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THE MARRIAGE WAR

Charlotte Lamb



Something worth fighting for!

Sandra's first instinct was to burn the anonymetisil. Its malicious
message couldn't be true: Do you know where yoab&ond will be
tonight? Do you know who he'll be with?

Sandra adored Mark now as much as when they wwstenfarried,
even though family life meant that they were noglemnso close.
She'd never dreamed that her tough, handsome histauid fall

into the arms of another woman!

The battle was on--though when Sandra confrontedkMshe
discovered the physical attraction between them agastrong as
ever. But she wouldn't let herself be seduced by.hi Not yet!



CHAPTER ONE

THE morning the anonymous letter arrived was no dffiefrom any
other Sancha had had over the past six years.

She had opened her brown eyes with a reluctantyadgn the alarm

went off, hearing Mark stir in the twin bed besiders before he
stretched, yawning. For a second or two Sanchddmdsised about
the years before the children started arriving,enaimering waking

up in a double bed, naked and sleepy, to find &l wandering in
lazy exploration. In those far-off, halcyon daysytiihad usually made
love in the early mornings as well as at night.

They had switched to twin beds a couple of yearslagrause she
was always having to get up in the night, eithefeted a baby or
comfort a child, and Mark had complained about @peimoken
whenever she left their bed. Sancha had often wjshece, that they
had not stopped sharing a bed. They had lost wldir loving
intimacy; making love could no longer be so spoatas or casual,
and since Flora's birth they'd rarely made lovallaAt night Sancha
was always too tired and in the mornings there meagr time.

This morning she reluctantly pushed her memoriedeaand made
herself fling back the duvet, her feet fumbling &ippers, groping
her way into her dressing-gown. She rushed into ldadroom,
cleaned her teeth, splashed cold water on her face,a comb
through her curly red-brown hair and then beganjdbeof waking
the children. She didn't have to wake Flora, whaos vedready
bouncing noisily round and round her cot, starkeagkvith her red
hair in tangled curls around her pink face.

'I'm a kangaroo! Look at me, Mummy, I'm a kangaroo-roo...'

'‘Lovely, darling,’ Sancha said absently, retrievitige small
nightdress from the floor and dropping it into twashing basket



before picking Flora up with one arm and carryirgy imto the

childrens' bathroom. 'Get up now!" she yelled i@ room the two
boys shared. Six-year-old Felix was still lyingbed, with his duvet
pulled over his head. Five-year- old Charlie waspling off his

pyjamas with his eyes shut.

By the time Sancha had dealt with Flora and waslingafor the
stairs Felix was up, still yawning, and Charlie washe bathroom.
Sancha could hear Mark having his shower.

Downstairs, she scooped the letters and a dailyspaper off the

front doormat, with Flora squirming under her ahmr dimpled legs
in green dungarees kicking vigorously. Sancha ldidli wasting

money, so she had kept all Charlie's baby clothhashed and neatly
folded away in a drawer, in case another baby calmeg. It had

saved a fortune. She hadn't needed to buy any ln¢laes at all and
Flora looked great in them. Hie fashion for unibeky clothes suited
her.

Turning towards the kitchen, Sancha shouted badkeiptairs to the
two boys to hurry up or else. A sound of stampedieg followed; at
least they were both up.

Dropping the handful of letters and the newspapeo ¢ohe table,
beside Mark's place, she pushed Flora into hercch@h, handing her
a spoon to bang, and then put the coffee percabator

She didn't bother to look through the letters—slrely got any: just
the odd postcard from a friend or relative who alaad on holiday,
brown envelopes from a wishful tax inspector wHased to believe
she no longer earned any money, or offers fromaguas and firms
trying to sell her something which came in envetopearked

urgently '‘Open me and win a fortune!" She reagtstcards, but the
rest of her mail was usually discarded into thehen bin at once.



All Sancha's movements at this hour of the mormvege automatic;
she often felt like a robot, moving and whirlingpand the kitchen,
She had so much to do and so little time to dm ithat she had
worked out long ago the fastest way to get theeeoffercolating, the
porridge cooking, slip a couple of croissants ithte microwave to
warm through, set out cups, cutlery and mugs af aalk, pour the
orange juice and spoon prunes into a bowl for Madk.with the
minimum of effort.

Hearing the crash of feet on the stairs, she tuofethe porridge,

poured it into the childrens' bowls, put the saarejpto the sink and
ran cold water into it to make it easier to cleateld, then grabbed
Flora, who was climbing out of her highchair, and Iper back into it
just as Felix and Charlie tore into the kitchenn@e caught them
and checked that their faces and hands were ¢lezinteeth and hair
brushed, their clothes all present and correct—@&haften forgot

important items, like his underpants or one sock. \was very

absent-minded.

By the time Mark got down his children were all pesating their
breakfast. Flora beamed at him, showing him a nfalid porridge
and little pearly teeth. 'Dadda!" she fondly grddtam.

Mark looked pained. '‘Don't talk with your mouthlfuflora!' He sat
down and drank some of his orange juice, lookingstvatch with a
distracted expression. 'I'm going to be late. Hupy boys, we have
to go soon.’

He ate his prunes while glancing through his mi#iis is for you,' he
said, tossing one envelope over to Sancha, his gyeg briefly
touching her then moving away, a frown pulling black brows
together.

She felt a sting of hurt over that look—had thagrbéistaste in his
eyes? Of course, at this hour, in her shabby adging-gown and no



make-up, she wasn't exactly glamorous, but theengatime to do
much about how she looked until he and the boyddfadshe really
must make more effort, though— it made her unhdapgave Mark
look at her like that,-as if he didn't love her angre. Her love for
him was just as strong; she needed him.

To cover her distress, she picked up the white lepee The name
and address had been typed. 'l wonder who thisms® she thought
aloud, studying the postmark. It was local, whiand help.

'‘Open it and find out," Mark snapped.

What was the matter with him this morning? Hada'slept? Or was
he worried about work? Sancha wished there wastbragk him, but
Flora had knocked over her mug of milk. Sighingy&ea mopped up
the damage while Mark averted his gaze.

'‘None of the boys were this much trouble,' he mette

‘You just don't remember, and she isn't really haygMark. Just
high-spirited." Sancha wiped Flora's sticky fadssikg her on her
snub nose. 'You're no trouble, are you, sweetHeart?

Flora leaned forward and gave her a loving bantherorehead with
her porridgy spoon, beaming. Sancha couldn't frealgHing. 'Finish
your breakfast, you little monkey!

Mark got to his feet, looking out of place in tkssy, domestic room
with its clutter of children, pine furnishings amthieerful yellow

curtains. He was a big man, over six feet, witowgh, determined
face and a body to match—broad shoulders, a polerast, long,

long legs. His nature matched, too. People whoreaar met him
before always gave him a wary look at first—he hadhir of danger
about him when he didn't smile, and he wasn't agiihow. He

looked as if he might explode at any minute. Hermftad, over the
last few months.



A pang of uneasiness hit Sancha—was Mark tireauwili/ life after
six years of babies? He was a man of tremendousgjiiheir sex life
had been tumultuous before the children arrived,%sncha missed
those passionate nights. And his work as a cigireger demanded a
lot of energy, though he no longer spent so muale tut on any of
the sites where his firm were building. Mark wasrenoften in the
office now, planning, organising, working out onppa rather than
physically, in the field, and she suspected heetégpl the change in
his working pattern. Did he also regret being nealyi having
children, being tied down?

Curtly he said, 'Oh, by the way, I'll be late tdmtig

Sancha's heart sank. He was always being keptatatiee office.
‘What, again? What is it this time?'

'‘Dinner with the boss again. Can't get out of &.whnts to talk about
the new development at Angels Field. We're runriatg on the
schedule, and time is money.' But he didn't meeépes, and she felt
another twinge of uneasiness.

Oh, no doubt she was imagining things, but heritiotu told her
something was wrong—what, though?

He turned away and said impatiently, 'Are you rebdys? Come on,
| can't wait any longer.' He always drove the btyschool, and
Sancha picked than up again at three-thirty.

They clambered down from the table and headedh&dbor into the
hall, but Sancha caught them before they couldgaty. "\Wash your
hands and faces. You've got more porridge on \eme than you got
into your mouth, Charlie.'

Mark had gone to get the car. Sancha dealt withhitnes and
followed them to the front door, with Flora lurchialong behind her.



‘Try not to be too late," Sancha called to Mark mvtiee car drew up
outside, and the boys got into the back seat agdrbdoing up their
seat belts.

Mark nodded. Early May sunlight gleamed on his stimdback hair;
she couldn't see his eyes, they were veiled byyheds;, but that air
of smouldering anger came through all the same. tWes the
matter? Was something wrong at work? This weekbadmust try to
find time to sit down and talk to him, alone, omiee children were in
bed.

The car slid away; Sancha waved goodbye and stotbekiporch for

a few moments, enjoying the touch of morning sumtlan her face. It
would soon be high summer; the sky was blue, cksglland there
were roses out, and pansies, with those dark ngskirat looked like
mischievous faces peeping from under leaves. Hbie lree was
covered with plumes of white blossom which gave dalvea warm,

honeyed fragrance.

The house was a modern one, gabled, with bay wisadmwboth
floors. Detached, it was set in a large garderh eibw redbrick wall
both front and back and a garage on one side. Mnki had built it
for him when they'd got married, but they had geéamortgage and at
times money had been tight— although it seemeceeasiw that
Mark had been promoted and had a better-paid jblat Theant
working longer hours, however, and Sancha ofterhedshe had
fewer responsibilities.

Flora had taken the opportunity of her mother'®absindedness to
sneak off into the garden, her eyes set on thewslilips edging the
lawn.

'‘No, you don't," Sancha said, pursuing her. ‘Vige'lfor a walk when
I've done all my jobs." She picked her up, tooktla@olong look at



the morning radiance of the garden and went bag&ars, closing
the door with one foot.

Her routine was the same every day. She workedenkitchen
first—cleared the table, piled dirty dishes intce tivashing-up
machine and switched it on, sorted out the dayshimg and put that
into the washing machine to soak for half an hourentcarried Flora
upstairs and dumped her into her cot while Sandmh d quick
shower, herself, then dressed in jeans and anludshirt.

It was an hour later, when she had finished vaceleaning the

sitting-room and hall, that she remembered thereathd went to the
kitchen to find it. She made herself a cup of ceffgave Flora a piece
of apple to eat in her playpen, and opened thelepeeThe letter

was typed and unsigned. It wasn't very long; shd realmost in a

glance, her ears deafened with the rapid bloodbédear and

jealousy.

Do you know where your husband will be tonight?yda know who
he'll be with? Her name is Jacqui Farrar, she'sasssstant, and she
has an apartment in the Crown Tower in Alamo Stideimber 8 on
the second floor. They've been having an affaimfeeks.

Sancha's heart lurched. She put a hand up to hehrtestop a cry of
shock escaping, caught the edge of her cup andkkdoover her
coffee. The hot black liquid splashed down hertskoaked through
the legs of her jeans. She leapt up, sobbing, swgear

‘Naughty Mummy," Flora scolded, looking pleasargbandalised.
Primly she added, 'Bad word. Bad Mummy.'

Sancha said it again furiously, looking for kitchrefi to do more of
her habitual mopping up—only this time it was sh®wad made the
mess, not Flora.



It can't be true, she thought; he wouldn't. Markulda't have an
affair. She would have known; she would have ndtice

Or would she? Yes! she thought defiantly, refusmgdmit that her
stomach was cramped with fear. He was her huslstwedinew him.
He loved her; he wouldn't get involved with anyefee.

But did he still love her? She remembered the slista his face that
morning, over breakfast, and bit her lower lip. klao longer looked
at her the way he used to; she couldn't deny 8@mhehow, without
her noticing it, love and passion had seeped othedf relationship,
but that didn't mean there was anyone else. Shieicbbelieve he
would be unfaithful to her. Not Mark. He wouldn't.

She had never met his assistant, although she #treemame. Jacqui
Farrar had joined the firm only six months agopnfranother civil
engineering company. Mark had mentioned her a feed at first,
but not lately.

Sancha had no idea what she looked like, even hdwh® was. It
had never entered her head that there could béiagytjoing on
between her and Mark.

Of course there isn't! she told herself. Don't etlenk about it.
Whoever had written that letter was crazy.

Sancha ran an angry hand over her tearstainedafatéhen picked
up Flora. At the moment they could never be apéwy were
handcuffed together for all Flora's waking hours-e-sbuld not be
left alone for a second or she got into some dartischief.

Sancha often felt exhausted by the sheer, unretemature of
motherhood, longing for a few hours alone, a dagnvihe did not
have to think about other people all the time, whlea could be lazy,
sleep late, get up whenever she pleased or pubmething more
elegant than jeans, wear high heels, have her dame, buy



expensive make-up, shower herself with deliciousenén
perfume—anything to feel like a woman rather thanadher.

But it was what she and Mark had wanted when thayngarried.

They had talked about it from the start, in perfactord in both

longing for children. Mark had been an only childotder parents.
His mother had been over forty when he was bom fdther even
older than that. Mark had had a lonely childhood aineamt of

having a brother or sister. His parents had diédrbdne met Sancha,;
she'd never known them, but she had realised Mdelep need to be
part of a family at last. Sancha had been broauty, had ached to
have a baby, had seen herself as some sort of M#rth, creating
this wonderful, close, warm family life, without yandea of how

much work and sacrifice on her part would be inedlv

Sighing, she popped Flora back into her cot, gareahhandful of
toys to play with, then had another hurried shoswet changed into
clean jeans, a clean shirt. She stood in fronhefdressing-table and
studied herself bleakly. What did she look like?atn earth did she
look like? A hag, she thought. I'm turning into aspiive hag. No
wonder Mark had given her a disgusted look this mmy. She
couldn't blame him. How long was it since she'dnetimught about
the way she looked?

Or had the energy to try to seduce Mark in bedwi#ne she once had,
years ago, when they were first married? Once agone she would
slide into bed naked and tease him with strokingdrs and soft, light
kisses, but hold him off as long as possible, ardum to a point of
frenzy before she let him take her. They had beessipnate lovers,
hadn't they?

Biting her lip, she tried to remember when they lesl made love,
but couldn't. It must be weeks. A dull, cynicale®whispered to her.
Months! It was months!



Since Flora's birth they had made love less argldéen, and at first

it had been she who had never felt like it. Markl lieeen gentle,

sympathetic, understanding; he hadn't got angigoarplained. She

had had three babies in six years; it wasn't sirgyithat she was so
tired and listless.

They hadn't planned to have more than two childféora had been
an accident, and that last pregnancy had beendhst.vi6ancha had
had morning sickness, backache, cramp in her legstless
nights—and even when she had had the baby shé'dddbetter.
She'd been too exhausted after being in laboumfordays, in great
pain much of the time. Afterwards she had keptgythe changes in
her hormones during and after her pregnancy had Hef in
emotional turmoil. A fit of the blues, her sisténe, had called it. Her
doctor had called it depression, but all Sanchavknas that the
smallest thing could set her off on a crying jad anthing seemed to
help.

It hadn't lasted very long—a month or two, threehat most—but
Flora, from the first moment of her arrival in thwerld, had been
difficult; a restless, crying baby at night ande daytime needing
permanent attention.

Sancha had never really got back her energy, heyment of life,
her desire to make love. What energy she did hau wto Flora
and into her daily routine—the two boys, the hotise garden. Only
now did she realise how little time she had spémewith Mark
over the past couple of years.

It had happened so gradually that she hadn't utwaersintil now that
they were drifting apart, inch by inch, hour by hou

The jangle of the front doorbell made her jump. Vémoearth could
that be? She collected Flora and carried her backstairs.



She was startled, and a little embarrassed, toHferdsister standing
on the doorstep. 'Oh, hello, Zoe,' she murmurettherahuskily. 'l
thought you were filming in the Lake District tiweek?"

'‘We finished there yesterday so | drove back lagitnl told you we
were all going to be filming on location arounddetidn't 1? I've got
a few days off before we start,’ Zoe said, eyingdmeewdly. "Your
eyes are pink—have you been crying?'

'‘No,' lied Sancha, wishing her sister was not seokant, did not see
so much. Zoe had always been far too sharp an&.quic

‘Mummy swore,' Flora informed her aunt. '‘Bad Munimy.

'‘Bad Mummy,' agreed Zoe, watching Sancha. 'Who were
swearing at? The little love-bug, here? Having @ day with her, or
IS something wrong?'

'l knocked my coffee over, that's all—no big de@ghcha said, but
didn't meet her sister's thoughtful stare.

'‘Hmm.' Zoe grinned at Flora. 'Was it you who knatihdummy's
coffee over? | bet it was. Come to Auntie Zoe?"'

Flora went willingly, and at once began to investegthe dangling,
sparkly earrings Zoe was wearing.

'‘Hands off, monster,’ Zoe told her, pushing herlsmiak hands
down. 'Into everything, aren't you? Boy, am | glatbn't have any
kids.'

‘Time you had some,' Sancha said, getting a sardook from Zoe.

'‘Says who? You're no advertisement for the matestadk. Every
time | see you, you look worse. How about a cupodfee, or are you
too busy?'



'Of course I'm not.' Sancha walked through intokihehen and Zoe
followed her. She was wearing what she no doubtight of as
‘casual' clothes- elegant, tight-fitting black heat trousers, a vivid
emerald silk top. Sancha inspected them with efmhey were
probably designer clothes, their cut was so gobdy thad ‘chic’
written all over them and had undoubtedly costramand a leg.

She couldn't afford clothes like that—and evend sould she would
never be able to wear them. Flora would ruin thema time, would
spill food on them, crayon all over them or be ©iokhem. Flora had
a dozen charming ways of ruining clothes, and #lout really
trying. You couldn't accuse her of doing it delduety.

They wouldn't look that good on Sancha, anyway., Boeever, was
dazzling whatever she wore—a tall woman, alreadyythwo, with
flame-red hair and cat-like green eyes, beautifdphisticated,
clever, talented and highly paid. She worked foF\aproduction
company, and was currently making a four- pareseof a bestseller
novel with household names in the starring roles.

She had a small cottage outside town, but was\b#rele because
her work took her all over the world. You never knehere she
would be filming next. Last year she had workedfibns in Spain
and California. So far this year all her work hakib back home, in
the United Kingdom.

The sisters had always been very close, and sianeh@ had got
married they still saw a good deal of each othee #as Sancha's
closest friend, although their lives were so ddfdr

Zoe's private life was usually as busy as her caBaancha could not
keep up with the men Zoe dated, often very stédamous men, but
none of them had ever been important enough fort@aetroduce

than to her sister, or her parents, which meand stever considered



marrying them, or even setting up house wiffi th@ine only thing
that mattered to Zoe seemed to be her career.

Before she'd met Mark, Sancha had been set orearcéno, but in
photography, not films. She had been working fts@Bond Street
photographer, specialising in the fashion businasd, had had her
eyes set on the heights. One day she'd meant eHewown salon,
make her name world-famous. She had had dreams.

Mark's arrival in her life had changed all that.eOninute she was
focused entirely on her work—the next it didn't teaa damn to her.
Only Mark mattered. She forgot everything but bewmgh him,
loving him, going to bed with him. He ate up hetirenlife.

Zoe had had very few problems in climbing to" top;ther abilities
were too outstanding and her personality too pawe8ancha had
grown up in her shadow, knowing she was not astlfebor as
brilliant. She might have been overshadowed by st confidence
in herself—instead she had competed with herperéectly cheerful
way, had been determined to be as successful atdegisister, make
her own name, become famous.

The competition between them had ended when Sayathaarried
and had children. She no longer cared about sucabest beating
Zoe; she was too happy to think about a careenamg. In fact, the
only time she touched a camera lately was to tageines of her
children.

Putting Flora into her highchair, Zoe opened thége and found
some orange juice, poured a little into a mug akgt to her, then
sat down at the pine table, keeping a safe dist@oneher little niece
and the possibility of getting splashed with juice.

Sancha made coffee, keeping her back to Zoe. 'Hihg'dilming
going? Smoothly, or are there problems?"



'Only one problem—the casting director insisted ppcking Hal
Thaxford." Zoe's dry voice made Sancha smile. Stk Heard her
sister's views on Hal Thaxford before.

'l know you don't like him—but he's quite a goodoacisn't he?'

'He wouldn't know how to act his way out of a pabag. The man
doesn't act. He just stands about with folded agtmyering like
Heathcliff, or snarls his lines.’

'He's sexy, though,' teased Sancha, getting downnibgs and
pouring the coffee the way Zoe liked it—black am$wgared.

She almost dropped both mugs when she turned amttl fdoe
reading the letter Sancha had left on the table.

Zoe looked up and their eyes met. 'So that's whylgok like death
warmed up.'

First white, then scarlet, Sancha snapped, 'How gau read my
letters?'

Putting down the coffee so suddenly it spilledtéeli she snatched the
letter from her sister.

Zoe was unrepentant. 'lt was open; | couldn't kegng a few words.
Once I'd done that, | had to know the rest.' Sagedtat Sancha with
sharp, narrowed eyes. 'ls it true?'

Sancha sat down, pushing the crumpled letter iatgdans pocket.
'Of course not!"

There was a little silence and Zoe frowned at h&tels her face
disbelieving. 'Did you recognise her handwriting?'



Startled, Sancha shook her head. 'No." Then shagfhdoriefly.
‘What makes you think it was written by a woman?'

Zoe's bright red mouth curled cynically. 'They ajgare. Men get at
people in other ways. They either come right ouhwi give you a
smack, or they make funny phone calls... heavy tbimg..
whispered threats... that sort of thing. But wormsend poison pen
letters, usually hysterical stuff about sex. Obsiguthis is from
someone in Mark's office; maybe someone who fartaimsherself,
but never got a second look and is jealous ofabssstant of his.'

Flora had drunk all her juice; she began bangimgrhey violently on
her highchair tray. Zoe winced and took the mugyafr@m her.

‘How do you stand it all day long? It would drive crazy.'

Sancha picked Flora up and carried her over toplepen; Flora
immediately picked up a toy elephant and crush&xyingly to her.

'Mine effelunt,' she cooed. 'Mine, mine.'

Sancha ran a hand over the child's red curls. Rhow, she's just like
you,' she told her sister, who looked indignant.

‘Do you mind? | was never that over-active or estiag.'

'Oh, yes, you were—Mum says you nearly drove heobher mind.
And you haven't really changed, either.’

Zoe contemplated her niece, who stared back theouyither small
pink tongue, clutching the elephant tighter.

‘Effelunt mine,’ she said, knowing her aunt to beywvell capable of
taking the toy away from her.



'‘Monster,' Zoe said automatically, then askedtle litneasily, 'Is she
really like me, or were you joking?'

'It's no joke. Of course she is," Sancha told &iing down at the
table again, and her sister shuddered before mthioughtful eyes
back to Sancha's face.

'So what are you going to do about this letter?'

Sancha shrugged, drinking some more of her coféderé saying,
'Ignore it, burn it in the Aga—that's where it beds.'

‘You're really sure it's a lie?' Zoe's eyes werewtly bright. She
knew her sister far too well not to suspect shenwdeing entirely
honest. Sancha's face, her eyes, her whole maweee, far too
betraying.

Suddenly admitting the truth, Sancha gave a htd. 'Oh, | don't
know. It never entered my head until | got thakeletout it could be...
We haven't been getting on too well for months,raatly since Flora
was born. First | was tired and depressed, andltlad.. .didn't want
to. | don't know why—maybe my libido was flat aftesving three
babies so close together. Mark was very goodrsit but it drifted on
and on; we hardly talk, these days, let alonemust be months since
we...'

'‘Made love?' supplied Zoe when she stopped, anch8arodded, her
face out of control now, anguished, tears stanahrger eyes.

Zoe got up hurriedly, came round to put an arrnibifier, holding
her tight.

'‘Don't, Sancha. I'm sorry. | didn't mean to upset.y



Sancha pulled herself together after a minute, edld hand across
her wet eyes. Zoe gave her a handkerchief. Shelwigeeyes with it
and then blew her nose.

‘Sorry.'

'‘Don't apologise, for heaven's sake!" Zoe explodedour place I'd
be screaming the place down and breaking thingtydmg Mark's
neck! If you've been too tired to make love it'scdnese of his
children, after all! It takes two. They're as minchproblem as yours.
You'll have to tell him, Sancha, show him the let it is a lie
you'll know when you see his face, and if it's theewon't be able to
hide that, either."

Sancha looked at her bleakly. 'And then what dod i Mark tells
me it's true and he's having an affair? How dattéo that? Do | say,
Oh, well, carry on! | just wanted to know. Or dgive him some sort
of ultimatum—me or her, choose now! And what ifdmoses her?
What if he walks out and leaves me and the chil@lren

'If he's likely to do that you're better off knowginow. You can't bury
your head in the sand, pretend it isn't happenirtgope it will all go
away. Where's your pride, for heaven's sake?"

Anguish made Sancha want to weep, but she fouglaown,
struggled to keep her voice calm. 'There are mmgortant things
than pride!'

'Is there anything more important than your maefigZoe
demanded. 'Come on, Sancha, you've got to face tipst Do you
know.. .what was her name? Jacqui something? Wdted'ske?"

'I've no idea; I've never set eyes on her."! Sasclate broke, her
whole body trembling as she tried to be calm. 'Sasging me
guestions. | need to think, but how can | think wtteere's so much to
do all the time? Just keeping up with Flora drahsny energy.'



Zoe contemplated the two-year-old jumping roundgiaypen. 'l bet
it does. Just watching her makes me feel draisdek'shot Sancha a
measuring glance. 'Look, | have nothing much ttodiay. Why don't

| stay here and look after Flora while you go offlourself and think
things over?'

Sancha laughed shortly. 'You'd be a nervous wredlalf an hour!'
''ve babysat for you before!'

‘At night, when she was asleep—and not often, eitfieu have no
Idea what she's like when she's awake. You neesliaytbe back of
your head.'

Zoe shrugged. 'I'll manage; I'm not stupid. Off ygy forget about
Flora for a few hours. Don't just moon about—do stinmg about
the way you look. Have your hair done! You havdwdtd a new
hairstyle for years. That will make you feel a wd@dt better. Don't
worry about the boys; I'll pick them up from schddut can you be
back by six because I've got a date at seven-thirty

Sancha hesitated a second or two more, then satileetr sister. 'OK,
thanks, Zoe—if you're sure...’

I'm sure!'

‘Well, thanks, you're an angel. | will have my hdone. You're
right—I should. And if you have any real problem® go
Martha—remember her? Lives across the street, jastyfive foot,
with very short black hair? She'll help out if sdhmeg does go
wrong.'

Zoe grinned and nodded. 'OK, OK. Don't fret so midbw scoot,
will you, while the monster isn't looking.'



Flora was sitting with her back to them, struggltogorce a small
bear into one of her small plastic saucepansotaabsorbed to notice
what was going on behind her.

Sancha gave her sister a grateful look, then gchbpéher purse and
went out on tiptoe. Ten minutes later she was nche heading for
the centre of town. First she went to the besshdist she knew, and
managed to get an immediate appointment becauseos@rhad

cancelled. The man who came to do her hair ram@dbdbarough the

thick curls with a grimace.

"This is going to take me for ever!" he groanedhyAdeas about how
you want it to look?'

'Different,’ Sancha said, feeling reckless. What sdally wanted to
say was, Make me beautiful, make me glamorous, imemet my
husband back! If only she could switch back sixrge&o the way
she'd looked before she'd started having babiesuameld her figure!

White the stylist began thinning and cutting her Bhe leaned back
in the chair with closed eyes, thinking. But sheswtll going round

In circles, deciding first to do this, then thahdaafraid of doing

anything at all in case it precipitated a crisiscihcould lead to the
end of her marriage.

The letter might be a hoax, a wicked lie. She cduddtorturing
herself over nothing. But if it was true?

Her heart plummeted and she had to bite the iridher lip to stop
herself crying. What was she going to do? Was #y&? Should she
confront Mark, show him the letter, ask him if iasvtrue?

No, she couldn't—she was too scared of what migppan next. She
felt as if she were standing in the middle of aefigld. Any step she
took might blow everything up around her. The asdyety lay in not
moving at all. Not yet.



First she had to find out if there was any truthha allegation. But
how could she do that without asking Mark?

Tonight he was supposed to be having dinner wishblaiss, Frank
Monroe, the man who had started the constructiompemy and still
owned the majority of the shares. Mark hadn't séhdre they were
having dinner, but it was either at Monroe's howaséjg detached
place outside town, or at one of the more expenss&urants.

She could ring Frank Monroe's house tonight and@asiark, make
up some excuse about why she needed to talk tolhiark wasn't
there she would know he had lied.

She sighed, and the stylist said at once, '‘Donitlike it?"'

Startled, she looked into the mirror and saw howhmhair he had cut
off.

Stammering, she hardly knew how to react. 'Oh.l.wel'

‘It will look much better once I've blowdried it édibbrushed it into
shape,' he promised. 'You can't see the full pacyet.'

'‘No,' she said with a wry twist of the lips. Sheilcbnot see the full
picture yet; she must wait until she could. But Zess absolutely
right—she had to know the truth. She could not, nestv that the
poison had been injected; she could feel it nowkimg away inside
her, like liquid fire running through her veins.

An hour later she left the salon looking so différéhat she almost
failed to recognise herself in the mirror. Her haas now worn in a
light mop of bright curls which framed her face andde her look
younger.

Before her hair had been blowdried one of the yocasgjstants had
given her a facial and full makeup, using coloure svould never



have picked out for herself: a wild scarlet for heuth, a soft apricot
on her eyelids, a faint wash of pink blusher over bheekbones.
Then, while her hair was being blowdried, she had her nails
manicured, but had refused to have them varnighedame colour
as her mouth.

