only man she had eve
wanted.

'‘Oh, God, Abbie," she heard him whisper in mufffegyuish as his
mouth slid down over her body, leaving a damp waithe fabric of
her top before finally closing over her breastydrg hungrily on her
nipple, suckling on it, rolling his tongue aroundnibbling it gently
and oh, so mind-destroyingly erotically with higtte so that Abbie
wanted to rip her top off herself and hold him agaher.

She couldn't remember them getting undressed, th@ysweetly
savage pleasure of their shared nakedness, ofWwremrecognition
that all that had changed about his body was thaas even more



potently male than ever, and all that had changedtsher own was
that it was even more keenly responsive to him.

She tensed briefly once, hesitant, trembling withmiture of
uncertainty and unbearable longing as Sam kneftant of her,
gently removing her briefs, first planting kiss@esan erotic circle
around her navel and then moving lower, so thatvwgee trembling
violently with arousal and emotion by the time h&iéd his face
against her naked body, breathing in the scent exf bpenly
delighting in the warm, damp feel of her body lagjainst his skin.

'‘No,' -Abbie protested, trying quickly to withdrawom him as his
lips brushed the delicate flesh of her groin. litthieched her now he
would find her so wet, so ready for him...and ifdien't...

The small moan she gave must have alerted him tat wilas
happening to her. Must, she recognised in hot disntave
reactivated some old memory of the signs and soahlder arousal,
because his hand immediately gently covered hey aexost as
though he was trying to comfort and steady her, tweth he was
lifting her onto the bed and following her down @it unashamedly
displaying his own arousal...

What was it about the sight of that one special 'snamusal that
could literally make a woman feel weak at the ki2défl herewith a
mixture of awe and protective awareness at thepew®gd beauty of
something that was both so proudly male and almdstulously
vulnerable, so strong and yet so potentially wesak dangerously
easy for the right woman to arouse and excite, emeh more
dangerously easy for her to destroy and deflate.Witong word, the
wrong action...even just the wrong look.

'What is it you want, Abbie?' she heard Sam askerghuskily. '‘My
hand...my mouth...my body...'



'You. | want you," Abbie heard herself moaning backfrantic
response, and her own thoughts were forgotten,takesm by the
relief of Sam touching her, lowering himself againer so that she
could feel him, so that she could open her legs warap herself
around him, silently urging him to move closer san deeper and yet
even deeper, until she was matching the shockinggdgily
remembered rhythm of his thrusts, moving with thana against
them, their voices rising and mingling as theydio@t to each other
in mutual need and arousal, mutual exultation asslasy, as their
bodies exploded into almost immediate orgasm. Ameh tlow-
murmured whispers of mutual exhaustion as the wofgsaise and
pleasure were whispered in each other's ears...

* * %

Abbie opened her eyes in sleepy confusion. Sam 'inslseping on
his normal side of the bed. Her body was all tashgie with his and
her hair was trapped underneath his arm.

Sam... Abbie came abruptly wide awake. This wath@h, some

twenty years ago. This was now... Now— and she d@te the

unforgivable and unbelievable. And, what was mehe hadn't just
stopped at doing it once. To her chagrin she rasedrthat she must
have eventually fallen asleep in Sam's arms, hdy lso sated and
exhausted by the pleasure he had given her thdiah#&t even had
time to move away from him, because she was gtilglwhere she
had been the last time they had made love, inchsy, comfortable,
gentle spoon position they had discovered in tiky eaonths of their

marriage...

Sam must have reached out for the duvet they lekekdito one side
earlier, when their lovemaking had been anythiniggautle or easy,
because it was lying over and around them bothjratite dim light
she could see the way their clothes were scattalledver the



bedroom floor... She made a move to pull away fhem, but in his
sleep Sam tightened his hold on her.

She really ought to wake him up, to tell him... $&&lly ought... She
gave a small yawn and then another deeper ondgthptation to
snuggle back down again next to him was too oveepmg to be
ignored. After all, what harm could it do now? hretmorning they
could discuss what had happened, acknowledge ttlntdi been a
mistake...something best forgotten, ignored... Aisptal reaction
between them that neither of them-had really béénta control and
which, she suspected, had caught them both oftiguar

Indulging in a night of passionate sex with herlaxsband might not
be the most sensible thing she had ever done inifeerAbbie
acknowledged, but there had been extenuating cstamoes and she
knew it was something she would never do againvw&tseallowed to
make some mistakes, wasn't she? she demanded yoiEvéler
nagging conscience.

He doesn't love you, she reminded herself. Youtdore him.
Maybe, she admitted, but they had loved one anabhee, and
tonight...

Tonight what? Tonight she had succumbed to a naetksire, a
yearning she had not even really known she had had?

It was too late to regret what had happened now,tshl herself

tiredly. All she could do was a damage- limitatexercise and that
included not getting herself into a panic right nover something she
couldn't really do anything about until Sam wokeaumal they could

discuss the whole situation rationally—not somegtitmat was likely

to happen if she insisted on waking him now, whenwas so

obviously very deeply asleep.



Tomorrow, she suspected, he would be as eagesitusd what had
happened as she was herself. Tomorrow... She gathea final
yawn and closed her eyes, her body relaxing baoksieep.

At her side Sam opened his eyes and looked downrht face, his
own expression sombre. Had he done the right tbrmgad he well
and truly blown everything?

When she looked at him in the morning would it beghwhate
or—dared he let himself begin to hope the impos8ibl

Gently, very gently, he pulled her sleeping bodysel to his own,
taking her intimately close to his side and holdnag there.



CHAPTER SEVEN
'‘MumM...Mum, what's Dad's car doing outside? Why...?7 Oh!

Abbie sat bolt upright in bed, frantically clutchirthe duvet to her
naked body, her face burning with a scarlet tidegaflt and

embarrassment as Cathy burst into the bedroom ante do a
stunned halt, her mouth rounding in a startledofOshock as she
stared at the two occupants of her mother's bed.

'Oh," she repeated, but this time her face wasthadan smiles of
intense, mischievous joy as she looked from Abbfaished,
embarrassed face to Sam's far more impassivelyaic@a and
controlled one.

'Oh, this is wonderful, marvellous.. .just waitithtell Stuart what's
happened. Oh, I'm so thrilled/hendid it happen®hendid you two
decide to get back together again? And fancy nghgaany thing...
how could you keep it a secret? Oh, this is wonderful... eeful.
Oh, Mum, I'm so thrilled...’

Happy tears had filled Cathy's eyes and they spthstown her
cheeks as she ran towards the bed and hugged ttamAlbbie first
and then Sam, before turning round and rushing badke door,
calling over her shoulder as she hurried througlStuart's waiting
downstairs. | made him drop me off because | was@wied about
you, Mum, you seemed so down. If only I'd reallyolum what was
going on. Just wait until | tell him about thislust wait until | tell
everyone...'

'‘Cathy," Abbie protested, having at last managembiarol her shock
enough to find her voice, but it was too late; sbeld already hear
Cathy excitedly telling Stuart what had happened+atiter what she
believed had happened.



‘Stuart's as thrilled as | am," she announced,pesapg in the
doorway moments later. 'We won't stay; it was guguick call. Not,
I'm sure, that either of you two will mind,' shedad mischievously,
with an arch look from her parents to the clothleat tstill lay
scattered so betrayingly on the bedroom floor. 8Hawm,' she added
with a grin. 'And remember," she added mock watgjnglways
make sure you have safe sex.'

Safe sex. Abbie could hear Cathy laughing as shre back
downstairs. At her side she heard Sam clearinghingst and then
apologising huskily.

'I'm sorry.. .that was something | should have giuabout last
night, but...well, it's not really been an issuerfe for so long that—'

‘That what?' Abbie challenged him bitterly, buteg her voice low
so that Cathy couldn't hear them. 'That you felt thwas all right to
assume that | would have taken all the necessapaptions?'

She could feel reaction to what had happened gettinA sense of
angry helplessness and rage filled her as she ropideed the full
consequences of everything that had occurred.

'‘Well, unfortunately that wasn't the case. Despitat you seem to
think, and quite obviously unlike yours, my lifeetonot include the
kind of... intimacy...the kind of sex life that nekit necessary,' she
concluded stiffly.

She wasn't quite sure why his obvious belief thia¢ svould
automatically be using some kind of protectivelbrontrol should
hurt her so much, but she knew that it did.

'‘Besides,' she added fiercely, allowing her vowresé slightly as she
heard the back door open and then close agairharsbtind of a car
engine firing as Cathy and Stuart left, ‘as fafrasconcerned, we've
got far more important things to worry about thde wnlikely



chance—theextremelyunlikely chance—of my conceiving your
child for a second time.’

For the first time since Cathy had burst into tleldoom, Abbie
managed to look directly at Sam. Like her, he haidup in bed
immediately Cathy had rushed in, but unlike herhbe made no
move to cover his naked body with the duvet—no cowebeneath
its inadequate protection with a guilty expressarhnis face.

In the clear morning his torso looked just as fynfleshed and

muscled as it had felt last night. There was a Isbmalse at the base
of his throat, Abbie recognised, feeling the heatbup over her
body as she remembered how it had got there, anmaduth had that
slightly swollen look that came from being passtehaand very

intensely kissed...like her own. She touched Iper tientatively with

her tongue-tip and her face burned an even debpdeof pink.

'What's wrong?' Sam asked her, frowning. 'Sore?"

Sore? Abbie stared at him, her colour rising deshédr attempt to
check it.

'‘What's wrong?' she repeated. 'Do you really neexsk?Youheard
Cathy... | should think the whole town has probafbdard her by
now. She thinks that you and I...that we're—'

'‘Giving our relationship a second chance?' Samlsapfor her.

He sounded amazingly unconcerned, Abbie acknowtgdgs lack
of reaction somehow increasing her own sense ot @am anger.

'You heard her,' she repeated. 'She's alreadyStidrt...and right
now no doubt she's on her way to tell everyone &14gy didn't you
say something to her...stop her...?"

‘Why didn't you?' Sam countered.



Abbie stared at him.

'Like what?' she demanded. 'Like just because sbeftl us in bed
together it didn't mean...doesn'imean... You know what I'm trying
to say,' Abbie accused him, looking away from him.

It irritated her that she should feel at such adirsintage with him,
that sheshould be the one clinging protectively and defeslg to
what, after all, was her own duvet, whilst he lagre lounging back
against the pillows for all the world as thoughwere a perfectly
normal event for them to have spent the night togredind then been
discovered in bed together by their daughter.

As she shrugged petulantly the duvet slipped dowen durther,

revealing the taut flatness of his stomach. Thems another small,
betraying bruise right next to his navel, Abbieagtised, unable to
tear her gaze away from the small purple mark. Haany others
were there? she wondered uncomfortably, her facghifhg as she
wriggled uneasily, unable to accept the physicalece of her own
passion and desire.

'‘What is it?' she heard Sam asking her, and treehedooked from
her flushed, averted face and glanced down at duly,lshe could
hear the amusement in his voice as he murmured, yA&, no
communal sports club showers for me for the nextdays, hmm?
Especially when you think where the others are...’

'‘What others?' Abbie demanded, her head whippingdas she
stared angrily at him. 'Where—'

'‘Don't tell me you've forgotten already,’ Sam tdaker. 'But of
course if youreally want me to refresh your memory...'

He made to throw back the duvet completely, buti@lstopped him,
her face burning a hot, embarrassed red as shemnesned exactly
where it was that she had bitten so deliberatdly the seductive



smoothness of his male flesh, and the little thtell-tale marks she
had no doubt left along the insides of his thighs.

‘What are we going to do, Sam?' she demanded bkslyp|@inable to
conceal her anxiety and vulnerability any long€athy thinks that
we've been reconciled... that...that we're makilaggpto get back
together. That's what she's going to tell everyame we both know
that it just isn't true, that what happened was.jysst...'

