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"The more | see of you, the more | want you..."

Jacques Challier's outrageous declaration tooki&amstion's breath away,
but she didn't trust him! He saw her as a challengthing more. Marriage
wasn't in the cards, and an affair was out of tneston....

Besides, Jacques was the enemy. His wealthy fdmailyshunned Sandi's
vulnerable, pregnant younger sister - and Jacquess imave been part of the
conspiracy. So how dared he now tempt Sandi wghdasing charm?
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CHAPTER ONE

'MRSCHALLIER?How do you do?' The cool, deep voice was as distahteas
dark, handsome face staring down at her. 'You aseAnn Challier?' The
attractive French accent, so like Emile's, wadioqil

'l—' Sandi hesitated for a split second, her madg.

'l was informed this was the residence of Mrs Amraller.’ The aristocratic
face was as cold as ice, and the fine aquiline at®®st wrinkled with
distaste as he spoke the word 'residence’. 'Tlistiso?'

'Who are you?' Sandi ignored the niceties of saniarcourse as the fine
hairs on the back of her neck stiffened warninghis was one of them, she
just knew it. But which one?

'l think you know who | am." The hard face didnitegan inch. 'Emile must
have mentioned me, surely?

Sandi stared at the tall, broad-shouldered stramgieshe searched her mind
quickly. It had to be either Andre or Jacques. llikeness to Emile was too
strong for there not to be a blood tie, but whicbther was it? Whichever
one, that lean, muscled body and hard, ruthless $pelt trouble with a
capital T—and no way was this man coming withire¢hfeet of her sister.
'I'm not in the mood to play games, Mr—?"

'‘Games?' For a moment she almost closed the ddus iface as the dark
eyes glittered menacingly. 'l do not play gamess Mhallier. | am Emile's
brother Jacques. | regret the imposition at sudelEate time, but | trust
you understand we need to talk—'

"You have got to be joking!" So this was the gr@ad venerable Jacques
Challier, was it? She might have known. The flodghare undiluted rage
that swept through her slight form brought her ghrking upwards and her
eyes flashing blue sparks as she surveyed the inataly dressed man in
the doorway. 'l wouldn't talk to one of your desflile clan if you were the
last family left alive on earth, Mr Challier," sisaid tightly. 'And for the



record I'm not Ann, I'm her sister, Sandi. But yaum take it as read that I'm
voicing my sister's thoughts as well as my own.’

'l beg your pardon—' The frosty, icy voice was afitin mid-stream.

‘No, you don't!" She was almost crouched in thengayg now as she spat her
rage and anger and bitter hurt at him. 'The illaes Challier family have
never begged in their life. Force is more in yooe | isn't it? That and nasty
not so subtle manoeuvring of people's lives angimgss. Well, you should
all be happy now, back in your wonderful, precichateau, shouldn't you?
Emile is dead and you've broken Ann's heart—whatmndo you want?'

'"You dare to talk to me like this?' The French ateeas very pronounced
and his face was as white as a sheet, but notluolgl dave stopped her
from speaking her mind to this unfeeling block tirne.

'Oh, yes, | dare, Mr Challier. I most certainly elarshe hissed hotly,
straightening sharply as he made to push pastritertihe tiny flat and

barring the way with her small body like an enraggdess defending her
young. 'No further!" Her voice, quiet as it now wst®pped him in his tracks
as he recognised the throbbing hate in its depths.

"You're not coming into this flat. I'd rather diean let you soil Ann's home
with your filthy presence,’ she said softly. 'Yandeave her alone now; the
only thing that linked her with your family has gortWe're not intimidated
by your wealth or influence, Mr Challier, not anyra. My sister wasn't
good enough for your precious family, was she? &te't have the right
connections and she wasn't French.' Her lips hadrdback from her teeth
as though she was looking at something repugnadtiee tall man standing
in front of her was as still as a statue.

'‘Well, let me tell you something—something you take back home with
you for the rest of them. She's worth more thathallChalliers put together.
In fact, you aren't worthy to lick her boots, arfyyou. Emile knew that. At
least they had a few months of happiness togetihhérnone of you can take
that away. If you're worried we'll make any claiorsthe Challier fortune,
you can forget it. We despise and detest you alher@ is
nothing—nothing—we want from you. Have | made myself clear?'



‘Transparently so.' The black eyes were narrowes &lut otherwise the
hard face was expressionless. 'l could even sagatieally so.'

"You can say whatever you like," Sandi answeretlysd¥ou can't hurt
Emile any more and | won't let you hurt Ann.'

She saw the import of her words register in hisetehe same moment as a
faint female voice reached out through the doorassmg them. 'Sandi?
Sandi, who's there?'

'It's all right, Ann. I'll be with you in a minuteShe turned back to him and
her hand moved to close the door. '‘Goodbye, Mrl@&hal

'‘And this is your final word?' He stiffened as h#ention to send him on his
way unheard hit home.

'You'd better believe it,’ she said tightly, a dmprt of her mind
acknowledging that this was probably the first timéhis life that he had
been actively thwarted—and by a female at that. Rawhtold her that Emile
had often joked that Jacques, as the older bratipartner in their father's
huge and successful wine business, had more wdmaerhe knew what to
do with. Having seen him, she could believe it.

‘The conversation would have been to your sisfieescial benefit—'

'What is it with you people?' she asked with hadf contempt, not

bothering to control her scorn. 'ls money your gésithat it? Well, rest

assured it isn't ours. Ann has her memories andie-s®pped abruptly and
bit her lip as she realised what she had been absaly. 'And that's enough,’
she finished carefully. 'So you've fulfilled youblmation to your brother's

widow, Mr Challier. You've made the gesture of edal-offering to appease
your guilt, and now | would like you to leave. Migter hasn't been able to
sleep for days. This is the first time she's restedng the day and now
you've woken her up—'

'Oh, come, Miss—?' Sandi ignored the request foname with a raising of
her chin and a narrowing of her eyes as she stzaekl into the dark face
looking down at her so contemptuously, and aftatimgaa few seconds he



shrugged coldly. This is the age of sleeping filisl other such medication
for difficult circumstances. I'm sure her doctos lpescribed—'

'She can't have sleeping pills—' Again she stogpeldenly and took a deep
breath, furious with herself for being provokedoirmesponding to his
scornful cynicism without thinking about what shasagoing to say first.
'Look, just go away, will you?' she hissed tighab/her voice returned along
with her wits. 'We don't want you here.’