So the girl had painted them with clear, pearlynar, and added a
strip of white behind the top of each nail. Thad lgaven her fingers a
new elegance, made them look longer, more styl\ishd you, how
long that would last, under the onslaught of Flana the boys, the
washing-up, the floor-polishing, the cleaning.. okmew?

‘You look great!" the assistants had told her a&lgbaid her bill, and
Sancha had smiled, knowing they weren't lying.

‘Thank you," she'd said, tipping them generously.

Walking along the main street of Hampton, theditEinglish town an

hour's drive from London, she saw the church ckioking the hour

and realised it was now one o'clock. Only thensthie remember that
she hadn't eaten.

She would have lunch somewhere really exciting, dbeided,
feeling free and reckless. She walked along thé Ihgeet towards
the best restaurant in town, a French bistro calledprit, and began
to cross the road—only to stop dead in her traskshe recognised
Mark on the other side. He had his arm around thistvof a girl he
was steering towards the swing doors of the regtdur

A car screeched to a halt behind her, its bumpsras away—the
driver leaned out and yelled angrily at her.

‘Are you crazy? | nearly hit you! What do you thiydu're doing? Get
out of the road, you imbecile!'



Automatically apologising, her nerves frantic, Sanbwurried to the
kerb and stood on the pavement, realising that Maik gone into
L'Esprit.

Who had the blonde been? A client? Sancha remenchbaiek's arm
around the girl's waist, his fingertips spread caeessing fan.

The blonde had turned her head to look up intoeymss, saying
something to him, her pink lips parted, their mgigam sensual.

It's her, Sancha thought. She had never yet set eyes oui Faugar,

but, she was suddenly certain she had now sedoriée first time,

and that it was true, the accusation in the anomgntetter. Mark had
lied about what he was doing that evening. He wésving dinner
with his boss—he was having it with Jacqui Farfaey would go to
her flat and...

Sancha took a deep, painful breath as her imagmasin ahead and
pictured what Mark would be doing.

She wanted to stand there in the street and sc&aenwvanted to run
into the restaurant, kill Mark. If she had a gue slould shoot him,
or the blonde girl, or both of them. She wantedud Mark as much
as he had hurt her. She would like to go home aillicajp his elegant,
expensive suits out of the wardrobe and chuck tberthe garden
bonfire, watch them bum along with his beautifusidaeer shirts and
silk ties. While she was wearing old jeans andsihilark was always
beautifully dressed. He said it was necessary i®irhage as a top
executive.

He frowned at her shabby clothes and unkempt baimhe had never
given her a personal allowance big enough to bugdtiegood

clothes. Oh, he made her an allowance, but mastabimoney went
on clothes for the children. They grew out of tlebathes so fast, she
was always having to buy them something, and twasenever very



much left over for her. No doubt that had nevemuo@Ed to Mark; he
left everything to do with the children to her, amelver questioned
what she did with the allowance he made her. Iy thent out

together she always wore one of the outfits shenlaador years, but
which still looked smart. At least she hadn't pathauch weight, but
all her nice clothes were faintly out of date—nloatt Mark ever
seemed to notice that.

But for a long time he had been looking at her whibse cold grey
eyes as if he despised her, was bored by her.rfgldetd remember
when it had started— soon after Flora was born? ridb,that far
back.

Around the time Jacqui Farrar joined the firm? Bl®@mach cramped
in pain. Yes, it must have been then.

The blonde couldn't be more than twenty-threefigare hadn't been
ruined by having three babies and her salary wabgty good

enough for her to afford tight-fitting, sexy clothehich showed off
her figure. Mark had said once that she was clewegfficient and

fast-thinking assistant, but obviously it had neeb the girl's brains
that attracted him. Having seen her, Sancha wasdauhat.

Sancha wanted to kill him. She hated him. Hateddanmtensely that
tears burnt behind her eyelids. Loved him so mbhaehthe possibility
of losing him made her wish she was dead. Thereneadr been
anyone else for her; no other men before him haahitre thing. She
had had a couple of boyfriends, but Mark had bkeritst man she'd
fallen in love with, and for seven years Mark hae the breath of
her being, the centre of her life. She could nairlbe lose him.

| won't lose him, she thought fiercely. That litheonde harpy isn't
getting him. He belongs to me.



CHAPTER TWO

SANCHA swung round and walked back along the High Straet,
really seeing where she was going and with noad@dat she meant
to do. She only knew she needed to think the sttmahrough, and
she couldn't bear to face Zoe until she had heuselér control. Her
sister would take one look at her face and know sbanething had
happened—they knew each other too well; they hadséerets from
each other. Zoe already knew about the anonymates, land it was
typical of her that she should have read it; it ldooever have
occurred to her that she had no right to read istar's private mail.

There was one secret Sancha did not intend to stilveZoe. Zoe
had asked her if she had any pride— oh, yes, siardyg did! She
was far too proud to let anyone, even Zoe, see iagh it hurt to
know that Mark was unfaithful to her.

Again her dangerous imagination went haywire, segndtlier images
of Mark with the blonde girl, kissing, in bed...

No! She would not think about that. That way madnky. She
would simply go out of her mind if she thought abMark and that

girl.

She opened her eyes and stared into a shop windl@ress shop.
She tried to be interested in the dresses displaydatightly smiling,
stiffly posed mannequins. One dress did catch ey & jade-green
shift dress with a little jacket—she loved thatarol

She leaned closer to look at the price ticket aed brown eyes
opened wide. Heavens! She had never bought a tthetssxpensive.

Turning, she was about to walk on when she padismtning. It was

so long since she had bought anything that prettip~shouldn't she
be extravagant for once? She was in a mood tometsing reckless.
And, anyway, Mark could afford to give her far moneney than he



did. He hadn't increased her allowance for ageshdw she thought
of it he was always buying himself new shirts, rsams, new ties.

Taking a deep breath, she walked into the shopaamdman turned
to look her up and down, sniffing at her old jeansl well-washed
shirt.

Her expression said that customers who dresse&tkeha were not
welcome in her shop. A small, birdlike woman, withed blueish

hair, she wore a pale beige dress that made hesairanish into the
tasteful pale beige decor of the shop.

‘Can | help you?' she enquired in a chilly tone.

Sancha stood her ground, her chin up. She was mawmal to put up
with this sort of treatment. Anyone would think th@body ever
wore jeans—but you only had to look along the sti@eee hordes of
people wearing them. Maybe they never came insoghop? If they
got this sort of treatment, Sancha could understdand

'l want to try on the green shift dress in the vawwd

The shop assistant did not like that. 'I'm not simes have it in your
size,' she said icily, as if Sancha were, the gizn elephant.

‘The one in the window looks as if it would fit m&ancha said
sharply, wanting to bite her, and maybe that showeder face
because, on hearing her size, the assistant retlycfaroduced the
dress and Sancha went into a cubicle to try it on.

It was a perfect fit. What was more, she loved/#remore when she
saw herself wearing it, so she got out her chequiebad bought it,
although it made her nervous to see the priceemriown.

Til wear it,' she told the assistant. 'Could youegme a bag for the
clothes | was wearing?'



Still not ready to thaw, the woman found a paperneabag and put
Sancha's jeans and shirt into it with the air oheone who wished
she had tongs with which to pick up the clothesr gleze flicked
down to Sancha's feet; a sneer flitted over hee.f&lently she
conveyed the message that Sancha looked ridicuhotieat stylish
dress when she was wearing slightly grubby, weltattcack shoes.

She had a point. Sancha took the carrier bag afice@aut of the

shop. There was a shoe shop next door; she divtbena and bought
some black high heels and a new black handbagrthtthed them.
At least the girl in there was friendly, in herdaeens, with pinky
blonde hair and a lot of make-up on her face.

As Sancha paid for her purchases the girl saidyd that dress. You
got it next door, didn't you? | saw it in the windod

'So did I, but the old misery who runs the shopaaihput me off. She
looked at me as if | was something that had crawlgdrom under a
stone. Is she always like that?'

The teenager giggled. 'Unless you have pots of gnand she thinks
you're upper class. She's a terrible snob. Takeotioe of her. The
dress looks wonderful on you.'

Sancha smiled at her gratefully. 'Thanks." She erbedh
confidence-booster; her self-esteem had never besn
low—rpractically on the floor.

She went on along the High Street, and was startlagket a wolf
whistle from a window cleaner on a ladder who, whlea looked up
at him, gave her an enormous wink.

'Hello, beautiful, where have you been all my life?

Sancha gave a nervous giggle and walked quicklybatfkept taking
sidelong glances at her reflection in the shop vl she passed.



Each time she felt a little shock of surprise; Bhdn't yet got used to
her new look—to the different hairstyle, the slegken dress, the
high heels which made her look taller, slimmerwHs surprising

what a difference your appearance made to yourevdtake of mind.

She had been going around feeling well-nigh inlesior years, as
far as men were concerned. She didn't expect attershe avoided
it. She was too busy with her children and the bauask; she had no
time to think of herself at all.

It was very late now; she ought to find somewheredt before they
stopped serving lunch. Spotting a wine bar, shedlimto it and

chose a light lunch of poached salmon, salad agthss of white

wine. She sat in a corner, where nobody could sgeahd ate slowly,
brooding over Mark. She had to decide what to dbglch time she
thought about it she felt a clutch of agony in simach; her mind
stopped working and pain swamped everything elsidener.

She drove home around two o'clock and found Zomshd on the
sitting-room floor in a litter of toys, a look odded exhaustion on her
face.

‘Where's Flora?' asked Sancha, immediately anxibos.groaned,
running her hands through her hair.

'‘Asleep upstairs. | ran out of ideas to keep heuped so | asked her
what she wanted to do and she said she wantedh altsseemed like
a good idea, so | took her up there and ran a hathshe had a great
time—drowning her plastic toys, making tidal waaesl splashing
me head to toe—but | got so bored | could screarhdecided it was
time she came out. That was when the trouble stdrfgcked her up
and she yelled and kicked while | tried to dry Hdinally dropped
her naked in her cot while | looked for some clefthes, but when |
turned round she was fast asleep, so | covereditieher quilt and
sneaked off and left her. My God, Sancha, how do lyear it, day
after day? Why aren't you dead?’



Sancha laughed. 'l sometimes think | am."'

Zoe gave a start, her eyes widening. '‘Well, watl said, looking her
over from top to toe. 'l only just noticed—you lokrific! | love the
new hairstyle—you look years younger—and the diggprgeous.
That should make Mark sit up.’

Sancha went a little pink, hoping she was rightadGyou approve. |
don't know about you, but I'm dying for some teal {bu eat?'

‘After a fashion. | made a cheese salad for luRldra ate some of the
cheese and some tomato and celery, then threveshalbout until |
took it away. Watching her eating habits put menayfown food so |
didn't eat much, either, but I'd love a cup of &a a biscuit. My
blood sugar is very low now.'

They drank their tea in the kitchen; the warm afv@n silence was
distinctly soporific and Sancha felt her eyelidsoaping—Zoe
seemed half-asleep too.

Zoe yawned, gave her sister a glance across the thien asked,
‘What have you decided to do?’

'‘Do?' Sancha pretended not to understand, but Asea'iletting her
off the hook.

‘About Mark and this woman,' she said bluntly.
'l don't know. | haven't decided yet.'

'Show him the letter,' advised Zoe. 'Don't be anabs You have to
talk to him, Sancha.'

'l know. | will." Sancha did not tell her that shad seen Mark, or
mention the blonde girl. She knew she wouldn'tlide & talk about
it without breaking down, and if she did tell Zoer Isister would urge



her to leave Mark or have a confrontation with h#ancha needed
more time to think.

Zoe finished her tea and looked at her watch. 'Do feel up to
collecting the boys, after all? Because | reallgdhéo go home and
have a soak in the bathtub.' She gave her sismn&al ook, rolling
her eyes. 'l need rest and silence.'

'l know just how you feel. Flora is quite an expage—I shouldn't
have left you with her," Sancha said, smiling. ¢Ofirse I'll get the
boys—no problem."

Zoe-got up, stretching. 'l am completely whackedduYknow,
anyone who can cope with that little monster dagrafay has to be a
superwoman. You're my hero.'

She kissed her on the top of her head and left Samtha sat in the
kitchen with another cup of tea, listening to tilerse in the house
and grateful for it, hoping Flora would not wakejust yet. They had
an hour before they had to collect the boys.

She had a bad feeling that the next few months geireg to be the
worst in her life. Zoe had been joking when shedfled her a
superwoman—she only wished she was! But she w&brétwas just
a very ordinary woman in a very painful situatiamd she did not
really know what she was going to do. She only ksee loved her
husband deeply, and couldn't bear the thoughtsafigohim.

But she couldn't bear, either, the idea of him vatiother woman.
That was eating at her, driving her crazy.

What was she going to do?



That evening she put the boys and Flora to beteat tisual time,
after feeding them one of their favourite supperdieifying mix of
scrambled egg and baked beans on toast which €Elmadi invented
one evening and which they had kept demandingsnee. She gave
them some fruit, after that, and plain vanilla czeam.

Sancha had not eaten with them. She could nevidy exgoy a meal

eaten with her children. Her digestion couldn'te@pth the constant
getting up and down, the nervous tension of watgkiora carefully

drop beans on the floor, or the two boys kickingneather under the
table.

She often did eat with them, of course, but it waser a pleasure.
Tonight she had decided to wait until they werbed and then heat
herself some soup. She wasn't hungry.

By the time she had finished her soup and a sli¢east there was
silence upstairs. The children were all fast asl&apcha curled up in
front of the electric log fire and ate an applerisig into the

flickering flame effect of the fire and brooding &ark and his

woman.

She wished she knew if he was with the blonde tdnigr if he was
genuinely having dinner with his boss. Her eye dellthe telephone
and she jumped up, picked up the telephone bookhaay beside it,
and began flicking through the pages. She founqui&@arrar's name
quite quickly, stared at the number, hesitatedn thie an impulse
dialled it.

The phone rang and rang; she was about to handnep thie ringing
stopped and a low, husky voice slurred, 'Yes?'

Sancha couldn't think what to say.

'‘Hello? This is Jacqui Farrar,' the voice at theeoend said.



Sancha was still silent, wanting to hang up butdfiaed, listening to
the voice of this woman who might be her husbamissress.

'Hello? Hello?' the other woman said, and therthenbackground a
man's voice spoke.

'Is there anyone on the line? Can you hear breghtiere, give me
the phone. Those pests make me sick. I'll getfridro for you.'

It was Mark's voice. Sancha's heart hurt as if antghand were
squeezing all the life-blood out of it.

A second later he was snarling in her ear. 'Loak) greep, get off
this line and don't—'

Sancha put the phone down and stood there, eysscltvembling. It
was all true. He was there, now, with Jacqui FaHad they already
made love, or were they going to?

No, she couldn't bear to think about it.

She turned off the electric fire and the lightgseld all the doors,
going through her nightly routine with the dull gting of a robot,

moving heavily, not seeing anything around her bseaher mind

was so possessed with unbearable images. She velsbeaduld shut
them all off, like the television; she wished sbald stop the pictures
coming, but she was helpless in the grip of jeal@rsl pain.

She would never sleep tonight, but tomorrow shelevbave to go
through the usual round of duties- taking carehefchildren, doing
the housework, the shopping, the cooking. Well; #auld be easier
than sitting around with nothing to do but brootieSvould try to
keep busy, try not to have time to think.



She was still awake when Mark got home. She hdeadcar purr
slowly up the drive into the garage, then a fewutes later the front
door opened and closed quietly. Sancha sat up enetioow and
looked at the green glow of the alarm clock—it \waarly one in the
morning. He had been with that woman all this time.

She lay down again, staring up at the ceilingetisig to Mark
moving about downstairs. The fridge door opened sind; he was
probably getting himself a glass of iced watertialdif he woke up
in the night.

He began coming upstairs. She would know his feptstf she were
dead, and knew which stair he stood on by the meateaking. He
was trying not to wake her. He didn't want her toow he was
coming home at that hour. He didn't want to ansaver questions
about where he had been, what he had been doinghisttime of

night.

He was trying to get away with it, betraying heddheir marriage
but unwilling to pay the price, face the conseqesnc

Well, he was going to have to! She was going te #&ie's advice and
confront him, tell him she knew and he could stgipd. Either he
stopped seeing his girlfriend or their marriage wasr.

Holding her breath, she waited for him to openrtiveidroom door
and come into the room, but he didn't. He walkegast and went
into the little spare bedroom at the end of theidor.

It was like a blow in the face. He wasn't even gdmshare her room
tonight—maybe not any other night!

Of course, he had slept in the spare room befordrenvshe'd first
come home from hospital with Flora he had slegwelere because
of the constant interruption during the night, witbe new baby
woke up yelling for food or attention. But that haaly | been for the



first couple of weeks. When the new twin beds haenbdelivered
Mark had rejoined her in this room.

Rage suddenly exploded in Sancha's head. She gguout of bed
and ran down the corridor, ; bursting into the spaom just as Mark
was getting | into bed.

Hfcfwas naked. The angry, accusing words froze ancBa's lips.
She hadn't seen him naked for months. When yowhgédren you
didn't wander about without any clothes on, and/ thadn't been
making ° love. Now her heart began to race, and her earg w
deafened with the sound of her own blood rushingddher body.

She couldn't take her eyes off that powerful, |&@ady; he was
intensely masculine, with a muscled width of sheuldnd deep
chest, dark, rough hair curling down towards therg thighs and
long legs.

Her mouth went dry. She had not felt this intenssiré for so long
she almost didn't know what was happening to heatHbegan to
burn deep inside her; she could scarcely breathe.

'Did | wake you up? Sorry, | tried to be very quiktark said curtly,

looking away with that frown of irritation, and dlibetween the
sheets, pulling than up to his neck as if to higenakedness from
her, as if he disliked having her look at him.

She swallowed, fighting a longing to go over anactohim, run her
hand down over that strong male body; she wouldehgien
anything to get into bed with him and caress himdhe didn't dare
risk a rejection. 'Why are you sleeping in here?'

'So | shouldn't wake you, obviously," he said, sard and offhand.
He wasn't even looking at her now. He had his &éyed on a space
beside her. She realised he did not want to se&é&epresence in the



room was an embarrassment to him. There was a tfagdark red
along his cheekbones and his jawline was tight#ynched.

'l am awake now," she said fiercely, the pain of hisifiacence
stabbing at her. 'Why were you so late? Where were tonight,
Mark?'

He snapped, 'l told you. Having dinner with my bo3$ien he
carefully yawned, not a very convincing performandes face and
body were too tense to be relaxed enough for sleepk, I'm tired—
we'll talk in the morning. | might as well sleepré&@¢onight, now I'm
in bed." He leaned over and switched off his bexsiamp.
'‘Goodnight, Sancha.’

Angry words seethed inside Sancha's head, almost oat of her in
a hot gush, but the habit of years took over. Sihedirth of her first
child she had learned to take second place, tqoatte way things
were, not to fight the inevitable. Mothers hadtte self had to step
back for a while, let the child take precedenceray personal
needs or desires. She wanted to scream at Marlghieutorced her
rage down, drew breath, very quietly closed thedealthough she
wanted to slam it, she mustn't wake the childrene~aalked back
along the landing somehow. She wasn't sure hovkepeone foot
moving in front of the other.

In the bedroom she sank down on her bed, shakingust she felt as
if she were falling to bits. The scream was trapipeldler throat; she
felt it trying to come out, put her balled fistartter mouth to silence it
and bit down on her knuckles. Bit until she fek thaltiness of her
own blood seep into her mouth.

How dared he? How dared he talk to her in thatduresoice, look at
her with such cold, remote eyes? When he was tpiigr, betraying
her with another woman? Well, he needn't think s getting away
with it. She knew what he was up to—it was soméafamale power



game. Typical of than, utterly typical—shifting tbame, trying to
make it look as if it washewho was in the wrongshewho was
behaving badly, not him, never him.

Their sons did it all the time—played the same ggaeup the same
Instinctive defence. '‘Me? Mum, you don't think kb that. |
didn't—not me—it wasn't me. It must have been Fleha spilt the
milk, tore the comic, broke the cup, ate the chaieol.' Or any of the
hundred tiny crimes committed in this house evety while Sancha
was cast in the role of detective, judge and jurymaone, trying
hopelessly to pin the blame on one of her childwarie suspecting
all of them. The boys always tried to accuse Floig,if she was
asleep in her cot and couldn't be proved guilty ttuened on each
other, both equally full of righteous indignatiomdawide-eyed
innocence.

But they were children. Mark was a grown man. Hedm think he
was getting away with anything. She would talk tom homorrow
morning, before the children woke up.

She set her alarm for half an hour before she rktmiget up, but
when she went along to wake Mark the spare roomengsy. He
must already be up. Sancha ran downstairs, but dsn'tvthere,
either. He had left the house while she was asleep.

There was a note on the kitchen table. She snatthdand read it
hurriedly. 'Had to get to work early. Mark.'

She screwed the paper up and threw it across time, =obbing with
pain and anger.

He was lying; she knew it. He had left to avoidirigcher. He had
sensed she was going to ask awkward questionsidnd want to
answer them.



But he was going to. Sooner or later he was gangatve to talk to
her.

Later in the morning she and Flora set off to tmalsneighbourhood
shopping centre and were heavily laden by the tiney ran into
Martha Adams, the only neighbour who was reallgrfdly with

Sancha.

She stared, grinned. 'You've had your hair donetvilious! You
look years younger—suits you shorter.’

‘Thanks. | feel lighter, too.'

Martha contemplated Sancha's three shopping bBgen'on a
buying spree?'

'It's just food," Sancha groaned. "The boys edharedible amount
every day. Between them and Flora we went throwhahbox of
cornflakes this morning alone. | can only just keppwith them.’

'‘Come and have a coffee," invited Martha, and Waked across the
street to the Victorian Coffee House, which hadnbbeilt a year
earlier to look around a hundred years old.

The waitresses were all young and pretty, and Waecwrian black
and red print dresses with starched caps and apfbesmenu was
couched in Victorian language, too. Sancha andhMatidn't need to
read it; they had been there before and knew thrirog heart.

Martha ordered what they always had. 'Two coffees,hot buttered
muffins and hot chocolate with a marshmallow on fimpthe little

girl.'



‘You got it,' said the waitress, and vanished vaitswish of long
skirts.

Flora had spotted the Victorian rocking-horse whics one of the
major attractions of the place for her. For onaeréhwas no other
child riding it.

'‘Want a ride, want a ride,' she began to chanfgrio climb down
out of the highchair Sancha had popped her into.

Martha lifted her out and carried her over to thekmg-horse. Flora
at once began to gallop, crowing with delight.

Sancha watched her with fierce love; Flora was dhehmag,
exhausting, but above all adorable, and Sanchadadialto protect
her. Yet by one of fate's strange ironies it haghbélora's birth that
had driven Sancha and Mark apart.

It wasn't that Mark didn't love the child or hadmdnted her—more
that by needing her mother's full- time attentidar& had driven a
wedge between her parents, had soaked up so m&dnoha's time
and care that there had been nothing left for Mark.

While Sancha watched her child Martha had beenhwagcSancha,
her forehead creased.

'Is something wrong?'

The question made Sancha start. Only then didesdtise she was on
the point of tears again. It kept happening sinke'ds got the
anonymous letter. Turning her head away, she bdusland across
her eyes.

'‘No, of course not,' she lied, forcing a smilelas wirned back to face
Martha's intent gaze.



Just five feet tall, and built on a diminutive scé&b match, with a
slender body and short legs, Martha had a mobd#astishaped face
and bobbed black hair without a trace of grey ydtheaigh she was
forty years old. She lived done in the house actssstreet from

Mark and Sancha and her home was a magnet foraaitHa's

children because Martha kept a cat and two dogsekskd setters,
with gleaming manes and liquid dark eyes.

Her eyes shrewd, she refused to accept Sancha&dmme on, you
know you can talk to me. | won't repeat anything yell me,' she
murmured, with one eye on Flora. 'Having probleie®PFlora?'

Sancha laughed. 'Flora's always a problem!’

‘That's true,' Martha said, smiling. 'But thersasnething wrong, isn't
there? Is it the boys? Or Mark?'

Her quick ears caught Sancha's faint, quickly sesged sigh.

'It's Mark?' Martha deduced immediately. '‘He i8k?tOr is it his job?
Is he having trouble at work?'

Sancha gave her a wry look. 'What a little Sherldokmes you are!
It's nothing. Forget it.'

Martha studied her face. 'You look terrible—did ymow that? As if
you haven't slept a wink all night. You seemed faxs time | saw
you—when was that? Couple of days ago? Nothingwvasg then.
So what's happened since?’

Sancha glanced at Flora's small, wildly rocking yoodlora was
oblivious of everything going on around her, coulot hear their
lowered voices, anyway.

It was tempting to talk to Martha, who had beenfits¢ neighbour to
visit them when they had moved into the newly thultise across the



street from her, bringing a plate of home-bakedts and a bunch
of roses from her beautiful garden. She had beetladuring the
years since—had done the shopping for Sancha whengwe
couldn't get out, babysat, been ready to listeBancha's problems
with the children and given advice and practicdp vehenever she
could.

Sancha had always felt very lucky to have suchoa geighbour, and
she, in her turn, had tried to be very supportov&artha during her
own time of trouble, when Martha's schoolteachabland, Jimmy,

had run off with an eighteen-year-old he had beaching at the
nearby college. Their elopement had caused a skcandahe local

newspapers had been full of the story; reporteddlaagered Martha,
waited outside her house for her to emerge, calle$tions through
the letterbox, and photographers had rushed terggthed photos of
her if she came out.

After a day of this Sancha had smuggled Martha reioown home
under cover of night, and Martha had stayed insfiee room until
the hoo-ha died down. The depth of their friendstad really begun
during those days; Sancha had been the one perachavhad felt
able to talk to, freely, and she had never brokamtivh's trust.

She knew she could trust Martha now. After a binesitation, she
muttered, 'Well, actually, | am a bit upset...dot a poison pen letter
yesterday.'

Martha frowned distastefully. 'A poison pen? Chudk the fire and
forget whatever it said, Sancha. Only sick peopitevthem.'

'l know," Sancha said bitterly. '‘But | think thiseowas telling the
truth—it said Mark is having an affair.'

'Oh... no..." Martha looked at her with disturbgd< 'l don't believe
it. Mark loves you! Take no notice, Sancha...’



'l wouldn't have—I hadn't suspected anything—~buort #fraid it...'

Her voice shook and she paused, fixedly watchirmga-lwho was
still chanting and rocking rhythmically. 'It's trueshe went on
huskily. "The letter said he was going to be with &ssistant last
night. He'd told me he was having dinner with has$ | rang her
apartment and he was there; | heard his voicettrddis made her
voice quiver. 'And earlier, | saw them together—tanvn, having

lunch. I'd never seen her before, but I'm surea$ Wwer. And Mark
had his arm round her waist. Oh, Martha she's smgo. beautiful,

blonde... and about fifteen years younger than Miaf&lt sick just

looking at her. She was wearing wonderful clothestzad the sort of
figure men flip over.’

Martha had listened intently, frowning. '‘Oh, Sanchian so sorry...
You tackled Mark? What did he say?'

'l haven't had a chance—he didn't get home laditrugtil after

midnight, and this morning he left before | got Myith the children
around all the time it's difficult to talk to eaother, anyway. I'll have
to wait until they're asleep tonight.’

Martha nodded. 'Oh, you mustn't talk about it winenchildren are in
earshot.'

Sancha gave a long sigh. 'And it's Friday todalyddn't get a chance
to talk to him tonight the children will be at horak day tomorrow
and Sunday. It will be impossible to be alone.’

'How would it be if | took all three of them to tkeo tomorrow?"
Sancha took a deep, painful breath. 'Oh, Marthauld you?'

Martha smiled. 'I'd love to. We could have lungbersd all day out.
The weather is so good it would be perfect—andwagb enjoy
spending time with your kids.' She glanced rounélata, lowered
her voice to a thready whisper. 'Sancha, dormytdet marriage break



up without fighting to save it. | wish to God | h@idbeen so quick to
divorce Jimmy. He might have come back to me dftesplit with

that girl. It was just a crazy fling; he lost hisdu for a while. But it
didn't last a year. | was so hurt and angry thaemt ahead with the
divorce anyway, because | couldn't stand the |b$sce—everyone
knowing he had dumped me for a kid half my ageahted to hit
back. Now | often wish | hadn't.’

Sancha looked at her with sympathy, with anxietyhywWwas life
always so complicated, so fraught with problemd& lwalking on
eggshells; you could hear than break at everyysiagook. If only it
was easier to see ahead and know the consequdnebatahoices
you made!

Martha said gently, 'Don't make my mistake. I'deginything to start
again, give Jimmy another chance, but it's toa ldeewrote to me a
couple of times, begging me to meet him, talk ta,lbut | wrote him

a very bitter letter telling him to get lost. Aftdrat he emigrated to
Australia and | haven't heard from him since. lfiiyove Mark, don't

be too hasty in making any decisions. Whatever édagpwait—and
make sure your marriage is really over before youmkt about

divorce.'



CHAPTER THREE

MARK did not get home that night until after eight 04K, by which
time the children were all in bed, asleep, and Bams sitting in the
living-room, curled up on the carpet in front ofetlelectric fire,
brooding. In winter she would have had the cerfteating switched
on, but not in May, when the temperature kept gisih would be
midsummer in a few weeks. This had been a warmlalaypow that
night had fallen the temperature had dropped witBancha had been
feeling chilled and bleak all day, knowing that slael to talk to Mark
when he got home, but as the time had ticked pasthe had not
come she hadn't been able to stop shivering.