‘Just what,’ Sam challenged her, his voice suddengxpectedly
hard, as though he was trying to warn her aboutetioing. About
reading the wrong meaning into what had happenéaddaa them.
About assuming that because they had made lovesdygdt meant
something more... meant that he still had feeliiogder, still cared
for her.

Did hereally think that she was idiotic enough to delude héthkal,
because he had been sexually aroused, it meamgiatst also have
been emotionally afoused? Hadn't stiieeady learned the hardest
way possible that love was an emotion that justiccawt exist
between them?

‘Just sex," Abbie responded lightly, proud of tre/\wer voice didn't
tremble or quiver, betraying what she was reakifg).

‘Just sex,’ Sam repeated harshly. 'l see. Telloneething, Abbie,
how many other men have there been with whom yee had "just
sex" since you and I—'

‘You have no right to ask me that sort of questidhbie interrupted
him furiously. 'No right at all. How would you likeif | did the same
thing to you? You wouldn't, would you?' she tolthhanswering her
own question.



'You surprise me, Abbie, do you know that?' Sard ta@r heavily.
'‘Hypocrisy is the very last thing | would ever hasegpected from
you.'

Hypocrisy? Abbie tensed. What was he trying to y@Aprhat he had
guessed that she was lying to him when she clatimaidlast night
had been 'just sex', that he knew that for hegh& took a deep
breath, her heart beating fast as she was broagattb face with a
truth she had been fighting to avoid ever sinted first confronted
her last night.

She was nottill in love with Sam, she denied fiercely. How coul
she be? After what he had done...after what heshatl What had
happened last night had just been a...fluke. Algrank on the part
of fate. It meant nothing-—nothing at all...nothing

‘You were quite happy to go to bed with me, to hessewith me,' she
heard Sam saying bitterly, 'just so long as it ddog kept secret...just
so long as no one else knew—more than happy, indad recall last
night's events. But when it comes to anyone elsavkig what
happened between us...'

‘Yes, all right, maybe | am a hypocrite," Abbie esggt, too relieved
that he hadn't guessed what she was really fe¢bndeny his
allegation. 'How would you feel in my shoes? Wouylnli want
everyone knowing what you had done? Can you imaginat it's
going to be like for me living here now? It's adjit for you. You can
walk away from it all, go back to your real lifealk away from
me—ijust like you did before.’

It hurt unbearably after what they had shared aght that they
should now be fighting like this.



'Oh, God, why did Cathy have to come and find u$®®\'ll haveto
tell her the truth, and—"Do you really think tised' good idea?' Sam
interrupted her quietly.

‘What else can | do?' Abbie challenged him. 'Sgetsto know the
truth sooner or later. | just wish that | could batopped her before
she'd broadcast her story to half the town. | eet jmagine what
Stuart's parents are going to say when they find about
this—especially his mother. She already thinksd'tatal failure as a
mother...especially as the mother of her preciaumsssprospective
wife.

‘It isn't for my own sake I'm concerned. It's Calthybothered about.
| hatethe thought of Stuart's mother criticising hemdfng fault with

her, blaming her for what she considers tonmefailures. At the
moment Cathy is far too much in love to realise piheblems she
might have to face with Stuart's mother, and | kat@wing that I'm

probably making them even worse for her.’

'If Cathy feels anything other than love and imneepsde for you
and all that you've done for her, then she's mogtH | know she is,’
Sam told her firmly. 'But as for Stuart's mother-védgou thought
that perhaps in the circumstances it might be betteave matters as
they stand?'

'‘What matters?' Abbie asked him suspiciously.

'Since Cathy already believes that we are attempbtrre-establish
our relationship, perhaps it's better to allow keatfl everyone
else—to continue to believe that,’ Sam explainatleast for the

time being. It will, | suspect, be far easier tmgly let our new '

'relationship" flounder and then fail than to foCathy to accept a
truth she quite plainly doesn't want to see. Edsieher, easier for
everyone else and easier for us as well.'



‘You'd do that? Pretend that we...that last nigtiitat we're planning
to get back together again? Make that kind of fiaerfor Cathy's
sake? Why?' she demanded in disbelief. ‘When...'

'‘Perhaps | feel | owe her one or two sacrificegmStold her
sombrely. 'And besides—'

'‘No, don't say any more. Whatever it is, | don'ntsta hear it," Abbie
interrupted him fiercely.

Had he any idea how much what he had just said—t hikavords
had just revealed—shook her emotionally? How muchurt her
knowing that he was prepared to make sacrifice<Clthy's sake,
knowing that he wanted to protect Cathy from thdepbally
unpleasant fall-out of malicious gossip about whatl happened,
whilst at the same time he made absolutely no agleumement of
the fact thashetoo might be in need of some protection from tho:
same wagging tongues? But there,of course, did not matter. She
had nevermattered. How could she have done when all shetovas
him was someone who aroused his most basic senwlaldrive,
someone who aroused him physically but who faitedouch his
emotions?

'‘Abbie.’

She froze as she felt him touch her lightly on &en, wrenching
herself away from him, unaware of the pain in lygseas he saw the
way she was withdrawing from him—a sure sign, ifnfeeded one,
that she was already regretting what had happeastaight. Unlike
him. He...

'I'm sorry if I've upset you,' he began quietly.

But Abbie wouldn't let him continue, her eyes btigith emotion as
she turned back to him and told him sharply, 'Yauehnot upset me,
Sam.' She added for good measuyeu'could not upset meYou



don't have that power. Not any longer. For somemnéurt me
emotionally | have to care abaimememotionally.’

'‘Abbie," Sam began again, but Abbie shook her head.

'‘We could never convince people that we're thinkahgetting back
together again,' she continued starkly. ‘No oneldveuer believe it.'

‘Cathy already does,' Sam pointed out dryly. 'Amébs as | can see it
certainly seems the most practical solution to quesent
situation—the only really viable solution, in fadte added, before
Abbie could deny what he was saying.

'You really mean it, don't you?' Abbie asked hindisbelief. ‘Cathy
would be flattered if she knew the lengths youheppred to go to to
protect her and make her happy—'

‘Cathy must never know,' Sam interrupted her curtly

'‘Never? Just how long do you envisage us playiridhasi ridiculous
charade?' Abbie challenged him, adding, 'It willerework.'

‘It will if we want it to, and besides, it won't lier that long. Only
until Cathy is married,' Sam argued.

'‘What?' Abbie was appalled. 'But they're not plagrto marry until
next year. 'You can't—we can't... Oh, no, Sanme'motested. 'That's
impossible.'

‘Nothing is ever impossible,’ Sam corrected heriffidDlt,
impractical, hazardous and foolhardy, maybe, bpoissible—no.’

Against her will, hearing the wry note in his voered seeing the glint
of humour in his eyes as she listened to him, Abddténer own sense
of humour bubbling up in response, soothing awaytémesion and
anger. A small responsive smile curled her mouth rueful



acknowledgement of what he was saying, much astshggled to
suppress it, to remind herself that this was a wiam in the past had
hurt her very badly, and that her own fear of thatt was not
confined just to the past.

Last night in Sam's arms she had forgotten how rhedmad hurt her
and remembered only the intense pleasure of tinvared sensual
need for one another. But she was too mature, tee mow, surely,
to deceive herself that last night had been love.

'‘We can't do it, Sam," she protested, and then dadpetly, |
can't...it's too difficult.’

'‘Would it be any easier telling Cathy the truth@ySchallenged her.

Abbie looked at him and swallowed hard, knowing wishe was

beaten, shaking her head as she admitted relugtadl. But | can't

just lie to everyone and pretend—Iie about a refetinip between us
that just does not and could not exist,’ she addedrevulsion and
distress evident in her voice. 'This is my homle¢ eeminded him.

‘And it's my family, my friends, my...business carts you're talking
about deceiving. As | said, it's all right for yoyeu can just walk

away and—'

‘And what? Be branded the bad guy for the second tound?' Sam
suggested grimly. 'Oh, yes, | know perfectly welaetly what
everyone here thinks of me. The man who was soepes®ly
jealous of his wife, so afraid of losing her thatgrompted the very
thing he most feared by his own idiotic behavidlt.right," he told
Abbie angrily, 'soyoucan't lie. So what exactly do you suggest th
we do? Tell the truth, whatever that might be?'

Abbie felt unable to answer him.

‘Well, come on, then—or have you got some otheutswl, some
other alternative? Look, Abbie," Sam told her mgeatly, 'you can



see how much it meant to Cathy to believe thatwweeof us were
getting back together again. Why spoil things fer &ind create a hell
of a lot of problems for ourselves by forcing heratcept a truth she
just doesn't want to know? Why not lether haverdessurance of
believing what she wants to believe? She wantsele\e that you
and | are rebuilding our relationship—why disilloisiner? After all,
these months leading up to her marriage are ganiget difficult
enough for her anyway—I remember how tense anddge gou
were, and you didn't have Stuart's mother to cahteith. You are
quite happy about Cathy marrying Stuart, aren't?y&@am probed,
watching her closely.

Too closely, Abbie acknowledged as she defensivehed her head
away so that he couldn't look straight into herseye

‘Cathy loves him," she responded neutrally.

‘Yes, she does, and he loves her,’ Sam came Hackwhat's

bothering you, Abbie?' he asked her, and then tighiy undermined
her determination not to confide in him by addingetly, 'And don't

bother denying that there is something. It mightbe hell of a long
time ago, but that doesn't alter the fact thatetlveas a time when |
knew every nuance of every expression that crogsedface—and
what they meant.’

Had she really been so open to him? So vulneraidei® wondered
achingly. If so...

'‘Abbie,' Sam warned her.

‘All right, if you must know, I'm concerned abouu&rt's relationship
with his mother—about the fact that she has susinoag influence
over all her family.’



'‘Does she?' Sam looked unconvinced. 'l ratherhgoipression that
Stuart was very much a young man who made his osamsidns
about his life. He loves Cathy and—'

‘Yes, he loves harow,'Abbie agreed. 'But what if...what if there wa
ever a situation when Cathy needed to be abldyarehim, on his
loyalty, on knowing that he would be strong enot@bupport her, to
protect her, to...to love her no matter what or Wishe demanded
passionately. 'What if—?"

‘This isn't about Stuart and Cathy at all, is 8&m interrupted her
roughly. 'It's about you and me. It's about whatgd®med between us
and the fact that in your eyes / did not have tiyalty, the strength,
the trust to believe in you...'

'l don't want to talk about that...about us," Abtokl him huskily.
'You say that Stuart and Cathy love one anothat,ldmow that's
true, but once you and | lovetielievedwe loved one another, and
look what happened to us. It takes more, much ntoa® just
physical desire to build a strong marriage. Aftdy she added
bleakly, 'you and | both proved last night it isspibble to desire
someone, to want them, without...

'l don't want that for Cathy,' she told him, unatadinish what she
had been about to say, all too aware of how pregsly fragile her
self-control was when it came to putting into woyalst how she felt
about what had happened between them. 'l don't merib have to
wake up one morning and discover that the man®les) the man
she trusts...'

'Isn't very much of a man at all,’ Sam suppliegshlgrfor her when
her voice faded into silence.

'l knew you wouldn't understand,' Abbie told hinfidetly.



'On the contrary, | understand too well," Sam radpd grimly. 'But
Stuart isn't me, Abbie, and Cathy isn't you, arel/thave to be left
alone to take their own chances, make their owuréutAll we can do
Is give them our support and our love.'

'‘And you think that letting Cathy believe that wegetting back
together is doing that?' Abbie challenged him.

'Yes,' Sam confirmed.

He was already halfway out of bed and Abbie quitkiped her head
away, not wanting to watch him walk away from Heayve her. Last
night everything had been so different, had seesnatht, but now,
this morning, she was having to face the conseasent her own
wilful refusal to see the truth.

As he saw the way Abbie turned her head, dismidsimgfrom her
line of sight in the same way she had dismissedffom her heart,
Sam wondered why on earth he had ever hoped ttatitght could
possibly have changed anything.