As she made to slam the door a large male foot thaueckly into the
opening. At the same moment his body took the farfcber action, his
shoulder effectively checking the door's momentidat so fast, Ann's
sister,' he said softly, his voice like liquid $té€here is something here | do
not understand—'

‘There's nothingo understand,' she spat back quietly, her voiceisgaKk
don't want you upsetting Ann, that's all. Just ésas alone—'

As the door to one side of the small hall opened/biee stopped abruptly,
and both their faces turned to the young girl stamdswaying in the
doorway. And even though her thin, slender body leasjsed her swollen
stomach, heavy with child, a young and vulnerabitbvgas still exactly
what Ann Challier looked like. A beautiful, palest child, with long,
tangled strawberry-blonde hair and haunted dazed #ye colour of a
summer sky that widened on fastening on the i&htsman in the doorway.

'No..." The bewildered, frightened gaze moved iihegy to Sandi. 'Sandi?
No...'

And as she slipped helplessly into a dead fainy theth moved as
one—Jacques reaching Ann just a second before Sawdcatching her
body before it hit the floor. He sank to his knagth her in his arms.

'‘Look what you've done.' Sandi, too, had crouchedrdover her sister's
inert body, and now they faced each other acrosssAimconscious form.
'Oh, why did you have to come here today? You tlidmén bother to
acknowledge the funeral—why come here now and upseike this?'



'She's having a child.' The heavily accented vaias as stunned as the dark
face. 'Is it Emile's?"

'Of course it's Emile's.Sandi glared at him so savagely that he blinked.
'Who on earth did you think—? Oh, you Challiers!

'l didn't mean it like that." He shook his headlstly. '‘But | didn't know. We
were not informed—'

'Why should you have been informed?' she askedlytigh'ou and your

family made it perfectly clear that if Emile madieny sister he was, to all
intents and purposes, dead in your eyes. Well, m@vg, isn't he?' Her face
was as white as his, but her eyes were scorchitly the force of her
emaotion.

‘The poor boy was working all hours—doing his dedog day and a job at
night, catching a few hours' sleep whenever hedcdut you don't care, not
really. You've never cared. What do your type, vaillhyour millions, know
about hard work anyway?' she asked scathingly. Wds killed while
driving back to his depot, if you're interestedeTgolice think he fell asleep
at the wheel of the van, because there was nomnrdasi to plough into the
brick wall he hit.'

'l have read the police report,’ he said stiffly.

'‘But you couldn't make the funeral?' she askedIgldut why should you,
after all? He was only your brother, the black gh&bo had stepped outside
of the Challier regime and was therefore less ti@hing.'

'l came as soon as | found out,' he said sharf@gyes glittering as they met
hers. 'We were away. My mother has not been wellreeeded a complete
rest away from all outside contact.’

'‘And this "complete rest" was without telephoneb®’ asked disbelievingly.
‘The police must have tried to contact you—"

'They did, and eventually they succeeded," hecddly. 'As you see.’



'What | see—' The harsh retort she had been abaubke was cut off as
Ann moaned softly and her eyelids flickered and etbv

'‘Could you carry her to the bedroom?' Sandi aské&dkly, hating the
necessity but knowing that she couldn't leave Ammgl on the threadbare
carpet in the small hall. 'She's been ill eversintappened. Since Emile's
accident,’ she added quietly but with a wealthitéiness in her voice.

'Of course. If you will permit me?' He moved a hamdler Ann's limp body
and lifted her into his arms as though she weidessithan nothing, and as
he rose Sandi led the way into the flat's minute dsoa bedroom, drawing
back the quilt and covering her sister's limp basggoon as Jacques had laid
her on the bed.

As she did so, Ann's lovely eyes opened slowly fisegoing immediately
to her mouth as her gaze centred on Jacques'sada;kwhich was an older
version of Emile’s.

It's all right, Ann, it's all right." Sandi crouett over her sister, blocking her
from her brother-in-law's gaze. 'You've faintegtthall.’

'Who—?"'

'It's Jacques,” Sandi said quietly. 'But it's ajht, | promise. He just
wanted...' She hesitated and forced herself taxgo a neutral, steady voice.
'He just wanted to see if there was anything hddcda to help.'

'Help?' There was a touch of hysteria in her ssstarice that the tall man
standing so silently just behind them heard andgeised.

'Mrs Challier?' To Sandi's fury he moved roundh®e other side of the bed,
drawing Ann's gaze to him as he looked down at hisrface amazingly
gentle and quiet. 'l wish you no harm, please belime." Sandi saw her
sister flinch as her exhausted gaze took in thearkable likeness to her
dead husband, but Jacques had continued speakimg lsbe had time to
react. 'We had no idea of Emile's accident unsil fufew hours ago,' he said
quietly. 'It is important that you understand tiy. mother is unfortunately
not well herself, and the news—naturally so—proaegpeat blow to her—'



'Look, what exactly do you want?' As Sandi spokairaghe dark eyes
turned to her, and she was immediately consciotreiofaded T-shirt, old,
worn blue jeans and the fact that her face wasidefanake-up. The deep
brown eyes that had been so quiet and intent g&theoked at Ann now
hardened into glinting onyx as they fastened orfénes.

He, on the other hand, was dressed with the unkaista elegance of
limitless wealth. His clothes—casual, but screanangexclusive designer
label that put them in the unattainable bracket-esahe big male frame in
a way guaranteed to make most red-blooded femal#tesat second look.

'My sister is very tired, and the funeral yesterdag the worst sort of ordeal
in her condition.’

'Of course—'

'She needs rest and quiet, and | have to say that presence is not
conducive to either,’ Sandi continued quickly, befshe lost her nerve.
There was something very intimidating about Jactiesllier—a fact she
felt that he was well aware of and used to goocaathge—but she was
blowed if she was going to be terrorised by hinammy other member of the
family who had treated her sister so cruelly.

She saw dark red colour flare briefly under thehhitassical cheekbones,
but other than that there was no trace that hedsvoad hit home; his whole
stance was one of cold contempt and autocratic rioymness as he faced
her over the bed. 'This attitude is not helping a@hys," he said coolly. "Your

sister least of all.’

'l think you can safely leave my sister's welfarerie,’ she answered just as
coldly, and her heart thudded so hard that shééWould hear it.

'I'm sure she is in most capable hands.' His egdsarrowed to black slits,
his gaze sweeping again over her slight figuretaaanass of corn-coloured
hair tied high on the top of her head in a volupgiponytail of silky gold
curls.