It had still been daylight when she'd sat down vaitbup of coffee
after picking at a little of the salad she had madgo with the grilled
chicken which she had intended to cook for Markispgr. Slowly
the light had waned, and now the room was shadolsrevthe red
glow of the fire did not reach.

When she heard the car she sat upright, her bode tdistening to
Mark driving into the garage, closing the doors|kivey to the front

door and using his key. The front door opened dnd, she heard
him take off his coat and hang it up, then he eadtd¢ne room behind
her.

'‘Why are you sitting in the dark?' He switched ligat on and she
flinched from it.

Without looking round, she asked, 'Why didn't yetirhe know you
would be late again?'

'I'm sorry. | was about to leave at the usual twieen there was an
emergency out on the Bailey Cross Road site—arvexcawent out

of control, a couple of men were injured. | hadltive out there so
that | could make a report.'



‘You could have rung me!'

'l thought it would only take half an hour but iasvmuch worse than
I'd thought. It took much longer.’

‘You have a mobile phone in your car!'
‘Yes, but...'

'‘But you never even thought of ringing me to wara f‘m the last
person on your mind these days, aren't [?'

She was on her feet by now, looking at him witbebitesentment, yet
still remembering to keep her angry voice low smaisto wake the
children.

He flushed staring back at her, his long body teasd she thought,
irrelevantly, stupidly, that he had not yet everticenl her new

hairstyle, or that she was wearing the new jadergogess instead of
her usual jeans. But then he never really saw men®re, did he?

'I've said | was sorry!" he muttered. 'I'd havegyou if I'd had the

time, but as soon as | arrived | had to deal wilaagerous situation.
The excavator had hit a car, which caught fire, thiede was a burst
water main. The site foreman was one of the injuresh and the
other men were running around in a panic, not kngwrhat on earth
to do... The firemen had only just arrived—it wadieuchaos. OK, |

admit, the last thing on my mind was ringing toyleti know I'd be

late for dinner, but in a situation like that yaits§ go on automatic
pilot; you forget minor details.’

'‘Oh, thanks!" she snapped. 'So that's what | ampote—a minor
detail’

Mark gave a low snarl, his hands clenching atidisss 'What the hell
Is the matter with you lately?'



Sancha was angry enough by then to swing roundparhkdup the
anonymous letter, which she had been reading dggaifirelight
earlier, and which lay on the carpet beside hertgpffee-cup.

She held it out to Mark, who frowned, taking it.Het's this?"
Her voice shook. 'Read it and find out.'

He unfolded the slightly grubby sheet of paper Wwhsbe had been
carrying around in her pocket all day. She watdmedread it, saw
the shock hit him, the tightening of his whole fattes tension in jaw
and mouth, the hard narrowing of his grey eyes.

'‘God!" he muttered, then looked up rather sharjiyd it come
through the post? Where's the envelope?"

'l threw it away.'

He gave her an irritated look. 'For heaven's sakter on earth did
you do that?'

'l don't know...I suppose..." She suddenly wantetiit him. 'Stop
bullying me! | usually throw envelopes away—why slumn't 1?'

'Isn't that obvious? It would have given us a ¢tuevho sent it!

'l thought of that. Do you think I'm stupid? It wigged. There were
no clues to who had sent it.’

‘Local postmark?'
She burst out in pain. 'Never mind who sent it- taue?'

Mark crumpled the sheet of paper and threw it &cties room, then
ran a hand over his face as if to expunge the yiegaraces of
reaction from it while he worked out how to answer.



Bitterly Sancha said, 'It's a simple questiontisnfMark? Is it true or
not? Are you having an affair with your assistadtih't stand there
working out what to say—just tell me the truth.'

He turned away and walked across the room, his dedd bent,

pushing his hands into his pockets. Sancha waitatthing the long,

supple line of his back under the smooth jackehembering that

glimpse of him naked the other night, how her bodg burned, how
she had lain sleepless for hours afterwards, txitlny desire and
grief. She was fighting the same pain now, becahsd&new, she was
certain, the letter's allegations were true. Ifytitad been lies he
would have reacted in a very different way—wouldénkaughed, or

been angry, would have said something, not turmeyand stood

there in silence, unable to look at her.

'‘Why, Mark? Why?' she cried out, and he swung rdbed to look at
her, his face darkly flushed, his eyes glitteritkg lice, like jagged
diamonds that could cut and wound.

'‘Why?' he repeated. 'Why?' Then, unbelievablyaboghed—a deep,
harsh, angry laughter that made her flinch as ih&e hit her. "You
really don't know? If that's true, it's because gon't give a damn
about me. | sometimes wonder if you ever did.'

'How can you say that? You know I..." she whispgtatlto the quick,
and couldn't go on, too choked with emotion.'l krlomas necessary
to the way you wanted your life to work out! Youeded a man to
give you children, a home, and now you have themdan't need me
any more. I'm superfluous, except for the monegyrigohome to pay
for all of this!" He gestured angrily around themq at the deep-piled
carpet, the comfortable furniture. 'My money makesr cosy life
with the kids possible, doesn't it? Just a pity lraue to take me with
it.'



She opened her mouth to tell him that it wasné,tany of it, that she
loved him, she always had—but he swept on fierdelyking at her
as if he hated her.

‘You've made it very obvious that you wish I'd justnish. You
hardly even look at me or talk to me these days,aafor sex—how
long is it since we slept together? Can you evareraber? Come on,
think about it—since Flora was born, how many tirnage we made
love?"

The onslaught had made her so nervous that whendhkea long
stride towards her she backed, her nerves jumping.

He stopped, a few inches away, his eyes flashidig,. don't worry,
I'm not about to rape you! | have too much selfees$ to force
myself on a woman who doesn't want me! That's wihgven't tried
to get into your bed all these past months—althogmlih can count
the times we've slept together this year on thgefis of one hand!
We aren't having a marriage, Sancha—we're justdivinder the
same roof. And I'm sick of it, sick of being igndrend cold-
shouldered.’

Tears burst behind her lids. '‘Mark!.How can you beyf? I've never
cold-shouldered you!

'It felt damned cold whenever | tried to get intouy bed and you
pretended to be asleep, or too tired to make Idwe,ground out
between his teeth.

'l wasn't pretending. I'm always tired by the ewgri-looking after

three children and running a house isn't a picye; know!" she
threw back defiantly, then softened, held out aditarhim, pleading,
‘Mark, I'm sorry if I've hurt you somehow... it reevoccurred to me
that you were thinking | didn't love you any mowhy didn't you

talk to me before? Why didn't you say something?'



'You don't think | was going on my knees to getomyn wife to take
some notice of me?' he snarled. 'l've got someepefi! Well, OK.
You don't want me any more, so why should it matdamn to you
if I've found someone else?'

Sancha felt the admission like a stab to the hesrtwas watching
her with fixed, intent eyes, as if waiting to ske blow go home, so
she fought the pain, swallowing until she couldespdhen she asked
through lips that trembled, ‘Are you in love witbrfd'

His face tightened even more, the lines of his kbeees so sharp
they seemed to be coming through his pale skin.

'I'm not discussing Jacqui with you!' he said adteecond, in a biting
tone. 'We're talking about you, Sancha, you and meJacqui. If
we had had a real marriage, this past couple afsygau'd know
exactly what was going on in my life—you wouldrged to pick up
clues from anonymous letters. We never talk to edlclr, do we? If
| try to talk, you never listen—you're too engrasseyour children!

Stung, she threw back, "They're your children,'too!

He nodded, pushing his dark hair from his face wathraking,

Impatient gesture. 'Yes, and | love them— but lhebsessed with
than. | have room for other things in my life. Y\eei'made it very
clear that they always come first with you, thathmog but them

matters as far as you're concerned. Certainly @ot m

She looked at him with widening, incredulous ey#as he jealous of
the children? Of his own children? 'But... they é&w come first at
the moment, Mark! They're so young; they need mentyfour
hours a day. I'm on my feet all day long, runninguad after
than—especially Flora, you know how demanding shBy the time
you get home I'm exhausted, I'm like a zombiest yuant to flop out
somewhere and sleep like the dead.’



‘Every night, Sancha? Every damn night?"

The harsh tone made her shiver, and she movedrdoskim,
touched his arm, only to have him jerk away from he

Softly she pleaded, 'Mark, please...it won't be likat for ever! Just
while they're small and need me all the time.'

‘And how long will that be? How long, Sancha? Howcim longer
will it go on like this? One year? Two? Six? TenGwHong do you
expect me to wait around on hold for you to remanhlexist?'

The question was rhetorical; he didn't wait foraarswer, his eyes
raking her face with a bitter stare that was likeng struck.

'‘No, of course not! Now | know...realise... Marlditin't suspect you
felt this way..." she began huskily, but lie talkeder her, his voice
hard and angry.

'l know you didn't! You haven't noticed me at alt months. If you
had, you'd have seen that | had problems and ndeslped-needed
your support, a little human comfort.'

She was taken aback, frowning. 'What do you meawblpms?
What problems?'

His mouth twisted in cold sarcasm. '‘Don't pretemdé¢ interested
now! You're too late with a show of sympathy.'

What was he talking about? She looked at him biartkying to
guess what had been wrong—what hadn't she noapedt from not
suspecting that he was getting involved with soreeelse? Her
female instincts rapidly leapt to a conclusionhdf were one of the
children, who seemed to be moody and out of sashs, would
iImmediately suspect some health problem—was that it



‘Are you ilI?' she asked anxiously, studying hine®wmore closely,
trying to read some clue in the way he looked. Hénf't always been
this thin, had he? Had he lost weight lately? Tine didn't fit quite
perfectly now; the waistband was a little slacke thaterial hung
loose in places.

She should have noticed; why had she missed tims3ilylaybe he
was right? Maybe in being so concerned with heldodm she had
forgotten her husband? But he had never beenall she could
remember.

Mark had always been very fit. He spent so mucle imphysical
work—tramping around the sites, climbing laddetsfting bricks

and timber, working with his hands, using his mesclHe was a
tough, very powerful man who had almost never hdayés iliness in
his life.

Now that she looked at him closer, though, she Isaw drawn and
tense his features were—the set of his cheekbooes amgular, his
jaw clenched as if in pain, the line of his moutkany. Even his skin
had a greyness, a pallor that she had never séme bé&/hat could be
wrong?

Her imagination ran riot, conjuring up the worstsgible illnesses.
Oh, no, she thought, turning pale herself—not carkease, God,
not cancer.

‘No, I'm not ill,' he snapped. 'Do | look illI? I"eéways been as fit as a
flea. | suppose I've lost a little weight latelythhat's because I've
lost my appetite and I've been worried. There'$iingt physically
wrong with me.'

Colour came back slowly into her face and she heshinore easily.
'‘What have you been worried about, Mark?' she aglesdly.



He hesitated, then said in an offhand voice, 'Welli might as well
know. It affects you too. It's the company—we'redem attack.
Grainger—you know Grainger, he heads GRO Constmicthe big
national company that are always advertising on'TV?

She nodded, a vague memory coming back of seemgntdm on
television, fronting one of his adverts. A heavymmahis fifties with
a false smile and eyes like gimlets. 'l rememben.'hi

'‘Well, Grainger is into expansion at the moment awe're one of the
smaller companies he's targeting. He's been buymdghe shares
whenever any came on the market, building a shase lin the
company. It was a while before we realised a takeavas in the
wind, and we've been fighting to stop it ever siatleat's why I've
had to work late so often these last weeks.'

At once she thought with a sick relief, Oh, thenhlasn't been with
her every time he was late? He really has been workieghasn't
been lying all this time.

'Is it OK now?' she asked hopefully. 'Did you win?'

He grimaced. 'l wish to God we had—but we don'vkmdhat's going
to happen. Grainger has issued a share offer. lkarelsolders will
have to decide whether to accept one of his sharesgchange for
two of ours.'

Frowning, Sancha asked, 'ls that a good offer?h@deno idea about
the way the business was run, or what value thepaogis shares
had. She wished now she had taken more interestnfigiht then
have realised that Mark had worries on his mind.

He shrugged. 'lt's going to be tempting for theshalders. Yes. His
company is much bigger than ours, and has beergdamlonger.
Frank and | have been putting together our couniter; which will

go out to all the shareholders next week. We'renming them a



good dividend if they stick with us, and paintingogay picture of the
future. A few days after that there'll be a shalédés' meeting, and
then they'll vote—a postal vote. Until those votee counted we
have no idea what the future holds for us.'

Nor did Sancha. She was listening to what he t@d mtently,

because what happened to his company mattered, tobe-all their

lives were dependent on it. Oh, she should haventakore interest
before. Why had she left all that to him? Why hadhé got him to
talk to her about his work? Yet, although the stefaf her mind was
occupied with that, underneath she was eaten alitte personal

problems, with questions about the other woman—benan he
wouldn't even discuss with her.

Does he discuss me with her? Do they talk aboubogether in bed?
Does he complain about me to her?

Each question was a turn of the knife Mark hadkstoio her; she felt
she was bleeding to death internally.

Sancha hated her, this blonde girl so much youttiger herself, who
hadn't spent months blowing up like a pink balldorbear Mark's

children, who had no stretch marks on her stomacHreasts that
would never be small and firm again, who didn'tdnavspend hours
shopping, cleaning, cooking every day, or weardbe of clothes

which didn't matter if they were spoilt when a baigs sick on them
or chucked prune juice in her lap.

How serious was the affair? Was Mark going to ldae® Most of all
Sancha wanted the answer to that question Markataidied—was
he actually in love with the blonde girl?

Of course, Jacqui Farrar would have known all alatgut his
business worries; she worked in his office—he woléve been
talking to her about it ever since this crisis t&dr



'‘Why didn't you tell me before?' she asked, hevahstinging with
jealousy.

'‘When was | supposed to do that?' he bit backeyes dark with
resentment. 'When did you ever want to talk to hsten to me?
When did you ever show any interest in my job’tddche home and
find you half-asleep over the dinner table, or ymuld sit yawning
for a few minutes then wander off to bed.'

‘You could have tried! You never gave me a hint yloas had worries
on your mind." Her jealousy slipped out, her brayes almost black
with it. "You preferred to talk to your blonde girénd!’

‘At least she listened to me!'

'l bet she did! While she was climbing into youdbeo doubt! Is that
where you usually talk business? Is sleeping wothyart of her job?'

Mark's colour came up again, a dark, angry redgidbbed Sancha
by the shoulders and shook her like a rag doll,redrbrown hair
tumbling over her face, blinding her.

"You vicious little cat!"

Sancha was so mad that she kicked his ankle- kickedo hard that
she stubbed her toe and yelped with pain.

Mark yelped, too, letting go of her and stumbliragk, clutching his
foot.

‘My God, that hurt! You could have broken my ankle!
‘Maybe next time you'll think twice about manhandlime!’

Rubbing his ankle, Mark contemplated her as ifdud iever seen her
before, then his eyes focused on her tousled hair.



Abstractedly he muttered, "Your hair's differentvhen did you have
that done?'

'Oh, you finally noticed!" she retorted sarcastcdDays ago, as it
happens—but you never gave me a second look. Andatk about
feeling invisible!'

His grey eyes scanned her from head to foot, takinthe silky
jade-green dress, which clung to her body fromviremm, rounded
breasts down over her slimwaist and smooth hipgngiher a
feminine shape she had not had all those months)wghe was
disguised as sexless by her old jeans and shirts.

Frowning, he said slowly, 'The dress, too—thatis,nen't it?'

‘Yes.' A wave of heat ran over her as he starddepipegan to beat at
her neck, her wrists, deep in her body.

His mouth twisted sardonically, his lids half-drawaer mocking
grey eyes. 'What's the idea, Sancha?'

The rose flush in her face deepened; she lookeg.awa
'‘Well, shall I guess?' Mark drawled. "You got tatdr when?'
‘A couple of days ago,' she admitted, still unablmeet his eyes.

‘A couple of days ago,' he repeated sardonic@ly.you rushed out
and had your hair done, bought yourself new clqtgesyourself a
new image... Now why did you do all that, | wond&on't tell me

you were going to try to seduce me? Was that whiathad in mind,

Sancha?'

'‘No!" she protested at once, but she knew sheywag because what
else had she had in mind?



He knew she was lying, too, and laughed in a wayriade her burn
with shame and humiliation.

"‘Liar!"

-Her nerves prickled at the deep, taunting purthisf voice. She
wished she hadn't taken Zoe's advice; she had Madedespise her,
made him laugh at her.

‘Come on, then,' he tormented. 'Make your pass;tgaryou've got
me here—we're alone; show me how much you stilltwraa'

'Stop it!" she muttered, turning away, her head bernide the hot
flush of her face, the glitter of tears in her ey&sthat instant she
almost hated him.

She had to get away from the mockery in his facgh&Mt looking at

him again, she ran out of the room, headed fostars, struggling

with sobs. How could he talk to her, look at hkelthat? Did he hate
her?

They had been so much in love once, in the firsryaf their
marriage, before the children began arriving. Sdmembered with
an agonising pang the happiness, the excitemehbseé days, when
just to see him across a room had made her bodsteilvith desire,
with joy, when his grey eyes had been brillianthnétn answering
emotion. They had wanted nobody else then, onlingdb be alone,
to explore each other, bodily and mentally, discionveeverything
about each other, wanting to know everything aleaigh other.

She had believed then that the arrival of the childvould cement
that deep bond, would bind them closer, and dtdhre had thought it
had. It had all changed so gradually she didnltyr&aow when the
gap had begun to open between them, but, lookicy, &ne could
see now how it had widened, day by day, week bykwee



Oh, Mark, how has it all gone so wrong? she thougloesing her
bedroom door.

Before it had shut Mark was at the other side, imgsit open again.
Sancha was afraid to make too much noise in casehildren woke
up. She fell back, angry, upset, alarmed, whisgeribeave me
alone! | can't take any more. Leave me alone.'

‘Not tonight, Sancha,' he said, with a sensual getizat made her
blood run cold in panic and her mouth go dry witheay different
emotion.

She didn't want to feel like that, not now, not e was involved
with someone else; she couldn't bear the idearoftbuching her
until she was sure that that affair was over.

Whatever Mark thought, she hadn't been trying tluse him tonight.
She had had a blow to her self- esteem. Findinghatityour husband
was having an affair with someone else could dat @fl damage to
the way you felt about yourself. She had lookedhm mirror aiid

realised what a mess she was, so she had gone chahge her
image as much for her own sake as to make Markeea a new
way.

She looked at him unhappily, hating the cynicategliin his eyes. He
kept saying she was not the girl he had married-k-Welwasn't the
man she had married, either. Her Mark would neesehreated her
this way.

'Please go away, Mark. This may be your idea aka,jbut I'm not
amused.’

'l wasn't trying to be amusing,' he said, takinighid tie.

Her pulses beat wildly. She retreated even furtiv&u don't really
think I'd sleep with you while you're having anaaffwith another



woman?' Her voice held shock, an appalled incrgduset out of
here, Mark!'

Unbuttoning his shirt, he drawled softly, "Your b@dnine?' and real
terror prickled under her skin.

'Stop it, now!" she yelled, glad that her voicendichctually shake,
although she couldn't stop trembling.

His shirt open, he sat down on the edge of hisdmetlbegan to take
off his shoes. He did it so casually, it was suclo@inary, everyday
thing to do. She knew it wasn't a joke then. Thas$ when she began
to believe he really meant it; he was going todédner, and she knew
she would die if he did. She would never get oter i

She ran towards the door, but Mark was instantlgrupis feet again,
and, fleet as a panther, he loped after her, baieftaking no sound
at all. Fear spread through her veins; she wasetdat&pto escape
from him, she couldn't bear to have him touch hehis mood, but he
caught her and hustled her, fighting every stephef way, back
towards the bed.

Struggling, she looked up at him, tears in her eyagon't, Mark...
Get your hands off me—how can you do this? I'msia@ring you
with your mistress!'

He pushed her down on the bed and came with resleém, powerful
body falling on top of her and crushing her dovwnmttsat she couldn't
get up again, couldn't escape from the sensatiothadf familiar,
beloved weight of his body. So long. It was so Isimge he had lain
on top of her like this.

A quiver of arousal ran through her; she couldop st. She wanted
him. She couldn't pretend to herself that she tdiand she didn't
know if she could pretend to him.



But she must; she must stop him. If she let this dxching desire for
him carry her away she would lose her self-respéetvas doing this
to hurt her, humiliate her—she knew he was angti Wwer, he had
told her so just now. If Mark made love to herhistmood it would
only be as a punishment.

She must not let him get to her. She averted e &md tightened
every muscle in her body in angry resistance.

‘Leave me alone, Mark!

Catching her face between his hands, Mark pulledhead round

towards him again, tilted her head backwards sostieacouldn't pull

away. For a moment they stared at each other, 8@eyes wide and
dark with defiance and anger, Mark's unreadable giliter of the

irises shielding the thoughts behind them.

She opened her mouth to tell him what she thoufghihe, but before
she could get a word out his mouth was on hersfieree, insistent
demand that made every pulse in her body wake.

How long? she thought, unable to stop her lips frooving hungrily
underneath his. How long since he kissed me?

Why had she ever forgotten this drowning pleastte® could she
have been such a fool as to let anything come leztileem? Why
hadn't she realised she was losing him?

She had been frozen, numb, for months after Florls, she hadn't
wanted to be touched, to make love, she had trudgediay after
day, just about making it from morning till niglkgeping -her eyes
fixed on what she had to do, on the necessary ta#sksnother and
housewife—because even to look up was to risk beiraple to go
on—forgetting Mark, having no attention left fomhino time, no
energy and certainly no instinct of desire.



Now the ice was shattering. His hands wandered doom her face,
his fingertips brushed her breasts and she grodnedbody was
emerging from the ice that had held it captivesimtong; she burned
with passion and desire. But she couldn't let hiakenlove to her
tonight. She mustn't surrender now, while he welsst¢eping with
someone else. The affair had to end first.

She had to stop him. Now. Before it was too lagfple her stupid
body betrayed her. Every inch of her skin was d4pst® was on fire,
and deep inside her she ached with need, was almodtess with
the longing to have him buried in her, feel him mmgvon top of her,
driving them both to frenzy.

But she couldn't. Wouldn't let him. Not while hesn@etraying her.

Wrenching her head away, she pushed angrily atoislders, trying
to dislodge him.

‘No! | won't let you, Mark!" she yelled loudly, faoo loudly,
forgetting the sleeping children, and next doorr&lwoke up and
began to whimper.

Sancha stiffened, listening. Flora's whimper gremder, turned into
a wail.

‘Mummee... Mummee... Mummee...'

She sounded so small and helpless. Sancha knewdisa—Flora
had had one of her bad dreams, the dreams she roevdd describe
or explain. Anything could bring one on...a faitgry, something she
saw on television, even something she saw in théega Flora was
full of energy and spirit most of the time, but skas terrified of
insects. Moths, spiders, wasps, caterpillars... saht her into
hysterics. Her brothers thought it was funny tceprep on her and
drop a spider or a furry caterpillar on her dredseytwould roar with
laughter as Flora flailed her arms about, screaming



'She'll wake the others; | must go to her," Sarsznd. 'Let me up,
Mark.'His voice was harsh and angry. 'Ignore heroface! You've
spoilt that child. She knows she only has to yaidly enough to get
her own way.'

'l can't—you know | can't... | must go to her.heSpushed at his
shoulders harder, and with a rough, wordless solarbge Mark
rolled to one side. Sancha slid off the bed andrarof the room.

Flora was sitting up in her cot, moonlight on hérslhed and
tearstained face. She held out her arms.

'Mummee...

Sancha picked her up and sat down with her on i, cbaking her
small, warm body; Flora put her thumb in her maankd sighed, safe
at last, her body slackening.

Sancha didn't ask her any questions about the il it would
only keep Flora wakeful, stop her relaxing. Sheape sing a slow,
comforting lullaby under her breath, and felt thelc€s body grow
heavier as sleep crept up on her again. Five nsriater Sancha slid
her back into her cot, covered her lightly and toep.

Her bedroom was empty, the lights on; there wasigo of Mark.
Sancha stood by the door, looking around, notittiag the clothes he
had taken off had gone, too—had he decided to skedipe spare
room again? Or had he gone back downstairs?

Biting her lower lip, Sancha tried to decide whatdb—after what
had just happened between them maybe she shoultbwalk to him
until tomorrow morning?

If she followed him into the spare room he wouldhably take it as
another invitation, would try to make love to hgam.



But if she didn't follow him he might leave befoshe got up
tomorrow, and she must talk to him. Mark had ttedistract her by
making love to her, but he wasn't winning at theaing. They had to
talk about his affair. She needed to know.

She half turned to go in search of him, then frageshe heard the
sound of his car coming out of the garage.

Sancha ran to the window to look out and saw hikligats
disappearing down the drive.

Misery overwhelmed her. Where was he going? Butlkstesv, of
course. Well, where else could he be going?h&qg his mistress.
After trying to force his wife to sleep with him m&as now going to
the other woman. He was going to spend the nigtht kner.

How could he? Sancha felt sick; she couldn't figdown. Her hand
at her mouth, she ran into her bathroom and thew u

When she had stopped being sick she took a showlerent to bed,
knowing she wouldn't sleep. Her mind wouldn't ssbmwing her
images of Mark with the other woman in bed, his athibody
moving...

Stop it, stop it, she thought. | don't want to khabout it. | don't want
to know. How could he, after touching me like tredter kissing me,
making me feel so...?

The memory of her own helpless desire was shanteifid.hated him
for making her feel that way and then going offite other woman's
bed.

Maybe Zoe was right. Maybe the only thing to do neas ask him
for a divorce.



CHAPTER FOUR

SANCHA slept badly again and got up very early, but e room
was empty; there was no sign of Mark. Flora, focegnwas still
asleep, lying on her front with her bottom stuckimphe air. Sancha
left her and went into the boys' room. When shevdiee curtains
golden light flooded in; with bitter irony Sanchewsthat it was going
to be a beautiful day. To match her mood it shdwdde been grey
and rainy this morning—but then there would havenbeo hope of
the children going out for the day with Martha, &ahcha needed
some time alone.

She turned from the lovely morning to find the bel®vly waking
up, yawning, reluctantly stretching under their elisv Charlie's eyes
snapped open suddenly and he sat up almost irathe mstant, his
hair tousled and his face pink with sleep.

‘The zoo! What time is it, Mummy? Is it time to ggAuntie Martha
here? Wake up, Felix—we're going to the zoo!"

Sliding out of bed, he rushed off to the bathroonget there first. It
was a daily battle between him and his older biotfiaey both

fought to be first in the bathroom, first at thedkfast table, first into
the car with their father. First at everything. Yiveere in permanent
competition. They might still be tiny, but they werery male, and in
an earlier society they would have had all theimgest necessary to
succeed in life.

Felix woke up, sat up, jumped out almost in one emoent, and
began capering about, chanting, 'We're going taztite zoo, zoo...
I'm a kangaroo- roo-roo..."

'Shh..." Sancha hissed, laying out their clothethi® day: underwear,
socks, jeans and tartan shirts, and light summeatass in case the
day turned cold later. "You'll wake your sister.'



She was too late. From her room Flora began yelluyg Mummee..
.up! Want to get up!" The springs of her cot weesking already as
she started jumping up and down.

The next half-hour was as chaotic as mornings lysuere; Sancha
did as she always did, put her head down and gowitn things
without letting herself think about anything el3de boys were so
excited that they didn't finish their breakfastt Imothing stopped
Flora eating; she sat in her highchair happily jugleereal into her
mouth and trying to eat her banana at the same taecha didn't
look; it made life easier.

Martha arrived just as Sancha was clearing the t&blght-eyed and
looking almost as excited as the children, she et Gancha putting
them into their anoraks.

'‘Now, you be good for Auntie Martha,' Sancha tblt, and the boys
looked scornful.

'Of course we will, Mum!'

Flora nodded vehemently. 'Good,' she promised.ddoo Auntie
Marty.'

Sancha brought out Flora's pushchair; she wouleéémbe able to
walk far, although she loved getting about undar cven steam.
Martha put it into the back of her car, along vatlox of colouring
pencils and three exercise books to keep the emlduiet at the zoo
when they, or Martha, got tired of running around.

Sancha kissed both boys and helped them clambertlt car,
clicked home their seat belts, then put Floralke Itar seat into the
back, popped her into it and did up her seat B&lta caught her in a
strangling hug.

'‘Bye-bye, Mummee... Bye-bye...'



Sancha hugged her back, half reluctant to let gbaifwarm, cuddly
body. However tiring Flora was, she was the bre&thancha's life.

'Have a lovely time, all of you," Sancha said, iclgsthe door on
them.

Flora let out a roar, her eyes bright with suddeard. 'Effelunt,
effelunt... want my effelunt.’

Flora groaned and rushed back indoors to finddiien the kitchen
floor, where Flora had dropped it.

Flora received it with a beam and hugged it to 8ancha shut the car
door once more, and turned to grimace at Martha.

'‘Are you sure you can manage the three of them?"

'Of course | can! You just forget they exist untibring them back
tonight.'

Sighing, Sancha said, 'Thanks, you're a life-sdvéon't know how
to thank you enough—it's so good of you to do tiihey're naughty
bring than home. Don't feel you have to keep theatrad day.'

‘Don't worry about me—or us! I'm going to have anderful day,’'
Martha said, looking so bright-eyed that Sanchatbdzklieve her. 'l
love your kids. I've always enjoyed looking afteem.’

‘You're crazy, but thanks a million times," Sanshal, and Martha
got behind the wheel, waving.

The car drove away a moment later, and Sancha stawohg until
they were all out of sight before going back irtte house to have a
leisurely bath- something she could rarely do. Nalyrshe only had
time for a hurried shower in the morning. Leavirigr& alone was



always fraught with danger. You never knew whatwbeld think of
doing next, often with disastrous consequences.