Yes, she was sexually responsive to him, and Gavkhe still
wanted her, but then it was different for him; hented her
emotionally—God, and how. Had she really not guessed how hart
had been for him to stop himself from telling hemhhe felt, how
much he felt and for how long?

He'd been a fool, he acknowledged in self-deriseord not for the
first time either. Last night he might have rekealAbbie's desire for
him, and her memories of how good their loving bade been, but
this morning it was a very different set of memsriee had evoked
within her. This morning it was the pain he hadsealiher that was to
the forefront of her mind, and not the pleasurg tieed once shared.



CHAPTER EIGHT

'WELL, you're a dark horse, aren't you?' Abbie wincedhesheard
the teasing note in Fran's voice. Her friend hdepteoned a few
seconds earlier, quite obviously having heard tewshabout Sam
spending the night with her, and Abbie was gladt tha had
disappeared on business of his own and wasn'ttbesgtness her
flushed face and tear-filled eyes as Fran continued

‘Not that I'm totally surprisedespiteall your protests over the years
I've always had a secret suspicion that a parbafstill loved him.
After all, the pair of you were so very, very muoHove, and when
you think about it it would have been impossibletfmse feelings to
have been totally destroyed. It must have beemsamtic, though,
the two of you getting back together again... Jikst being young
again, only even better...

‘Not that I'd be much good at romance a second aroeand—not
with my cellulite and stretch marks,"' Fran addesfully. '‘But you're
more fortunate; you've still got a fabulous figared—'

‘A good figure or the lack of it doesn't have amyghto do with
having a good sex life," Abbie felt bound to pmat to her.

'‘No, maybe not, but it certainly helps banish a &&wne's unwanted
inhibitions,' Fran chuckled, adding forthrightliet's put it this way,
I'd be far more interested in indulging in someyfilh bedroom
gymnastics if | wasn't so hung up about my fat, glbits. If you
want my opinionthat'sthe advantage that a twenty-year-old reall
has over a forty-year-old. She can do it in anyitors she likes
without worrying about her partner going into temalishock at the
sight of her unclothed body. Everything stays whereshould,
whereas at our age..."



'‘We're in our forties, not our eighties, Fran,' Ablbeminded her
dryly.

'So it was good, then?' Fran slipped in slyly. ¥Qatcording to what
I've heard, when Cathy discovered the pair of yobed together,
you looked so exhausted you could barely summoeiieegy to lift
your head off the pillow, anS8amlooked like he was the first man tc
walk on the moon—"'

‘That wasn't exhaustion; that was embarrassmebibjeAinterrupted
her forcefully, and then asked in a small voicehé&né did you hear
that—about Sam, | mean...?'

'In the supermarket,’ Fran confessed cheerfullpu™know that
plump, pretty girl with the pony tail? Well, shddame...'

‘Lesley," Abbie supplied wrathfully. 'She's onenof temps. I'll kill
her...'

'‘Why Kkill the messenger?' Fran quipped, and theteddeasingly,
'‘And why feel embarrassed? I'll bet Sam isn'tbet he—'

Quickly Abbie cut Fran off, fibbing untruthfullyLook. I've got to
go.'

When she replaced the receiver Abbie was literahaking,
trembling physically with a mixture of anger anc
embarrassment—both emotions compounded by hendeel the
loss of any power to control what was happeninghéo, both
internally and externally.

Fran's wasn't the only telephone call Abbie reakifrem people
plainly curious to discover what was going on. Bg+afternoon she
had had enough, and was just about to take theepbfirthe hook
when Cathy rang.



‘Mum, at last—I've been trying to ring you for age€athy
complained, but before Abbie could inform her sty she had not
been able to get through, or take issue with heutathe fact that so
many people now seemed to have heard about herSanis
‘reconciliation’, Cathy continued excitedly, 'Stuamnd | are going to
see the house again, and we want you to come with u

‘The kitchen is a bit on the dark side," Cathy med, 'and | think it
would look much better if we extended it and addeda small
breakfast area-cum-conservatory, like you've ddmg#, Stuart's
worried that it might be too expensive. I've beelling him how
much it would add to the value of the house. Ohmiyllm dying for
you to see it,' Cathy enthused. 'lt's got so mwthrgial.’

Abbie felt her original anger melting away as s&&hed to the warm
excitement in Cathy's voice.

''d love to come with you,' she accepted. '‘Buabyust on my way to
have a shower and get changed and | don't wanbltb you up.
Would it be easier for you if | met you there?'

'‘No, it's not a problem,' Cathy reassured her.vé/gbt to go to the
agent first anyway, to collect the keys, so we cahfor you on the
way back if that's okay.'

'Perfect," Abbie confirmed.

All right, so Cathy had been rather thoughtlesthen way she had

broadcast the fact that she and Sam were suppolsadkytogether

again, but itwasgood to hear that special note of happiness in |
daughter's voice and to share that special mothegttter closeness
with her, Abbie admitted ten minutes later as sio®d under the

shower, washing the foamy soap from her skin.



She had just stepped out of the shower and wrapgself in a towel
when she heard the kitchen door open.

‘You can come up,'-she called out. 'I'm almostyedatying herself
quickly, she discarded the towel and opened hessdrg-table
drawer to remove some clean underwear. She hag@yllstl on her
briefs when she heard a tap on her bedroom door.

The small sound startled her a little. Cathy newvermally
knocked—ijust another indication of the fact that daughter was
growing up, and away from her!

'‘Come in, darling, there's no need to knock," Abpmetested
automatically.

Only it wasn't Cathy who pushed open the bedrooor dad stood
there surveying her semi-nude body and tangled hawas Sam.

Instinctively and ridiculously Abbie found that sivas crossing her
arms protectively over her bare breasts, her faee,whole body
flushing betrayingly as she demanded shakily, "Wdnatyou doing
here? Where's Cathy?'

'‘She and Stuart have gone straight to the cotslge;asked me to
come and pick you up. She was concerned that Stparents might
be there ahead of them, and she didn't want to tkesp waiting.'

All the .pleasure she had initially felt at the gpect of seeing the
cottage faded as Abbie realised that it wasn't (leghy, Stuart and
herself who were going to see it.

'‘What do you mean? Cathy never said anything ahoubne else
going to see the house,' she protested. 'l thatgyhas just going to be
us...me..." Even before she saw the unwanted campas Sam's
eyes, Abbie knew that her voice and her face hdld betrayed her
feelings.



'l suspect that thawasinitially what Cathy intended,’” Sam told hel
tactfully. 'But you know how these things escaldte.

'Oh, yes, | know,' Abbie agreed painfully. 'Oh,riig no need for you
to look at me like that...l don't need you to femiry for me, Sam,' she
told him angrily, adding abruptly, 'I've changed mmnd about...
about seeing the house. Please tell Cathy thaivé her a ring and
arrange to see it some other time.’

‘No.'

'No?' As she repeated his calm, measured refusaltp her message
to Cathy, Abbie stared at him in angry confusion.

‘You can'tnot go, Abbie," she heard Sam informing her gef@sthy
wants you to be there; she's longing for you toteeehouse. She
might be an adult but she still needs your love @matoval.'

'‘Does she?' Abbie said bitterly. 'How glouknow? Did Cathysayso
to you?'

'‘She didn't need to," Sam told her quietly. 'lttwious to me how
much you mean to her.’

'Is it? Well, it certainly isn't obvious to me, then | was forgetting
that as Cathy'&atheryou no doubt have an insight into her though
and feelings denied to me.’

Even before she saw the swiftly hidden shocked emsipn in Sam's
eyes and heard his quiet, '‘Abbie, what is it? Vghatong?' Abbie
was cursing her betraying tongue, but it was tt® la

Sam was already crossing the space between thidng teold of her
shoulders—her naked shoulders, Abbie realised astestsed her
body and dropped her hands to push him away. Buadteon came
just seconds too late and she could already feel/#tymth ofhis body



through the cotton of the shirt he was wearing fing against her
naked breasts, sensitising her skin, which wasadyrdar, far too
sensitive to the promise of the warm, male hardoédke body it
could sense beneath the soft fabric of his shirt.

Abbie froze, afraid to move away from him, knowithgit doing so
would reveal to Sam the betraying hardness of ipples. What was
happening to her? Why on earth was she reactifgntdike this?

Whywas her body remembering the physical intimacywbenh them
as though it had been something special, somethnagical,

something rare and to be treasured, when her baairalready told it
over and over again that all it had been was mieysipal lust?

'I've always had a secret suspicion that a paybofstill loved him,’
Fran had told her.

The panic she had felt on waking up in the morrmind finding Sam
in bed beside her returned. She remembered haad itdit to be back
in his arms and knew that no matter how much shelfoto deny it it
was not just her body that had responded to hih,tlais time there
was no avoiding the message it carried with it.

How couldshe still love Sam after what he had done, dfiemtay he
had hurt her? Had she no sense of self- presem?atidas it truly
possible to separate the man from his crime? Te kum whilst
loathing what he had done.and out of that love to.what... ? To
forgive him? To go on loving him?

It wasjust sex. Just sex, that was all, Abbie told Héfsantically. It
wasn't possible for her still to love Sam. Shendiantto still love
him, because if she did...if she did... Her bodyrtetd to tremble,
Sam's gentle restraining hold on her forgotten hes depth and
intensity of her anguished thoughts and emotioasngd her. She
could not still love Sam, she denied wretchedly, by trembling



In agitation, because if she did he would hurt &gain, and this
time...this time...

Before she'd had her youth and her need to prbtcthild on her
side as her allies; now she had neither. Now slst@@avulnerable.

'‘Abbie...Abbie, it's all right,' she heard Sam sagysoftly to her as he
gathered her closer to his body, wrapping his aanagind her as
though...as though heantedto hold her...as though he wanted t
protect her... as though he actually cared aboutahd for her—
which was totally impossible, Abbie reminded hergétzily as she
gave in to the temptation to let him hold and camfer.

'l do understand how you feel...what you're going thipugelieve
me," she heard him telling her. 'Of course you féelrt,

angry...resentful—wary of Stuart's mother's inficeerover Cathy;
but you're wrong to think that Cathy doesn't need.ythat she
doesn't value you.'

It was Cathy who he thought was responsible for pleysical
weakness, her vulnerability, Abbie recognised. Heétt realised the
effect thathewas having on her, and she obviously couldn'tipbss
be having the same effect on him, she acknowledgegy,
otherwise there was no way he could continue td hef virtually
nude body in his arms without...without...

She gave a small swallow as she acknowledged tieetidin her
thoughts, her desires were taking, knowing despgyithat if he
were to close that small gap between their lowelidwand draw her
even closer to him, if he were to slide his haralsrdover her naked
back and kiss the exposed side of her throat, wWére to pick her up
and carry her over to her bed, the bed they hacdlanly so very,
very recently...



Thoroughly shaken by what she was experiencingjeMawok a firm
hold of her thoughts.

'‘Does she?' she questioned Sam quietly, forcingelfeto look
directly at him. 'Does sheally value me, Sam? Would she continu
to value me, do you think, if she knew the trutbwahwhat happened
between us?' she asked him bitterly.

‘You're not being fair to yourself, or to me," Stutd her. 'What we
had...what we did..." He frowned and looked awaynfher face. As
she followed his sombre gaze Abbie saw him focubimgfly on her
bare breasts and heard his indrawn breath, as thbeghadn't
actually realised until now that she was virtuagked.

'l can't go to the cottage. | can't go there kngwirat she'll have told
Stuart's parents, Stuart's mother about us...krpwinat they'll be
thinking.' Abbie panicked.

'‘Would you rather have them thinking about why e/@ot there?'
Sam asked her throatily.

Abbie stared at him, frowning slightly, not undarsiing. He was,

she recognised, quite definitely looking at heryondw, and he was
aware of it as well. He didn't, after all, neeckose the gap between
them for her to be aware of his arousal.