'Yes, she is." Sandi's gaze didn't waver, evengihahe knew he was
speaking tongue-in-cheek. 'So, if you don't mingl. She waved her hand
towards the door in a gesture of dismissal.

‘Not at all." He turned quietly to Ann, nodding hisad in a formal little bow
that was pure French. 'There are one or two fotiregliyou understand, but
as it seems your sister is dealing with such thingd talk to her, yes?'

It wasn't quite what Sandi had had in mind, bubag as he left Ann alone
she didn't much care, she thought shakily as stieegioher sister's strained
white face and tense eyes. At this rate she wadd the baby, and if that
happened—

'Yes..." Ann's voice was a mere whisper, but itregbto satisfy him because
he turned in the next instant, leaving the rooraradhother nod at them both
and shutting the door carefully behind him.

'l go and see what he wants.' Sandi forced desasi she spoke, patting her
sister's hand reassuringly. ‘It won't take long.’

'I'm sorry, Sandi." Ann had half raised herselithe bed when the door
closed, and now her eyes were bright with unshaxs téBut he looked so
much like Emile that for a minute | thought... Qlshouldn't involve you
like this.'

'Don't be silly." Sandi plumped down on the beKintg her sister's too thin
body in her arms and giving her a quick hug beftamding again. She was
too slender, she thought worriedly. Even before |Emiaccident the
pregnancy had been a difficult one, and althoughdibctors were satisfied
that the baby was getting all it needed it wasrdleat Ann was suffering in
consequence. 'lIf you can't involve me, who can yougoodness' sake? |
told you yesterday—I'm staying as long as you maedhere and | mean it.’

'‘But your job—?"
'‘No job is as important as you," Sandi said firnifythey won't keep it open

for me until 1 get back that's their loss, not mirgrave words, but her
stomach lurched at the thought of what she mighhbmving away.



She had had to leave university eight years adtwanathrough her degree,
to look after Ann when their parents had died. B&ae known that a career
would be that much more difficult without the nesay qualifications, but

she had done it gladly, knowing that her sensitiaticate sister would have
wilted and pined with strangers.

After getting a foothold on the ladder of adverigsshe had proved herself
both gifted and tenacious, and when her chancetm& eight months ago
she had reached out and grasped it. And the jdmdom America, was a
dream. Her own flat, car, and a monthly salary bzt made her gasp when
it was first offered. But...Ann still came first.

She smiled at her again as she left the room. Dygmnpractical Ann, who
persisted in seeing the world through rose-cologledses, whereas hers
were as clear as crystal—sometimes painfully so.

And Emile, in spite of his youth, had been like,rsdre thought quietly as
she walked through to the tiny lounge. Determined @bdurate and wholly
devoted to her sister. When Ann and her Frenchnahdecided to get
married eight months ago, at the same time as theridan offer had
materialised, she had had no qualms about entgustm quiet, gentle,
sensitive sister to Emile's care and leaving ferStates.

Jacques Challier was waiting in the middle of thenn as she entered, his
tall, immaculate figure somewhat incongruous agdiresthreadbare carpet,
the diminutive two- seater sofa and the old roclghgir that made up the

sum total of the furniture besides the small pdetdly on a rickety chest of

drawers. A good third of her salary each month ¢paak straight over the

Atlantic into Ann and Emile’s joint account, bueevso, being two students
on a limited budget, they had struggled to getBat.they had been rich in

love. Her throat tightened at the thought.

'I'm going to make Ann a cup of tea; would you likee, Mr Challier?' she
asked coldly, indicating for him to be seated. ®bald get through the next
few minutes with a modicum of dignity, she thoutgrsely, in spite of the
fact that she would have given the world to scredinthe abuse that had
been mounting for the last few days into his hanuscsuperior face.



‘Thank you.' He didn't smile. 'That would be mostaeme, Miss—?'

'‘Gosdon—Sandi Gosdon.' She waved her hand at thésbind him again.
'Do sit down, Mr Challier. I'm sorry that the fushings are not quite what
you're used to, but—'

'Miss Gosdon, I'm fully aware that at this momentime you would like
nothing more than to wipe all trace of the Challiame from the face of the
earth,' he said flatly, his eyes glittering at karcasm, 'but don't you think
that in the circumstances we could try to commueiza

'Why?' She faced him directly now, her eyes spgrKiExactly why?"
'‘Because of your sister.'

'She doesn't need you—any of you," Sandi saidlyigfithe only Challier
that mattered to her is dead, so what can you d&wdo now? And don't
mention money,' she warned furiously as he opengdniouth to reply.
'Don't you dare.’

'You think she can live on fresh air?'

How could someone who looked so much like Emilthalgh admittedly
an older version, be so hateful? she asked haikaifly as she stared at him
with all the dislike and bitterness in her heaitlent in her eyes. 'l can look
after her.’

'You?' There was a wealth of contempt in his voag] as he waved a
disparaging hand she noticed a heavy gold watdhwbald have paid the
rent on the flat for a year or more gleaming on tamed wrist. 'l hardly
think so, although | am sure you are well intengidnAnn is twenty years of
age, | understand, and you are—what? Twenty-oneshiiyatwo? And with
the child—'

'‘Ann’s child!" Sandi's voice was shaking with rage.

'‘And Emile's." In comparison, his was icy cold.



'‘But Emile is dead and Ann is alive,' she saidttlighAnd as it happens, Mr
Challier, I am twenty-eight years of age and havextremely highly paid
job in America. | can more than adequately suppuorisister and her child
for the next few years.'

'Really?' He didn't move an inch, although she gsilash of surprise in
his eyes before he had time to conceal it.

'Yes, really." She had seen something else there-&dhot, dark anger, like
black lightning, that had turned the handsome &Ry hard before a mask
had settled over the autocratic features, conaghimthoughts.

So you don't like to be foiled in your plans, Mcdaes Challier, she thought
silently as she stared her dislike. And you dok& me much either. Well,
that's good, that's very good—because the onlgtthiat could give me any
satisfaction at this moment in time would be tcsfrate that cold, logical
mind and send you back to your socially elite fgmilith your tail very
firmly between your legs!

'‘And you think it fair—wise—to deny your sistersild the comfort of its

father's family?' he asked smoothly after a lordj, moment when they

faced each other like two gladiators about to etiterring. 'l understood
from Emile that your parents are dead and thera@aose relatives. That
being the case, do you think one aunt can compefwatie loss of a host of
grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins?'

'If they are Challiers then the answer has to Isg' gbe said bitterly.

'‘But your niece or nephew will bear this hated nasoeely?' he asked with
deceptive mildness. 'As did its father.'