The house seemed oddly quiet and empty. Sanchageskover her
bath, soaking in warm, scented water, lying badk wiosed eyes,
her body limp and soothed. She tried not to thinéua Mark—that
would shatter any restful mood in an instant. ladieshe emptied her
mind, almost lulled to sleep by the warmth anddoae.

Eventually the water started to cool, so she gatama towelled
herself dry before getting dressed in a skirt srely wore—pale
dove-grey, pleated, it would have been ruined by @ntact with

Flora. It had been expensive four years ago, wheid $ought it for a
family wedding, and still looked very elegant- eviérher waist

seemed to have expanded a little since she'd last My so that she
only just managed to do up the zip.

Having babies was not good for your figure. Shatielat much, and
ran around after the children all day, so she haidput on any
significant weight, but somehow she was no lonlgersame shape as
she had been when she'd first got married.

At twenty she had been tiny and slender, almostshoyvith high,
small, firm breasts. After three children her btedsad filled out,
were now round and soft from breastfeeding, anchhperwere more
rounded, too, her waist that inch or so wider. s certainly no
longer boyish in shape, although since Flora was bbe had lost a
lot of weight just rushing about all day. But herdy had lost the
elasticity which would have helped it spring bactoishape.

At least the terracotta silk shirt which clung ter bbreasts gave her
face a glow and added lustre to her red-brown h&ie. soft material
felt good on her skin, too, made her feel more fene.



Downstairs in the kitchen, she looked at her watod saw with
shock that it was gone ten. Where was Mark?

But she could guess where he was, couldn't shet8hd by the
phone, her hand outstretched— should she ring tbiedé girl's
number and ask for Mark?

No, she couldn't bear to humiliate herself liket thiawould be some
sort of admission—a confession that she expecteuk kbabe with
the other girl. Sancha wasn't going to do that;whs not going to
give either of them the satisfaction.

Maybe she should drive round to that apartmentkbiacAlamo
Street... what had the letter said it was calldu® Crown Tower? She
remembered it as the name came back to her—it wasl&nown
local landmark; people had talked a lot about iewft first went up.
It was a modern, purpose-built block with battletseon the roof
which made it look a little like a crown—althouglinsh came first,
the design or the name, Sancha had no idea.

Sancha could drive there now, to check if Markiswas parked in
the car park below the tower. A shiver ran downdpene. But what if
he looked out of the window and saw her? That wbel@ven more
humiliating. She couldn't bear the thought of hiatehing her from
the other girl's flat, of Jacqui Farrar staring doat her, too. They
might laugh at her together.

But they were probably still in bed. Mark had alwa&njoyed lying in
bed for hours at weekends. Making slow, sensuakipaate love. It
had been the best time of the week for them befarehildren came.

Her stomach heaved, her eyes closed; her jaw atitiedension and
pain. How could he? Oh, how could he? Until now bhd never
been jealous—she wasn't the jealous type. She kadr rbeen
consumed with suspicion or spent time brooding alhdark and



other women. Now jealousy sat on her shouldersdikeilture, the
claws tearing at her night and day.

To keep herself occupied and stop herself thinkbgut Mark, she
tidied the rooms downstairs. She had already mhdebeds and
tidied upstairs. At ten- thirty she made herseifnsostrong black
coffee and sat down in the kitchen to drink it.

She was going to have to come to some decision—-hdyutind was
in such turmoil that she couldn't keep any idelenhead for longer
than a few minutes. She changed all the time—shedldlark, she
hated Mark; she was going to divorce him and talery¢hing she

could get, she couldn't bear to lose him and wight to the death to
keep him. Her feelings were like a stormy sea,wimg her first this

way and then that.

She did not hear the car. The first she knew ofildaeturn was the
sound of his key in the front door.

Instantly, her heart flipped like a landed fishg afe suddenly could
not breathe. It reminded her of how she had fekmthey'd first met
and she'd fallen in love. She had been unable & me eyes, so shy
she stammered if she spoke, yet so happy the dirskamed to
glisten with rainbows every time Mark was near Hut that had

been a magical time, and nothing was magical amgmo

Listening to his footsteps crossing the hall, daeesl at her coffee,
fighting to look calm even if she didn't feel likgat. The kitchen door
opened and she felt him there, across the roonmgtat her averted
profile.

Angry words boiled on her tongue, but she dido'sttherself to say
anything in case she burst into tears.

The silence seemed to drag on and on. At last jaoke, in a deep,
harsh voice which made her nerves jump.



'We need to talk. Where are the children?"

She took a deep breath and managed to answer mica that
sounded quite calm. 'Martha's taken than out fedty. To the zoo.'

He smiled sarcastically. 'How convenient. Was yioatr idea or hers?
| suppose you've been confiding in her? Tellingvleat a rat | am? |
don't like that, Sancha, | don't want you talkiagthe neighbours
about me. | suppose you've talked to that sistgoafs, too? | can
guess what she had to say—she's never liked me,aslshe?’

He walked over towards her, every move he madeatmiy with

anger, and she lost her head. Jumping up, she dbamkay too
quickly, skidded on the tiled floor she had moppetilong ago and
lost her balance.

Mark shot forward and caught her before she hifldo. As his arm
went round her Sancha felt her heart constricttrad blood in it
seemed to rush out and her head swam.

'‘Don't!" she muttered, her knees giving so thatanm tightened, to
hold her up. She was reacting like a schoolgir& sbuldn't believe
she was making such a fool of herself. For heawaks, how stupid
could you get?

This man was her husband! They had three childnead, been
married for years—was she crazy, feeling like jugt because he'd
put an arm round her and held her?

‘You aren't going to faint, are you? Have you edle® morning?'
Mark muttered, looking down at her, their facesckise she could
feel the warmth of his skin, hear his breathing.

She was so conscious of him that her heartbealyrndeafened her.
Somehow she whispered, 'I'm not hungry. | had crgmige with the
kids, and coffee.'



'How can you be so stupid?' he exploded. 'Whems gommon
sense? Would you let one of the kids go withouaki@st?' His voice
was harsh, grated with anger. He couldn't be thgtyaover her not
eating breakfast; something else was making himodsr—and she
could guess what it was; she knew Mark.

If he was planning to leave her, the last thingl veant was to feel
guilty about her. He wouldn't want to feel concéanher; he would

resent needing to think about her at all. 'I'm fiske said stubbornly,
not looking at him, her lids lowered to hide thenpa her eyes. She
wasn't betraying herself to him.

‘You're not fine! You're looking ill. Your skin'®gale...' He brushed
her cheek with one index finger and the touch sfgkin on hers
again brought a rush of colour to her face, hdrdasstirring against
her hot cheek.

Mark's brows lifted steeply; he watched her, thaid slrily, "Well,
you were. Now you're very flushed.’

Hurriedly, appalled by her own inability to contioér feelings, she
pulled away from him with some force, and his anopged.

'‘Would you like some coffee?' Sancha asked, to rcawne
awkwardness of the moment.

'Please,’ he said shortly, and sat down while shé& &r him. While
she moved about she was very aware of him watdmenghis cool
grey eyes wandering from her new hairstyle to oleséne way her
silk top clung to her breasts, the swirl of herepgiley pleated skirt.

She put the coffee in front of him and he lifted @yes to stare at her
face.

'Is that outfit new too? What is this? Have yourbea a shopping
spree? How much is all this costing me?’



''ve had these clothes for four years!" Didn'elren notice what she
wore any more? How could he forget seeing her is ghirt? She

remembered the first time she'd worn it, at thaddueg, remembered
Mark telling her how much he liked it.

His voice grated again. 'Then why haven't you wibem, instead of
those everlasting jeans?’

‘Jeans are practical,’ she told him doggedly. 'Gafe in
winter—they're wanner than skirts and if they getyd/ou can just
chuck than in the washing machine. This skirt igpate it shows
every little mark, and it costs a fortune to havd&eep sending it to
the cleaner's every time | wear it.'

They were talking about anything but the subjecth@ir minds, and
they both knew it. It was ridiculous how hard itsvar than to talk
now—that was another symptom of the breakdowneif tihharriage.
There was this great, blank abyss between thargde Sancha dizzy
to look down into it and see the depth and breafithe gap that had
opened up.

'‘Well, it looks good on you,' Mark drawled, his greyes gleaming
like pale water behind his black lashes. 'I'd foigyo what great legs
you have.'

She felt herself blushing. Did he mean it? Or wasying to distract

her, bamboozle her with compliments? The troubls,\she wanted

to believe he meant it, but how did she dare? Sldetd get herself
under control and use her brains, not let her seaisé her heart get
the better of her.

'‘Don't think I've forgotten that you didn't comenm® last night!" she
muttered, her jealousy making her voice shake. i/inere you all
night? As if | can't guess! You've been wiibr, haven't you? Oh,



don't lie about it; it's obvious. You've spent tinght with her, yet you
think you can walk in here—'

'l didn't,’ he interrupted tersely, his curt vomaking her start.

They stared at each other. She saw a little tididgpdoeside his
mouth. Mark was very angry; that tic only showedtiates of
strain—when he was under pressure, worried, upsebbk a deep
breath and went on quietly, 'l didn't spend thennigith Jacqui, or
anyone else. Last night | stayed at the motelgutgide town. | drove
straight over there when | left here, and took oh¢heir chalets.
Check on it if you want to! Ring them and ask—aweérout there
yourself and quiz the maids. There were two sibglés; | occupied
only one of them—and believe me it was scarcelyevadough for
me. There wasn't room for two people to share it!'

She believed him; the hard, grey stare of thosse &jd her he was
telling the truth. A little sigh of relief rose teer lips.

Mark heard it and frowned again, then said, in $hene brusque,
angry voice, 'We can't go on like this, Sancha.'

Fear made her stomach plunge sickeningly. Was img go ask her
for a divorce?

Only last night she had decided she was going\orde him, yet
now she was terrified that that was what he warwdady couldn't she
make up her mind and stick to a decision? Why did keep
changing her mind?

What mind? she thought bitterly. She had no mime was just a
fool. A fool whose emotions were in total flux, ciggng every other
minute.

She looked up again and found Mark watching herh vitiat
black-browed frown, his mouth a white line, hisddward.



Fiercely, Sancha broke out, 'What decisions do ae=o make,
Mark? About us? Before we get to that I'd like &ahthe truth about
you and Jacqui Farrar. Are you having an affainvagr or not? And
how long has it been going on?'

He got up and walked across the room with a fidogeng prowl. His
back to her, he muttered, 'Nothing's been "goirg as you put it. |
haven't had an affair with her.'

Her first sharp relief gave way to angry doubt asddded, 'Not
exactly.'

‘Not exactly?' she repeated. 'What does that mean?'

'It all depends what you mean by an affair. | havieeen sleeping
with her, if that's what you mean.'

She wanted so badly to believe him that she hdteécdown on her
Kp to stop herself giving a little sob. When sh& &ble to speak
without bursting into tears, she asked huskily, atViudo you
mean—that's the point! If you haven't been sleepiitg her, what
has been going on? | know something has, Marlghtsous from the
way you reacted when | showed you that letter.d$ wbvious you
were guilty of something. A blind man could seed tha

Mark made a noise like a groan. 'You see, we.edml... She's so...
Oh, God, it's so hard to put it into words.'

‘Try telling the truth!" she told him angrily. 'Aflou have to do is tell
me the truth, Mark. That shouldn't be hard.’

'It is, though. We're not talking about facts hererere talking about
feelings, and those aren't so easy to pin down.'

‘Your feelings or hers?' Sancha asked, watching Wit jealous,
hurt eyes. Was he admitting he was in love withidleaade girl?



'‘Both," he confessed, not looking at her.

She drew a long, harsh breath. 'OK," she said a enbrater,
sounding surprisingly calm to her own ears, and, lsbped, to his.
'Let's start with yours. Are you in love with her?'

He was a long time answering, and as the secoridsitby Sancha's
body pulsed with a worsening pain. He was goinggtpyes. He was
going to admit it. She knew he was and she coutdat to hear him
say the words.

Mark sighed then. 'l think | could be.’
Could be? Did that mean he wasn't, yet?

'l think I almost am," he added huskily, and hengch sank again.
Did that mean he was, after all, but didn't likes&y so too openly?

He was playing with her like a cat with a mousesrgwvord he said
was like having claws dug into her.

Hoarsely she broke out, 'Stop talking in riddlesrk Either you are
or you aren't. For God's sake, which is it?'

His grey eyes darkening, he said, 'l told yousnttieasy to talk about
feelings! It all happened so gradually. | was urtdetble pressure at
work; | needed someone to talk to. You never hian tio take any
notice of me—but Jacqui did. She listened to myriger she was
supportive and sympathetic- very kind to me. Saeige girl!

And in love with you? thought Sancha. She mustthary word
Mark said made that much clear. Jacqui Farrar wasst a good
assistant, ready to be there for him whenever bdata sympathetic
ear. Their relationship had gone beyond a busiress, The
anonymous letter-writer must have picked up somegthor why
would he or she have written that letter? Jacdaedngs must be



easy to read, even if Mark denied it. Maybe shedvaah talked about
how she felt to friends? Perhaps dropped hintd\iaak felt the same
way?

'‘But we've never been to bed together,” Mark adicdtg.

She watched him intently. His eyes met hers: legtdady, very
serious—was he telling the truth? Yes. She wasiocad by that
gaze; Mark was not lying.

A deep, thankful relief filled her, but then he dsaffhandedly,
‘Although we almost did, once.’

The admission made her stiffen, her colour goirgrag

Mark saw the look on her face and said fiercelyellYWvhat can you
expect? We haven't made love for monthknths, Sancha! I'm
human, after all. I'm not cut out for a monk's,|lé&en if you are.'

Her mind was going crazy with images of them kigsitouching
each other, maybe lying on a bed together, undrgssiach
other—the pictures were being burnt into her bralme knew she
would never forget them.

'‘What stopped you?' she asked harshly.

He gave her a fierce stare. 'l suppose | wasndyréa walk away
from my marriage yet. | wanted to make love to Heagmit it. |
almost did. But | stopped at the last minute. Sameh just...' He
took a long breath. 'Just couldn't.'

Guilt? she wondered unhappily. Or hadn't he beea saw he felt
about Jacqui Farrar? He had said he hadn't bedy teavalk away
from their marriage yet—did he still feel somethiogher? She was
afraid to hope—yet—but a little flame flickered sawhere inside
her.



In a low, husky voice she asked him, 'What abou? i#ow did she
take you changing your mind?'

Mark's frown etched deep into his temples. 'l wtailt about Jacqui's
feelings, Sancha. Only about my own. | told yowg'ska nice girl.
Don't blame her. All this is down to me.’

Giving him a derisive look, Sancha said, 'lt clet Mark. It takes
two. If you nearly slept with her then she mustébgen encouraging
you. Don't tell me she isn't in love with you, besa she must be— or
she wouldn't have let you get that far.’

He looked away uneasily. 'It isn't fair on heratktabout her to you,
Sancha. How would you feel, in her place?’

'l wouldn't let myself get involved with a marriethn! Let alone one
with three small children!’

Jacqui Farrar must have been working hard for @ timne to lure him
into her flat, into her bed—how had she felt whearkihad backed
off at the last moment? Had she been furious?

'How...how long ago was this?' she whispered.

'Oh, for heaven's sake, Sancha, I've told you th@evtruth—can we
stop this inquest now? What good will it do to gtwiall the details?'

'l need to know! Was it recent, this time when wbmost slept with
her?'

He was angrily flushed now. 'Yes,' he bit outydti have to know. It
was the other night.'

She froze. 'The day the anonymous letter camedahegou lied to
me and said you were having dinner with your blossyere actually
at Jacqui Farrjr's flat?'



Mark looked at her sharply. 'What are you gettit@ dou think
Jacqui sent that letter? Of course she didn't!

'‘Didn't she? | wonder. Think about it, Mark! Sheamkto get you into
bed; she wanted me to come to her flat that eveamntgcatch you
both.’

Sancha didn't buy this image of the blonde gidwset and kind and
absolutely, innocent. Men were such fools about amnthey didn't
understand the way their minds worked. Mark wagezleand he was
very shrewd in dealing with other men, but he wésdbwhere
women were concerned. He simply didn't see pagtrisigy surface.

‘Jacqui wouldn't do a thing like that! She isn& ttalculating sort.
Neither of us got into this relationship delibehatéNe both just
drifted into it- it just happened!

He might believe that. Sancha didn't. Someone e caid that
there was no such thing as an accident; everytheighappened had
a root cause.

She didn't entirely blame Jacqui Farrar. After itagkto Mark, she

had to admit that she, herself, was partly to bléonais straying; she
had put her marriage on hold two years ago, gitagchildren all

her attention, almost forgetting Mark existed. tel Inecome part of
the furniture.

But Jacqui Farrar had taken advantage of the mtuaBhe had
homed in on Mark's loneliness and unhappiness eaéed he was
wide open to any woman who paid him attention. Madsn't the
type to flirt with other women; that was not what heeded. He
needed to feel loved, cared about, listened to-hbald have got all
that from her, Sancha, not had to go to someomretelsnd it.

'‘Can we leave Jacqui out of it?' he said againatraptly.



Sancha shook her head. 'How can we? While she weitksyou
every day you're going to be seeing her all the tand you can bet
she isn't going to let go—so how can we leave bepo6it?’

His grey eyes darkened, and he said sharply, "Toblgm isn't
Jacqui—it's you and me, Sancha. Our marriage te®@ncks—what
are we going to do about it?'

She swallowed, trembling. 'What do you want to dou it?* And
then she waited, her heart in her throat, for homask her for a
divorce. If he did, she would refuse—point-blankeSvasn't letting
him go; he belonged to her.

He looked at her explosively, as if he wanted tioheir. ‘Axe you
leaving it to me? Does that mean it doesn't madtgou? That you
don't give a damn if | go or stay?’

Fear made her just as angry. '‘Don't put words immuth! | asked
you what you wanted to do. Don't try and turn und to make it my
decision. It was a straight question—just give ns&raight answer!'

'‘Don't shout at me, Sancha!' he said, his faces alith rage. 'You
keep blaming Jacqui, but if | almost strayed it wasr fault, not

hers, because you've been shutting me out ever Bloca was born.
And now you're throwing all the responsibility four marriage on
me, when it's just as much up to you what happers You asked
me what | wanted to do—well, I'm asking you. Whatyduwant to

happen? | can't go on like this—it's a nightmaraekMup your mind.
Do you want a divorce?"



CHAPTER FIVE

THE question made her whole body shake. Bending had,h&he
whispered, 'No, of course | don't! Did he realblibve she wanted
their marriage to end? If Mark thought she wantelivarce the gap
between them was even wider than she had imagkhedouldn't
know her at all.

But then how well did she know him? She hadn't sosa he was
involved with someone else, had she? The shockaifdiscovery
was still reverberating inside her head. He haoidt her about his
problems at work, either, or made her realise flgatvas so angry
with her because he felt she no longer cared dboutHow had she
missed that? What else about Mark didn't she know?

In fact, did she really know Mark at all? And hovelivdid Mark
know her?

They had been married all this time, but they sekttode strangers;
during the past couple of years they had growntapahout her

noticing it. And Sancha found that so confusing disfurbing she
couldn't think straight.

Mark suddenly moved, and she jumped to find himyveose.
Putting one long index finger under her chin, heh@ad her head up
so that she had to look at him, her brown eyes wddek, unhappy
between long, curling lashes.

She didn't want this stranger who was her husbandibdk so
searchingly at her, to see too much of the pain landing and
bewilderment she felt.

'‘Don't,' she said, trying to pull free, and he frad. His stare dropped
to her trembling mouth.



'‘Don't what, Sancha?' he ground out between hik.t&2on't what?
Don't touch you? Come near you? You've been tethaghat for too
long; I'm sick of being told to keep my hands adtfiy..'

' never said that!'

'Oh, not in words, no. But in so many other waysednwhole body
said it every time | was anywhere near you. I8rggait now.'

'‘No, Mark! You're imagining it!'
'‘Am |?'

He ran his finger upwards to stroke along her moail she
guivered, wanting to pull away but fighting it. Meuld take that as
proof of his accusations, and maybe that was wihnas, this nervous
uncertainty, this fear of being so close to himpeing touched by
him. When had it started, this reluctance to be ham?

She loved him, and she wanted him, yet she digvaat him to touch
her. He was right.

‘You've misunderstood,' she said confusedly.

Mark's sardonic smile made her flush. 'OK, tell yo& want me to
touch you, Sancha!

She couldn't make a sound, torn between wanting ihtemsely,
nervously dreading it, and hating the thought bigatvas taunting her,
mocking her. Only the other night Mark had almasteto bed with
another woman. Sancha did not want him until shadcbe sure he
was hers—entirely and completely hers. She didafitviaim back if
his heart was elsewhere.



She needed time to relax with him, time to getrtow him again, this
familiar stranger who had once been her lover aaglmow a man she
wasn't even sure she knew at all.

'‘No answer?' he muttered, holding her eyes ayirigrto read the
mind behind than.

She looked away, butterflies of panic fluttering her stomach.
‘You're making me nervous..." She took a breatmtwa, 'You're
making me shy, self- conscious ..." Sancha wawtedlain how she
felt, make him see that she no longer felt she Kmiew but the words
wouldn't come out.

'Shy?' he said softly, and slowly moved his ottreerch She jerked in
shock as his fingers lightly touched her breastying intimately

against the silk shirt, caressing the contour offlesh, following the

rounded fullness down into the deep valley between.

'I'm not ready to... You said... Mark, we havedikt.' Her body was
shifting restlessly as his thumb stroked her nipplaking her flesh
grow hot and aching under the caress.

‘Talk, then," he said in a deep, husky voice. 'fr@lhow this feels...'
He leant forward and his mouth brushed her thislatyly moving
downwards to her shoulderbone, then pushing asdshirt to travel
along the smooth skin into the warmth between headis.

Sancha gave a stifled groan of protest and pleapuikng away,
fighting her own desire, resisting his, but Mad'sr went round her,
holding her so that she couldn't get away. His heakled at her
insistently, pushing her back over his arm, sdéak that she almost
lost her balance. He undid the buttons on her,gbulited aside her
bra and the lacy white slip she wore, his lips yn@kploring the
naked flesh he had uncovered.



The sensation was so intense it was painful. Sitehetd at him, her
head swimming, her eyes closing as if she wasif@nbut that
wasn't what was happening—she wasn't fainting s drowning,
sinking under the temptation of his hands and moutdé was
touching her with all the sensuality and fire thaid always been
between them in the beginning.

Why had she let herself lose this miracle of feglinVhat had
happened to her to make her forget how it coulttéelee in his arms,
given up to this seduction of the senses?

Mark's mouth slid upwards to her throat again, thieth it was on her
lips, coaxing them apart, his tongue sliding insiBi@ncha kissed him
back, her body so weak with pleasure she coultiids only Mark's

arm around her keeping her upright.

Holding her tightly, Mark lowered her to the flodwost to everything
but the flame beating higher and higher inside amcha didn't
realise what was happening until she felt the tiledr touch her
back.

The tiles were cold; the shock of the contact arnhio¢ flesh was like
the shock of having cold water thrown in your facea hot day. She
gave a gasp, her eyes flying wide open, and looletd see Mark's
face an inch or two away from her, his body justdang itself onto

hers.

'‘No!" she burst out, shuddering, and rolled sidesnayescape him.
She was on her feet before Mark could react.

He lay there, for a second or two, on his face. &ndd hear him
breathing raggedly. Then he got up, too, darkhghkd, his eyes
glittering as he stared at her.



‘Sancha, for God's sake, don't stop now... You wahwant it, we
both need it—you know we do!' He held out his haridey were
trembling slightly. 'See that? That's how much htmgou.'

'‘As much as you wantdtkerthe other night?' she asked bitterly and t
shut his eyes, groaning, turning away.

'‘Oh, not again! Do we have to bring that up ag&aofget Jacqui!'

'l can't. Can you? Working with her every day, sgeher, being
alone with her? You may not have slept with her—aut admit you
almost did. Is she going to accept the end of tfagra.?"

'We never had an affair! We saw each other fottle hvhile. OK. |
admit that. But it was not an affair. We had a fistes, that's all."

‘That's all?' She was so angry she was shakingat'Wient on
between you on those dates, Mark? You kissed? HHaluds?
Touched each other?’

He stared at her, face shuttered, eyes hooded,hnaotight white
line. He didn't deny it; his very silence was améasion.

‘And you don't call it an affair?' Sancha muttehe@rsely, jealousy
clawing at her.

'‘We never slept together!'

'Is that all you think love is? Sleeping togethé#®w typical of a
man, how blinkered and blind to the realities fi.lSancha looked at
him impatiently. 'Mark, you must have had feeliragpout her! And
she must have feelings towards you!'He sat dovimeaible and bent
his head, staring at his empty coffee-cup. Sanch&ched him,
automatically doing up the buttons of her shirthwiingers that
trembled.



'I'll talk to her, explain,' he said after a longment.

‘Well, tell her this—she can't go on working foruyoMark! It
wouldn't be fair to her, or to me. She would alwhgsa threat to our
marriage.'

'l can't sack her! That wouldn't be fair—you muest ghat! | suppose |
can ask her if she'll agree to work for someone.'els

'If she is still in the building you'll be seeingrall the time!'

'I'll talk to her," he said again, doggedly. Heostaip. 'She may prefer
to get another job, but | cannot sack her, San¢telooked at his
watch. 'l suppose I'd better deal with it right gw#ou obviously
aren't going to be satisfied until I've told hés dver.'

Sancha felt a stab of terror. She didn't beliewedtiner woman was
going to let him go easily. Jacqui Farrar wouldhfigo keep him;
Sancha was sure of it. She knew she would henselhhe other
woman's place. Jacqui Farrar would try to seduce And Mark was
so frustrated and aroused at this moment that l&egeag to be
vulnerable to temptation.

Why, oh, why had she been such a fool that shedtdigeir marriage
drift so close to the rocks?

"We'll both go,’ she said impulsively, and Mark didouble take, his
grey eyes fierce.

‘You're not serious! What are you trying to do @it will look as if
you've given me an ultimatum and you're coming glienmake sure
| do what I'm told." Angry red burnt along his uppbeekbones.

'I'd be humiliated. Are you trying to destroy myfseespect? Is that
what you want, Sancha?'



She flushed, too, hurt. 'Of course not! I'm justaif of what will
happen if you see her alone.’

‘You'll have to trust me.' His grey eyes stared mrs. 'Odon'tyou
trust me, Sancha?' . 'lt isn't you | don't trusts-ier! If she's in love
with you she isn't just going to stand there astdh; she'll argue, try
to make you change your mind.'

‘You don't know her or you wouldn't say things likat about her!
Jacqui isn't some predatory, clinging female, shie's

‘Nice girl!" Sancha finished furiously. 'l know. ¥@aid. But | don't
think you know much about women, Mark. | think thmsce girl" is
going to fight like blue blazes to hang onto you.'

Mark shook his head, frowning. 'I'd never havedadd you could be
this cynical, Sancha. You don't know her. | doe ltveated Jacqui
badly—I should never have started seeing her outook.'

'‘No, you shouldn't!" snapped Sancha, angry aboutgbealled
cynical. 'And if | am cynical, who was it taught neebe that- way?'

'If we're getting into that old argument about whamme first, the
chicken or the egg,' Mark snarled, 'I'll say agaivat | said before...
If I even looked elsewhere it was because you mgdo seemed
interested.'

She bit her Up. 'lt wasn't true, though, Mark. swast so tired. What
with a difficult pregnancy, and then Flora beinglsa demanding
baby, | simply had no energy for making love anyrend didn't
realise how you were feeling; | was just too buging to cope.'

He sighed, nodding. 'l know. Look, can we haved,fancha? Let's
stop quarrelling and blaming each other, forgetiadl ancient history
and start again?'



'‘We can't so long as Jacqui Farrar is still in yidar Mark! You must
see that.' She paused. 'l have to know... Who nihdefirst
move—you or her?' She needed to know that whiclwstohow
little she really knew him—why didn't she know teswer already?

He looked impatiently at her. 'Nobody made a mdAe. just had
dinner one night after work because we'd been wgr&o late; that's
how it began. It wasn't a date the first time, @syust two colleagues
eating together. But slowly the atmosphere chargsveen us,
things got personal, and then we started beingeteer furtive...
lying to people at work—and | lied to you about imavto work late.
We were in the middle of a relationship before walised it. And |
blame myself more than her.’

Sancha laughed shortly. 'Well, | blame her more §em—she knew
you were married, with three children!

'So did I, for God's sake! | had no business lgtanything happen
between us. That's why—Sancha, try to understaise-thhave to
see her myself, alone. | simply can't go there bafidd to you as if |
can't be trusted to talk to her without you thereetl me what to say!

He walked towards the door and Sancha followed [@Egitation
beating inside her like the wings of a dying bird.

‘Mark, don't go to her home! Don't be alone withr. H&ait till
Monday and see her at the office.' The other guldan't try to seduce
him there.

He turned to glare at her. 'l can't afford to hawny scenes at the
office! You must see that! Look, | won't be lont.be back as soon
as | can. Why don't we go out to lunch for oncewasdon't have to
take the kids with us? We haven't been to The CaiksEl in a long

time—ring and book a table for one o'clock. I'll bb&ck in time to

drive us there.'



The front door slammed behind him and she stoork tHizen on

the spot, listening to his car driving away, stgrat the clock and
registering that it was eleven-thirty now. He hadiv here an hour;
the time had flown. Now he had gone again, andkslesv the time

would drag like a corpse until he was back.