Men were so different from women in that way—abte e
physically aroused by women they neither liked really wanted.
Sam's physical arousal now was simply a male @atti the sight of
an unclad female body, she reminded herself; tieas nothing
personal about it. Nothing personal about the wemyface was
slightly flushed and his voice had dropped to akiaysurr of male
warmth.



'If we don't turn up at the cottage now they'regaling to think it's
because we can't bear to tear ourselves away fuomediscovery of
each other.'

'You're mad, they'll think we're...we're...'
‘Making love,' Sam supplied softly for her.

'‘We can't let them think that," Abbie protestedjipi@ing. 'l must get
dressed...’

As she looked wildly towards the bed, and the Imch dress laid out
on it, Sam followed her gaze.

‘Don't bother with the bra," he told her softlystlput on the dress; it
will be quicker.'

'‘Quicker?' Abbie stared at him. She couldn't remamthe last time
she had neglected to wear her underwear. Her tatesly flushed
betrayingly. Yes, she could, and it had been atSanggestion then,
as it was now—although for far different reasonse her breasts
had been firm and pert enough to get away with etfaviour, even
if she had felt self-conscious. Now...

'l...I couldn't,’ she started to protest, but Sah feleased her and was
walking over to the bed, picking up her dress. disvealf-length, a
very respectable polished cotton frock in blackhva small cream
motif and a row of tiny buttons all the way dowm thont. It was a
dress she frequently wore for less formal busimesstings—smart
enough for her to look professional without app®&gritoo
intimidating. And she had certainly never ever—uskie saw the
way Sam was holding it, looking at those tiny bagte-envisaged it
as being an outfit which possessed the least degfesexual
provocativeness.



'‘Everyone will know," she protested, but her voias a mere
whisper of sound and she was already walking tosv&aim, taking
the dress from him and putting it on, instinctivelyning her back to
him as she tried to fasten the tiny buttons.

'‘No, they won't," Sam reassured her, coming roarstaind in front of
her and pushing her shaking fingers out of the wdyist he
completed the task for her.

Was it her imagination or did his fingers reallyger over those few
buttons whilst he closed the dress over her breasts

'‘But you'll know," Abbie protested, her voice registering he
bewilderment that she could behave in such a vieay,ghe could so
tamely and easily give in to what he was suggesting

'Oh, yes/['ll know," Sam agreed, and this time she was certamwtly
Imagining it as he gently ran the pad of his thuomer one erect
nipple and then bent to kiss the bared valley betweer breasts
before he finished closing all the buttons.

At least the cream jacket she habitually wore dherdress gave her
some degree of additional protection and concealmenbpié
reflected as she slipped on her shoes and huriieodf the bedroom.
And with any luck Cathy and the others might hawe gp tired of
waiting for them that they would have gone!

Only of course they had not. They were still thehad Stuart's
mother, frowning over the blowsy untidiness of timdtage's garden,
was predictably the first to see them as they adivhe smile with
which she welcomed Sam was markedly warmer thasrthike with
which she welcomed her, Abbie noticed as she resgltried to hide
her own feelings and display a warmth towards ttieerowoman
which she found it hard to genuinely feel.



At the most there couldn't be more than twelveoyears between
them, Abbie reflected, but Stuart's mother alwagslenher feel more
like a naughty schoolgirl than a responsible felbmhlt.

'l was so glad to hear Cathy's news—that you and her fdtlage

managed to resolve your...problems,' she told Alsbéeconfidential
whisper as Sam turned aside to talk with Stuaatisef. 'l know, of
course, that separation and even divorce are thutenorm these
days, but when it comes to an occasion such asdaimg one is
always conscious of the problems they can givetase

‘Are you actually planning to remarry before Stuantl Catherine?'
she asked. 'l expect you will be going togethemayy' she went on,
whilst Abbie stared at her in a speechless mixdfieager and shock.
'It will look so much better on the invitations, wbit?' she was
continuing, apparently oblivious of the pink flagtemper flying
warningly in Abbie's otherwise pale face.

‘Catherine tells me that she's considering havimg wedding
breakfast at Ladybower. It is a delightful vendth@ugh personally |
always think there's something so much more pelsabaut a
wedding breakfast held in one's own grounds.'

'I'm sure," Abbie managed to grate out betweernegriteeth. 'But
unfortunately the "grounds" surrounding my home—dt ©f the

corner of her eye Abbie could see Cathy, who hadecto join Sam
and Stuart's father, biting down hard on her lig lIooking anxious,
and so, instead of completing the defensively saocdcomment she
had started to utter, Abbie reminded herself that daughter's
happiness was a far more important thing than Wwerpride and said
quietly instead, 'The cottage garden is far todlsim&old a marquee,
unfortunately. Have you seen round the house @' asked,
making a heroic effort to be pleasant and avoid eotentious
Issues.



'Oh, yes, we were the first to see it. Stuart wéihie father's opinion
straight away.'

His father's opinion or his mother's approval? A&blbvondered
bitterly.

'It's a good size, and well built,’ Stuart's mothentinued, before
adding dismissively, 'lis a semidetached, though. Stuart's fathi
feels he's got off very lightly. Neither of our Igiwould settle for
anything less than a detached—but then, of colirsgppose it all
depends on what you've been used to. | must $sayntl the rooms
dreadfully poky, but then | suppose Catherine ballused to that.'

Mortified by the hot flood of angry tears burnirgtback of her eyes
at hearing the home she had so lovingly providedh&v daughter so
disparaged, Abbie had to turn away...inside hekghpockets her
hands were balled into two small fists.

Mentally she willed her daughter, who she knew rhast overheard
the comment, to come to her defence, but Cathyraed her back
on her and was talking very quickly and energdiicad Stuart's
father about their plans to extend the kitchentaratld a new garage
and a laundry room to the side of the house.

'l always think it's a mistake to do too much tis #ind of property,’
Stuart's mother was saying. "They do have a ceitithge, and, as I've
already said to Stuart, now that the girls are gihveee's really no
reason why he and Catherine shouldn't move in usthor a little
while, whilst they save up and look around for stimmg a little more
suit—a little bit larger.’

Now it was Cathy's turn to look imploringly ber, Abbie saw, her
heart aching at the tension and anxiety she caddrsher daughter's
face, and she denied quickly, '‘Qh, no, that—'



‘That's a wonderfully generous offer, Anne." Satermipted Abbie
calmly, smiling warmly in Stuart's mother's directi 'Especially as
both you and George must be looking forward to igpng@ome time
on your own together. However, personally | ddmtk it does any
harm at all for young people to have to struggletle bit—as I'm
sure that you and George must have done when yoa st
married.'

As Abbie looked on in mingled anger and astonishnste saw
Stuart's mother responding to Sam's subtle flatikeya cat being
stroked, the look she gave him in response to @imntent both
slightly arch and complacent.

‘Well, yes, we did both have to work very harde slgreed. 'George's
parents had a huge house in those days, but Ge@gé¢he first to
leave home and there was certainly no questios bking invited to
make our home with them. No, we had to do it thel keay...'

‘And look at the success you've made of your liveam told her
warmly. 'An example which I'm sure that Stuart &adhy both want
to emulate. You mustn't spoil them too much,” hedead
outrageously—or so at least Abbie thought. Wastkekeonly one
who was aware of what he was doing? she wondedignantly as
she saw the way Stuart's mother bridled and paltted hair
betrayingly. 'Otherwise | shall be forced to do fane, and before
we know it the pair of them will be playing oneus off against the
other.’

'‘Oh, no, Stuart would never do anything like th&tpart's mother
denied immediately, leaping to her son's defenee.ddn's—noher
daughter's, Abbie noticed bitterly.

'‘However, you do have a point,’ she conceded gralsipstill smiling
at Sam. 'And Geordeasbeen talking about the two of us doing som
travelling once he's retired. | still think theyutd do better than this,



though,' she added frowningly. 'The kitchen espgdmso poky and
dark—although | don't expect that matters too nthelse days. Just
so long as there's room for a freezer and a micreywaodern girls
don't seem to worry too much.'

Modern girls. Abbie drew in a seething breath, inghto demand,
What about modern boys? But as though he guessatishik was
thinking...what she was wanting to say... Sam suoigdeirned his
head and looked warningly at her, giving his headall shake.

It irked Abbie unbearably that he should have tberone to rescue
Cathy from the threat of having to live with herogpective

mother-in-law and not her, and she was sorely techpd ignore

Sam's warning look and give vent to her ire, buhicmn sense told
her that the person who would suffer the most & did would be

Cathy, and so instead she turned to her daughteisammoning all

her will-power, said as naturally as she could,m&oon, then,

darling, show me round...’

'I'd take off that jacket first, if | were you,'ustrt's mother warned her.
‘The house is very dusty. | always think that creansuch an
Impractical colour; navy is so much more useful.'

Abbie didn't make any response; she was too bysygtto conceal
her dismay at the way Stuart's father had stepp®eafd courteously
to help her off with her jacket. 'Don't bother witle bra,’ Sam had
murmured suggestively, and God alone knew why sigewitlessly
done asjje had asked.

Stuart and his father might not notice that herabi® were bare
beneath their thin covering of cotton, but she haahope in hell of
concealing the fact from her sharp-eyed daughte¢howt the

protection of her jacket, Abbie acknowledged, hearh sinking as
she reluctantly and uncomfortably allowed Studatker to relieve
her of it.



The temptation to cross her arms protectively amfiof her chest, as
she had done when Sam had walked so unexpectetdyhir
bedroom, was one she only just managed to reashy®ad already
done a brief wide- eyed double take as she glaatckdr mother and
then looked back again, her eyes rounding sighyAbbie felt her
face start to burn with openly embarrassed col@am calmly
detached himself from Stuart's father's side anllegiaover towards
her, standing somehow so that the bulk of his kbdgw her own
into its protective shadow, making her feel at obcth relieved and
somehow safer. Relieved...? Safer...? With Sam®dsible.

‘Are we going to go in the front door formally dretback door as
family?' she heard Sam teasing Cathy as he pubhdmisl on his
ex-wife's arm and guided her towards the houseagithough for all
the world they were genuinely a couple, just augmotheywere
actually ... together... reconciled... a pairvels...

Abbie swallowed painfully, unable to look direc#yjther at Sam or
anyone else, but most especially not at Sam. Whatske afraid he
might see in her eyes? she asked herself fierbeltyshe already
knew it was a question she could not bring hetseadinswer.

Half an hour later, when she and Cathy were alontheé house's
small dark kitchen, Abbie touched her daughterlgemt the arm and
told her comfortingly, 'Don't worry about Stuartiether's criticisms,
darling. I think this house has an awful lot ofgtial.’

To her chagrin, Cathy shrugged away from her,niglher curtly,
'Stuart's motheisn't criticising; she's just trying to be helpful. Ahd
wish that you..Will you and Dad be getting remarried before o
wedding?' Cathy asked, changing the subject.

Still trying to deal with the hurt Cathy's initieéjection of her own
opinion and support of Stuart's mother had causedifbie couldn't
trust herself to speak.



"Your mother and | haven't made any concrete plafjdut when we
do you'll be the first to hear about them."

Abbie whirled round. She hadn't heard Sam come timtokitchen.
For such a big man, he was disconcertingly liglotéd.

'You won't forget that we're expecting you for lonavill you?'
Stuart's mother reminded Sam archly as she tooeshtiee kitchen.

‘No, we'll both be there,” Sam promised her, whilsbie held her
breath. Surely Sam must have realised, just ashale that the
invitation had been extended onlyhion!

But Stuart's mother was now acknowledging Abbi&w mole in
Sam's life, her smile slightly forced as she coreslra little too
heartily, 'Yes, of course—both of you. That will logely.’