'I've got no intention of bandying words with yo8he drew herself up to
her full five feet five and wished with all her medhat she were a
statuesque, model-type six feet, so that she dwawd glared at him eye to
eye. 'l think I've made the position clear.’

'‘And it would seem | have failed in this respekte’ smiled, but it was a
smile utterly without warmth. 'l came here todaybahalf of my family to



offer our respects to Emile's widow, but now—' Hepped abruptly as he
glanced towards the bedroom. ‘'Now everything hasgéd.’

'Like hell it has." She couldn't match his coldsteve bearing or air of
ruthless command and she didn't even try. Insteadesed him like a small,
enraged lioness, with her teeth all but bared. I§tev exactly what he
meant. The baby. Ann and Emile's unborn baby. # that and that alone
that had captured his interest.

She had heard about these old and noble familieg—trenChalliers were
certainly that—had heard stories of their obsesdidesire for male heirs
that sacrificed everything in its path. Andre, thther brother, had five
daughters, and Emile had been of the opinion thatjues would never
marry, was the eternal bachelor—so that left...éwEkmile died all ties
with the Challier family were cut—'

'Don't be naive, Miss Gosdon.'

Now the deep, rich voice was definitely nasty, asdhe moved closer,
staring down at her from cold, narrowed eyes, affwdfi frighteningly
expensive after shave caused her stomach to comtréear. It spoke of
wealth and power and influence, all formidable wees) but there was
something else... A sudden realisation of the oliefming maleness of this
man, the sensual force and vigour that were appawan when he was
absolutely still, like now.

'‘Because | know you aren't. | think it is time fmth of us to acknowledge
exactly where we stand, yes?' She didn't say a;vetwe couldn't. She just
remained frozen before him like a mouse beforeakesn'My parents are
entitled to know that they will have another gramitttin the not too distant
future—I think even you would agree with that?'

‘Then you think wrong,' she snapped hotly, sturgpeech by his infuriating
command. 'And if you're going to suggest that itildde all sweetness and
light on the Challier side just because Ann's ekpgdEmile's child, | don't

believe you. As you just pointed out, I'm not naiaed there is no way I'm
going to stand by and see her treated as somefs®tond-class citizen—'



'l know, | know."' He interrupted her with a raiseahd and sardonic face.
'My family are not worthy to—what was it? Ah, yeseklithe boots. | have,
as you say, received the message.’

'‘Good." She eyed him warily. 'So you accept thereipoint in your family
visiting Ann?"

'‘But there is no question of that." His voice wasle- too cool, and the
determined set of the hard jaw was not exactlysuwasg either. 'lt would be
far more.. .appropriate for your sister to acconypae to my parents' home
in France and take up residence with my mothet thichild is born.'

'You've got to be joking..." She gazed at him opwuthed until his
mocking gaze informed her of the fact, whereupansstut her mouth with a
tight little snap.

'l never joke, Miss Gosdon; | consider it a singwiaste of time," he said
softly, his French accent making the words attvacéiven as their content
chilled her blood. 'My family are wealthy and sexand can provide Ann
with all she needs. You would really rather seehtare the child in these
conditions?’

‘These conditionsBhe glared at him angrily. 'l can assure you thezea lot
worse, Mr Challier. This flat might be small, btis+'

'No fit place for a Challier to be born," he saghtly, his face contemptuous.

'‘But you didn't care whether Emile and Ann wergeabr dead this time last
week," she protested furiously. 'And now, just lseaAnn's pregnant,
everything has got to be done as you wish it? Yao'tcforce her into
something she doesn't want—take her to a strangetrgowith people she
doesn't know—'

'Miss Gosdon—' He took a deep breath and suddetdyed his big body,
sinking down onto the sofa behind him and leaniagkbwith one leg
crossed over his knee. He stared up at her witteghg black eyes. 'Shall
we have that tea?' he asked smoothly. 'I'm surei®\n@iting for hers. And
perhaps when we have both calmed down we can disitiis matter



rationally. | can understand that you are apprekienand your concern for
your sister does you credit, but there are thingsu ydo not
understand—things | must explain to you.'

'l..." She stared at him helplessly. He obviouslg ho intention of leaving,
and he was too big to manhandle out of the flat,dwery instinct in her
body was screaming at her to do just that. He \@agerous. Her violet-blue
eyes widened at the thought, but it was true. kéin sense had told her just
that the second she had opened the door to hinpamaf her antagonism
had been a form of self-protection against the mawering magnetism that
was inherent in the man...

But this was no time for fanciful wanderings. Shelgd herself together
sharply. She had to handle this in the best wayehtl. He could have his
darn tea and then she would listen, very meeklgverything he said, and
agree where necessary, and then she would usheoutimof the flat and
never let him or any other of the Challier brootfset in the place again.

If it hadn't been for their meanness in cutting Enuff without a penny
towards his education he wouldn't have had to th&epunishingly tiring
job which had ultimately killed him. And his crimé® had married the
woman he loved. A woman they had despised andddatthilst refusing
even to meet her.

'I'll get the tea,’ she said flatly.

He was sitting exactly as she had left him whenreh&ned with the tea,
and, although her stomach muscles clenched aighed his big, relaxed
body and dark, sardonic, handsome face, she bdtrayee of her inner
agitation as she carefully set the tray down onflber—the flat being
devoid of niceties such as coffee-tables and #& [How do you like your
tea?' she asked quietly, without raising her egdsd face.

'Black.’
She might have guessed. Like his soul. She potedetr into a mug and

handed it across, taking care not to come intoamwith his flesh. 'There
aren't any cups and saucers,' she said briefly.



'No matter. This is most acceptable.' He leant lvathke seat after reaching
for the mug, and after she had poured her ownheawss forced to lift her
gaze to his, her face expressionless. 'May | @all§andi?' he asked softly.

'What?' The hard-won composure fled.

"Your name—may | call you by your name?' he askgalma 'It is a little
ridiculous, this Miss Gosdon and Mr Challier, dauyaot think? And we
have much to discuss.'

'l don't think we have anything to—'

'Please.' He raised an authoritative hand and sisefuvious at her instant
obedience to the command. 'Let us deal with theathate problems one by
one, Sandi.' His accent gave her name a life alkaiwn. 'Ann has her tea?"
She nodded silently. 'Then let us talk.

‘The first thing | have to say is that my mothedévastated by the turn of
events.' She noticed that he didn't mention hisefatand wondered why for
a fleeting second before he went on. 'l underskande's support from my
parents was terminated on his marriage?' She nagied, her eyes tight on
his dark face. 'This, | knew nothing about.’