She walked over to the phone and rang their fat@testaurant, The
Oak House, an old Georgian pub on the outskirtewh, to book a
table for one o'clock. Mark was right; they hadréen there for so
long she couldn't remember the last time, and di@c'ognise the
voice of the man who answered.

‘That isn't Jules, is it?" Sancha said uncertametyertheless picking
up his French accent.

'I'm afraid Jules left six months ago,' the voiegdsin good but
strongly accented English. 'l am the new managerrd>

'Oh, hello, I'm ringing to book a table for two fanch at one today.'

‘A moment, please... hmmm... yes, we do have a fablyou. Can |
take your name, please?'

'Crofton—Mrs Crofton.'

There was a brief pause then he said with a smitgsivoice, 'But of
course, Mrs Crofton—we are always delighted toysme and your
husband. | will give you the same table you hatiask.'

Sancha put down the phone in a numb silence. Sée,kof course,
what it meant—Mark had been taking Jacqui Farrartheir
restaurant!

That was bad enough. But they had been booking iMraand Mrs
Crofton. The waiters would all know at once thabh@wa was not the
woman who had been going there as Mark's wifenal time. The



new manager had been there six months. Had Markretidbther
woman been going there as husband and wife aléthmths?

Sancha knew she couldn't walk in there with Marlw naith those
waiters staring at her, whispering, gossiping bether back. And
she couldn't ring back and cancel—Mark would haved it.

Her nerves were scraped so raw that when the dibgahgled she
almost jumped out of her skin, and it was a mirautewvo before she
pulled herself together enough to go to the fraurd

Zoe was on the doorstep, looking even more glansotioan usual in
skintight white jeans and a vivid emerald-greek shlirt over which
she wore a black suede waistcoat which clippedviaést as tightly as
a belt.

She gave her sister a searching look. 'Hey, areGik®," Her eyes
narrowed. 'What's happened? You look like deatmedrup. Talked
to Mark?"'

'Yes, we've talked.’,

Zoe did not miss the harshness of her voice. 'Hrsing'murmured,
probing Sancha's face mercilessly. 'Do | gathemthes isn't good?
Come on, you might as well tell me—you know youl wilthe end!
What's going on, Sancha?'

She peered over her sister's shoulder. 'Kids abihd®s really why

we came—Guy asked if I'd like to go to a fair he&érd about, over
at Ramsden, and it occurred to me that it mighp el if we took

the kids with us. Guy's still a kid at heart, hithsee'll take care of
them on the rides, don't worry, and we can stop lemek fish and
chips on the way, so you won't have to make luocithfan. You can
spend the afternoon with Mark and talk properly.'



Sancha managed a wavering smile. "Thanks, youtsetireughtful,
Zoe, but actually Martha has taken them out fordidwg to the zoo.'

Zoe's brows lifted. 'Nice of her. Was that yourade hers?'
‘Hers.'
'‘But you had told her? About Mark, | mean?’

'‘Martha's a good friend." Sancha stared past Is¢ersat the red
Porsche parked at the kerb. The driver was watctiiag through
the open window of the car, his head turned they,whe warm
spring breeze blowing his hair about. 'ls that Guthe Porsche?’

‘Yes, that's Guy, our producer.' Zoe grinned. Viehi& be nice to him
to make sure we get enough money.'

"You know you fancy him—even | know that!" They Hatked about

him often enough for Sancha to pick that much lippagh Zoe was

always cagey about her private life—or perhapsctaht to take it

too seriously herself. For Zoe, her career camsg fiut Guy had been
around for quite a long time now and Sancha knesvsstw a lot of

him.

He wasn't good-looking—a big, craggy man with adbttousled
brown hair and broad shoulders—but there was songetbassuring
about his face: a calmness, a humour that Sankéd. IHe would
need that to cope with Zoe.

Behind her the phone suddenly began to ring, amdi&ahurriedly
ran to pick it up.

'Hello?' she said breathlessly.



A muffled, indistinct voice said quickly, "Your hognd is with her
now, at her flat, if you want to catch than in begether. Or don't you
care?'

'‘Who is this?' Sancha asked hoarsely, but the mply was the
sound of the phone slamming down.

Sancha hung up, too, shaking with rage. She tuanedfound Zoe
had followed her into the house and was right lxklier now. Zoe
looked at her intently, frowning.

'Who was that?'

‘It was her...I'm certain it was her... She'd disgd her voice—she
was talking through a handkerchief, or somethingd & didn't
recognise the voice—but I'm sure it was her.’

Zoe didn't need to ask who she meant. 'What didsalgeto you to

make you look like that?' Her vivid green eyes saiver her sister's
ashen face, and Sancha turned her head to escdpseihr-sighted

stare.

'She said Mark was at her flat, if | wanted to batkem in bed
together.'

'‘What a b—' Zoe stopped, frowned again, lookingrants he? He
isn't here, | take it?'

Sancha shook her head. 'He went to see her terieniago.' She saw
Zoe's expression and quickly added, 'Oh, he told hmewas
going—to tell her it was over. I've told him shesha stop working
for him, that he can't go on seeing her, eithéh@office or out of it,
If he wants to stay married.'



Zoe's lip curled sardonically. 'Well, if that's vilyau want, I'm happy
for you, but in my experience when a man strayaswally gets the
habit. But don't let me talk you out of taking Mdo&ck.'

She took a pen and a small notepad out of her bladde
shoulder-bag, picked up the phone and began to dial

'‘What are you doing? You're not ringing her?' Hed, Sancha tried
to take the phone away from her, but Zoe blockednhi one arm,
holding her away, the receiver clamped to her ear.

After a minute, without speaking, she scribbled sttnmg on her
notepad, then, still silent, hung up. Sancha walclmer in
bewilderment.

Turning to Sancha, Zoe held out the pad. 'Is teabhmber?'

Sancha had difficulty reading it; the figures sedrmedance up and
down like black flies on the white paper. When staaged to focus
properly, though, she recognised the number at.ddice knew she
wouldn't forget it for a long time.

‘Yes, that's it. Did she answer?' she whisperedatW/ere you trying
to prove?'

'Having children seems to turn the brain to mardlawd Zoe told
her sarcastically. 'Haven't you heard that you man trace the last
call by dialling this number?' She wrote the numtbewn, holding
the pad out again. 'When you dial that number gaoid where your
last call came from! Unless the person who madé ¢hH dials
another number first, to block you—which really reaakhonsense of
the whole thing if you're trying to catch a phomevert. But they say
that everyone has the right to privacy, evenmiiéans that sick guys
can still make scary calls to women without beragéd.’



Sancha was barely listening. 'Sevaisher ringing me! And she must
have sent that letter, too,' she thought aloud.

'Oh, obviously.' Zoe nodded. 'lt's a dirty triclesypaign, darling.'
Sancha looked at her blankly. "What?'

‘She's trying to get you worked up enough to kickriMout and ask
for a divorce. Nice lady. What are you going to'do?

‘Tell Mark," Sancha said fiercely. 'Maybe that valake him realise
she isn't the sweet innocent he seems to thinksshe

'‘Men are as blind as moles where women are conte8acha. It's
odd how easy it is for some women to fool them, geidthey're so
tricky themselves.' Zoe shot her a sharp look. £dark admit he
has been having an affair?'

'He says it hasn't got serious.'
'‘What does that mean?'

‘They haven't actually—' Sancha broke off, theneuai'l don't want
to talk about it, Zoe!'

Zoe wouldn't be put off. "'They haven't slept toge#Did you believe
him?'

‘Yes!" Sancha snapped.
Zoe smiled at her suddenly. 'Then why do you samdefiant?'

Somebody knocked on the front door; they both Idolaind, eyes
startled. Guy stood outside, smiling at them bath lazy, laid-back
way.



'Hi, what's going on, then? Are we taking the kmi¢he fair or not?'
His voice was warm and deep, a very pleasant saarch made him
instantly likeable.

‘Apparently they're already having a day out, at 2zbo,"' said Zoe,
smiling at him in a way that told Sancha just houcimshe liked him,
for all her cynicism about men.

'‘Oh, well, just us for the big dipper, then," hawlied with a teasing
little smile. 'And then | can seduce you in the &hbrain when the
skeletons come rattling out of the dark, making soream and throw
yourself at me.'

'Fat chance,' said Zoe. 'lIt will probably be youowgets scared stiff
and throw yourself at me—and I'll throw you riglatch.'

‘Can | give you two some coffee?' Sancha offereith wutomatic
courtesy, feeling sorry for Guy, whose rueful esgien was rather
sweet. Zoe was always slapping him down, keepingdtibay; how
long would he go on pursuing a woman who treatedllke a stray
dog she found appealing now and then, but wasret she wanted
around permanently?

It was Zoe, of course, who made the decision. thiEmks, we ought
to be on our way to the fair. Come on, Guy.'

He followed like an obedient dog, padding alongdeger, his long,
graceful body supple. Zoe paused at the front dadrlooked at her
sister drily. 'Be firm with Mark, Sancha. Don't i@t get away with
anything. But I'm beginning to think he isn't lyingy why is she so
desperate to convince you otherwise?'

When they had driven away Sancha stood at the dateiindow
staring out into the sunlit garden, brooding. Wikas happening over
at Jacqui Farrar's flat? Was Zoe right? Was theddayirl trying too
hard to convince her of Mark's guilt?



Oh, she wished she could be a fly on the wall &t flat. She needed
to know the truth. She wanted to trust Mark, toidva him, but
jealousy kept blinding her like dust thrown in leges.

The time kept ticking by... She looked at her watold saw it was a
guarter past twelve. Where was Mark? Was he cotvaag or not?

She paced to and fro, listening to the weightlehsie in the house. It
was so long since she had been alone like thikpwitthe children,
with no chatter or running feet, no childish voitesaking in on her
thoughts. It was a strange, disturbing experieSbe. -could hear all
the little sounds of the house as she normally ndikbecause the
children's noisiness drowned them out. The tick, tick of the clock
in the hall, the faint whisper of the water heatitige hum of the
washing machine in which she had some clothes isgakae little
creak of the wooden flooring as the sun warmedhe house was
alive, a living being, with her inside it.

Oh, where was Mark? A look at her watch told herds now twenty
past twelve—only five minutes had dragged past.

/It had felt like hours. She paced some more,risteto the sounds of
the house some more, watched a bird fly past thdaw, then heard
a car driving past and stiffened, but it did nofjpstt was not Mark.

She looked at the clock and it was nearly half pastve now. He
had said he would be back by now.

He wasn't coming. He was with that woman. In thedt fn her bed.

Sancha put a hand over her mouth to stop hergelhiseng.



CHAPTER SIX

AT ONE o'clock she started putting together a salad @rlanch,

although the last thing she wanted to do was d#. j&st needed
something to do, something to keep her hands bandyhar mind

empty.

Wasn't it ironic? Ever since she'd had her firdtybshe had spent her
days in hectic activity, now and then wishing shd ime for herself,
time to have a life of her own apart from the kaasl the housework.
Now, today, she had the whole day to herself—amdchstted it.

At twenty past one the phone rang; she stood thera dumbstruck
fool, staring at it, not wanting to answer it irseat was Mark telling
her he wasn't coming home—he had chosen JacquarFater all
and wanted a divorce.

The ringing went on and on, and suddenly she thpudd might
have had an accident! He was upset, he drove awaylfere in such
a state... What if he had crashed?

She ran to pick up the phone, her skin icy cold @eed with the
sweat of fear. 'Hello?' she said in a breathy, lgaddible voice.

‘Mrs Crofton? This is The Oak House.' The voice wasfriendly,
and she couldn't blame him.

'Oh," was all she could manage for a second.

"You had a booking for lunch at one o'clock,' trenager said coldly.
‘We have been holding the table but we have admuegie of people
wanting to eat here, so if you are going to be miatér we shall
regretfully have to cancel your booking.'



'Yes, of course,' she said stupidly. 'I'm sorry, mmgband seems to
have been delayed. He said he would be back naatipur ago, but
he hasn't arrived. I'm sorry.'

Her husky, stammered explanation did not improwe rifanager's
mood. Icily he said, 'Very well, Mrs Crofton. | wou have
appreciated it if you could have let me know earliehave turned
people away who could have occupied that table.’

'I'm sorry,' she said again, and the phone wenndeith a bang.

She sighed, replacing her own. That was one restatiney would
never be visiting again. For several reasons. $kernvanted to go
there now she knew that Mark had taken Jacqui Fdreae, and the
restaurant manager would probably never take aibgdkom them
again anyway.

She looked at her watch and saw that it was nowstlhnalf past one.
Mark would soon have been gone for two hours. dnditake that
long to say goodbye to someone.

When Jacqui Farrar rang hare, thought Sancha, Magt have just
driven up to the block of flats. She must have saem from her
window and immediately rung with that lie about Homing in bed
with her. What had she hoped to achieve? Had shechto bring
Sancha hurrying over there to catch than together?

So she must have set the scene, to make her stomjincing.
Feverishly, Sancha began working out what must happened.

The blonde girl might have got up late—maybe sligjhist got out of
bed, had still been in her nightdress? Or, mordyliky that time of
day on a Saturday she had been up for some tirdeyddcha shower,
was dressed. She would have dashed into her bedtakem off her
clothes and put on something seductive and allaHagexy nightie
with a matching negligee—so that when Mark rangdwarbell she



could spray herself from head to foot with some kgusnviting
perfume, run a dishevelling hand through her hagrgo to let him in
looking as if she had just got up.

No doubt Mark would immediately have started trytogell her it
was all over, and that was when she would haverbégery. And
when he tried to comfort her he would have founddeding around
him like bindweed.

Sancha had had bindweed in the garden last yehaditoeen very
pretty, with great pink and white trumpets floweyion curling green
stems, but it had grown like lightning, strangliother plants in its
path, and had tried to take over the whole placevas ruthless,
determined to take over everywhere; you had tousegs ruthless
back.

She had got rid of it in the end—chopping rootslipy the stuff up,
root and branch, burning it on the garden bonfitee would have to
be just as merciless with Jacqui Farrar.

If it wasn't too late. Why had she let him go tattgirl's flat? She had
known, hadn't she, that it was dangerous? Jacqrarr@bviously had
no scruples; she wouldn't just let him go, givegugcefully.

And neither will I' Sancha thought, her teeth tight not giving up,
either. He's my husband, | love him, and I'm gdm§ght for him. |
can fight just as hard as she can, too! I've iragegears of my life in
Mark; he's the father of my children and I'm nansling back and
watching him walk away with another woman. What sbrwoman
Is she, trying to take my husband away from me? ldawshe live
with herself?

But it takes two, doesn't it?

Mark wasn't some toy she and Jacqui Farrar weltirig over. He
was a grown man with a mind of his own and a vaong will. Why



had he ever got involved with another woman in fin& place?
Because he hadn't been getting whatever he needed lier,
obviously. She sighed, closing her eyes. It woddb easy to blame
Mark or this other woman for what had happened—+mihing in
this world was ever that easy. She had to accapstie took some of
the blame too.

Oh, she could give any number of reasons for &lew drift apart

over the last couple of years—it was always easydke excuses for
yourself. But marriage, like every other part ¢ liwas something
you had to work at, something you had to keep instamt good

repair. Both of you. That was where they had failed

She and Mark had stopped giving each other the &k support
they each needed; their marriage had begun tolaidysover the
months when they'd been too busy with other thtogsare about
each other. If she had encouraged Mark to talk absuproblems,
had listened, been more loving, he wouldn't haveeggsewhere for
sympathy. If Mark had only noticed how tired sheswlaad tried to
help, had been more understanding, had offeretehderness...If, if,
if. They had missed so many opportunities. Theytnmumiss any
more!

The familiar note of his car's engine made hefestifShe ran to look
out of the window and saw Mark driving into the age. Relief hit
her in a tidal wave; she closed her eyes brieiytiheaded, dizzy,
then pulled herself together. She hurried back theokitchen and
began to finish the preparations for their lunchthiwhe salad she
would serve a choice of cold sliced chicken—theaws of a roast
she had cooked a couple of days ago—or grilled'gcaeese on
crisply toasted French bread. She turned on thie Igeigan to slice
the creamy cheese.

While she was doing that Mark walked into the kiichSancha put
down the knife she was using and turned to face kiping her



hands on some kitchen towel. What was he goinglitbér? That he
had changed his mind? That it was their marriagéwas over, not
his affair with the blonde girl?

Mark looked grim, as if he had had a shock. 'I'mmsdm late,' he
said curtly. 'What about lunch at The Oak House®you manage to
book?'

‘Yes, for one o'clock. They rang back at half past and cancelled,
and they weren't very happy.' She met his eyebetaliely. ‘I gather
you ate there last week. With your wife.'

He closed his eyes. What was he hiding? Was hedashe would
read something in his eyes? Or didn't he want ¢ohss? 'Oh, God,’
he groaned. 'Did she book us in as...?'

‘Mr and Mrs Crofton. Yes. The manager naturallyassd | was her,
and reminded me that | often ate there with my hodi Sancha said
in a voice she managed to hold level. She wasimigg let this
degenerate into a nasty scene; they had had emdiigbse already.
Somehow she would hang onto her cool, let Marlaticthe way this
wait.

His eyes opened again, their grey dark with arijet.often, Sancha!
It was only once—last week. It was her birthdaye Said she wanted
to go somewhere special, and she knew The Oak Heasemy
favourite restaurant—I'd mentioned that—so she é&skee could
eat there and | said fine. And she made the bodking

'‘For Mr and Mrs Crofton!" Despite her good intengp Sancha's
voice rose. '‘Don't tell me you didn't realise thleyught she was your
wife?'

Mark raked a hand through his hair in a gestureustrated rage. 'l
remember they did say something about hoping mg aid enjoyed
her meal. | should have corrected than, but atithe it didn't seem



important. | would have felt embarrassed, saying, this is my
assistant, not my wife. | didn't realise she habbdeately lied to
than.'

'She lies a lot," said Sancha, and Mark gave lerck, sharp look.
'‘What does that mean?"

'‘She rang me, not long after you had gone...'

'Rang you?' He looked disturbed, as well he might.

'She tried to disguise her voice, but it was hiérjght. I'm certain of
it." Sancha watched him, trying to read his expoassvishing she
knew if he had been lying to her all along. 'SHd toe you were at
her flat in bed with her.’

Mark's face tightened as if she had hit him, hia flashing an angry
red. Slowly he said, 'You're sure it was her? Yeoognised her
voice?'

'l thought | did at the time—and then Zoe rang sommber which
tells you where your last call came from, and iswacqui Farrar's
number. So then | knew for sure.’

His frown deepened, etching lines across his faeéh&oe? What
was Zoe doing here?’

‘She and her producer dropped in to offer to thkekids out for the
day. She was still here, talking to me, when thkeceane.'

'‘And you told her all about it!"" Mark's voice waard with fury;
Sancha felt as if he had slapped her.

'l was upset; she could see that. She's my sistkslae cares about
me—why shouldn't | confide in her? | had to talkstomeone.' She



was fighting with tears now, and Mark might havemable to hear
that in her voice.

He looked at her uncertainly, sighing. 'All the sanh wish you
hadn't. | don't want the world and his wife knowially about our
private life.'

'Zoe isn't the world and his wife; she's my sis&hre knows me, and
she could see how much the phone call upset me!’

His voice gender, Mark said, 'I'm sorry if you wertgset,
Sancha—nbut for God's Sake, you must have known ddeajui said
on the phone was a lie. | wouldn't have gone to W her. You
knew | had gone there to tell her it was all over.’

Her lower lip trembled; she bit down on the insafat to stop the
trembling and whispered, 'How was | to be suref@dh'ttknow what
to think. You might have lied to me. You might hasreanged your
mind once you saw her. | didn't know if | coulddryou. I'd had the
ground cut from under my feet by that letter andidn't have the
self-confidence to be sure what to believe any rhore

'Is that really how you feel?' Mark said slowlypuMiming. 'I'm sorry,
Sancha, | know what you must have been through—-bkesn through
it myself, all these months, when | thought youlorger loved me.
We're going to have to start trusting each othaimadt won't be easy,
| know that—but you can believe this, | swear. fived her.'

Sancha inhaled sharply, searching his face forssegrhow he felt.
There was darkness in the grey eyes, a hard cosipneat his
mouth; she knew the signs. Mark was angry—but witlom? With

herself for demanding that he sack Jacqui Farratf Wmself for

giving in? Had it been a hard decision to make? kabeen in love
with the blonde girl after all?

Jealousy bit into her. 'What happened when youltel@



His mouth twisted with distaste. 'There was a wergleasant scene.
Look, | don't want to talk about it, Sancha. Canfarget her now?
She is out of my life.’

Sancha looked down at the kitchen table, strugghith pain and
uncertainty. Seeing the food she had been preparsige
automatically turned to the practical routines ef married life for
comfort and reassurance.

What else did she have to hold on to while evenglin her life kept
dissolving underneath her? At the moment she &if ahe had no
solid ground to stand on, as if the earth kept oqugaknder her feet.

''ve made a salad—what would you like with it? Bhagrill this
goat's cheese, or would you just like some of tld chicken left
over from the other day?'He made a tired gestiieatever you like.
I'm not hungry.'

At once she was concerned, studying the tense yvoediline of his
face and seeing the lines of strain in it. Marknditbok well, and that
was unusual- he was normally a powerful, activaJthg man.

'You ought to eat,’ she murmured anxiously. 'If wibke you feel
better; it always does. You need the blood sugar.'

'l need a drink," Mark said, walking away into #iging-room.

She heard him pulling the cork out of a bottle ahey pouring
himself a drink, and sighed, pushing the goat'ssbend slices of
French bread under the grill.

How were they ever to get back to normal? Life wioukver be the
same again. The tension between them made heraelvesand her
face felt tight and icy. Was that how Mark feltoPably; it was
certainly how he looked.



She snatched the cheese from under the grill befdyarnt, then
walked to the door of the sitting-room. 'Do you thihwe eat in the
kitchen? It will be easier.'

Mark turned, a glass of white wine in his hand, lro&ed at her from
some frozen distance, his eyes remote. He noddee, 'whatever
you like. Shall | bring the wine and a glass fouyo

'Please,’ she said, not caring whether she haasa gf wine or not,
but thinking that wine might help the atmospheréwieen them.
They both needed to relax, to unwind.

They sat down and Mark poured her wine, moved gsgver next
to her plate, then looked at the grilled goat'seskeethe crust golden
and crisp, the interior soft and melting, on tlgatly toasted bread.

‘This looks good. We first ate it in Normandy, dmuyremember? At
the auberggust outside Bayeaux?"'

He was making conversation, small talk, as if tiaeye strangers.
And that was what they were, wasn't it? The tinmeeiFlora was
born had pulled them far apart; they had each avhagring those
two years. They were different people now, and tieuld have to
get to know each other all over again.

'l remember,’ she said, shivering a little becabhsememory was of
hot sunshine, laughter, happiness, a time when hiagystill been
passionate lovers, a time when family life hadwalsowed up their
youth. And today she felt chilled and sad.

Eating some of the cheese, Mark said, 'This resallyood—was it
marinated in olive oil before you cooked it?"

'‘No, but I sprinkled a little olive oil on it befed put it under the grill.’

'It's terrific," Mark said, finishing his wine.



"Thank you, I'm glad you enjoyed it,' she said,Ismgiwith pleasure.
When you had spent time preparing a meal it was ¢g@&now it was
appreciated. So often in the past he had eaterfooer without
seeming to notice what she'd put in front of him.

He poured himself another glass of wine, sippetetn said abruptly,
'‘By the way, I've been thinking... | wonder if skent you that
anonymous letter.'

'I'm sure she did.' She looked up and their eyds Merk grimaced.

'She really took me in, you know. | never suspeetbat she was
really like. She put on a very convincing perform@anShe seemed
such a nice girl. But when | told her we had tpsteeing each other
the mask came off. She threw herself at me, clomge like a limpet.’

He looked away, his face harsh. 'She even triggttane into bed.’

Sancha listened, unsurprised—wasn't that exactlatvahe had
pictured would happen when he told the other worhasmas over?

Mark said flatly, 'And when that failed she turneery nasty; she
tried to threaten me with lawyers- said she wasgto sue me and
she was going to sell her story to the newspapers!

Startled, Sancha asked anxiously, 'Do you thinkvgh@'

Mark's strongly moulded face tightened and his gngss flashed. 'l
don't give a damn what she does— and | doubt if reewspaper
would be in the least interested. After all, I'm some film star, or
anybody famous—and neither is she! Why should agylveant to
read about us? She was just trying to throw a so&vame.'

'l knew she wouldn't let you go easily," Sanchaspéred, her hand
clenching on the table.



Mark took hold of it between both of his, their wdh and strength
enclosing her cold, trembling fingers. 'Don't losk scared,' he
soothed. 'She can't hurt you, darling. | won'tiet'

He hadn't called her darling for a long, long tirSde gave him a
wavering smile, her eyes wide and brilliant, and®&miled back.

'‘Come on, now, eat your lunch before this chee®s gold! The
salad is really delicious too. | love the dressinghat is it?'

‘Just a French dressing —some of the raspberrygamkbrought
back from France last autumn added to olive oihwitlittle mustard
and honey.'

‘It makes all the difference to the salad. We cotildave eaten better
anywhere else. I'm glad we stayed at home.'

'So am |. We couldn't have talked properly in da@sant.' Or been so
honest with each other, she thought. '‘Mark, howaloreally think
this shareholders' meeting is going to go? Do himktyou and Frank
can get them to see that selling to Grainger cbald mistake?'

He lifted his shoulders in a wry shrug. 'We'll dor damnedest, but |
wouldn't bet on it. Grainger's offer is temptings Bhares are more
than twice as valuable as ours and the deal Hesngf them is a very
good one—looked at in a strictly neutral fashiohave to admit that.
| wish | could deny it.'

Hotly, Sancha said, 'But you and Frank have donmawsch to build
up the company! Surely they'll realise that? Youe¢gh worked so
hard, and they've just sat back and raked in fireiiit—if they sell
you out now it will be so unfair!’

He smiled at her. 'l couldn't agree more, but di@ders only think
about one thing—how much money they can make catcoimpany.



They don't even stop to think about the consequeefareeveryone
who works for it—the selling off of assets, all flob losses.’

'Will many people lose their jobs, then?' she ask®edously.

'Highly likely. In take-over situations, there anesually job
losses—starting at the top and going right on dtvenfirm.'

'If it comes to it... if... what will you do, Mark?

His face was grim, his mouth pale and tense. 'da,iget—but... we
might have to sell this house and get a smallerlomeafraid. And we
might have to move away from here, if | get a jathvanother firm.’

That was a shock, and she could see in his eyeb¢haas worried
about her reaction to this news, but so long ag tere together
nothing else mattered. She lifted her chin and danea reassuring
smile. 'Well, we've lived in smaller houses beféké&'ll manage.'

She saw the relief fill his face. "You won't mind?"
She grinned at him. 'lt could even be fun—liketetgragain!'

‘It might be, at that,' he agreed eagerly, there@skVhat time will
Martha be bringing the kids back?’

'She said late afternoon.’

‘That gives us plenty of time to...' He looked at through his black
lashes, his mouth curving in a faintly teasing sniifalk,' he finished
softly, with deliberate ambiguity.

Sancha felt her pulses begin to race. Talk wasamatt he had in
mind, his mocking eyes made that clear, and althaig had told
him firmly that she would not let him make loveher until she felt
sure she could trust him again, she knew how vabiershe was to



him, and was afraid Mark had guessed, too. Sheétdidam able to
hide her response whenever he came near her.

She brought out a bowl of fresh fruit when they liagshed their
meal, but Mark said he didn't want anything elseab—the salad had
been perfect, now he just wanted coffee.

'Il' bring it into the sitting-room. Go and sit @o. | won't be a
minute,' Sancha said, but Mark shook his head.

"'l help. It's ages since | did, | always usedtoemember?’

She remembered well. It seemed so long ago, tivssgdars of their
marriage, when even the dull routine of tidying ampd washing
dishes had been fun if they did it together.

He cleared the table and loaded the dishwashee\whé was making
the coffee and laying a tray, then he carried thg through to the
sitting-room for her.

Sancha sat down on the floor beside their low esféble and poured
two cups of black coffee; Mark put a tape of softsia on the music
centre and then walked over towards her, everylstdapok sending
shock waves through her. She was so intensely avdreing alone
with him that she couldn't look at him.

Hurriedly she held out his coffee. Mark gave heawrg twist of a
smile, his eyes telling her that he knew why she s@flushed, why
her hand shook as she gave him the cup.

She quickly got to her feet with her own coffee aahk into an
armchair. It seemed perfectly natural, she hopetlithvas a sort of
flight—she was inwardly running away as hard aschdd. Mark's
expression told her she wasn't fooling him for astant. He didn't
comment, though. He took the chair opposite hes, lbnhg legs



stretched out casually, his body folding back thi®deep comfort of
the seat.

The silence lingered; Mark's eyes were half closkdnberous, as if
he was already half asleep after their meal, yatetbing in his
hooded gaze made the haii on the back of her nedidga What was
he thinking? Sancha was so nervous she had toosastising to fill
the vacuum, distract him from whatever was on hisdm

'l hope the kids aren't too much of a handful fartia. She has often
had them for a few hours, but she isn't used tingopith them for a
whole day.'

'Oh, I'm sure she'll manage. She seems a very leapaman to me,’
Mark drawled, then drank some of his coffee, stdkching her over
the brim of the cup in a way that made her intgnaelare of him.

'It has been a lovely day so far,” Sancha saidilyusk
'So it has,' Mark drily agreed.
'‘And the kids love going to the zoo.'

He laughed. 'Maybe the zoo might even like to keee or two of
them? Flora, for instance? She seems to be unelengiression she's
a kangaroo—I'm sure they could find room for her.’