It was Cathy who put the final blot of misery onbMss afternoon as
she walked her parents to Sam's car, taking adyamtthe fact that
Sam was deep in conversation with Stuart to higsilgrto Abbie, 'l
appreciate how things are between you and Dad, Ndutryou might
have...have dressed properly. | mean, that kinthioig looks so
tacky...especially at your age...and Stuart's nmaghbound to have
noticed.'

As she and Sam walked towards the car Abbie wasmn& what
emotion she felt the most strongly—pain or anger.



CHAPTER NINE

ABBIE sat in silence next to Sam as he drove her hoaymg only
when he had stopped the car outside her cottalg@nKlyou. There's
no need for you to come in with me..."

'‘We do have rather a lot to discuss,’ Sam poinid o

'Like what?' Abbie demanded. 'The kind of clothesh@ expects me
to wear when we have lunch with Stuart's parents?'

Sam looked at her gravely.

‘That was my fault and I'm sorry, even though tlghtsof those
deliciously feminine breasts of yours was the amyoyable part of
an otherwise thoroughly unenjoyable outing.'

'If you're trying to blame me for that—' Abbie bagaggressively.

'I'm not blaming anyone,"” Sam soothed her. 'Batabvious that
Anne feels very much in awe of you—and that, imfumakes both
Stuart and Cathy overly protective of her.’

'She's in awe ofme?'Abbie spluttered. 'How on earth do you worl
that one out? All she did practically all afternagas criticise me and
try to put me down...?

To her irritation she saw that Sam was smilingeait h

'‘Oh, come on, Abbie,' he challenged her. "You'reéda intelligent,
far too good a judge of character to be taken irslogh defensive
behaviour. You must have asked yourself why sise defensive.

‘Look at it from her point of view. All she's dongwher life is stay at
home looking after her husband and raising herdodm, whilst
you—'



‘She thinks I'm a dreadful mother...that I've neiglé Cathy and put
my own needs first," Abbie protested, but Sam vhakisg his head.

'‘No, that's what she tries to pretend she thihkstold her firmly, 'but
in reality it's very obvious to see that she'sified of losing Cathy
and Stuart to you and your influence over theediv

‘What? That's ridiculous,’ Abbie objected.

'Is it?" Sam asked her, adding firmly, 'Look, letsntinue this
discussion inside. As I've already said, theresaneeral things we
need to talk about...'

'Such as?' Abbie demanded ungraciously, even twhkile was
inwardly acknowledging that he was quite right.

He opened his car door and came round to operfdrensr.

After the drab disuse and forlorn emptiness of €athd Stuart's
prospective first home, the warm cheerfulness dfiéb kitchen was
strikingly apparent. Sam glanced round it appreat and told her
with genuine admiration, 'You always did have acggegift for
turning a house into a home.'

'l wouldn't call it a special gift,’ Abbie denie'tt's something that's
almost second nature to a lot of women, | beliégnethe way that
some men are attracted to tinkering with anythirecimanical,' she
added wryly.

'‘Ah, yes, the coffee percolator,’ Sam agreed wighim 'That was a
mistake, | admit...'

'‘A mistake? It was rather more than that when pl@ded, covering
the kitchen we'd just decorated in wet coffee gdsiin Abbie
corrected him. Her mouth had started to twitch iatemile which
very quickly became a giggling bubble of laughter.



Across the kitchen their eyes met as both of themembered the
incident, a small scene from the first days ofrth@rriage.

Abbie had cried at first when she had seen the diatran the
exploding coffee pot had wreaked on her new Kkitclhen Sam had
assured her that no lasting damage had been daheshan had
guilelessly allowed him to draw her upstairs awayf the scene of
devastation to 'check that there's no damage ug'the

There hadn't been, of course, but once upstairadtbeen an easy
task for Sam to coax her into their bedroom.

He had claimed, she remembered, that the coffeengsohe had
licked off her skin had had the most delicious aphrodisiac
flavour.

She shook her head ruefully now.

'It honestly wasn't my fault. The percolator wasteudefinitely
faulty," Sam complained.

'It certainly was,' Abbie agreed, fresh laughtemggiag in her throat
and lightening her eyes.

'So | made a misjudgement...a mistake,’ Sam codcedth a
mock-injured air. 'Everyone's allowed one mistake.'

'‘One mistake.' The laughter died from Abbie's ef®, it seemed,
had made far more than one mistake and misjudgewleaite her
daughter was concerned... Too many for the gulfciwhhad

developed between Cathy and herself ever to beedyopridged.

'What is it...what's wrong?' Sam asked her quigthtching the pain
replace the earlier happiness and amusement ieylesr



'l was just thinking that some mistakes can't lbgdtien or forgiven,’
Abbie told him curtly, turning her head away sat the couldn't look
properly at her, suddenly annoyed with herselfldeing vulnerable
and emotional enough to admit her fears to him.

Why should he care if Cathy turned away from hes%ak ashewas
concerned, such an occurrence could only be todmsfit. She was a
fool to let him see what she was thinking... win was feeling. She
was a fool to have let him come in with her in finst place.

‘Abbie, if you're referring to what happened betwess, | know
that—'

'‘Betweenus?' Abbie cut in sharply, shaking her head, her voic
thickening with tears as she told him, 'No...I wating about
Cathy... about the mistakes I've made with herntlsgudgements.’

She couldn't help it. She knew her emotions welagto get the
better of herWhywas this happening to her, to her of all wome
when she had always so determinedly refused to igiveo her
emotions in public, when no matter how desperatehappy she had
felt she had kept her tears for the privacy ofdwen solitude and her
pillow?

‘The mistakes you've made with Cathy?' Sam wasnoyvat her
now, his voice concerned. 'Abbie, you haven't. Yeubeen an
exemplary mother...an exemplary parent. Look, wanytd/ou go and
sit down in the sitting room? I'll make us botha trink and we can
talk the whole thing through...'

'‘What good will talking about it do?' Abbie protedt but she was
already turning towards the inner door and opentngvalking
through it and into her small pretty sitting roontthwits French
windows overlooking the garden.



It had gone dark enough for her to need to switckthe lamps—the
overhead light would be too harsh, too revealing¥d-& was cool
enough for her to welcome the heat from her gasdlére.

Because the room was so small she had decoratethitural colours
and fibres—soft cream cottons and hessian, her gtk find of a
heavy old Chesterfield sofa re-covered in a creamask fabric she
had bought at a bargain price because it had d Saval

She had finished re-covering it just in time fortl§és eighteenth
birthday, and she remembered how proud she hadtféiite small
adults-only party she had given to celebrate tlvasion, when Cathy
had praised her cleverness.

‘The cleverest thing I've ever done was producimg,'yshe had told
her daughter lovingly then—and she had meant &.s8H felt it. The

cleverest and the best. And it hurt to know thhhat shining pride
and love in her daughter was something that Catbpd more of a
burden than a joy.

She embarrassed Cathy, she decided as she curksdf g into a
small mock-foetal ball on the sofa, kicking off leoes to tuck her
feet up underneath her—something she only did wélem was
feeling particularly vulnerable and unhappy. Cathguld much
rather have had a mother like Stuart's. A mothevsgmame would
not have to stand glaringly alone on her weddingtations. A
mother who was the living proof of the solid setgum which she
had brought up her family. A mother whose photolgrapllection
included a silver-framed photograph of her weddind alongside it
another of her silver wedding; that was the kindrafther Cathy
wanted, not the kind like her, minus a marriaghusband and her
underwear.

A small sob of mingled misery and guilt hiccupedtpabbie's lips
into the silence of the small room, causing Sang hdd just walked



in, to pause and glance at her frowningly beforefcdly depositing
the two mugs of coffee he had been carrying onémall covered
side table.

‘Abbie, you can't really believe that Cathy wouldhapreferred to
have a mother like Anne,' he chided her gentlyeasat down beside
her and took hold of her hand., before she could &im, holding

them warmly in his own.

‘Can't I?' she demanded, once again amazed by Sgpasent ability
to read her mind, and inwardly acknowledging thatvould be
undignified and no doubt impossible to try to gudlr hands free of
Sam's warm male grip.

‘You're everything that any child could want in ather,’ he
continued, the intensity of his voice making hemrgfi his
unauthorised hold on her hands and look directly ms eyes to
search for some sign that he was secretly beingasie about her;
but there was none.

'You've done so much, achieved so much...'

'‘Have 1?' Abbie questioned tiredly. Tears sparldeubtionally in her
eyes. She tried to raise her hand to dash them améyhen realised
that Sam was still holding it.

As her fear of her own emotions swamped her sleel cnit fiercely,
‘Let me go, Sam..."

'l wish | could," Sam responded thickly. 'l wishGod | could.’

And then, before she could stop him, he was drawigrgcloser to

him, kissing first one and then the other of hgtiv® hands, and then
each damp eyelid which she had squeezed shut deflgnagainst

both her own threatening tears and the sight of Sarmtimately

close to her.



It was his fault that all this was happening to, s fault that she no
longer seemed to be in full control of her lifes Hault that her
emotions were being stirred and aroused as thewn'thbden in
years—nhis fault that right now, instead of stiffenher body against
him and thoroughly and completely rejecting himg stas actually
snuggling closer to him, her mouth softening iniaghlonging
beneath the warm caress of his.

Her hands were free now as he encircled her iarns, drawing her
so close to him that she was virtually sitting is lap, body to body
with him, and her hands, the hands sheuldhave used to push him
away, instead reached out to hold him.

'‘We shouldn't be doing this...'

She heard herself say the words and knew as essifyam quite
obviously did that they were nothing more than ite tsop to
convention, lacking any real meaning or vehemeiitat was all
being expressed via her body language, the bodyu&ge that had
her leaning into Sam's body, her hands somehowthar dhaving
made their way up under his shirt to cling to tbkds hard- packed
muscles of his back, whilst she tipped back hedhaafeminine
enticement to the growing urgency of his mouth hedaressed the
soft skin of her throat.

Already Abbie could feel her body responding to hwelcoming
him, wanting him, its needs far too turbulentlyosty and demanding
for her mind to control or suppress.

The knowledge of how much she wanted him shockedirte
silence, unable to resist or protest as Sam slstalgted to unfasten
the buttons on her dress, lingeringly kissing eviach of flesh he
exposed.



Why was she behaving so recklessly, so...so danggfo Surely
only a woman in love could behave like this, a wametivated and
driven by love?

Love. Abbie felt the shudder of self-knowledge tstaght down in

her toes and work its way through her whole bodlactrifying and
jaggedly painful as the fiercest of forked lightmpingerking her body
In a visible spasm of rejection, making her cry adtarshly guttural
denial and causing Sam to lift his hand to cupf&es, his thumb-tip
stroking lovingly against her skin as he asked hbygWhat is it?

What's wrong?'

What was wrong?

Abbie closed her eyes against the hot wash of @kr Isetraying
tears. Everything was wrong. How could it not beewishe was so
incapable of correctly analysing a situation, a 'sy@éouch, that she
mistook what could only be unemotional physicali@etor loving
tenderness? When she was so incapable of honasthgfup to and
recognising her own feelings that it had takenumit now, until this,
to truly understand that the anger, the hatred,dathing of Sam
which she had nurtured for so many years had sifpén a sham,
feelings she had forced herself to believe she dslta form of
self-protection.

She didn't hate Sam, she acknowledged despairisigéyloved him.
But he didn't love her. Even if her foolish heantdaher even more
foolish mind wanted to believe that he did.

‘Abbie, please don't cry, my love. | can't beagde your tears...| can't
bear seeing you hurt...'

She could hear Sam's words, feel his gentle toucheo face as he
brushed away her tears, but she felt too numb shititk, too caught



up in the pain of self-discovery, to really registdat he was saying,
what he was doing—until she felt his mouth coveardven.

It was gentle at first, but then quickened withswegency, such
hungry desire and need for her that all her gotehiirons were swept
away by the knowledge of how much she loved and&eahim in
return, and how precious and fleeting this bitterstintimacy with
him could only be, so that before she could stofsdikshe was
returning the urgency of his kiss, a woman now,angtrl, her body
knowing the pleasure he could give it, knowing plleasureshe
could give him.