"You didn't?" She shook her head slowly. 'I'm sdbouyt | find that very hard
to believe. Why wouldn't your parents tell you wttregy had done?'

'‘Because they knew | would have paid the cost afdsreducation myself,’
he said quietly. 'Sandi...' He shifted in his chasrthough he was finding the
conversation difficult. 'There are matters—persanatters— which 1 find
it painful to discuss. Suffice it to say, my paehitterly regret their action
in view of the present circumstances. The knowldatgeéthey will have to
live with the consequence of what they have dongursshment enough,
surely?’

She shrugged without speaking. There was nothiagshld say, after all.



'My brother Andre and | were told of Emile's rebetship with your sister
when it first began fifteen months ago, and at timaé | warned him to go
carefully.'

'I'm sure you did." Her voice was bitter and tigirtd he shook his dark head
at the pain and contempt in her face.

'‘Not for the reason you imagine,’ he said quietly.
'No?' She eyed him hotly. 'What was the reasom?he
'l am not at liberty to say.'

'Oh, really!" She turned away with a gesture oftempt. 'This is ridiculous.
| don't believe—'

‘The reason was a good one—or it seemed so aintle¢ he said levelly.
'When matters advanced and Emile told the fam#y e intended to marry
your sister it was not well received, as you kndy. brother Andre and |
were of theopinion that oncevitas fait accomplihe natural order of things
would take their course. Time is a great healer—'

'Of what?' she asked tightly. 'The fact that Erhiéel married so far beneath
him in your parents' eyes? Or was it that Ann isFrench? | understand
Andre's wife is the daughter of a count. | suppsise was welcomed with
open arms!'

'We are not discussing Odile—'

'We're notdiscussingnything at all,’ she said angrily. "You're tatkat me
without telling me anything substantial. Look, klg think it would be
better if you left—'

'l have no intention of leaving, Sandi." The daykeswere chips of black
glass as they stared into hers. 'And you will figteeverything | have to say.
There are certain confidences that are not mingiviolge, but once Ann
meets my family—"'



'If Ann meets your family,’ she corrected tightly.€Tdecision is hers, after
all.’

'‘Quite." The black eyes bored into hers. 'Hersltard alone. | am glad you
mentioned that." His meaning was unmistakable, simel flushed hotly
before meeting the challenge.

"You're quite right,’ she said as coolly as shéd;aonsidering that the urge
to rise and empty her tea over his immaculate neesdifierce. 'If it was left

to me Ann would never meet any of you, but shegsoavn woman in her

own right and, although | shall make my opinionac/ehe final decision

will be hers. She loved Emile very much and yowepts hurt him badly.

Whether that will colour her judgement | don't know

'He also loved them very much, you know,' Jacqaabsoftly. ‘As they did
him. | am thirty-six years of age and Andre is tixfiour. Emile was the
baby of the family, the late arrival, and my motHeted on him.’

'She had a funny way of showing it." She couldat¥ehstopped herself
speaking if her life had depended on it, but steiyhge didn't react as she
had expected—with anger and blazing indignatiostead the black eyes
narrowed still further on her flushed face anddeerslowly, moving across
the room to stand in front of her. She, too, roske-was at a distinct
disadvantage seated as she was in the old rockiaig-eand raised her chin
as she stared back into the handsome, cold faahinwgther so closely.

‘All this righteous scorn and resentment..." hetenat softly as his eyes
stroked over her hot face, their darkness unfatfubendYou give the

appearance of being hard and worldly—one would ¢vigk that you have

worked at this image.' She said nothing, fear atirituitiveness rendering
her dumb. 'But your eyes tell another story," hetiooed quietly. 'A quite

different one. Why this hard shell, Sandi Gosdonffat\has happened in
your twenty-eight years to make you so hostileresly to see the dark
side?"

'l am seeing what's under my nose,' she retorti#igt,sand | don't like being
soft-soaped. If, in your opinion, that makes medraard worldly, then so be
it.'



'l didn't say | thought you were hard and worldhg'corrected softly. 'l said
that | believe this is the image you like to projelcam wrong in this
supposition?'

'‘Quite wrong.' She glared at him angrily and forbedeyes not to flicker at
the lie. And it wasn't a lie, not really. After wihehe'd been through, after
lan, she preferred to keep the world in generalraed in particular at arm's
length. There was nothing wrong in that, was there?

He smiled slowly, as though she had confirmed lpion rather than
denied it. 'l will return this evening, and thewduld like to speak to Ann
directly—if I may?' he said quietly.

'‘Ann will see things as | do." Sandi's heart gawtla jump as she spoke.
Since she had been able to toddle her sister leatthe easiest person in the
world to manipulate—her sensitive gentle naturerghgway from any kind
of confrontation or disagreement. She would beyputithis man's hands,
even without him having a head start in lookingtatlingly like Emile.

'We will see.' The deep brown, almost black eyesevgeiddenly ruthless.
'‘But I will put my case to your sister, Sandi, with or withgaur blessing. In
this | shall be most determined; you understand me?

'Perfectly,’ she ground out through clenched teeth.

'‘Good." He smiled again as he held out his hafarewell, but for the life of
her she couldn't voluntarily respond to the gooldgekture.

She didn't want to touch him. Her mind raced attioeight. And yet he was
handsome—probably overwhelmingly so to some ferralmg not to her.
Oh, no, not to her. She had had her fingers bumtbadly by men who
thought they only had to smile and the world rockedts axis.

'l don't bite, Miss Sandi Gosdon.' The dark voi@swnocking and amused,
and it was the thread of laughter in the deep ttimatsbrought her hand out
to meet his.

'I'm sure you don't, Mr Challier," she said coldly.



‘Till this evening, then.' His flesh was warm amthfas it enfolded hers, and
as he raised her small hand to his lips for aifiggnoment an electric shock
shot up her arm, causing her to snatch her hangl asvélnough he had burnt
her. For a split second she saw surprise in thle fdae, and then it closed
against her, his eyes hooded and remote.

'l shall return at seven,' he said coolly. 'Plesaot think of advising your
sister not to be here. It would be most unwise.’

'Really?’ So he was a mind-reader as well?

'Really." He walked towards the door, turning ie ttoorway to survey her
through narrowed eyes. 'It is only fair to warn ythat | am a stubborn
man—stubborn and determined. And | always get éxadtat | want.'