She gave him an uncertain look—sometimes shedelids hostile to
Flora, not as fond of her as he was of the two boys

But he grinned at her, so she knew it was juska,jand relaxed a
little.

‘They grow up so fast. In a couple of years Floithges to school and
| won't have anything to do all day.' For a secontivo the idea was
faintly depressing.



'If you're suggesting we have another baby, forgeMark said,
raising his dark brows incredulously. 'What youd&ea break from
looking after small children, surely?’

She groaned. 'Oh, yes, | seem to have done nodleegfor years! |
would like some of my life back, time for myselHer eyes
brightened. 'l might do an advanced photographyssoand start
work again, part- time. That would be fun.’

'‘Why not? You were a good photographer—a pity teteall that
talent. You've spent enough of your life lookingeafother people,
time to think about what you need.’

‘And if | was earning, too, it would help our butigéhat could be
useful, couldn't it?'

Mark gave her a surprised but thoughtful look. 'fl&ue. | hadn't
thought of you going back to work, but | must shg extra money
would be very useful—if Grainger does get the comypand | have
to look for another job.'

She felt a glow of pleasure at the thought of iarklooked much
happier now; the lines of strain and anxiety hateéfrom his face.
She got up and went to kneel down beside the ctdigle. 'More
coffee?’

Mark got up with his coffee-cup in his hand and jgubn the

coffee-table, but as Sancha reached for it Markt beside her and
reached for her. He moved faster than she did. fsahadn't been
expecting his move and was caught off balance, baad

outstretched.

She had known he would make some sort of passhaadhadnade up
her mind to react calmly and coolly, stay in cohtad the
situation—but the instant he touched her she f=itwhole body go
crazy. She was jangling from head to foot like alrakrm clock.



His hands linked behind her back and propelleddwards him. He
smiled into her wide, startled brown eyes. 'Stopkiog like a
petrified rabbit hypnotised by a snake every tineome near you!
Relax, Sancha. It's OK. In ease you've forgottemave married. It
isn't immoral for a husband to kiss his own wife!'

He brushed his mouth over hers; it was such a, llyief kiss it left
her frustrated. She wanted more. Her mouth clurigstut he lifted
his head to look into her eyes. 'See? That didmtt did it?"

She wasn't so sure about that. Pain wasn't asesiaspshe had once
thought; being kissed by a man you weren't sureoofd be very
painful. Pleasure held more pain than she'd espesied, too.

'‘Don't look at me like that,' Mark said sharplyda&mssed her eyelids,
so that she had to close them. His tongue-tip gdmnthshed her
lashes, sending waves of pleasure through hertifyhearess had an
extreme effect on her heartbeat, sending it inlstanto overdrive.
Her head swam and she felt dizzy, as if she wgnegdf] weightless,
helpless.

The next time she opened her eyes she found hdyself on her
back on the carpet. With a cry of dismay she loakgdnto Mark's
grey eyes. He was arched over her, his face irmvay.

'Oh! Mark...no..."

'Oh, Sancha, yes,' he mocked, leaning down clasérthe closer he
came the harder her heart beat, the faster hezgrds.

Dry-mouthed, she whispered, 'Please...'

'Please what, Sancha?' he asked softly. 'Pleasgdu® | was going
to, don't worry.'



His mouth descended as he said the last word;idh& dave time to
evade it, or struggle, and as soon as it had clogedher lips she was
lost. She no longer wanted to escape; she wantgd/¢oin to the
intensity of pleasure his kiss made her feel.

She closed her eyes herself that time, deliberatelting out the

world and all her anxieties and uncertainties. Wiag she fighting

him? Why resist what she wanted so badly? Her mquitrered and

parted under the hot pressure of his kiss; herdblmgan to sing in
her ears. She could hear nothing, see nothingslaadave herself up
to pleasure.

Her arms ran round his neck, pulling him closee shd her fingers
into his thick, dark hair, felt the shape of hisikkinder her caress,
held his head between her palms. Mark groaned,ingdwer silk
shirt, his fingers sliding inside, his palms cugpthe warm swell of
her breast.

His touch made the heat between them grow likeraafte. She could
hear him breathing raggedly, heard her own unsteaegthing. His
hands slid up under her skirt, higher and highed, @ deep, aching
need beat inside her.

She feverishly undid his shirt and kissed his rqugarm chest,
hearing wild bells ringing in her ears.

Mark swore.
Sancha opened her eyes dazedly. ‘What...?"'

That was when she realised the bells were notijuging in her ears.
The jangling sound filled the whole house.

Somebody was ringing the front doorbell.



‘Take no notice,"” Mark muttered, but a second I&&ncha heard
voices. Familiar, much loved voices. Calling her.

'Mummee... where are you? Mummee...'

'Oh, God, they're back,' Mark ground out betwesrtdeth. 'l thought
Martha promised to keep them out all day?’

Sancha hurriedly began dressing again, her firgfeaking as she slid
buttons back into buttonholes, pulled down hertskan her hand
over her tousled hair. By then one of the childras tapping on the
window of the sitting room. She knew they wouldi@table to see her
and Mark on the floor, but when she stood up sheldvoome into
their angle of vision, so she must be fully dredsefdre she stood up.

Mark began doing up his shirt, his mouth wry. "Wia$ea was it to
have children anyway?' he asked her as she scratablesr feet.

‘Yours," Sancha threw at him as she walked awaxyrsvthe front
door.

Mark groaned. 'l must have been crazy.'

When Sancha opened the front door Martha gave heareful,
apologetic smile. 'We had a little accident,' stiefessed. 'We had to
come back early, I'm afraid.'

She was carrying Flora wrapped in a car rug. Forief, terrible
second Sancha's heart missed a beat in terrorstigesaw that Flora
was not hurt. No, Flora was beatific, beaming at imether and
leaning forward eagerly to wind her arms aroundc8als neck.

Sancha took her from Martha and discovered whatafaaccident
Flora had had. Under the car rug, Flora was nd#edlovely red hair
was dripping wet jind tangled.



'l felled in a pond,' Flora gleefully informed her.

'I'm sorry,’ said Martha, watching. 'l only took raye off her for a
minute—I was buying them an icecream. | heard fiees$ as she fell
in... luckily it was very shallow. | fished her aalinost as soon as she
went in, but her clothes were drenched. | hadke them all off.'

'l got nothing on,' Flora said with a prim expressi'‘Auntie Marty
took all my clothes off.’

The boys were in the house, stampeding into thehért; Sancha
could hear Mark talking to them and their excitetces answering.

‘A bath for you, young lady,' she told Flora. 'Comend have some
tea, Martha.'

‘No, | think I'd better get home and have a batketfy| got my feet
wet, too,"' Martha said. 'I'm squelching in my shioes

Sancha laughed. 'Oh, I'm sorry—she's very naudiitgnk you for
putting up with them for a whole day! It was veogl of you.'

'l enjoyed it—even the unexpected paddle,’ Martdsaied her.
‘Say thank you to Auntie Martha," Sancha told Flora

‘Thank you,' Flora said, leaning forward to kissrtfla suddenly on
her nose.

Martha kissed her back. 'Goodbye, sweetheart.'" Bhensmiled at
Sancha. 'l can see the rest did you good. You'véaganore colour
now.'

Sancha blushed harder. Martha laughed and walkexy #&owards
her own home, and Sancha carried her squirminggchalaughter
upstairs to have a bath.



Later, angelic in her favourite pyjamas, coverethweddy bears and
little red hearts, Flora sat in her highchair eatierambled egg and
little fingers of toast while the boys, who had ledhs after her, and
were now in their pyjamas too, consumed plateffilbaked beans
and toast, still talking excitedly about their deythe zoo.

Mark sat at the table drinking a cup of tea, askimgm questions,
listening to their garbled answers. They were alrermoon to have
him there, competing with each other for his attent

Sancha wasn't saying much. She concentrated amgstbait they all
ate their food and drank their orange juice withauoy of the usual
mishaps. Even Flora didn't spill anything; her s perfectly clean
when Sancha took it off before carrying her uped.b

By seven o'clock all the children were fast aslehausted by the
pleasures of their day.

Sancha came back downstairs and found Mark inithiegsroom,
watching football on television, his feet proppeg¢p ©vn the
coffee-table, his dark head back against his armdhia long body
totally relaxed and comfortable. She stood in tleerdiay for a
moment, unnoticed, staring at him and feeling asagon of pure
happiness. For the first time in many months, aswight with her
little world.

Then she remembered that in a few hours theywouold be going to
bed, and pulses sprang up all over her body.

Mark looked up, his eyes narrowing as he absorkeéxpression. A
mocking little smile curved his lips.

'l know what you're thinking,' he whispered, and blushed.

'l was wondering what you might like for suppeng died.



'Liar," he said, grinning. 'Why not some take-awhy,save you
having to cook again? It won't take me ten minutedrive to the
Chinese restaurant and back.'

‘That would be fun! We haven't done that for ages.'

‘There are a lot of things we haven't done for addsrk murmured,
his eyes half hooded, teasingly watching her catoune and go. 'We
must make sure we do them all,' he added delidgrate

Sancha pretended not to get the implications. dlgssiae said, 'l
fancy some sweet and sour chicken, and fried rideegg and peas.'

Mark stretched, his arms raised over his headphig legs and lean
body gracefully sexy in the gesture. 'That's noatwhfancy,’ he
teased. '‘But OK-and I'll get some lamb and gregpees in black
bean sauce.' You like that, too, don't you?"

She nodded. 'Shall | make some green tea to gatwaghwould you
rather have wine?"

‘Tea,' he decided, without hesitation, gettingisoféet.

He left immediately and Sancha laid the table enkitchen for two.

She set out their Chinese bowls and chopstickdetigaree larger
bowls in the oven, and put two candles in the nadafl the table

while she waited for the kettle to boil for the gmetea. She had
already scattered the black leaves of tea in thteinamf her porcelain
Chinese teapot, decorated like the bowls with siylak figures and
lotus flowers.

Mark was back just ten minutes later; as soon asishrd his key in
the door Sancha poured the boiling water on théet@aes sb that the
fragrance of the infusing tea filled the room.



After handing her the large brown paper carrier bafpod Mark
wrinkled his nose, inhaling the scent of the tea.

‘Smells good.' He washed and dried his hands andosan at the
table as Sancha poured the food into the pre-hé&awts. Mark had
also bought a bag of prawn crackers, a dish of dhihinese
vegetables and some fried spring rolls.

‘There's enough here for six!" she said, helpingkMa rice but
leaving him to help himself to whatever else he tedn

'It's a small banquet,’ he agreed with satisfactlagot hungry once |
smelt the food in the restaurant. | did think oftigg Peking duck,
too, but I'd have had to wait longer.' He took@aditea, closing his
eyes. 'Mmm... delicious.’

They didn't hurry over the meal, and when they fiv@dhed cleared
the table and loaded the dishwasher together. $hanha sent Mark
into the sitting-room while she made coffee. Whiea went through
with it she found him glued to football again; thisie the sports
news was on television and he wanted to know thatref the match
he had been watching earlier.

As soon as the news was over a film started, amg ¢ht watching
that for a couple of hours, but Sancha hardly edtwhat happened
in it; she was thinking about the night ahead. Bauk she felt her
heart race and heat flood her body.

At,ten o'clock she got up. 'l think I'll have alb&iefore bedtime,' she
said, not meeting Mark's eyes.

'‘See you soon,' he said softly, and she almostwanof the room.

She took her time over her bath, a long, slow soakagrantly
scented water, and took her time towelling herseif, too. She
dropped a delicate white silk and lace nightdress ber head, and



over that a matching throat-to-toe robe, which fedmvith lace.
After brushing her damp hair she used her favotiigmch perfume,
one Mark had chosen for her that Christmas.

He must be in their bedroom by now, she thoughenomw the
bathroom door, but as she walked across the larstiedpeard Mark's
voice downstairs.

Sancha froze. Who was he talking to? Was there soendownstairs
with him, or was he on the phone? She leaned treebalustrade to
look down into the hall and felt her stomach tuwerin shock and
pain.

Mark stood just below her with a woman in his arfsvoman with
blonde hair. Jacqui Farrar.



CHAPTER SEVEN

SANCHA was rooted to the spot for a few seconds, statown at
them, almost wondering if she was seeing thingsel$uhis was a
nightmare, a bad dream. It couldn't really be hapye Thatwoman
couldn't be here, imer house, wearing just a tiny dark red sill
dress—more like a slip, actually- hanging from bare shoulders
from tiny ribbonlike straps, the material skimmingr body, the hem
way above her knees, showing lots of thigh. Sancbk in the way
the other woman's clinging arms clutched Mark'sknéer body
leaning against his while she kissed him passibnate

Sancha almost pinched herself to make sure shewalke. Maybe
she was fantasising this scene? She kept imagWarg kissing this
other woman, maybe that was what she was doing now.

She closed her eyes, then looked again—and theg sidr there,
below her, in the hall. The blonde girl was sobhbuogv. 'Oh, Mark...
you're making me so unhappy. You can't just dumpnm&—not
now. | tion't believe you don't still love me.'’

Huskily Mark said, 'Don't, Jacqui. Don't cry likeat." And his hands
closed on the girl's slender waist as iLto draweéwan closer.

Sancha flinched; no, she wasn't imagining anythittge-pain of this
was far too real to be a dream, or even a nightmare

The agony of facing reality made her head explglef a bomb had
gone off inside her. She ran down the stairs larayfof silk and lace,

almost tripping over the long skirts of her nigless and robe, her
eyes burning with unshed tears and impotent rage.

Mark heard the sound of her running feet and puiellonde away
from him. He turned, his face flushed, with an egsion of what
Sancha knew had to be guilt in his eyes.



She looked at him contemptuously. 'Yes, it's me-d lare actually
caught you with her this time, haven't I? Did ybink | was still in
my bath, or waiting for you in bed? No, you've beatucky, Mark. |
saw her in your arms. | heard the two of you.'

'‘We'll talk when she's gone,' Mark said curtly, blo¢ wasn't going to
let him talk her round. Not this time.

‘How dare you?' she burst out, her voice shakimghararse. 'Right
under my nose! Kissing her, in my own home!" Shalbwed, only
just keeping back her tears. 'Oh, how could youki¥ta

'l wasn't kissing her!'

'l saw you!" He was still trying to he. That mads leven angrier.
What a half-wit he must think her, if he hoped taka her doubt the
evidence of her own eyes!

"You sawher kissingme!'he snapped, his face tense.

'l didn't see you resisting! You were holding hgitlhe waist, pulling
her closer.'

'l was trying to push her away.’

She gave an angry bark of disbelieving laughtey.yBu think | was
born yesterday? | know what | saw.’

"That's just it—you don't! You saw her with her @armound my neck,
you saw her kissing me—but you did not see merkisker back. |
wasn't kissing her back, so you can't have seen it!

'‘Oh, Mark, how can you say that?' the blonde gmbkb in
passionately, looking up at him with wounded eyes.



She was very pretty, Sancha thought, staring, gakineverything
about her, and very young. Her hair wasn't natytatbnde; Sancha
could see that close up. Nature had made her seteqrhere and
there you could glimpse dark roots. She had a goog: slender but
curvy, the breasts high and firm, the waist titng kegs well-shaped.
She hadn't had any babies to spoil the shape dirkasts or give her
stretch marks on her stomach.

There was something about her Sancha did notHineever—and it

was not just her blatant chasing of Sancha's haslsensing she was
being watched, Jacqui Farrar slid her a sideways & that minute,

and Sancha caught the gleam of malice in her ylee. &here was an
acquisitive curve to her hot red mouth, too. Thst impression of

youth, sweetness, innocence was fading alreadg. Was a woman

out hunting, and her prey was Sancha's husbandsiBitwasn't

getting him. Not if Sancha could help it.

'Whatever he's told you, he lied," the blonde §aid. 'He loves me.
We've been having an affair for months.'

In a deep, angry voice, Mark muttered. 'Go backaiss Sancha, let
me deal with this. We can talk later. Now not."'

She turned on him, her face cold. 'We'll talk novsa not leaving
you alone with her." Then fire broke through the af her manner.
‘You lied to me! You told me you were never in lovgh her, and
you told me it was all over!

'Itis," he said curtly.

'‘No, it isn't,' the blonde girl denied, looking $&ncha with a hatred
which was entirely mutual.

Sancha wanted to kill her. She was very angry M#rk, but she
hated this woman who was trying to destroy her iage;, wreck her
life, hurt her children. The other girl was youngoagh to find



someone else—why was she so set on stealing anathrean's
husband?

'It is," Mark repeated, his face set and bleaknébant every word |
said, Jacqui. Please believe me. It's over, coelgland for ever.'

The blonde looked up at him, her lower lip tremglitYou don't love
her! If you did, you would never have started sgame! You were
bored with her— bored with being married, with y&ids. You were
going to leave her, divorce her!

Had he promised her that? Sancha thought, her stomiaurning
with sickness.

As if she could read Sancha's expression, the atberan turned to
her. 'He told me he was leaving you. He swore tdhenevould leave
you,' she said bitterly. 'He said your marriage oy, that he hadn't
slept with you for months and never would again!'

It all had such a ring of truth; Sancha didn't wanbelieve her, but
she couldn't help it.

‘You told her that?' she said in a low, shaking&plooking at Mark
with accusing eyes. 'How could you? Youd talk to her about
me—about us! You said you hadn't but you were lying

Mark took a sharp, angry breath. 'Keep your voioerd for God's
sake, or you'll wake the children!

‘You're a bit late with your concern for them, argau? It apparently
didn't bother you when you were thinking of leaving, walking out
on than!

Through his teeth, Mark said, 'We can't talk heréhe hall, or they'll
hear every word. Do you want that?’



'Of course | don't!" Sancha angrily walked awap itfite sitting-room
and Mark followed her. Jacqui Farrar rushed afirer, her brief skirts
flaring around her thighs. She must be cold, consingso skimpily
dressed late at night, Sancha thought irrelevantly.

Mark switched on the light and stood in the midollehe room, his
shoulders back, his hands jammed into his pocket#ronting her.
Very quietly, he said, 'Sancha, take no noticengtlang she says. If
you let her, she'll have us at each other's thrdata't let her
sidetrack you into a row with me—that's what shetwaCan't you
see that?'

'l just want you to admit the truth,' Jacqui sésdrs coming into her
eyes and rolling down her pale cheeks. "You love+yeu know you

do. You don't love her, not any more—if you eved.dit's your

marriage that's over and that's the truth. | kn@u gay you can't
afford to get divorced and then have to pay heefralgnony, but it is

me you love, not her!" Sancha felt as if she had just been kicked
the stomach. She looked at Mark in anguish. 'I$ Wit you told

her? Is that why you'xe staying with me? Becausecan't afford a
divorce?'

Her mind was working overtime, adding it all up asmming to a
conclusion she found very painful. It made sense.hdd said the
firm were having financial problems, and if thikesover went ahead
Mark might soon be out of a job.

If they got divorced he would lose this house—iswae matrimonial
home, and any settlement would award it to hertaenl children, to
keep the family together. Apart from that, Mark Jubaertainly have
to pay her a large part of his income every moditgrce was an
expensive business.

He ran his hand through his black hair with a fusiofrustrated
gesture.



'‘No! For heaven's sake, Sancha, she's lying. Takenatice of
anything she says. You'd have to be blind not éovgeat she's up to!
It's the old tactic—divide and rule. Don't let lggt away with it.'

'Has he told you he still loves you?' the blondéagked Sancha. 'If
he did, he's lying. He promised me that if | wembed with him he
would leave you, get a divorce and marry me. Hesdboéove you,

not any more. But then he did some sums, | supfose realised
divorce would cost him too much, so he told me ae to stop seeing
each other. But he said he still loved me, not'you.

Sancha thought back over everything Mark had salekt during the
last couple of days and her heart sank. He hacdhdaig but one thing
he hadn't said. He hadn't told her he still loved fhere could be
only one reason for that. He hadn't been able to he

Mark watched her eyes fill with pain and his frodeepened. "That's
enough!" he exploded, walking to the door. 'Yol&gaving. Now,
Jacqui! And don't come back. Stay away from my hameémy wife.
It won't do you any good, any of this—I told yois ibver and | meant
it. I'm sorry if | hurt you. I shouldn't have stagtseeing you. It was all
a stupid mistake, and I'm sorry, but it's over rnow.

He went out, leaving the door wide open, but trenté girl didn't
follow. 'Whatever he tells you it will be a liehs hissed at Sancha.
'‘We've been lovers for months. He doesn't love iA&s only staying
with you because he can't afford a divorce just.rnewhat what you
want? A husband who loves someone else but isxgtayith you just
to fend off a divorce?'

Sancha wanted to put her hands over her earshéuwtasn't going to
let Jacqui Farrar see how much she had hurt hetedd she turned
her back on the other woman and walked over théagth, staring at
the silver-framed photographs which were arrangbdve the
fireplace. They were a reflection of her life wktark—the laughing



faces of their children, holiday snaps, and hermeatf Mark on their
wedding day, their bodies warmly leaning on eadhetas they
posed for the photographer, smiling into the caméaking so
happy it hurt to see it now. She had been so bligsinaware that
marriage could hold pain as well as joy.

'You may keep him, but you'll always know he's mimehis heart!
Jacqui Farrar said, and Sancha swung round fuyiousl|

'‘No, he's mine! He's my husband and the fatherythidren. He
belongs with us and you aren't getting him. Youvkfieom the start
that he was married—why did you go after him?'

'l didn't go after him! | didn't need to—we fell iove.'

Sancha gave her a scornful smile. 'No, that's.aYleei may have
fooled Mark but you don't fool me. You're the typewoman who
always wants what another woman has got. That's kelafly gives
you a kick, isn't it? Stealing another woman's m#ou're an
emotional kleptomaniac...'

Very flushed, the other girl snarled, 'And what am@u, then?
Hanging on to a man you know doesn't love you.vddd you got
any self-respect?'

'l shouldn't talk about self-respect, if | were y¥ou're pretty enough
to get a man of your own. Why did you have to cleas&n you knew
belonged to someone else? And don't try to kidhmaeéit was Mark

who did the chasing. | don't believe it. It's cafstlear to me that you
were after him from the minute you got that jobhaliim. You only

got somewhere because our marriage was going thibad patch.
Well, all that's over now. We're together again.’

‘Until the next time he gets bored with you!" Jadgarrar sneered,
just as Mark strode back into the room.



'l thought | told you to go?' He looked from ondhe other of them,
frowning as he saw Sancha's disturbed face. "Wéia¢'deen saying
now?'

'l just told her the truth—that you love me, not.néu know you do,
Mark!" Jacqui Farrar's face filled with appeal ahé put out a hand to
him, pleading with him, but Mark just shook his tighis face bleak.

'‘What does it take to get a message home to yas“iter, Jacqui.
I'm sorry it ever started. I'm sorry if | hurt ydayt you shouldn't have
come here tonight, upsetting my wife—now, will yplease go
before | lose my temper?'

He grabbed her by the arm and began pulling heartdsvthe door.

'‘Let go of me!" the blonde yelled, and Sancha fflew; afraid the
children would wake up. She didn't want them torfayy of this. It
might damage them for life. She and Zoe had haentemwho loved
each other; that love had given a warm securitthéir childhood.
She wanted her children to have a happy childhoddak back on,
too.

'‘Get your hands off me! Don't think you're gettind of me this
easily,' Jacqui Farrar threatened. 'l haven'thimiswith you yet.'

‘Well, I've finished with you!" Mark told her witangry vehemence,
hustling her out of the room into the hall. Thentr@loor opened,
there was a brief sound of scuffling, and thenftbet door slammed
shut. Silence followed and Sancha closed her spesldering.

The other woman had gone, but she had left behimangle of
disturbing thoughts and feelings. Sancha couldket ther, but she
couldn't help feeling sorry for her. Jacqui Famaght have chased
Mark deliberately, might be the type who was extitg the idea of
stealing a man from another woman, but she hadlldxark, that
much was unquestionable—Sancha had seen the pas$ieneyes,



heard the pain in her voice. The other woman hash baurt, too.
Mark had hurt them both.

He walked back into the room and Sancha felt hemding behind
her, could almost hear the whir of his mind ashioaight out what to
say to her, how to soothe her.

'‘No more lies, Mark,' she whispered. 'l've had gholying. | can't
bear any more.’

His voice was quiet and firm. 'l haven't lied touyd told you the
exact truth. The lying was done by Jacqui. Fromwhag you talked
to her just now | thought you had realised that @as never going
to let me go without a fight. You said that youfsahd you were
right.’

‘Whatever she has done, she's been hurt, too. thedyust now! She
really fell for you, Mark."'

'Oh, for heaven's sake, Sancha. Don't waste yauropi her! She
came here to make trouble, and she succeeded, shéef?

'‘How can | believe you when you've hidden so mudmfme all
these months?' Sancha turned and looked at himbitigrness.

Mark's black brows jerked together; his face wasé¢eand hard, and
so was his voice. 'l stopped hiding anything yester You know
everything that happened now.'

‘Do 1? How can | be sure of that? How do | know twieally went on
between you and that woman? You claim you neveut sigh her,

but she says you did. You claim you didn't talk @hme to her, but
she says you did. Which of you am | to believe, h?ar

He was pale now, his eyes underlined with dark eivadiis mouth a
tight, white line.



"You've known me all these years—and you can aaiR’‘the bit out,
his hands clenched at his sides.

She slowly shook her head. 'I'm not so sure | dowkiyou. I'm
beginning to think | never really knew you at all.'

'‘Funny, | was thinking the same about you!' he aret.

Sancha was afraid she was going to burst into taarsninute, and
she would hate him to see how much he was hureng'm tired and
I've had enough. I'm going to bed," she said, wglkbwards the
door, her face averted from him. She needed timgetoover the
emotional shocks of today. 'You can sleep in tfeespoom tonight,’
she muttered over her shoulder.

‘Like hell I will!" Mark broke out, his lips curledack in a snarl.

She stiffened in alarm at the tone of his voice viauldn't show him
she was afraid of him. lifting her head in defiasbe hurried out of
the room and crossed the hall towards the staes,ldng skirts
rustling silkily around her bare legs.

Mark came after her silently, running, and the baithe back of her
neck stood up. She began running, too, up thesstait before she
got to the top Mark caught up with her. His arm twexind her waist,
pulling her up, off the ground, her feet kickings lother arm slid
under her knees, lifting her up high, against hisst.

'‘Put me down, Mark, you'll drop me,' she whispeaddid of waking

the children. The house was so quiet now that J&@quar had gone,
but it was a misleading quiet; the emotions betwleenand Mark
were still charged and dangerous.

He didn't answer. Striding across the landing, laéked into their
bedroom, closing the door with his foot.



'‘Put me down!" Sancha told him angrily, and he gegpher on her
bed; she always slept in the one nearest the datwas she could get
in and out of the room fast if a child called her the night.

Everything in her life seemed to have been arranigegears, to fit

in with the needs of her children— never her owadse or Mark's.

She had thought that that was normal, natural,othlg sensible

arrangement.

She had been so wrong.

Her head whirling from the sudden descent, sheddalp at Mark to
protest and saw that he was getting undressetlunrg, shedding his
clothes in all directions—on the floor in a heapme flung across a
chair.

‘You're not sleeping in here tonight!" Sancha totd, sitting up.

'‘Oh, yes, | am, and in that bed, too,' Mark sardugh his teeth, and
the dangerous flash of his eyes made her pulsps ski

She had to look away because he was naked nowesndduth had
gone dry. It wasn't easy to look away—she wantéalak at him very

badly. The other night when she had walked intcsfrege room and
seen him getting naked into bed she had achedoto dod look,

yearned to touch him, and Mark had made it cleatithe't want her.

That had hurt; rejection always did hurt.

The irony was that he wouldn't reject her tonidgat,from it. It was

obvious what was on his mind and she had to stop lbut she knew
that wasn't what she wanted to do. She wanteduichtbim, caress
that powerful male body, feel his warm skin under tngertips, the
roughness of dark hair curling down his chest,flliestomach, the
strong hips, the muscled thighs.



But she had to keep him at arm's length until stemkfor sure what
had happened between him and Jacqui Farrar, anthevher not
their relationship was really over for good.

'l mean it, Mark! I'm not sleeping with you.' Sherhedly began to
slide off the other side of the bed, but his hacaisght her by the
waist and dragged her backwards.

‘Don't fight me, Sancha. | warn you, I'm not playgames tonight,’
he muttered, pushing her down on the bed agaimianiihg over her.

'‘Neither am I!'" She looked angrily up at him, ahért wished she
hadn't, because that one glimpse made her wholethaa boneless.
She shut her eyes, feeling as if she was sinkiagdifhthat was out of
control. Any second now it would reach the bottama &rash, and
she would be broken in pieces. What had happenedeto
self-respect? She was weak and trembling—havingsbiiose had
turned her into a jellyfish—and she was breathingfast and

raggedly that she knew he must hear it, and woualowkwhat it

meant.

Mark slowly undid the ribbons tying her robe. hsstnew, too?' he
asked her huskily. 'l love the way the lace dodsd#& your nipples.'
His head came down and his tongue probed sensutbuslygh the
lace.

Her breath caught. 'Don't!" What he was doing vaasdo enjoyable.

One of his hands cupped her breast, pushing ibupat her warm,
bare flesh showed above the silk.

‘Considering you've had three babies, your breastsamazing,' he
murmured, his mouth exploring. '‘Better now tharytiwere when we
first met; they were quite tiny then. They're musdxier now. |

remember watching you feeding Flora just after whs born, and
envying her.'