Later, she would acknowledge that it might havenb&am who
unfastened the rest of her dress, but she wasrdgrtae one who
shrugged herself free of it, baring her naked, mobreasts to the
warmth of the fire and the even greater heat of'Sa@amouldering
visual caress of her gleaming skin and dark rogples.

And she certainly needed no encouragement to aectbéck and

offer their sensual enticement to his eager hamdk lips as she
silently, and then not so silently, urged him toké and suckle at her
eagerly sensitive nipples. Her fingers rhythmic&iheaded the hard
bones of his skull, burrowing into the thick darksef his hair as she
held him against her breast and whispered huslsigidted phrases
of pleasure and desire.

At some point she must have told him that she vebhig body to be
as physically accessible to her as hers was to dithmpugh she had
no recollection of doing so, because he pausdtkimidst of kissing
her and then, with his mouth still on hers, stattednfasten his shirt
with one hand, the other still cupping the sid@éef face, his fingers
stroking her skin as though he was unable to beathiought of not
touching her.



One of the things which had both shocked and ex¢igx when she
and Sam had first become lovers had been the wagfhsed to
either close his eyes or allow her to close hersisiing that they
maintain eye contact with one another. He didnthitwtaem to shut
themselves away from one another behind closeddsyéle had told
her then, and now, as though her body was stiieding to him as
it had done all those years ago, she found it isiptesto keep her
eyes closed, impossible not to look at him, so #sashe saw him
tugging impatiently at his shirt buttons on theipleery of her vision
she could feel her face, her whole body startinfijoimd with heat as
she registered his impatience. In the end shedadlp him. It was
either that or risk him ripping the buttons free aaoining his shirt,
she told herself in extenuation of her own illogibahaviour. But
then sheéhadbeen the one to whisper that she wanted to segtdim
touch him, to feel his skin next to her own, shestdd, her face
flushing even more hotly as Sam reminded her thyaait just what
she had said, placing his palm against hers, tgihis fingers with
hers as he carried her hand to his body and piaosér his heat.

This couldn't be happening, Abbie denied dizzilyt to her and not
with Sam, and not like this. This was the stuffre most sensual and
romantic fantasies—every woman's dream come trm®eTtouched,
held, caressed, to be slowly and deliciously made Lo by a man,
theman, who only had to so much as look at her ihdagain way to
make her whole body melt.

No wonder, in the years they had been apart, sthadwer delved too
deeply into just why she had found it so impossiblde sexually
responsive to any other man. Her body had knowrirtitk even if
her mind had ignored and denied it.

Quickly she broke their kiss, no longer able taaunsthe intimacy of
their shared eye contact, afraid that Sam migltt reder eyes what
she now knew was written across and deep, deehantbeart.



As she caressed the smooth, damp column of hiattkuith her lips
she knew it wasn't just passion that was makinghleart thud so
frantically.

She heard Sam groan as she licked the sweat fremallow at the
base of his throat. He groaned even more harshiynvghe teasingly
circled his nipple with the tip of her finger areéh very gently licked
and then sucked first one and then the other.

‘Now you know what it feels like when you do itrtee,' she told him
boldly, watching the muscles in his throat growidignd the sweat
streak his already damp skin.

'‘What about you?' Sam challenged her thickly. yboknow how it
feels when you touch me? Hadweel? How you make me feel, the
things you make me want to do?'

Whilst she watched him, dizzily aware of the higlctane sensual
excitement he was deliberately building inside Hemwing that

what he was saying to her was as sexually exciiomgher as it

obviously was for him, he took hold of her, remayiner clothes

completely, and then, before she could stop hinfydme his head and
gently kissed the soft curve of her stomach.

'I'm sorry, I'm sorry... I'm sorry | didn't belieyeu,' Abbie heard him
telling her huskily. 'l wish to God | had, Abbiewish to God things
had been different, that | hadn't rejected you @athy.'

His voice had thickened betrayingly, and as hedddms face against
her stomach Abbie could feel her skin growing daamg then he

lifted his head and looked at her, showing hewibible signs of his

emotion and remorse. The tears he was too mucmaifneto want to

conceal from her.

Abbie's heart suddenly ached with answering emotiwstinctively
she reached out and wrapped her arms around hifdshs.



'You had what you believed were good reasons fobakeving me,’
she heard herself saying, and recognised, on a&suslage of shock,
that she genuinely meant it, that for the firsteiinwaspossible for
her not just to admit but to genuinely apprecvabghe had refused to
believe that Cathy was his child.

'‘No reason could ever have been good enough to maka&oubt or
guestion you,' she heard him telling her grufflghould have trusted
you... believed you...'

‘You'd had a vasectomy," Abbie reminded him. 'Asafa you were
concerned it was impossible for me to have condeyeir child...'

'You say that as though you mean it,’ Sam toldsberbrely. 'l can't
ask you for forgiveness, Abbie—how can you evegiigr me when |
can't forgive myself? And forgiveness can't wip¢ allithe years of
pain that he between us, can it? I'm a human bamd)flawed. But,
like everyone else, | want to be accepted...lowsith my
imperfections, not in spite of them.

'‘But we shouldn't be discussing this now. In faet shouldn't be
doing any talking whatsoever now,' he told her,Vuge changing,
slowing and thickening as he bent his head ancd#iser stomach
again. But this time his mouth was moving lowerd alespite her
cerebral desire to stop him, to tell him that thenes no point, no
future in what they were doing, her body was alyea$ponding to
what he was doing to it.

She could feel herself starting to tremble as bE+ sontrol wavered
and faltered, swept out of the way by the sweessaity of his
mouth's increasingly intimate seduction of herthagigh his mouth
knew as it rediscovered her, recognising all thg imvoluntary signs
that told it how much what it was doing, pleasuned, how much it
was making her want him. Familiarity did not alwalseed
contempt, Abbie recognised dizzily as a torrentaehing need



swamped her. Sometimes it ignited a fire that bdire@ hotly, so
intensely, that it threatened...

She gave a small anguished gasp of unendurablasgcas Sam's
mouth fastened gently over the most sensitivegfdrer.

She had no awareness, no recognition, of callifgheuname, of
begging him, pleading with him to fill her with H®dy and to go on
filling her until they were both complete and satewut she knew she
must have done so from the response he made to her.

All she did know was that the second time her bexploded into the
convulsive rhythm of her orgasm Sam shared thaasel with her.
Shared it and praised her for it, lavishing kissed tender words of
appreciation on her, stroking her skin, holding tiese to his body,
wrapping her tightly against him long, long aftke tclimax of their
shared pleasure had subsided.

It was only when she was on the verge of fallinges in his arms
that he finally moved, whispering softly to hef,l'stay here much
longer, we're both going to fall asleep, and tisetlang we need now
Is to be found by our daughter again tomorrow nmogR+
especially—'

Abbie stared at him in distress, interrupting him.

‘You're leaving? But..." Quickly she bit her lip.n&t had she been
expecting? That he would stay again? That they dvgol upstairs
together, sleep together, just as though thewasttly-odd years had
never happened— just as though they were, ingalttnarried...still
a couple?

'You want me to stay?' Sam questioned her.

Abbie shook her head. The last thing she needdd mgw was for
him to guess how she felt. It was obvious that aDas he was



concerned all he felt for her was a very male amemotional kind of
physical desire, a residue of lust from the pastdaubt. Whereas
she...

'‘No. No, of course not. | was just...’

Quickly she turned away from him and started td palher clothes,
suddenly feeling cold and self-conscious. But th&eochill of her
exposed skin was nothing when compared with theriminess
tightening its grip on her newly exposed and viudhér heart.

Sam, too, was getting dressed, and as he stood tpried to look at
her and said hesitantly, "You know, Abbie, it migbt be. such a bad
idea of Cathy's...owgetting married again. If only...'

'‘Why? Because it would looketter on the weddingnvitations?'
Abbie asked hinas she fiercely blinkedway the tears of her pain.

'Is that the only reason ya@an think of?' he askdtkr quickly.

‘Well, it would certainlymake life a lot easier fo€Cathy, and for
Stuart'smother," Abbie told him jerkily'Unfortunately, I'm notas

selfless as you, Sam. For e ever marry agaih would have to
know that | lovedand was loved in returnso deeply and so
completelythat nothing, no one—' Sistopped, unable to gm.

'l hear what you're saying, Abbie," Sam told hanty. 'Don't worry,
| get the message. You'd never want to marry mendggcause you
couldn't trust me not to let you down again. Right?

'Oh, it's okay. I'm all grown-up now, and I've hadearn some hard
lessons along the way. You don't have to explaiméothat a fully
mature woman has her needs and the right to s#tisfy when and
where she wishes, without her partner expectingd&wvear undying
love for him. | apologise if | let my emotions carme away



somewhat Another good reason for not staying tgatnihe added
savagely. 'By morning I'd probably be—'

He didn't complete whatever it was he had beentabaay, turning
and heading for the door instead, pausing onlyetoimd her, 'For
Cathy's sake we've got to see this thing through] magine as far
as we'rdbothconcerned the sooner she and Stuart get marriethanc
sooner you and | can go our separate ways the bette

There were a dozen or more things she could hagdd¢asshim, Abbie
acknowledged after she had listened to the finahdoof his car
engine fading away. A dozen or so sharp retorts waauld have
reminded him that this whole stupid idea of thenrmgalong with
Cathy's misconception that they were reconcileddshhisand not
hers, but the shock of the harshness of their glyjacoming so
quickly after the shared intimacy of their lovemakicaught her with
all her defences down, too vulnerable to withstdnredpain she was
feeling, never mind fight back.

And the worst thing of all, she admitted an houerlas she curled
herself into a small, miserable ball beneath heetland hugged her
pillow, was that if Sam were somehow miraculousiymaterialise

here in bed beside her right now she would...shddvo As the tears
flowed unchecked down her face she gave vent thallpent-up

anguish and heartache with a sobbed female hopti@ misery.



CHAPTER TEN

ABBIE sighed. Tonight she and Sam were due to attemnthardparty
given by Stuart's mother. Abbie didn't want to lgat, she knew how
Cathy would react if she tried to back out.

She had tried to talk to Cathy about the loss efdbseness they had
always shared, but it was obvious that she hddstilbeen forgiven
for what Cathy saw as her mother's bad behaviounglher visit to
see the house.

'l know that you and Dad are back together agaid, laealise that
you must..." Cathy had begun when Abbie had treetalk to her
about what had happened. 'But can't you see, Muat,..well,
that...that some things are just...inappropriate?'

'‘She's embarrassed and confused, and angry wiklhéar feeling
like that,” Sam had announced promptly, when hefinatly coaxed
Abbie to admit what was bothering her. 'The visibigns of a
parent's sexuality can be embarrassing to themagge and adult
offspring...’

'‘Even these days?' Abbie had protested in disbelief

'‘Even-these days," Sam had told her. 'Especialgnwiike Cathy, an
adult offspring has not grown up accepting andngediis or her
parents' shared physical love for one another.’

'She didn't seem embarrassed the morning she fasnoh bed
together,’ Abbie had pointed ouit.

'‘No, but then she was probably too euphoric tovera of anything
other than her delight in the fact that we wereoneded. Now it's
rather different. Don't worry about it,' he had igéd Abbie. 'She'll
come round once she's had time to get used toddéee She's an



intelligent girl and she's bound to be aware ofdhwivalence and
contradiction of how she's feeling.'

'‘She was right, though," Abbie had felt bound tmiad'l shouldn't
have gone out like that. Not when...'