'‘But do you always get what you deserve, Mr Ch&llishe asked with
honeyed sweetness, looking straight into the aatinciace.

For a moment she thought she had gone too far atahed back at her, a
small flame glowing in the depths of the black eyest then the cold,
beautifully shaped mouth twisted in an amused sm@ard he shrugged
slowly. 'Now, of that | am not sure,” he murmureditly as his gaze
wandered over her hair and face. 'Perhaps | wilblble to give you an
answer to that one day—who knows?' He smiled admsndark maleness
intimidating and virile in the small room, and aar breath caught in her
throat she realised that the palms of her hande wamp. With what?
Fright? Sexual attraction? Panic?

But she wouldn't let herself feel any of those eamst for a man like him,
she thought angrily. What use was the past, int@lpainfulness, if she
hadn't learnt well from it? 'l doubt it,’ she sashd stared back at him,
unaware of how young she looked in the middle efdmall room, a ray of
sunlight from the narrow window behind her turnimgr hair to glowing
gold and her eyes to a deep, stormy blue. 'l wthukk our paths won't cross
again after today.'

'Perhaps.' He shrugged again and turned to leave gerhaps not. Life has
a way of surprising us when we least expect it.sSEven...’



As she heard the front door of the flat close gbeds perfectly still, her
hands clenched tight against her sides and het p@anding furiously. Oh,
she knew all about surprises, she thought bittétg/d be amazed at how
much she knew. She shut her eyes to banish theesadhe past that were
suddenly stark and savage on the screen of her, mmbwhen Ann called,
her voice nervous and faint from the bedroom, & waelief to come back to
the present and hurry to her sister's side.



CHAPTER TWO

WHEN Jacques Challier returned at seven all Sandi'stwears were

realised. He was charm itself as he talked to Amyoice persuasive and
soft as he explained how distraught and stunnegdrisnts—his mother in
particular—were at their youngest son's untimelgtie

Their remorse at the way things had turned outr wrow for his young
widow and their bitter-sweet joy on hearing of tHfeture grandchild from
Jacques that afternoon—all was relayed with greasitivity and appeal,
and, in Sandi's eyes at least, utter ruthlessmegther his own ends. He
worked on Ann like a master musician with his iastent until he had her
eating out of his hand, her large blue eyes datk sympathy and distress
and her mouth soft with compassion.

'Emile would have wanted you to be with his fanalythis time," Jacques
said quietly, 'even though you perhaps feel yott ¢argive us for the way
we have behaved. | can understand that you blarfe bss death—

'No, not really." Ann twisted uncomfortably. 'Mayagfirst, but not now. It
was an accident, | know that—but he had got sd,tiyeu see, working for
his finals all day and with the job at night. Bu¢ weeded the money. Even
with what Sandi sent us—'

"You sent them money?' Jacques asked sharplyntutaiSandi, who was
standing to one side of the sofa, looking downimt With bitter eyes as she
watched the little scene in front of her.

'Of course.' She glared at him without explainiagter.

'Even with what Sandi sent us we couldn't mana&ge)' continued quietly.
‘Not once I'd left the university and my grant lsaopped.’

'‘Ann’'s pregnancy was difficult from the outseth&asaid flatly. 'There was
no way she could continue to work for her degrébpagh she and Emile
had planned that she would return to her studies+sonce the baby was
born and he had finished university and had a job.’



'l see.' Jacques turned to Ann again, taking oteeohands in his. "The rest
of the family did not know that Emile's support h&tdpped, Ann; please
believe that. And when | spoke to my mother thisrabon she asked me to
tell you the reason why they took this step—th@ligh step that they now
regret so much. It is a matter of great delicang, lavould be grateful if you
would not speak of it to anyone.’

'I'll get some coffee—"

'‘No, please, Sandi." He quickly stopped her movkedge the room. 'It is
necessary that you understand this, for the futyes?

No, she thought tightly, but nevertheless she founddtiesitting gingerly
on the rocking-chair, facing them both as he talked

'When Emile informed my parents that you were gamget married they
were upset—my mother particularly so,' Jacquesdaidly. ‘'She thought if
his grant was threatened he would see what shedeved to be reason and
put off the wedding until he had finished univeysiin that way she was
hoping this relationship between you would perHfapshe test of time and
come to nothing.

'She was concerned about the result a marriaget iéyte on his studies,
also that the two of you were so young, but thees vanother, more
important reason that overshadowed all that.' Hisga, rising from the sofa
where he had been sitting next to Ann and movingtamd with his back
towards them as he looked out of the window ineoghimy London street
below.

‘Two years ago my father was foolish enough to lzenaemourwith a young
English girl who had recently come to work for i 'said expressionlessly.
'And even more foolishly he was indiscreet enowghnfy mother to suspect
what was happening. She confronted my father, vdnaiteed the affair and
immediately agreed to end the liaison.

'‘But the damage, as far as my mother was concenssdlone. She suffered
a nervous breakdown from which even now she idullgtrecovered.



'‘As my father's business partner, | was told thieféigts,but no one else in
the family—including Andre and Emile— had any idet#at had caused my
mother's illness. This, both my mother and fathanted. When Emile fell
in love with you so soon after all this had happmkesiee just couldn't—how
do you say?—handle it." Jacques turned to face Wwothen now, but his
face could have been carved in stone, so devoid itvat any visible
emotion.

'Her behaviour at this time was not rational oreyibut she was still
suffering greatly and my father was consumed bit-gthie still is, | think.
This girl had flattered and cajoled him, persuakied into the alliance, but
it was a thing of the flesh, not the heart. She seag packing with a cheque
which amply soothed her ruffled feathers." Nowaslil of searing bitterness
lit the black eyes for a brief moment. 'And my nmethas tried to pick up the
pieces of a life which has been smashed apartw@hés you to know this
not so that you will excuse her actions, but peshapderstand them.' He
was standing very straight and stiff, his faceaset proud.

'l—" Sandi saw Ann take a gulp and swallow befdretsied to speak again.
'I'm so sorry, Jacques; she must have been vety hur

He nodded grimly. 'She was.' The black eyes namosveAnn's pale face.
'‘But nothing could compare to the loss of her clig father and | have not
told her the full facts of the accident. She thimlexrely that Emile was killed
whilst riding in a car. If she knew the accidentsveadirect result of the job
he had taken to make ends meet—'

' won't tell her,"” Ann responded quickly. 'Theseno point, after all, and
Emile wouldn't have wanted it.’

‘Thank you.' Jacques nodded quietly, his eyesifigdo Sandi's face as she
watched them.