His mouth opened softly around her nipple and Sandhaled
sharply at the sensation of having him suck at 8bBe had always
enjoyed breastfeeding her babies; his mouth tempéedand she
couldn't deny she was enjoying what he was doiagsie mustn't let
him do this to her. Not yet.

But the pleasure was so intense that she couldsit pim away. She
wanted to stroke his hair, hold him to her, givesk# up to him.

Women had that fatal flaw—some deeply buried instimeakened
them when they knew they were needed, made thegptekslto fight

the seduction of having a man at their breast,dikaby, pleading for
the comfort of their body.

'l need you,' Mark whispered, his hands slidingarriter nightdress,
between her thighs, sending a shudder of desioaghrher.

But desire wasn't enough. She wanted him to loveSancha tensed,
half sitting up, pushing him away.

'Stop it, Mark! | haven't forgotten Jacqui Farfaron't let you make
love to me until | know for sure what really happdrbetween the
two of you and I'm certain it's over for good.'

'l told you...'

‘Yes, but that was before | saw her in your arms!’
‘She threw herself at me—I didn't have time to duck
It isn't a joke, Mark!

'l wasn't being funny. | meant that—I opened tloaffidoor to her and
the next thing | knew she had her arms round mi aad was trying
to kiss me.'



‘And succeeding!

'l was not kissing her, Sancha. It was all onegsithow many times
do I have to tell you?' He sat up, scowling, anel Istirriedly looked
away from his naked body. Leaning over, she puhedduvet off his
bed and threw it to him.

'‘We can't talk properly until you cover yourseltdprap yourself in
this!'

His hard eyes mocked her angrily. 'What's the ma®ancha? Does
it distract you to see me naked?"'

'It makes it hard to have a serious discussior!'agtmitted, flushing.

His gaze ran slowly, sensuously over her. 'It isx&ctly easy for me
to concentrate, either, when you look like that.'

Her throat began to beat with a disturbing pulsarkvkmiled at her,
looking satisfied, as if he could read her reactiven got up, the
muscles in his long, supple body lazily ripplingresthrew his duvet
back on his bed then walked over to the wardrobdirtd a
dressing-gown.

Sancha hurriedly took the opportunity to slide domside her covers
and pull her own duvet up to cover most of her. Marned, tying
the belt of his dressing-gown, and threw her agilance.

'Feeling safer now?' He came back and sat on tpe @cher bed, far
too close to her. 'Do we have to have this sergissussion now,
Sancha? | don't know about you, but I'm tired; thas been a long
and very difficult day.'

‘We keep putting off discussing you and that woman

'l've told you all there is to know!'



'‘No, Mark. | don't believe that now. | saw your dawhen | came
down the stairs. You looked guilty— now why woulouyfeel guilty
unless you had been her lover?’

His voice was rough. 'How many times do | haveelbytou? Why
don't you believe me? | was never her lover, néudel paused,
frowning heavily. 'l admit | do feel guilty, though's all my fault—I
should never have let myself drift into dating It&ne believed it was
serious, and | let her believe that. | liked herletal might even have
fallen in love with her if we had gone on seeingheather much
longer.'

‘Are you sure you weren't in love?' Jealousy maelevbice thick,
made her throat burn.

He sighed. 'No, Sancha. If you hadn't been in thg Wmight have

fallen in love with her, but | didn't. | even triga make myself feel as
much for her as she did for me, but | couldn'tmy enjoyed being

able to relax with her, talk about work, about thenpany problems.
| used to talk to you about all that, but you nelvad time any more,
and | needed to talk to someone.'

She gave him a scathing look. 'Oh, really? Funay ylou picked a
very sexy girl to talk to! Unless you'd secretlptight of having an
affair?'

He groaned. 'How many more times do | have toywmll? | didn't!
Not in the beginning. That's the trouble with lcafairs. The first
step is dangerously easy to take. You have dirogather, you talk
about work, about your problems, and it's dowrfndin thai on—a
primrose path which can end in hell, for somebody.’

It had been hell for her ever since she'd got dmanymous letter.
When had that been? She couldn't remember now. &gk no



meaning any more. It seemed like weeks ago, lmdutd only be a
matter of days.

Mark said flatly, 'Sancha, | swear to you, | diditdrt out meaning to
have an affair with her.’

'‘What did you intend, then? A meaningful friendshipler bitter
sarcasm made his face tighten. He looked at haklyle

'‘Please believe me, Sancha. | didn't realise winaisl getting myself
into at first, and by the time | did realise thengers, it was too late/

‘Too late to stop?' she asked, her face white paih. She couldn't
bear the agony of hearing him talk about what Feggpbned between
him and Jacqui Farrar, and yet she had to knowag eating her
inside, not knowing.

He ran his hands over his face as if to wipe dafténsion holding his
features rigid. In a low voice he muttered. 'Na, that. It's all over, |
promise you that—but, Sancha, that poor girl igsihgmow, because
of me. That's why | feel so guilty. | should nevave let it go on; |
should have stopped seeing her as soon as | kalse was...
serious.’

‘Yes, you should," Sancha said, half abstract&tte believed him;
he was too serious to be lying. The trouble washstte something
else to worry about now. Jacqui Farrar had screaahéer, "You'll
always know he's mine..." And then she had salihven't finished
with you yet...'

She might merely have been making empty threatsusecshe was
hurt and angry—but what if she'd been serious? Wioald she be
planning right now?

Mark's hands dropped; she saw his set face, hibrgoayes. He was
worried about the blonde girl, too/



'She isn't giving up,' Sancha said in a voice guatered. "You know
that. I'm scared, Mark. She's obsessed with yourgainder her

skin, and obsessed people lose all sense of propoghe might do
anything.'

'‘Don't let your imagination run away with you!" Baid, sounding
very calm, but his eyes told her he was far moraocais than he
wanted to admit. He knew Jacqui Farrar and whatvse capable
of— but he didn't want Sancha to worry about her.

"You know I'm not imagining things!' she whispered.

Mark grimaced. 'What can she do?' he said. 'Sodsngpu and | are
back together again, what can Jacqui do to hutt us?

'l don't know, Mark," Sancha said slowly. 'l jusiokv she'll try.'



CHAPTEREIGHT

MARK sat in grim silence for a moment, his face taahc®a saw the
lines on his face and the weariness in his eyeas,said anxiously,
*You look tired and so am I. Go to bed, Mark.'

He looked at her mutely, then at the other bed) wiguestion in his
eyes that she read with no difficulty, but she $hber head. 'No. |
think you'd better sleep in the spare room tonigbn't you? We need
time to get over what's happened. It's too soon.Hélee to get to
know each other again first.'

'How long do you expect me to wait?' he asked, antlundertone of
anger.

'Oh, Mark, how can | set a time limit on it? Wé&Hhow when the
moment comes.’

‘Sancha..." he murmured huskily, putting out hischa

They looked at each other in silence. He was asKing her that
guestion, pleading without words, and Sancha fouhadrd to say no
again. But Flora chose that moment to cry out in $leep, and
Sancha at once tensed, turning her head to listently.

Was Flora having one of her nightmares? But aftat bne little
whimper silence fell again.

‘She certainly knows how to pick her times!" Marlttared, his hand
dropping to his side again.

'It's difficult to talk with the children around8ancha said huskily.
Even more difficult to enjoy lovemaking when your&e&onstantly
afraid of being interrupted by a child calling yahe thought, or,
even worse, having a child running into the bedradnhe wrong
moment. The need to be quiet while you were malamg, the fear



of being overheard by one of your children madeatd to give
yourself up to passion. Hadn't that been one of#uses of their drift
apart?

The state of being 'in love' didn't last for eveflluminated the first
year or two of marriage, like a rainbow, but thenldlife dimmed
that light and you were usually too busy to notiwbat was
happening.

Slowly love changed, became less intense, theesxeitt went and
what you had left, if you were lucky, was love ltseordinary,
everyday love without the highs and lows of beinddve'.

Maybe that's where our marriage went wrong? thouggmcha.
Maybe everyday love isn't enough for Mark? He stdhts that early,
excited feeling?

Mark said slowly, 'We need a few days togethemealavithout them.
Do you think Zoe might...?"

She laughed, imagining her sister's reaction ifsiggested it. 'No!
Oh, no. Zoe finds them too much work, and I thihk's positively
scared of Flora at times.’

He pulled a face. 'Well, I'm not surprised—she ssane, too. She's a
ferocious infant.'

Indignantly Sancha protested, 'How can you say’tBae's a pet.'

‘A pet with very messy habits. Five minutes of Bland the house is
atip! She sits in that playpen of hers and huays &ll over the room.’

Sancha couldn't deny that, and laughed.

"That's why she goes on doing it!" Mark said driBecause you and
Martha sit there laughing at her tricks.'



'Martha adores her.'

Mark looked thoughtful. 'So she does. | wonderauld shehave her
and the boys for a whole weekend?'

Sancha thought about it, her face brightening. (Sigit. She enjoys
having them for a few hours. And if Zoe agreed étplout—if she
took the boys out on the Saturday, for instancachvh think she
would do because she finds them easier to handle...

‘Your sister certainly has a way with the opposér,’ Mark said with
amusement. 'Even the little ones.’

Sancha laughed. 'She always has had! Even whenese nsally
small | can remember the effect Zoe had on boysyTiever even
noticed me. | was just a neatoid schoolgirl. Zoes wae one who
made their eyes pop before she even got into lkeestd never had
that effect on any of the boys at school.'

‘They must have been blind, then!" Mark said, lagkat her through
his lashes and smiling as her colour rose. 'l néa@ked twice at
Zoe.'

Sancha remembered. It had annoyed Zoe to reahs@/idwk wasn't
remotely interested. Sancha had been afraid hedWallifor Zoe the
minute he met her, as so many of Sancha's boygiead before him,
but Mark hadn't seemed to notice Zoe at all.

‘That's why she's never married, of course,’” Maikl glrily. 'She
could never be satisfied with just one man. Shesligueues of them
standing in line.'

Sancha was taken aback. 'That isn't very nice, MesKust that Zoe
has never met the right man yet.’



He smiled at her. 'Your sister's OK, I've learnlike her more, but |
see her more clearly than you do. She's very piotny; self-centred.
She's always been able to have almost any manaiis v8o she can
never make up her mind about any of them—she kéeping
something better will come along.’

Sancha frowned, thinking about that and wonderirigeihad hit on
something. It had often puzzled her that Zoe hagmmarried and
yet always had men around.

‘Anyway,"' Mark said, 'to get back to a more inténgssubject... Will
you talk to Martha and Zoe and try to get thorwawk out some way
of taking care of the kids for a weekend?'

'‘Well, | might talk to than on Monday,' she saiovdly, but she was a
little hesitant. They had been so good alreadyh eaAthem. Zoe had
had Flora for half a day, and Martha had had adiglchildren today.

Mark said eagerly, 'It would be great if Martha kcbhave the kids
next weekend, if she can manage that—the soonéetiher.'

A little more colour crept up her face and she Eblway from the
demanding brilliance of his eyes. It would be ssyea give in now,

forget what had happened with Jacqui Farrar. Tlastwhat one part
of her wanted to do—badly. But another part of kregw that their

marriage would only survive if they both felt thense, both wanted
to make it work.

'‘Martha did have them today, remember," Sanchanigedi him, and
he sighed.

'‘Well, see what she says.’

'OK." She looked at her watch. 'I'm very tired, Kdte got up, then
leaned down to kiss her lightly, very softly, or timouth.



‘Goodnight, Sancha.’

‘Goodnight,' she whispered, fighting to stay inteoln She must not
give in now.

He stood there for a few seconds, watching hem tieductantly
picked up his clothes and walked out of the roohe @watched him
go with longing, aching to call him back, inviterhinto her bed, but
knowing that it was far too soon. She was too nemnfdiscovering
what had been going on, and still not quite certderk had not
totally betrayed her.

There had been a betrayal—no question of that. adketihought, at
least, of becoming Jacqui Farrar's lover, and hmosi had
done—and Sancha had to get over the pain of thatéosehe could
forgive and forget. How could they be happy agéiner head was
full of doubts and uncertainties?

But was she taking a terrible risk? She knew shddvather die than
lose Mark, yet she was hesitating. Wasn't it cra&g@n't she risking
losing him by making him wait like this? Jacqui fearhadn't gone
away, hadn't accepted the situation—she was owt tmmewhere,
brooding, planning her next mov&hewould never make Mark wait;
she would grab him, if she could, without a secohdsitation.

Wasn't that what she, herself, ought to do?

But a marriage needed a firm bedrock of trust amd-+—you couldn't
build a life together on anything less.

Sancha put out the light and lay in the dark listgrio the silence in
the house, the breathing of her family in theireplelt satisfied
something in her nature to have them all here)ysafeder the same
roof, the man and the children who made up herdyevho needed
her as much as she needed them.



That was what she had forgotten for a while, siloea's birth! She
had been so fixated on the children's need forthmershe had lost
sight of Mark's needs, her own need for him. Noat tehe had
remembered, she would make sure she never forgot.ag

She woke up with the delicious fragrance of cofifdleer nostrils, and
slowly opened her drowsy eyes to find Mark sittmg her bed in
morning sunlight. He was fully dressed in a swadtsind jeans.

Startled, Sancha sat up. 'What time is it?' Nowvgae wide awake,
her responsibilities rushed in on her as usuabrafl' she thought
aloud, her eyes worried.

'Is downstairs, in her playpen,” Mark said reasglyi 'With the
boys, watching a cartoon on television. | broughti yome coffee
and toast. | had my breakfast with the kids.' He beat a plate with a
slice of buttered toast on it and Sancha tooloiwkt.

'You got their breakfast?' Her eyes were wide witmedulity.

'No need to sound so surprised. | made their pgperich the
microwave—the instructions were very simple, naghitew up and,
although | admit a lot of die porridge got onto r@doand her
highchair, she ate quite a bit too and seemed jmy drerself.' He
looked at her, grinning. 'Eat your toast beforgeits cold.'

She bit into it, suddenly hungry. Mark had drawa tlirtains and the
sun was streaming into the room.

She caught sight of herself in the dressing-tabkeom her tawny
hair was dishevelled, her face pink from sleep nigintdress slipping
off one shoulder, leaving a lot of her pale skireb&Vhatdid she look
like?



Mark caught her hurried sideways glance and griratelder. "You
look very sexy," he murmured, reading her mindnly wish | would
join you.'

Her colour deepened, her breathing abruptly fagésy, unsteady and
ragged.

His eyes mocked her. 'But | suppose I'd bettera@ondand keep an
eye on the kids,' he said with a faint sigh. '‘Gor&lwill manage to
break out of her playpen and do something I'll@egr

'She would, given half a chance,’ agreed Sancitlayesty flushed,
but smiling.

He leaned forward and kissed her bare shouldeeiingly. The
caress made her skin burn; she wanted to put nes around his
neck and pull him down onto the bed, but he hadigitened a
second later.

‘Take your time getting up. No need for you to cdokch—I'm
taking us out. We'll go for a walk in the foresehhave lunch at a
pub somewhere—how about The White Swan?'

'I'd love it,' she said contentedly, and when he ¢q@ane she finished
her coffee and toast, then got up and had a l¢ysbiagh. She put on a
white pleated skirt and yellow tunic top, did heaka-up and hair,
and went downstairs to find the kitchen spotlesisly, with no sign
of anyone having done any cooking or having eateakfast.

Mark was in the sitting-room with the three childrevho barely
looked up, their eyes glued to the television strééark looked,
though, his grey eyes moving over her in a way bmatight a new
rush of colour to her face.

'l was afraid you might put on the everlasting gagain!'



She laughed, shaking her head.
'Ready to go?' he asked her softly. 'We are, anen'kids?'

The boys jumped up in answer and switched off ¢hevision. 'Are
we going? Oh, cool. Come on, Dad, let's get theaarOh, shut up,
Flora—never mind the cartoon; we're going to thred$d'

They dashed out, both of than fully dressed inrckarts, jeans and
trainers, their hair brushed, their faces cleantkMialowed them.

''ve packed a basket with some lemonade and'fh@tfold Sancha
over his shoulder. ‘Come on!'

Flora held her arms out to Sancha, who lifted hgrout of the

playpen. Mark had dressed her in a pair of herdate@dungarees, in
a coral-pink which clashed with her flame-red hemd yet looked
good on her in some baffling way. Under than sheewa white

sweatshirt. Ha face was clean, too, and her hasrtaagle-free and
brushed.

Sancha couldn't get over Mark having coped so wigl getting the
children up, fed and dressed. He had helped héarth children in
the beginning, now and then. But lately he had gdA@een so busy,
and when he wasn't working so tired, that he hawlsi got out of the
habit of asking if he could do anything to helpd @he had ceased tc
expect him to do anything.

How easy it was to fall into habits which set ld@ncrete and became
a seemingly unalterable routine! Day after daytédifby and you
forgot there had ever been another way of liviray kst sight of the
way things had been in the beginning. You stoppedisg little tasks
like feeding the children, washing up, doing shagpiyou stopped
noticing each other; you stopped touching, kissiloyjng; you
moved apart so far that you didn't recognise e#todr@any more, and
suddenly your marriage was in crisis and undeathre



Had Mark seen that now? He must have done. Wasi'why he had
taken care of the children, got their breakfastught her coffee and
toast in bed? Mark had been trying to show herlibaheant to make
their life together work again, in every possiblaywand she was
fiercely glad to know that that was how he felt.

Her heart was full of hope as they drove away ftbeir home. She
couldn't even remember the last day they had hatbgether, as a
family. The children were wildly excited to be ggiout with their
father, staring out of the car windows and chatteaagerly as Mark
headed straight out of town into the forest whinkd the old Roman
road running straight as a die for mile after mile.

Before they reached the forest they passed cottagese gardens
were awash with flowers, with lilac and dark blugses, and
wallflowers whose massed orange, rust-red and webarnt like
flames behind the "green hedges, their heady smemtensely
nostalgic, reminding Sancha of other spring dagyg lgo. Her father
had always had wallflowers in the garden when sag avchild. She
loved that scent.

A few moments later they passed the last cottagevasre in the

forest, which had been planted nine centuries dgong Norman

times, so that the monarch and his courtiers could whenever they
were in this countryside. Milages had been tornmawd ordinary

people dispossessed before these trees were péandetker let loose
to wander through than until the hunt began. Fewplee ever

remembered that when they enjoyed the forest akeveks.

Sancha began to tell the boys the names of the tineg saw. Stately
oak, with new, frilled green leaves, and ash, #test to come into
pale bronze leaf, and noble, towering beech, andttrees, and
delicate, dancing hazel trees.



"They're planted close together so that they caculied every year
or so, to provide wood for garden fences, trelliskylong poles,’ she
told the boys, who weren't really listening.

'‘When can we get out to play in the forest?' theked their father.

‘Just round the next bold,' Mark said, and a fewneats later slowed
and parked in an off-the-road car park with a sugfaf trodden earth.
There were already half a dozen cars parked thieeeforest was a
popular weekend venue. By noon the car park woeilidily it always
was on fine Sundays. Even in winter there weretplehpeople in
the forest, walking their dogs or riding.

The children all clambered out, chattering exciedlhey had
brought Flora's pushchair, but she refused tongett; she wanted to
run along with the boys.

‘Me walk," she indignantly told her mother, stagggoff behind her
brothers, shouting for them to wait. Of courseytteok no notice,
and Flora yelled, red in the face. 'Wait for me!

The boys ran faster.

'‘When she's tired she'll want her pushchair, sddybatter take it,
anyway," Sancha told Mark with resignation as tfapwed their
children into the forest.

Mark took her hand and swung it as they walked,intafsancha fed
years younger, reminding her of how it had beerorgethey got
married, how much fun they had had together, justttvo of them.
She couldn't remember the last time they had halt$ as they
walked.

'l think the boys should start riding on Sunday mnmogs
soon—they're old enough,' Mark said. 'I'll drivertihhere.’



"They'd love that,' she agreed, but for how longilddne keep it up?
He often had to work at weekends, and then it wbeldeft to her to
get the boys to the riding stables.

And, of course, as soon as she heard about hérepsagoing riding,
Flora would want to ride, too, and there would bdless scenes with
her.

The forest held several open glades, whose turf ithsn down

almost to the roots, grazed by the deer which @wemncaught sight
of but which lived somewhere in the depths of yetseping by day
in among the brambles and tussocks of long grasedp out of the
way of human visitors, and browsing by night whéeré was
nobody around.

The forest glades were also rich with wild sprifgners: creeping
wood sorrel, with its mauve-veined delicate whietats, yellow

oxalis, which only opened oin full sunlight, clusters of blue flax,
yellow birdsfoot trefoil, vetch and purple toadflaxhich the children
at once recognised as a relation of the snapdragbith grew in

their garden at home.

'‘But these are only little snapdragons,’ said Felix
'‘Baby ones,' agreed Charlie.
‘They're the wild version,' Sancha told than.

Charlie's hand reached out, but their father shat@y, 'No, don't
pick any! They'll die before you get them home, amadi might
damage the roots.’

'l want some!' Flora whimpered at once, tears cgrmito her eyes.

‘You don't want them to die, do you?' Mark askedndy.



'‘Love them—want some!' She reached out one smaphand to
pick a stem of shivering blue flax, glaring at himlbstinacy in every
line of her tiny body, but Mark was just as stulbbas she was.

'‘Don't pick it, Flora,' he said, his face set.I'Gnall be very cross with
you.'

She staggered to her mother, arms held up. '‘BadBa@hDadda,' she
sobbed.

Sancha lifted her into her arms and patted her,badomatically
making soothing noises.

‘Want flower," Flora told her. 'Mummy...want flower

‘No, darling, you heard what Daddy said—the poawér would die
if you picked it. You don't want it to die, do ydu?

Flora's wails went up an octave.

‘Time for her pushchair, | think. She's obviouséttong tired," Mark
murmured drily, and Sancha nodded. When Flora getl tshe
always became crotchety.

The two boys crashed on into the forest, whoopiagthey ran
through new, young ferns. Sancha strapped Flooahet pushchair
and Mark pushed.'No—want to run, want to play Wtrarlie,' Flora
shouted, kicking her legs, but her parents tooketece, walking on
slowly into the shadowy forest, where sunlightikéced through new
green leaves and made moving patterns on the namioging paths.
Flora stared up at it, fascinated, no longer yglliSlowly her lids
grew heavy and closed.

Mark took one of Sancha's hands again, his fingat&ining with
hers, and her body filled with contentment.



'If the worst comes to the worst, | thought we nmigitove further up
north," he said, swinging their linked hands betwidem. '| might get
a job with Harry Abbey—remember him? Big, burly pleafew years
older than me, going bald the last time | saw hihe. was our
managing director for a couple of years beforedt@g on his own in
Yorkshire. He gave me a ring last week, said heardh about our
problems and that if | ever needed a job to catl fiist.'

"That was nice of him!" She vaguely rememberedthe; he had had
a rugged, kindly face.

'He's a decent guy. It isn't a big company, of sepand | wouldn't be
earning anything like my present salary, but onegth liked about
the offer was that Harry said he'd want me backhensite, rather
than working in an office, and that suits me. YowWw | love to be
out on site; | was never happy in an office.'

She turned to smile at him indulgently. 'l know—thkat would be
great, wouldn't it?"

'‘But we would have to move, and Yorkshire is a laray from here.
And money would be quite tight. As | say, Harry k't pay me
anything like the amount I've been earning withnkra

'If you were happy, that wouldn't matter; we'd ngad've heard that
prices of property are much lower up north—we'tlaal house for a
lot more than we'd have to pay for a smaller plagen Yorkshire,
wouldn't we?'

'Oh, yes, that's true—I think that this time wblly an older, bigger
property, Victorian or Edwardian, instead of a modéouse. It
would be cheaper, we would have more room, andildcdo some
work on the house myself—put in a new kitchen, moide the
bathrooms, for instance—at half the cost of havinglone by
someone else.’



"That would be fun," she said, eyes bright. 'élghyou—we can do
the work together.’

His fingers tightened on her hand and he smiledrdatvher. ‘We
always used to, remember? In our first house? Rdraenvhat a
mess it was when we first bought it? It took uganto get it looking
the way we wanted it.'

She remembered it vividly; they were happy memories

Ahead of them the boys were watching squirrels ifegp@long
brandies, high above the path.

‘Look, Mum, squirrels..." Charlie called.
'Shh...Flora's asleep, don't wake her," Sanchatoicgsoftly.

'Let's find somewhere to play cricket,’” Mark sudgds"There's a
bigger glade down that path there.’

'‘We haven't got bats or a ball,' Felix pointed out.

'We have,' said Mark, holding up the wicker basietad brought
with him. "'Two bats and a ball.’

The boys whooped and ran ahead to a long rectahgieed glade
where others were already playing or having picn&sncha took
over the pushchair and Mark strode on to join thgsbBy the time
Sancha arrived the three of them had unpacked itkemnbasket, set
out the bottle of lemonade, the plastic mugs arditle apples on the
grass, and were marking out their little cricketclpi with twigs
balanced on top of swaying hazel stems for a wicRahcha was
invited to be a fielder while Mark was the bowl€lora was still fast
asleep, so she was left in her pushchair with alsage over her to
keep the sun off her face.



Felix was the first batsman to hit a ball; Chakept ducking, or
swung wildly and missed. Mark patiently tried agand again,
bowling his younger son slow, easy balls which Gaatill managed
to miss every time. When the two boys were flusdradiout of breath
they all sat down to have a drink and eat an apjtea didn't wake
up, lying back in her pushchair with the sunshdatéefring over her
head, her face pink, her mouth wide open. Mark kedcher for a
second, then grinned at Sancha.

"That's how | like her best!'

Sancha knew what he meant; Flora was exhausting siBa was
worth all the trouble.

'She's adorable," Sancha said. 'l wouldn't patt vér for a million
pounds!

Mark smiled at her. 'l know you wouldn't. Maybe owdn't, either,
but she's still at her best when she's asleep!

The sun was quite hot now, as noon approachesgkihwas a deep,
burning blue and the air was full of the dronensicts and the earthy
scent of ferns and grass. Sleepy, Sancha lay dowtheograss near
the pushchair, with her head in the shade of anstakding on the
edge of the glade, closed her eyes and driftemhtnffa half-doze. She
heard the boys playing some sort of chase gam&dnoat of the
forest.

It had been a wonderful morning so far. For thstfirme in years
they were happy together, her and Mark, and theetbhildren. This
was how it should be all the time. If they workedk &his was how it
could be from now on! Happiness seeped throughvéies.

A fly tickled her nose and she sleepily flappeaviay with one hand,
but it came back at once, hovering over her faoéijmd) over her
cheek and then landing on her eyelid.



Through her lashes she saw a whiskery stem of graksholding it,
Mark's brown fingers. He brushed the grass softlggher nose and
then across her lips, the tickling sensation irggnsexy.

His dark head bent down; he lightly touched her thavith his own
and she put a hand up to clasp his neck, her #gsg and her heart
beating fast.

Pleasure seeped through her veins. The warm stintigd drowsy
forest sounds, the nearby laughter and shouts ilwireh faded far
away as the kiss deepened. Her eyes shut, Samokadshis cheek,
imagining she was blind and trying to guess howlduked by
exploring the hard line of bone from his eye sock®tn his cheek to
the strong jaw. It was a very memorable face, oseen never
forgotten.

Mark murmured passionately against her mouth, argdhclasping
her waist, pulling her closer, and her body yiel@dedif she were
boneless, but a second lata: the passionate tkaasdoroken by a
loud wail. Charlie had chosen that moment to faérdt was always
poor little Charlie; he was clumsier than FelixsHiowl of anguish
made Sancha sit up, instantly alert, to look ardiondhim.

'‘Oh, hell," Mark groaned.

Charlie's yells woke Flora; she started up, hes dlygng open and
her mouth wide open, too, giving out an eldritchedh

'Oh, no, not her as well!" ground out Mark, gettitay his feet
reluctantly.

' hurt myself, Mum!' Charlie staggered over, chitgy his calf where
a bramble had scratched him.



'Oh, poor boy,' she said, kissing the place. ‘&4 better?' Ignoring
Mark's sardonic gaze, she dried Charlie's teats aitankie from her
pocket.

He ran off, cheerful again, to join his brother aederal other boys
in a noisy game, and Sancha gave Flora a drirkedhade from her
own mug. At once Flora's wails became gulping reise

Mark watched and listened with a horrified expressiShe's totally
primitive, isn't she?'

'Shush," Sancha said, stroking her daughter's agdohck from the
scarlet little face. 'She's beautiful— aren't yauogel?'

‘Angel? Mother-love is blind," Mark said, laughirtgen glanced at
his watch. "Time to go and find our lunch soornihk, don't you?'

'I'm quite hungry,' agreed Sancha. 'It must béhalfresh air.'

‘And all the emotion,' Mark drawled, eying her tagl/, watching
her go pink.

The boys didn't want to abandon their game, or th@i friends, but
Mark began packing up everything, and a moment katek both
boys off along the path back towards the car park.

Sancha followed in the rear with Flora, who poinéed exclaimed
over every thing she saw, wide awake again andnfaisd by leaves,
butterflies, squirrels- all of life was a magic eétion to Flora.
Sancha envied her excited enjoyment; how wonde&rfoé two years
old and seeing the world for the first time.

Sancha was feeling something of the sort where Maskconcerned.
She felt they were starting again, and even the alenoving out of
their comfortable home seemed almost exciting.alteMark would



be working on a new house together; the future heldhrmth and
hope that beckoned like a lighthouse to a storreetship.

They drove to The White Swan, which was a mile@maway, and
found the car park almost full. This was a popukarue on a Sunday
lunchtime, but Mark had already booked by phonghew table was
reserved for them in a quiet corner of the crowdiathg-room.

Sancha ate very little because she was so busyngakire the
children got fed and that Flora did not spill toach of her meal
down herself.