'‘Not when what?' Sam had interposed softly, witbak in his eyes
which had made Abbie's heart thump heavily—and with
apprehension either. No, certainly not with thdat'when you have
breasts perfectly made to arouse every single baaman's senses?
Soft, warm, deliciously scented, heavenly to toacd even more
heavenly to taste, to suckle—so sensual and désimalkevery way
that just knowing the effect they have—'

'‘Sam, stop it," Abbie had protested shakily, ama thondered why it
was, when they were both so extraordinarily sehguasponsive to
one another, when she dreaded each and every sshenkad to
spend with him, once he was actually there, beittly lnm came as
easily and naturally as breathing. And then sheerebered why they
couldn't turn the charade they were enacting iaadity.

Tonight's dinner party was going to be particulatiificult; Anne
was bound to question her about her and Sam's, gtaask—as she
had done before—if Abbie had yet come to a decialoout selling
her own house, and if so would they look for somensthere in town
or move closer to the university.

‘They've offered me the Senior Chair,’” Sam had kad abruptly
three evenings ago, when he had called round unaced, just as
Abbie was preparing her supper. Naturally she bHdabliged to ask
him to stay.

‘Are you going to accept it?' she had challenged hi



She had tried to protest about the number of tinssd either called
round or telephoned, but he had simply reminded 'k=thy will
think it off if I don't.'

"You might just as well be living here,' she hagleged only two
days ago, when he had arrived just after she hddahaarticularly
stressful afternoon at work.

His soft, 'Is that an invitation?' had shockedih#y silence, her mind

screaming that, no, the last thing she needed ramsithne added strain
of having him living under her roof whilst her enmots and her

body...

She tensed, not wanting to acknowledge just howad felt to let
herself imagine how it would be if they were livitggether, how it
would feel to share that very special intimacy witim again, to wake
up in the morning curled up into his body, knowihgt he was a
permanenpart of her life.

‘Do you want me to?' he had asked her in answdretotense
challenge about his future plans.

He was standing far too close to her as he wadedhdr response,
Abbie had acknowledged as she'd wetted her neryvaugllips with
her tongue-tip, wishing that there were some wagyiuld conceal
her expression from him.

In the end all she could manage was a stiff, "fature plans don't
have anything to do with me. Cathy's the one yoaukh be
consulting.'

She had seen the way his eyes darkened as hertablati brief,
betraying dampening touch of her tongue to her maatd her own
body had responded dangerously to the sensual geesdahis
awareness. Being close to him was like being phllgidrugged or



drunk, she'd deckled as she'd tried to fight off éfffects of the way
he made her feel.

‘After all,’ she hadn't been able to resist addeuklessly, 'she's the
one you're doing all of this for, the one you'rendaall the pretending
for, making this sacrifice for.'

Ridiculously she'd held her breath slightly, almasthough she was
actually being foolish enough to hope that he walddy it and tell
her... Tell her what?

'It really doesn't matter to me what decision yome to,' she had
finished carelessly, and untruthfully, finally manag to turn away
from him as she delivered the words, reinforcingnthwith a small,
dismissive shrug.

'No... No, it doesn't, does it?' Sam had agreeetigui

He had left shortly afterwards without finishing shi
supper—probably because he wanted to call roundedindathy his
news, Abbie had decided. And she had refused te mivto the
temptation to run to her sitting- room window andteh him drive
away.

Sam arrived, as Abbie had known he would, on theofl@ight to
pick her up. Since Anne, as she herself put kedito do things
properly', dinner was to be a formal affair, andof&s vulnerable
heart missed a beat as she recognised how veryrattlactive Sam
looked in his dinner jacket.

She herself was wearing a softly tailored, fine lawepe trouser suit,
and to her irritation she realised that she wasiadlgt blushing

slightly as she saw the way that Sam was lookingeat and the
approval in his eyes.



'You always were a stunningly pretty girl, Abbiéé told her
sincerely. 'But now, as a woman—"'

'‘As a woman | do not either appreciate or neecelfialfiattering
compliments,' Abbie interrupted him curtly, but petse was beating
far too fast and she could not quite bring hergelbok directly into
his eyes.

'‘No, | don't imagine you do," Sam agreed graveby.'tlo | deceive
myself that I'm the first and only man to recogriisev beautifully
and serenely you've grown into your womanhood, Abhor how
much, how very, very much, it becomes you...'

Before Abbie could take issue with him on his ckoof the word
'serene’ to describe her, Sam was continuing sofiy1 wear it well,
Abbie. You wear it very well indeed. The girl | mad was
heart-wrenchingly pretty, but the woman you've lneeo.'

He gave a tiny shake of his head. 'It's quite what they say about
true beauty being much, much more than skin-deeprsyshines out
of you, Abbie; it illuminates you and everyone ardli

'We... we're going to be late,' was all Abbie comanage to say. In
another man she might almost have thought his weede dictated
by cruel malice, in the knowledge of how she félit that was
something she could never accuse Sam of. He woekern
deliberately, knowingly inflict pain on anyone ath@n stand back to
observe their agony.

It was some small consolation, she supposed, thagad no idea of
how she actually felt—a swab to staunch any wouorieet pride. But
what was the point in attending to any small laitena in that whilst
emotionally she was haemorrhaging to death?

'‘We're going to be late," she repeated.



They weren't late, of course, but Cathy and Stouadtarrived ahead
of them, and as Smart's father opened the front thothem Abbie
could see her daughter deep in conversation with fbeure
mother-in-law, her face flushed as. she refutedetbmg the older
woman was saying to her, causing Anne to pursdipeeand shake
her head. Both of them broke off their conversatisrihey saw that
Abbie and Sam had arrived.

What, Abbie wondered uneasily, had their discussion
argument—been about?

It was impossible for her to question Cathy on sbbject as Anne
was insisting on introducing both her and Sam t® dvening's
apparent guests of honour, a couple who were mdds of Stuart's
parents but who had, it seemed, moved away fromatba some
years previously.

It was obvious that this couple—slightly older th&tuart's
parents—had been very successful, and althouglatphyv Abbie
found them almost unbearably smug she did hertbembhswer the
volley of questions that Mary Chadwick fired at.her

Out of the corner of her eye she was aware of beisighed by a
solitary male guest whom she recognised as Anneisogd cousin.
She had been introduced to him at an earlier famgdyhering,
although then he had had to leave early.

He was, Anne had been rather at pains to let hemwklater,

something of the black sheep of the family, althostpe had not
specified exactly what it was he had done to ntbist title. Perhaps
simply the fact that he was divorced was sufficiedbbie had

reflected cynically.

Now, as she managed to bring to an end Mary Ch&tsrquisitive
guestions and started to walk away from her ané ba&am, who



was deep in conversation with Stuart's father, Asnsousin
intercepted her.

'‘We meet again. | hoped we would," he told her,htmmour in his
eyes belying the triteness of his words.

'It must be fate,' Abbie quipped back drolly, weteng the respite of
a tittle light-heartedness after being cross-qoasti by Anne's
dearest and oldest friend.

'Fate giving a helping hand—or rather a hefty skiolre agreed,
adding ruefully, "You wouldn't believe how harde'liad to work on
Cousin Anne to wangle an invite to this incredibtying affair. She
doesn't approve of me, you know. And | see shegady warned you
against me—has she?' he queried, the amusemergniegpn his
eyes as Abbie inclined her head.

He was a very good-looking man, Abbie acknowledgethaps a
year or so younger than her. Tall... although nutegso tall as Sam,
nor quite so tautly muscled either. His expensikehes cloaked
what she suspected was the beginning of a sligimigha although
she also suspected that his vanity would nevewdtion to admit as
much.

He was a man who quite obviously enjoyed flirtidg.man who

considered himself to be very much at home with\wattomed by
her sex. But Abbie had met his type before, in sdvdifferent

guises. His insouciance amused her, and it wasffilag to be singled
out by him, but he was certainly not the type ohmse could ever
take seriously.

'‘Anne tells me that you and Cathy's father haveerdg been
reconciled and are about to be remarried. Tell tmenit true,' he
demanded theatrically. 'Or let me persuade youlifieamight hold
certain other interesting options,' he added oetvagly.



"It isn't true," Abbie told him judiciously, buttbbugh her voice was
calm her eyes returned the flirtatious amusementshld see in his.

'l see...so there's hope for me, then, after atiie’s a wonderful
cook, you know, he told her, his apparent changaubfect causing
Abbie to give him a puzzled look until" he contiduéEveryone says
S0, so it must be true. Can you cook?'

‘Well enough,' Abbie agreed humorously, privatelffecting on the
cordon bleu diploma stuffed away in the deepestsses of her desk.

‘Wonderful. I'll let you prove it to me if you like in the morning. |
prefer a simple continental breakfast: fresh fjuite, fresh fruit,
warm fresh croissants, and a huge pot of real eoBeeakfast in bed
Is such a sensual experience, don't you thinkthale opportunities;
all those deliciously warm, flaky crumbs of croissall those...'

Abbie couldn't help it; she burst out laughing #meh stopped as she
realised that those close enough to them had dogtleng whilst
they eavesdropped on her and Anne's cousin's CEatiaar.

As she turned her head to meet the disapprovinge gl Mary
Chadwick, to Abbie's own shock she heard herssjlinga quite
clearly, 'Breakfast in bed a wonderful idea, but to thoroughly enjoy
it the bed has to be properly dressed and the eeopit must
be...thoroughly undressed...'

It was a stupid, idiotic, totally senseless thiadpnave said, of course,
and she thoroughly deserved Cathy's angry denumciaf her,
Abbie admitted to herself later in the evening.

After ignoring her all through the meal, once its#mally over Cathy
followed her upstairs when Abbie went to colleat thrap she had
worn over her suit, closing the bedroom door firrm$yshe followed
Abbie inside, before demanding to know in a tremiplvoice just
what her mother had thought she was doing.



'How could you embarrass me like that?' she asitetlp. '‘Behaving

like that...flirting like that. Not just in frontfdStuart's family but in
front of Dad as well. | thought | knew you, Mum thhm beginning to

think that | don't know you at all. Maybe, aftel, &lad didhave good
reason to suspect that | wasn't his child,’ shecdahforgivably.

Abbie simply stood and stared at her. That Cathy waset because
she felt that Abbie had embarrassed her in fronStofrt and his

family she could understand— even if she did ttilmt Cathy was

overreacting to what had, after all, been a rethiharmless piece of
fliting—but to accuse her on the basis of thathafving been

unfaithful to Sam...

Neither of them heard the bedroom door open orseghlthat Sam
had walked in until they both heard him saying tdyg Cathy, that's
enough. | know you're upset, but that's no excos¢éatking to your
mother like that. What you just said to her wasougivable.'

Both of them listened to him in mutual shock, Catlgovering first
to appeal to him, her voice trembling with anged amdignation,
‘You saw her, Dad. You saw the way she behavedvydlyeshe...made
such a spectacle of herself, encouraging Anne'sicdo...to flirt
with her like that.'

Over Cathy's head Sam's eyes met Abbie's, but aitled away
quickly, unable to bear seeing the same angry aguttéen his as she
could see in Cathy's.

‘How could you do it?' Cathy demanded, turning ldackbbie. 'How
could you show me up, humiliate me like that, anffont of Stuart's
parents...?'

Angry tears filled Cathy's eyes, but as Abbie se¢epgorward
automatically to comfort her and apologise Catlgpged quickly
back from her, turning instead to Sam.



'l don't think | can ever forgive you for this,'esbried out theatrically.

It was Sam who stopped things going any furtheyingaquietly,
‘That's enough, Cathy. | know you're upset but #n4& the time or
the place.'

'‘But you must have felt the same as | did,' Catisisied passionately
to Sam. '"You must have been just as embarrassest. &\ you and
Mum are supposed to be reconciled, and yet she was ofletihg
with another man—and in front of Stuart's parestsvall—'

‘No, Cathy, | didhotfeel embarrassed,” Sam interrupted her firmly.