She had been as shocked as Ann at the revelatibimeb mistrust of the
Challier family as a whole, and Jacques Challierparticular, was
unaffected by his explanation— although she cotittave explained why.
She couldn't help feeling that, genuine though aount of the



circumstances obviously was, he was using it teyste Ann to do exactly
what he wanted. And his next words confirmed harde

'‘And now | must ask you an even greater service.nMyher would very
much like to meet you, to speak to you herself. Wgou accompany me to
France for this purpose?’

'I—" Ann's eyes shot to Sandi. 'l don't think sthaven't been feeling too
well, and there's the baby—'

'All the more reason to be in the comfort and saéétmy parents' home,'
Jacques returned smoothly. 'Their doctor is excelend the nearest
hospital is just a few miles away—you would receasemplary care,

should it prove necessary. Here the facilitiesdittle...basic?' His face was
expressionless but his meaning clear. 'And | undeds Sandi has a
demanding job in the States. I'm sure she wouldoedter at nights knowing
you were well taken care of.’

'l told you, I'm going to look after Ann," Sandid#ghtly, deciding she had
had more than enough of this subtle manoeuvriiger@’is no question that
she would be alone.’

'‘But your work?' Jacques enquired with suspect@onadis eyes gleaming
as they took in her angry face. 'Surely this cquialve difficult? If you stay

in England with Ann this must put your job in jeoghg and if she returns
with you to America she will have long periods eiry left alone.’

‘A certain amount of my work is done from home—'
'‘But not all of it." He stared at her, his face ampive as he tied her up in
knots. 'You would not be able to relax when youensot with her, whereas

in France there would be my mother and the servants

'Don't tell me what | would or wouldn't be able do," Sandi shot back
immediately. 'If it's necessary | can resign.'

'Oh, no, Sandi!" Even as her sister spoke Sanlisegashe had played right
into Jacques's very capable hands. The worst #iagould have done was



suggest that there might be a possibility of hawileg her job. Ann knew
how she had worked for her success, how thrilledhstd been with her new
appointment, and her sister's soft heart wouldnalile to bear the thought
of it all being lost—especially as she was awarethaf therapy it had
provided after lan... 'Please, | don't want youworry about me any
more—and besides, I'd like to meet Emile's pardtesilly.’

'Ann—'

' mean it, Sandi." Ann cut into her protest witiugual firmness. 'It's got to
happen sooner or later, and perhaps it's best & them now. You know
I'm not very good at facing things, but with théopa.' She shook her head
slowly. 'It's only natural they would want to séevhen it's born, and I'd
prefer to meet them first. I'll just come for a fdays, Jacques.' She turned to
the tall, dark man who had remained silent throthghlittle exchange. 'If
that's all right?'

'Of course.' He bowed his head in a little gesthag was very French. 'You
must stay as long as you wish.’

Once Ann was out there she would be kept thereeaat until the baby was
born, Sandi thought darkly. Couldn't her sistenskat was happening? She
looked into Ann's pale, lovely face thoughtfullyr @aybe it was easier for
her not to. Ann had always been so very good andpider head in the sand.

‘That is settled, then." Jacques's eyes mockedshke looked down at her
sitting so stiff with rage in the rocking- chailf. it fits in with your plans,
perhaps you would like to accompany Ann to Frarltesure she would
find that most...reassuring.’

‘Sandi? Could you?' Ann's voice was eager.

'Of course.' She smiled at her sister but her elgaaged to splintered blue
when they met Jacques's. 'I've taken some leas@rtohings out here.’

'Excellent.' The cold voice held a thread of amu=arthat made her want to
kick him—hard. 'Then perhaps if | could suggestckpyou up tomorrow
afternoon, say, two o'clock? That should give ymoetto make all the



necessary domestic arrangements and organise passpo so on. | do not
think it wise that Ann flies at this time, you ag®

She nodded silently, having been about to makepibiat herself.

'My parents' chateau is only a few hours' drivefitbe Channel, so this will
not prove a problem. | will arrange to have on¢hefcars waiting for us.’

Sandi continued to stare at him, her thoughts wigiriShe was experiencing
the most awful sense dkja vu.This could have been lan talking. lan, with
his forceful, cool air of authority that she hadulght so attractive at the
time and which had hidden such treachery. lars.hig body lean and virile,
confident of his power to subject and subdue, taroand without question.
And she had fallen for it. Utterly. And how she hzadd for her naivety...

'Sandi?' She came back to the present with a \tiekrse of having been on
a nightmarish journey as Ann touched her arm tesdgt ‘Are you all
right?'

'I'm fine." She forced a quick smile and turned yafvam the intent pair of
dark eyes across the room. 'I'll get that coffe®.ho

When, a few moments later, she heard the dooretartly lounge open and
close she looked up from the coffee-cups expediingee Ann in the
doorway, her mouth already open to order her badiet chair. 'Can | help
at all?' Jacques's undeniably attractive smile raitl reach the glittering
blackness of his eyes.

'‘No." She qualified the blunt refusal with a quslkake of her head. 'No,
thank you. | can manage, Mr Challier.'

'Of this | have no doubt." She glanced acrossmtdnce, her eyes distant,
before resuming the preparation of the tray. "Youndt think it appropriate

that we drop this formality in view of developmetitee asked quietly after
a long moment of silence.



'‘Developments?’ she asked coldly, raising her heeatket his dark gaze. 'If
you mean by that the fact that my sister and Il figguests in your home, |
hardly see—'

'‘Not my home, Sandi.' The deep voice was infurgdyinsmooth. 'My
parents' home. | have my own establishment sontandis away. But, of
course, if you would prefer to stay with me...?t féee spoke volumes and
he chuckled huskily, shaking his head as he |eailiylagainst the doorpost.
'What a bad-tempered little pussy-cat you aree..ttawled thoughtfully.
‘All claws and teeth.’

‘Not at all." She drew herself up to her full heigind spoke through
clenched teeth. ‘Just because | don't happen towappf your blackmailing
technique—'

'‘Blackmail? This is not a nice word,' he reprovettly.
'It's not a nice act,’ she returned tersely.

'‘And this is how you see my family's wish to helpuy sister?' he asked
slowly. 'As something intimidating? Suspect?' Thees a grimness about
the handsome face now that made her hesitate favraent, but then she
shook off its menacing effect and spoke her mind.

'‘Considering that up to a few hours ago the Chatleane was synonymous
with rejection and pain, how do you expect me &lfeshe asked tensely.
'‘Ann is six months pregnant, and in all that tino¢ one of your family has
even sent a postcard!