They were on the dessert course when Sancha saw $fifen,
flashing a glance behind her, his hand tensingeapitked up the
glass of white wine he was about to drink.

There was a large mirror behind him on the walhcha looked into
it and felt her blood chill as she saw Jacqui Fastanding on the
other side of the room. She seemed to be aloneeaat, Ithere was
nobody with her at that moment.

Sancha wasn't the only one staring at her. Quitavapeople had
stopped eating to stare at her. Especially mewa#n't surprising.
The blonde girl looked ravishing in a simple tuaiblue silk, a white
picture hat on her golden hair and her small feétgh-heeled white
sandals.

Watching her, Sancha felt dishevelled and untidig sad brushed
her hair in the ladies' room before lunch, anditte sponge all the
grass-stains off her white skirt, had put on lipsgl and dusted her
face with powder too, but nothing could alter thetthat she had had
three babies, her figure was no longer perfectstuedvas quite a few
years older than the blonde girl. Just lookingaatqdii Farrar made
her feel like a woman heading inexorably for midaige.



While Sancha was staring at her Jacqui Farrar sugldeticed them,
too. Sancha saw shock hit her, saw her face tiglmenslim, sexy
body turn rigid, her eyes darken with bitter hastilSeeing that look,
Sancha bit down on her inner lip, anxiety floodithgbugh her veins.

What bad luck had brought her to the same resthatathe same
time? This was a popular pub with people visiting forest, true, but
Jacqui Farrar didn't look as if she had been wglkirthe forest; she
was far too elegantly dressed for that. She loalsafl she was on her
way to a garden party or the racetrack. What otinded brought her
here?

They had had such a happy day together as a farthly-happiest
time they had had for years- why did they haveutointo that girl
now? Just having her in the same room made Sanisleaatle.

Looking at Mark's face, she knew what he was fgelthe same
guilt and regret he had felt yesterday, confroftgdacqui Farrar in
their own home.

At least she can't come over here now and makersesthank God,
Sancha thought with fierce relief. She wouldn'tedanot in such a
public place, with so many people around, and riolewe have our
children with us.

And then she saw the blonde girl began to weavattatbhrough the
tables, heading straight for than.



CHAPTER NINE

MARK looked across the table at Sancha, frowning as&é the
shock and dismay in her face.

'It's all right, no need to look as if the sky jd@stl in—I don't know
why she's here, but I'll deal with her," he saidlgpand a second later
was on his feet and striding to meet Jacqui Famnar head her off
before she could reach their table.

'‘Where's Dad going?' asked Felix, looking rounst&me. 'Who's that
lady?"

'Oh, just someone from his office—eat your icecreaarling.'

Sancha tried to sound calm and relaxed. The lasj #he wanted to
do was upset the children. She wasn't going tarlgthing ruin their
day. They had had such a wonderful time until nbath boys had
been very excited to have their father playing kaicwith than,

spending so much time with them. Nothing must sgod happy
memory they would take back home with them.

''ve nearly finished,' Felix said. 'Can | tastengoof your choccy
pudding? You haven't eaten much of it. Don't yé&a t?'

'‘Not much,' she said absently, and spooned sontlkeothocolate
bombe into his bowl. She wasn't likely to eat itvn@anyway. Her
appetite had completely gone. Charlie clamoureklatce some too,
so she gave him the rest, but her attention wdly maMark and the
blonde girl.

They stood in the centre of the room talking in Mwices, their faces
tense. What were they saying to each other? Jdéguar was

looking up into Mark's face, her hand flutteringnis arm, as if she
wanted to touch him. Sancha watched with sickne$®r stomach,
her face feeling very cold, no doubt looking p&ke couldn't bear to



see the other woman with Mark. Her hands screwadtagwo tight
little balls on her lap, her nails digging into p&ams so hard it hurt.

Suddenly Mark took Jacqui Farrar's arm at the ellam@ began
propelling her out of the restaurant.

Sancha stiffened—where were they going? Other guesire
watching, too, staring and whispering, looking fritark and Jacqui
to Sancha and the children. Humiliated and disté@gsSancha wished
she could just leave, but someone had to pay thanoi the children
had not yet finished their desserts. She would kawait for Mark to
return.

But what if he didn't? Every time he was away frieen now Sancha
was terrified he would never come back.

She had taken her eyes off Flora for too long. Aesthing noise
made her look down and groan. 'Oh, no, Flora! Yaughty girl!"

Flora had put her whole hand into her ice-creamveamiplaying with
it, taking up handfuls and letting it drip througér fingers onto her
dungarees where it formed large pink and greersspot

‘Me paint,’ she said smugly, admiring the effedthvan enormous
beam.

‘That was a very naughty thing to do!" Sancha tbelkbowl away and
began cleaning Flora up with the box of baby tissske took
everywhere with her when she was out with the clildShe always
needed than sooner or later, especially for Ftay loved getting

dirty. You had to be prepared for trouble when y@d children;

trouble was usually what you got.

Flora kicked violently against the chair-legs. '‘&me back—want it,
want it,' she chanted, throwing herself about winjeng desperately



to reach the bowl of ice-cream, which Sancha hagusti out of her
reach.

The waiter, having observed all this from a dis&arnurried over and
began removing everything breakable from the table.

'‘Will you be having coffee, madam?' he asked coldly

‘Mine—qgive back,' Flora demanded, trying .to gra&n bowl as he
picked it up.

Very flushed and furious, Sancha lifted Flora duthe chair and sat
the child on her lap. 'No, thank you, no coffeeuldd have the bill,
please?'

‘Certainly, madam,' the waiter said with steelytbary and vanished,
but before he came back with the bill Mark had pesgped, his face
grim.

Sancha's heart lifted at the sight of him. Would always feel this
uncertainty about him from now on? She tried todré&@m his
expression what had happened between him and Jaaxqar, but his
eyes were hooded, his mouth a tight, straight khie face gave very
little away other than that he was angry about sbimg, or with
someone. With Jacqui Farrar?

Or with her? She swallowed a bitter taste, her ahnmoving
convulsively. How did Mark really feel about her?

Despite everything he had said to her, that wadtluing Sancha still
didn't know. Did he really wish in his most sedneart that he could
simply walk out on their marriage and go away Wité other girl? If

they'd had no children, was that what he wouldaalyehave done?
After all, he had never yet told her he still lovest, had he? If he did
love her, why hadn't he said so?



He had said he wanted their marriage to be a relagain, and he
had kept trying to make love to her, but some seethse buried deep
inside her had kept warning her not to let him—y&he couldn't

believe or trust him entirely—not yet. She had aisveeen a woman
who worked by intuition, she trusted her instinetsgd every instinct

she had had told her to wait, to make certain kieatvas sincere
before she let her own feelings surface, and, lapkt Mark now, she

was glad she had.

How would she feel if she had slept with him laghh and then seen
him look the way he did now?

'‘Are we having coffee?' he asked her, and she sheodkead dumbly.

Mark coldly eyed Flora's kicking legs. 'Flora plagiup again, | see.
I'd better ask for the bill.’

'l asked for it; the waiter will be back with it aminute. I'll see you
outside,” Sancha said, getting up. She walked tsvéine door,
carrying Flora, with the boys following her, pretemg not to notice
the curious stares of the other diners who hadrebdeMark and
Jacqui Farrar earlier.

As she walked through The White Swan's large remepbbby her
nerves jumped as she saw the blonde girl walkimgatds her. Oh,
no! Was she coming back to confront Mark againidtee realised
that Jacqui Farrar was not alone. Walking besidents his hand
under her elbow was a tall, distinguished man otiad forty or so.
He was wearing a smoothly cut suit, which Sanchafest have cost
a lot of money, and his dark hair was beginninghow traces of
silver at the temples.

He must have been very good-looking when he wasgothought
Sancha, staring; his lean, tanned face was ceytatiactive now,



although the most noticeable thing about him waso@k of
confidence verging on arrogance.

He was concentrating on Jacqui Farrar so hardhbatidn't even

bother to look at Sancha and the children as hkeslglast them, and
neither did Jacqui Farrar, although Sancha knew rsbst have

noticed them. She knew because the blonde girteérer profile

yet gave a scornful toss of her head, even thoegleyes didn't so
much as flick towards Sancha.

‘That's the lady who talked to Daddy,' Felix saiddly. 'Who is she,
Mummy?'

'‘Nobody," Sancha said, without bothering to keeptbiee low, and
walked out into the car park, carrying Flora andkimg sure both
boys stayed close to her. Car parks could be danggiaces. It was
all too easy for a car to back out and hit a chitdch wasn't looking
where it was going.

mark emerged from The White Swan a few minutes kate joined

them. Sancha's heart kicked as he came out. Abaifried to guess
his mood from his expr8ssion, but his face was$ wtiteadable. He
must have seen Jacqui Farrar with the other man—Heatheen

jealous? Was that the blonde girl's new tactic?nryo make Mark
jealous?

Sancha had a spare key and had already unlockedrthed strapped
the children into their car seats. She bait hedts® fumbled with
her own belt as Mark got behind the wheel andesidtie engine.

Leaning forward, Sancha slid a favourite tape dfichn's songs into
the tape player and switched it on.

'‘Must we?' Mark groaned.

'It will keep than quiet.'



'It will give me a headache, and toothache too—t $iaff is pure
saccharine!'

Flora was already joining in with a song about kEpleant, roaring
her own version white making flapping ear gestuvél her hands
and trumpeting through her nose.

'‘Does she have to do that right behind me? | wouldmd if she
knew the words!" Mark said grimly as he turned @iuthe car park
and began driving back through the forest.

'She loves it—what does it matter if she doesndvkithe words?'
Sancha hated it when he was so hard on Flora.ds8kd to see Flora
throwing herself into what she did with such zest anjoyment.

Ahead of them sunlight was filtering down througte ttrees and
making flickering shadows on the road. It was nftgérmoon and
drowsy insects kept massacring themselves on thesatreen. It
would need to be washed tomorrow morning, she thioughe was
trying to stop herself thinking about anything thatild hurt.

The boys were singing now, too—it was difficult hear anything
else above their voices, but it would make surg thén't hear what
she and Mark were saying, either.

Keeping her voice low, she asked Mark, 'Who was whth Jacqui
Farrar in The White Swan?'

'You saw them?' Mark shot a look at her. 'That ddug her new
boss—she hopes. She's applied for a job with honsameeting him
for lunch today to talk about it.'

Sancha's heart lifted, but over the last few ddnssad been on a
switchback ride to hell and back and she no lohgew what to
believe.



'‘Really? That was a fast change of mind. Only ydsieshe refused
to let you go.'

'‘She had no option; | made that clear last nigilatk spoke so
quietly she only just heard him, but his face wagyf with anger.
'‘Apparently she deliberately sent you that anonysntafter, and
made that phone call, in the hope of making youyaagough to kick
me out and ask for a divorce. Can you believeli&\8as fed up with
waiting for me to make up my mind, she said, sofeheed it all out
into the open. Is that scheming, or what?'

'l worked that out. That had to be her motive, smd funny sort of
way I'm glad she did it, because if she hadn't o't have found
out what was going on for ages, and by then—' Sblegtoff without
saying what she was thinking, and Mark gave a ragih, nodding,
his face sombre.

'Yes.'

They both knew that if Sancha hadn't found out khartk was seeing
Jacqui Farrar he might well have ended up in tade girl's bed.
Sancha knew she could have forgiven him, if hefdeback to her,
but it would have hurt far more.

‘Well, I hope she gets this new job." She thougbuait, then asked,
'He's interviewing her on a Sunday, over lunch ipud? That's a
funny way to interview someone for a job.'

Mark said wryly, 'Yes, isn't it?'

'l wonder what his wife will think about that, whehe hears. Or isn't
he married?' Was some other woman soon to starymgrabout her
marriage and wondering what her husband was up ito ks
personal assistant?



Mark shrugged. 'l don't know anything about hivaie life. Maybe

he isn't married. And even if he is, he can no ddobas he likes. He
looked to me like a man who knows what he wantsaways gets
it.'

'‘Maybe Jacqui Farrar has met her match, then,'Hfsaseid, and felt
great satisfaction in the thought. Sancha woulchreé to get mixed
up with a man who looked like that. He certainlyun't be easy to
manage. Had Mark been? No, he was no push-oveereiaybe

Jacqui Farrar liked tough men; maybe she enjoyedltiiase and the
triumph when they surrendered?

'‘What business is he in, do you know?' she asketliVeark nodded.

'His name is Thorn Johannson. He's an investmenagea with a big
insurance firm. Our firm did some work for him—tlsahow Jacqui
met him first. | noticed at the time that he seenmterested in her.
Whenever she was around Johannson watched hankl hik's of
Scandinavian descent; maybe it was her blondethatrattracted
him?'

Sancha smiled at that. 'He isn't blonde, himsetfugh.'

'‘No, | suppose he takes after his English mothet. & certainly
fancied Jacqui, and she knew it. She's very stisetand never
misses it when a man keeps staring at her. | ineaiipat when | told
her | wanted her to find a new job she rang him edrately.’

Sancha watched his long, slim hands firmly manifiudathe wheel

and felt her heart beating in her throat. He digioiind as if his heart
was broken. Or even dented a little. He didn't sldike a man in love

who was saying goodbye to a dream. His tone whespbke about
Jacqui Farrar had been dry and slightly cynicalanfthing, but

without pain or anger.



'‘Are you OK?' she asked him in a whisper, and lo¢ Bar another
sideways look, frowning, then smiled at her, alflaba smile that left
her breathless.

'If you're asking what I think you're asking, thjast wait and let me
show you tonight,” he whispered back, and she odulthlt the
relentless tide of hot colour rising in her fades tapid beating of the
pulse in her neck.

Mark saw it, his eyes narrowed and passionate ltedooked back at
the road and drove in silence for a long time widlncha leaned
back in her seat and gave herself up to a deepirtegsy her eyes
closing and her body limp with relief.

She was no longer even aware of the bouncy musnngpfrom the

loudspeakers in the car, or of the children inlihek, singing along
with it. All she knew was that Jacqui Farrar wasrsgoing to be out
of Mark's life for good and their marriage had deotchance; she
and Mark could begin again. Mark belonged to here~sbuld never
again let anything come between them, not even thddren.

When they got back to the house they put the amldn front of one
of their favourite cartoons and went into the k#chto start
preparations for teatime. First, though, Sanchaengagot of tea and
poured them both a cup which they sat at the kit¢able to drink.

'It was an odd coincidence, her turning up at THat®/Swan when
we were there, wasn't it?' she thought aloud, armtkMnade a
grimace.

'You may not believe this, but wasa pure coincidence, Sancha.
hadn't told her we would be there.’

Their eyes met and she smiled at him, her browrs gya@wing. 'l
believe you—I could see from her face that she stadled to see us
there.'



'‘Being right out of town makes The White Swan a&@lpeople often
choose for very private rendezvous,' said Markthdugh heaven
knows why—it's always crowded."'

'It's romantic, though. Very old and right in theddie of the forest. |
love it." She paused, then asked quietly, 'But whate you two
arguing about in the restaurant before you huimerdout of there?"

'l asked her to wait for Thom Johannson in the bad to leave us
alone, and she flew into a temper. | had to husgleout of the room.
It wasn't a very pleasant moment. | was furiouswigr for causing
trouble again, and | was afraid she might makeyasbtene in front of
the children.'

Sancha shivered. 'That was what | was afraid of! to

Mark watched her anxiously. 'l could see you wkesaw the look on
your poor, worried little face the minute she wallke—and it made
me hate myself.' He paused, then said huskily lif@arforgive me
for what I've done to you. | can't make excuses. Oh

| know I did, | know | told you it was all your fé#a— and that must
have hurt you even more.'

‘You weren't wrong, though,' Sancha said at ofmceiouldn't have
happened if | hadn't let us drift apart.'

'‘But it takes two, Sancha. Because of the probieetge been having
at work this year | started to feel as if | wasdinéy one in trouble, but
| wasn't, was 1? You had problems, and | knew tiati'd had a bad
time when you were carrying Flora, the birth wadalilt, and then
you had Flora herself. Now that I've been with foera whole day |
can only admire your patience with her; she's estiag.'

'She's a terrible drain on me, but, as | said,dldiwt part with her for
a million pounds,' Sancha told him, and he laugsteuttly.



'l know you adore her, but she is tiring, Sanehhink you should
send her to a nursery school for a few hours a weaekould give
you time to yourself, and take some of the burdégyan.’

'l have considered the idea,' she admitted. 'Manghée year, when
she's just that bit older.’

'You need time away from her, Sancha,' he saig,s@&mously. 'Time
for yourself, time to get more rest.’

'She needs me. Kids like Flora need all the loey ttan $>et, and
they do give it back, Mark, she's a very affectienlitle girl. I'll
carry on for another year. Until she's at leastalir

He gave her a resigned look. 'Stubborn as a mrde;tpu? OK, so
long as you don't overtire yourself. The boys nged, too, you
know, and so do I. Please don't push me to the biittle queue for
your attention again.'

'l won't," she promised, looking into his eyes.

He held out his hand and she put her fingers ihtéeeling the
strength of his grip tighten. 'l should have talkegou long ago,' he
whispered. 'Told you how | felt, made you underdtavhat was
happening to us, but instead | sulked. | felt netgie and unhappy, so
instead of trying to talk it out with you | wentselWwhere for comfort.
| realise | hurt you badly, and | wish to God | hadlone it. If | could
turn the clock back, believe me, | would, and Impie you it will
never happen again, but please, please, make mone for me in
your life, Sancha.’

She lifted his hand to her lips, kissed the palowsl, deeply,
inhaling the scent of his skin.



‘You've always been the most important part of rie~-don't you
know that? | just lost sight of that for a whilechese | was so snowed
under with the kids, but it was always true. | Igwoel, Mark.'

Mark's breathing seemed to still. ‘Sancha..." hispened, staring at
her with darkened, intent eyes, and she smiledhatith quivering,
passionate lips.

‘There will always be room for you in my life, and future we'll
make sure we talk to each other, say what's omonds, in our
hearts. That's what we should have done all aldiagk, you're right.’

‘That was my fault!" he muttered, his face shadowed

'‘No,' she protested. 'Don't you see—we were botilame! | didn't

talk to you, either. I lost sight of you becausgds so busy; | even
forgot | loved you. We lost touch with each otHgut all that is over
now, that's the important thing, and we're togetgain. We must
learn from what's happened, and in future we miugys tell each

other honestly how we feel!'

'l can tell you how I feel right now," he said, tggg up and coming
round the table to lift her from her chair.

She looked up at him, her heartbeat deafening her.

Mark held her gaze, his face passionate. 'lIf wa'dithve the kids in
the house I'd take you upstairs right now and sjau'

She put her fingers on his lips. 'Shh... walls heases in this house!
Little tiny ears, but very sharp ones.'

His mouth moved against her fingertips, kissingnthéNe must
somehow get someone to agree to move in here akdalter the
kids while we go away for a few days.'



'I'll talk to Martha and Zoe tomorrow," she prondise

Mark kissed her, his arms going round her waist theddemand of
his mouth forcing her head back. 'lt has to be salamling,’ he
groaned against her mouth. 'I'm getting desperate.'

From the doorway they heard heavy breathing, aokiebapart. The
two boys stared at them, scandalised.

'l thought you were watching TV,' Mark said, glarin
'Flora has gone to sleep in her playpen,' Felid.sali
Good—don't wake her up,' Mark said.

'‘Aren't you going to put her to bed?' Charlie asleags round as
saucers.

'Let sleeping Floras lie, as your Auntie Zoe sa$asicha told him,
'It's nearly teatime, anyway. You can help me keytable, then when
tea is ready I'll go and wake Flora up.'

There was no need to do that. Flora woke up fiveubass later, and
began shouting as soon as she discovered she was ahd the
television had been switched off.

She was hungry again, amazingly, considering howhshe had
eaten at The White Swan. She had a boiled eggselthers of toast
to dip into it, some yoghurt and a few cherriegshvarange juice to
drink.

Watching Sancha lifting her out of her highchatetaMark asked,
'‘How does she manage to get half her food on Heargety time she
eats anything?"



'Her hand and eye co-ordination isn't perfect yghcha said
defensively, wiping her face and hands.

'She likes making a mess,’ said Felix.
‘That's what | worked out,' his father told himipging at him.

Sancha carried Flora off to bed, already drowsy] #me boys
followed them reluctantly. It took an hour to ghaem all settled.
Sancha told the boys a story about a space marsteng to earth to
find electric pylons to eat, then put out the ligimd tiptoed away,
leaving them half-asleep. By then Flora was deabléavorld.

She was surprised to find Mark in the kitchen—hmed from the
oven, an apron tied around his waist and wearitrguanphant grin,
with a plate in each oven-gloved hand.

'l cooked our supper!

He had sometimes cooked this meal when he and &drath first
met, all those years ago. It had been his standlgvenings when he
was eating alone in his one-room flat, or when tvédn't afford to
take her out to a restaurant. It was a simple ménalf
delicious—spaghetti with a quickly made sauce ofdtoes, peppers,
mushrooms and onions. Over each plate he had thouns of
freshly shaved Parmesan cheese and sprigs ofyparsle

He hadn't cooked for her for ages, though. 'lIt oekonderful,’
Sancha said, admiring the kitchen table, laidviar, twith candles in
the centre and glasses of red wine already pourgd "@ery
romantic!

‘That's the big idea,' he said, laying the platethe table and looking
round at her with half-closed, smouldering eyés getting you in
the right mood. In case you hadn't noticed.'



Her pulses skipped. Of course she had noticedhBithink she was
blind?

Mark's narrowed eyes observed with unhidden amuskettne rise of

colour in her face, but he didn't say anythingnitug to put on some
soft music and switch off the electric light. Thate by candlelight,

talking very little. Sancha's heart was beating Bkdrum all the time,
almost drowning out the music. When they had fietsthe meal they
piled everything they had used into the dishwashen Mark leaned
over the table, blew out the candles, turned @frttusic and took her
hand.

'l can't wait any longer, Sancha,' he whisperesd,dyes glittering
with a desire that made every hair on the bacleohleck prickle with
response. '‘Come to bed:'"

Silently she went with him, and as they climbed dters the house
around them was full of gentle, quiet breathipgfithe rooms where
the children slept, exhausted by their day out.'Dwake up and call
me! Sancha thought. Not tonight, my darlings. Sléspugh till
morning, for once. They might, they just might, &dese they had had
such an energetic day- even Flora was worn out.

Mark didn't put on the light; he just closed thewn door as she
walked past him into the room. She heard the aicthe latch, her
heart leaping into her throat, and stood ther&éndark and silence,
thinking only that at last they were alone.

Mark came up behind her and her pulses jumped avitwreness of
him. He slid his arms around her waist and heldtigétly, his face
against her hair, his warm breath on her nape. Gdll, Sancha, if
you only knew how much | need you,' he murmuree, @frhis hands
moving upwards from her waist to caress her breasigding waves
of intense pleasure through her whole body.



She needed him, too; with a long sigh she yielggdbdy up to him,
her eyes closing, leaning back against him anangéhe warmth of
his flesh reaching her through her clothes.

''ve missed you so much. I've been going out of mipd with
frustration over these months," Mark whispered eamity, his lips
hot as they moved against her neck. 'l felt soljomathout you. |
love you, darling.'

‘Me, too,' she said huskily, turning in his sumdace him, her arms
going round his waist.

She felt his back muscles tense under her hands)eard the intake
of his breath. 'Say it, then," he muttered. 'Talyou love me. | badly
need to hear you say it. All this time I've feltgwt out—I felt you'd

turned your back on me, no longer needed me. lagasiserable as
sin, darling.’

Her heart hurt inside her. Had he really been swappy? Oh, why
hadn't she noticed? Why hadn't she realised homalsdeeling? How
could she have been so blind? Oh, she herselfdhd bad time, had
been totally absorbed in Flora, in her housewarlcaring for their
children—but she should have noticed Mark's unhaggs. She
couldn't forgive herself for failing to see whats\@appening to him.

'I'm so sorry, Mark. | didn't even realise you wetrdappy, | was so
busy all the time, but | love you—of course | lox@i—I've always
loved you,' she said, her head tilting back, he&sag the moonlight
clouded with passion as she looked up at him.

'‘Keep saying that, keep telling me—I need to knbe said, his voice
unsteady and his grey eyes glittering. Then histmoame down to
take fierce possession of hers, his hands pullergcltoser, holding
her so tightly she could barely breathe.



Her head swam; her arms went round his neck amychyithout
taking his mouth from hers, Mark lifted her int@ larms and began to
walk towards the bed.

As he laid her down he muttered, 'First thing tarowarwe're going
out to buy a new double bed; I've had enough adpsigy alone. |
need you in my bed, Sancha, where | can touchhad,you—every
night, all night. That's what marriage is abouteéll.’

‘Yes, darling,' she whispered huskily, her bloodysig in her ears as
he stood up and began pulling off his clothes \Wwdihds that visibly
trembled. She knew how he felt; the same urgensyasting at her.

She "at up and started undressing, dropping héredoon the floor
like a teenager, but went on watching him as ifiredepended on it.
In a way, it did; she needed to see him, to rerherdelf of what she
had been missing for so long: the long, powerfulhooughened by
dark hair, the deep chest and flat stomach, tlmgthips and the
muscled thighs. Mark had a beautiful body.

Her lethargy, her lack of desire, her reluctanceb® touched
throughout all those months since Flora's birthenfar away in the
past. The other night she had seen him naked &waihe first time
in months and had been taken by surprise by herbmawg's reaction,
by the agonising sting of desire. She felt the saove. She wanted to
look, to touch, to caress him, and from the wayWsared back she
knew he felt the same.

His eyes were so full of heat they were almost emlflickering from
her full, bare breasts, with their aroused pinkgviam nipples, over
her smooth, pale hips and to the thighs below th¢enhad shed the
last of his clothes; so had she. For a second othey didn't move,
just looked at each other, desire burning the etwwben them.



Then Mark suddenly knelt down in front of her, ktaaked, and
leaned his face forward to kiss her breasts. Simgewith need,
Sancha stroked his tousled black hair, combingaitkbwith her
fingers from his flushed face. His hair clung ta ffiegertips; she
almost felt she saw sparks of electricity comingnfrthe wiry
strands.

'‘Darling,'" he muttered, his lips parting around afeher nipples.
'You're so beautiful, Sancha. Even lovelier than ywere when | met
you.'

His mouth slid down slowly, kissing every inch agrbmidriff, his

tongue sliding round and round inside her navelntbn again, even
lower, sending feverish shudders through her asulzeled her bare
knees apart. By then Mark was breathing as if logjinst run a mile.

His skin was hot between her thighs, his head ngpiwviward, making
her catch her breath with intense sensuality dsdred what he was
seeking. She seemed to be so weak with desire akeboneless,
melting. She shut her eyes, groaning hoarselhhdweds sliding down
the powerful line of his back, following the indatibns of his spine
to the curve of his buttocks.

The moist heat of his tongue was driving her cr&ye buried her
face in his bare shoulder, her mouth open, whimgeusiith pleasure,
her teeth grazing his skin as passion beat up ensidr like

wind-driven flame.

‘Yes... Oh, Mark... darling... | love you,' she ged, tasting the
saltiness of his hot skin.

Suddenly he rolled her backwards onto the bed elhdr top of her
with a rough cry of urgency. She arched instindyivieer arms round
him, holding him, pushing him down into her, megtthe thrust of
his flesh with a wild gasp of satisfaction.



They were in such a hurry to end the long frusiretithey had
suffered that a second later they were making Ithair hunger for
each other an unbearable ache, stripping thenhthiegbride and rage
and resentment that had kept them apart for tog. Idfoonlight
flickered like lightning around them, giving theringpses of each
other every so often: his strong neck, his shosldére muscled
thighs moving down on her, his face hot with bloset, with desire,
and her mouth full and swollen with his kisses, éggs glimmering
with passion.

That long pent-up need had total possession oflbgimnow. They
weren't thinking, or even aware of anything buteather. The storm
building up inside their bodies was too violent &orything else to
matter. When it finally broke Sancha felt she wasaking, too,
breaking into pieces, shuddering helplessly inld gpiral of feeling
too sharp and piercing to be purely pleasure, tree of her face
hurting because they were so rigid, so grippedspasm of pain and
release, holding onto Mark, who held onto her afdfwere a
drowning man afraid to let go of his one chanckfef Instinctively,
S0 as not to wake the sleeping children, theyestitheir groaning
cries of pleasure on each other's bodies, shudpddomn through
circles of satisfaction that seemed to go on andrwhon for ever.

When they finally hit the bottom of that deep ablark collapsed
on top of her and lay there, his face buried betweer breasts,
breathing roughly, his chest shuddering, his boeybling, his skin
so hot she felt the heat coming off him in waves.

Sancha lay slackly under him, limp as seaweedah®s and legs
flung wide apart, her eyes shut, too exhaustegdalsor move.

At last Mark whispered against her perspiring skMy God, |
needed that!" He turned his face sideways andlyighssed her
nipple. 'l love you, Sancha. Don't ever shut meamain, will you?
Promise?'



'Yes,' she groaned languidly, then lifted a handttoke his tousled
hair. 'l love you, Mark. | promise we'll never losach other again.’

If she had lost Mark she knew the rest of herwfld have been
dark and empty without him. From now on she woulitkensure she
never lost sight ofMark's need for her, or her nefeldim. What else
did marriage mean? Sharing your life with somedtalking care of
each other, loving each other—marriage was a twyp+wad. You

both had to work at it. She held him tightly, enjaythe feel of his
body on her, the weight of him anchoring her ifieit life together.

'l love you,' she said again, and lifted her mdothhis kiss.