And then, to Abbie's astonishment, he crossedawe iand took hold
of her hand, lifting it to his lips and kissing Hergers gently, looking
right into her eyes as he softly told her...tolker, Abbie
acknowledged, and not Cathy, who was now standatghing them
both in open-mouthed disbelief, 'You see, | hawred from my
mistakes, and the worst mistake | have ever maaeyinvhole life
was not to trust your mother, not to trust her |omer love. That
mistake brought us both unbearable pain. It cogstgydather and it
cost me the woman | loved and the daughter | wbalk loved. It
hurt your mother unbearably, unforgivably, andatised the kind of
misery and destruction | can never forgive mysaif f

'l know better now. If your mother chooses to estiva rather dull
dinner party with a little bit of harmless verblaitétion, then she has
every right to do so, and neither you nor |, naleied anyone else, has
the right to criticise her for it. Loving someomneally loving them,
means trusting them as wellkhowthat the fact that your mother
might choose to spend a harmless few minutes tatkireven flirting
with someone else cannot have the slightest edfebier relationship
with me. Nor could it ever change my love for hMithing can
change that. Nothing ever could and nothing evér wi



As she heard the sincerity in his voice Abbie labkeep into Sam's
eyes, searching for some sign that his words werglyg another part
of the pretence he was enacting to preserve Cdthpjginess. But no
matter how hard she searched all she could seleeimgtave gaze
steadily meeting her fiercely defensive scrutinysweawarmth, a
surety, a message that made her forget not jubtyGdtrious anger
with her but also the very fact of Cathy's preseincte room with

them.

‘Sam...' she began uncertainly.

But Cathy had started speaking as well, and as éAldbcused
unhappily on her she said shamefacedly, 'I'm stdgm. Dad's quite
right...I overreacted. It's just, well, | supposgdnted you to make a
good impression on Stuart's family, and—"

'Your mother doesn't need to worry about the ingogsshe makes
on others and neither do you,' Sam butted in firn8juart loves you
as you are, Cathy...'

'Oh, yes, | know that," Cathy agreed, and thenddakncomfortable
as she explained, 'lt's just that with Stuart andmMfalling out
over...over me wanting to know you... It matters®, Mum, that the
two of you get on,' she appealed to Abbie. 'l lgga and Stuart so
much, | don't want there to be... | want you bathldve and
appreciate one another as | do...'

Abbie couldn't quite conceal her confusion or letief. 'Is that what
this is all about?' she demanded, shaking her slegdly. 'l thought
you were cross with me because | wasn't more likar8s mother. |
thought you felt I'd let you down by not being liker.’

'What?' Now it was Cathy's turn to look astonisHeldw on e"$rth
could youthinkthat?' she protested. "You misbwthat you are the
most wonderful, precious mother anyone could eageli Cathy told



her emotionally. 'It just hurt me so much that yma Stuart couldn't
se£m to get along, especially when | know how spdath of you
really are. | just wanted Stuart to see you asrgally are, and for
you to understand that when he got in touch witd Bawasn't doing
it to get at you. He just wanted to do it for niecause he thought it
would make me happy.'

'Oh, Cathy," Abbie choked, hugging her and th&easing her to tell
her firmly, "You're right, he is a very special &m, and Ihaven't
appreciated him properly— but | promise you thainfrnow on |
shall do, and promise you as well thdtwon't embarrass you by
flirting any more,'sheadded generously.

‘Well, you can flirt," Cathy laughed, 'but onlyitit with Dad—and I'd
better go,' she added. 'Stuart will be wonderingn@ton earth | am...’

‘Well, we're leaving now too," Sam told her as sfeat towards the
door and opened it. 'We'll see you tomorrow.'

Abbie barely waited for Cathy to close the dooribdrer before
turning back to Sam and demanding, ‘Sam...?'

But once again she wasn't allowed to finish whatwhnted to say,
because Sam had taken hold of both her hands ahpl&eed them
gently against his chest, where he held them peisaovered by the
warmth of Iris, and looked down into her eyes.

'l meant what | said, you know, about loving youhe toki her
huskily.

That... that can't be true,' Abbie protested skakil

‘But it is," Sam assured her. 'Maybe this isn'ttiime to tell you this,
but it has always been and it always will be ttdeved you all those
years ago, when we were young, all the empty y@atsetween,



when we were apart—and | love you now. Why do yookt | came
back?'

To see Cathy,' Abbie told him huskily.

To see Cathy," he agreed, 'and because of youySaemusthave
known?' he challenged her softly. ‘Guessed hoWw Wigen | touched
you, when we made love...?"'

'l thought it was just sex,"' Abbie admitted paihyful
‘Just sex?' Sam demanded self-mockingly. 'Oh, Abbie
'"You said you would make sacrifices...for Cathyd athought...'

‘You thought that taking you to bed was one of thé/as that the
way it was for you?' Sam asked her softly.

His hands were no longer imprisoning hers, but nfowsome odd
reason, they seemed quite happy to cling posséssovdis chest,
whilst his were cupping her face, smoothing henskrawing her
nearer so that the small tremors his earlier tcheth evoked, and
which she had thought she had fully under contnall become
openly visible, sensual shudders of response todasness.

It was impossible for her not to look at his moaittad, having done so,
even more impossible for her not to close the fthsflance between
them with a small sound somewhere between a sighagiea, her
face lifting automatically towards his, her lipsiag.

'‘Abbie, Abbie, | love you so much, and I'm tired ghying the
coward, being afraid to risk losing what little lot you | have by
admitting to you how | feel. This charade of oumtiag to resurrect
our love is no charade for me. | can't expect yofotgive me, and |
certainly don't expect you to forget the past, togout either Cathy's
or my needs and emotional desires above your omajfat is just



the rekindled flames of the physical passion weeosieared that
makes you respond so heart-achingly in my arms yoenmust tell
me so, because physical desire alone will nevenbegh for me...'

‘Not for me either,” Abbie admitted shakily. 'hat was why... |
thought that was the way it was for you...juststja physical...'

She tried to protest as he started kissing hernpaing him that they
were in someone else's home and could all tooydasiinterrupted
by other departing guests coming in search of tbeats, but the
sensation of his mouth moving against hers, thsipaate, intense
thrust of his tongue, the knowledge that the dese could feel in
him was born of love and not lust, made it impdssibr her to resist
him for very long, and it was several minutes befsihe could tell
him huskily, 'Sam, I love you so much. How coug&ler have let you
go? How did | ever live all those years without You

'It was my fault." Sam checked her soberly. '‘Mind-&'

'‘No, we were both to blame," Abbie interrupted firmly. ‘We both
made mistakes.'

'Oh, Abbie, | don't deserve such generosity,' Seotepted gruffly as
he took her back in his arms, and as she liftedhbad to look at him
Abbie could see the faint sheen of tears in hiseye

'Oh, Sam,' she whispered emotionally.

'Oh, Abbie," he returned, lifting the hand she raded to his damp
face to his lips and asking her, 'Will you thinkuitmanly of me if |

tell you that these are far from being the firsbaly tears I've cried
over you? Over you and for you—whilst I've lainbed at night
aching for you, cursing myself, wishing to helldutd turn back the
clock and rewind time. | warn you now, Abbie, thiae it's for ever,

for eternity, infinity...for life and beyond life.'



'Yes,' Abbie agreed as she lifted her face foikiss. 'Yes, yes. Oh,
yes, Sam. Yes...'

'Let's get out of here,’ Sam suggested fiercelyeaent his head to
kiss her. "There amomethings,somevows | may only want to make
in private...preferably somewhere in the kind ofv@cy which
includes a bed...an extremely large bed. Thingshvbould, if we're
lucky, take a long time to say and do...an extrgnatg time,' he
added meaningfully.

Abbie laughed and whispered back appreciativelndw the very
place...'

‘And tomorrow morning when you wake up in my arhesé won't be
any going back...any rejection of one another, r@fiysal to accept
my love?' Sam asked her.

'‘No," Abbie confirmed, her heart in her eyes as Isb&ed at him
quietly and confidently. "You said that we canfigkt the past, Sam,
but we can use it to build our future together;oae use the mistakes
we both made to build ourselves a stronger futadesastronger love.
We can't forget the past but we can learn from it.

'Let's go home,' Sam breathed, his eyes dark héletotions he was
feeling.

'Yes,' she agreed softly, 'let's go home.’

As Sam held her in his arms Abbie knew that tmsetwhen they
made love there would be no holding back, no fegnimv her of
expressing and revealing her feelings, no neeeitber of them to
hide from one another what they really felt.



EPILOGUE

'‘JusT look at Mum and Dad," Cathy protested affectioyatie her
new husband. '‘Anyone would thitlkeywere the ones who had just
got married and not us.’

'‘Well, they have only been married for six wee&sg fart pointed out
to her as they both turned to watch Abbie and Sauthey shared a
lingering kiss.

‘Mmm...that was nice," Sam murmured appreciatiashhe nuzzled
the creamy warmth of Abbie's throat.

He laughed as she gently pushed him away, remirfdimg 'Thisis
our daughter's wedding day, remember...'

‘Mmm...and officially you and | have still not hadur own
honeymoon,' he pointed out in return.

They had decided to wait until after Cathy was medrbefore leaving
for a two-month tour of Australia.

Sam wanted Abbie to see the land that had bedrohig in the years
they had been apart, and there were certain tinagseeded to do,
certain ends to be tied up, before he took upes @s Senior Chair at
the university.

Abbie would have been quite happy for them to dekssir own
wedding until after Cathy had been married; they, ladter all, been
living together ever since the day they had dedl#neir love for one
another. But Sam had told her very firmly that rented the security
of knowing that they were married. So they had wgngetly, but very
lovingly, been remarried in a small ceremony to clkhthey had
invited only close family and friends.

Cathy's wedding had been a very different affair.



Abbie had been amazed when she'd discovered how thedotel
she remembered as such a romantic location hagdlggnce Sam
had brought her there for their first night togettée had booked the
same tower suite for them when they had visitedhibtel, prior to
Cathy's wedding, to make arrangements for the tesgput—and
privately both Abbie and Sam had agreed—the plaajust not the
same.

The hotel was much larger now, with conference #&sidure
facilities, and it was making an ideal venue fovedding reception.

As Sam took hold of her hand and they went to nejoe others she
smiled lovingly up at him. So much had changedeshmehad brought
her here as a nervously excited virgin, and yetpme ways, so little.

Their love, the love she had thought had beenagsdrfor ever, had
proved so wonderfully strong and steadfast. Aslsbked across at
Cathy, so radiantly happy as she stood next torGtlabie made a
small prayer that their love would prove equallpsy.

‘You feel so afraid for them, don't you?' Stuamtisther whispered
emotionally at her side. 'So afraid, and yet atgame time so...s0
humble. It makes you remember..." She paused akedoacross at
her own husband.

'Yes, it, does,' Abbie agreed gently.

She and Stuart's mother had become if not closedsi then at least
good allies. After talking things over with Sam, B had taken her
courage in both hands and gone round to see anaviidl Stuart's
mother. The resulting conversation had done a geadito clear the
air, and Anne had admitted to her what Sam hadadyre
suggested—that she had felt envious and overawédbbie because
of her achievements in the outside world.



They knew each other much better now, and whetirtteecame, as
Abbie sincerely hoped it would, when they both hldrust the
special gift of loving their mutual grandchildreretadditional bond
between them would be one they both valued. Theydvae allies in
that love and not antagonists.

Abbie's smile broadened. Tonight, when they layme another's
arms in the privacy of their bedroom, she woulti$am again how
much she loved him, how much she valued this secbadce they
had been given to share their love. And he wouldher the same
thing, both with and without words.

And their daughter, if she'd only known of the mge physical
passion that existed between them, would, no ddwye been both
surprised and slightly shocked.

Abbie smiled a secret little smile to herself. Thevere, after all,
some things that Cathy, for all her apparent migtuwas still too
young to know... Some things, some pleasures sldyb life was
as generous as it had been to her mother, be alloyweiscover for
herself.