'‘But Ann is prepared to be reasonable—'
'‘Ann is too trusting,' she said flatly.

'‘And you—you are not," he stated quietly, movingtend in front of her and
holding her eyes with his own in a vice-like gripesvas powerless to break.
His bronzed skin, the smooth blackness of his hiagr,big, lean body that
was intimidatingly male—it all served to hold heesmerised under the
dark, glittering gaze as he leant towards her. Whas his name,



Sandi—this man who has put the fear and mistrugthase beautiful blue
eyes? Do you still love him?'

'l don't know what you're talking about." She haahted her voice to be
acidic, but it was merely shaky.

'No?' He lifted her chin with the tip of one fingand she felt the contact
right down to her toes. 'From the first moment wet mjou have been
fighting me—and do not tell me it is because of Abacause then | would
have to call you a liar.' His face was close naw, ¢lose, the firm, sensual
mouth an inch or two from hers. 'ls it because s@ose | want to do this?’

She was totally unprepared for the feel of his bpshers, standing stunned
for one breathtaking moment as his mouth took aedsthen jerking away
so violently that she felt her neck muscles snap.

'How dare you?' She backed another step beforgibgrher hand to her
mouth in a harsh scrubbing action. 'Hdareyou?'

'l dared because | wanted to, very much," he sitys

'‘And that makes it all right?' she asked scathiregypure rage flowed
through her veins. 'You see, you like, you take-thist it? The original
macho man? Well, I'm immune to all such rubbish-y@o can just forget
that old line and you can keep your hands off noe Ymu ever try a number
like that again—'

'Zut!' The oath was soft but intense. ‘It was merelisa. k

'l know what it was,' she answered tightly, 'amd tot interested, OK? Is
that plain enough?'

He growled something under his breath and she wasdily glad that she
knew no French. 'l was not asking you to come imydbed," he said darkly,
‘or even into my life. The kiss was an acknowledgetof your beauty, of
the age-old attraction between male and female—'



'Oh, spare me...' She glared at him furiously. 'Hoany other poor sops
have you tried this one on? | really can't believe—

'Miss Gosdon, if you say one more word | reallynkhil will not be
responsible for my actions." She could see thavde fighting for control
under that icy exterior and it gave her enormousfsation. Just to have
rocked that amazingly arrogant stance a littlehdge punctured that thick
male skin and imperious self-esteem, was wondgrigithtifying. For a
moment it was lan's face there in front of her,Hasd, lean body that was
held so stiffly to attention. And then the imagddd, and with it her rage as
she heard Ann call from the lounge. 'Sandi?'

'l don't want anything else to upset Ann,' she saiidklyas she heard the
lounge door open. 'She's been through more thamgére'

'What on earth are you doing out here?' Ann's vioéld more than a touch
of apprehension although her face was smiling asapipeared in the open
doorway, her eyes darting from Jacques's facendiSa

'I—' Sandi found that her mind was a complete blank

"Your sister was telling me about her work," Jasgsead easily at her side,
his voice cool and lazy and his manner relaxedu 'aist be very proud of
her.'

'Oh, | am." Ann smiled back at him, completely semed. 'Sandi left
university to get a job when Mum and Dad died soccawald stay together.
She's worked her way up from the bottom rung of lddder, and she
deserves everything she gets.

'Really...?" Jacques's voice was very dry.

'Did she tell you how...?"

Sandi let Ann lead him back into the lounge, andeoshe was alone leant
back against the painted wood cupboards in the Basjc kitchen. The

nerve of the man, kissing her like that! Who ontleatid he think he
was—God's gift to womankind?



The glug of the coffee-maker reminded her of thek tm hand, and she
quickly finished setting the tray and poured thceps of coffee once the
machine was ready. Well, here was one woman wha'tvgsing to melt

into a little pool at his feet—although that wasvidlisly what the little

charade had been all about. Were there still woabewt in the world who
fell for old lines like that?

It was much later, as she lay wide awake at And&\satching the bedside
clock tick the minutes and hours away, that sheegavto the searing
memories from the past that had been at the farebbher mind since she
had first set eyes on Jacques Challier. Of colnese twere still women who
were taken in by a handsome face and a soft, teise—she of all people
should know that.

Once the floodgate in her mind was open there wastapping the tide...

She had been almost twenty-five years of age when hed met lan

Mortimer, and as innocent as a babe. They had metigh a friend of a

friend at one of the numerous advertising parties were commonplace in
London, and from the first moment his smoky gregselyad smiled into hers
she had been lost. His charm had been considetablichnique polished
to perfection, and she had never doubted one téngad told her about
himself—even though, with hindsight, there had bpkmty of question

marks.

Ann hadn't liked him. Sandi shut her eyes for a moimn the darkness.
Funny, that, when you considered that Ann usuddl everyone. But she
hadn't liked lan Mortimer, and how right she hadrbe

They had been together for four months when h&ddaker to marry him,
and that had been accomplished, via the registigeofwithin weeks. Their
joint bank account had been a declaration of tloeie and trust, lan had
assured her, despite the fact that all the moneay nmad come from the
account she'd had from her half-share of her pgrestate, Ann's portion
being held in trust until her sister reached the @igtwenty-one.



Sandi twisted restlessly and then froze as the mewne disturbed Ann's

steady, regular breathing at her side. Althoughsister had cried herself to
sleep in the same way she had done each nightSarcdi had arrived back
in England, she had slipped into a deep slumbdtinwhinutes—which was

a definite improvement on all the previous nightd ane that Sandi wanted
to continue.

That awful morning... Her thoughts drifted backhe sunny May morning,

almost exactly three years ago, when she had randwer the ring of the

bell at the front door of the small flat she and ttead been renting. Ann had
already left for college and she had been latevfnk, but the thought that it

might be lan, due back that day from the businegghat had taken him

away for two weeks, had put wings on her feet. @gotten his key again,

she'd thought happily as she'd swung open the dtmhad a head like a
sieve...

But it hadn't been lan. The tall, attractive womdro had faced her had had
short dark hair and gentle brown eyes, and the bgdscontinued to be

gentle as she had begun to talk. It was strangehéyaworld had been

devastated by someone with such gentle eyes...

'Mrs Mortimer?' The woman held out her hand. 'Ha@wdu do? My name
is Carol Prescott. | don't suppose lan's told ymauame?'

lan...?" Sandi shook her head slowly. 'No, I'mrysoiYou know my
husband?'

'‘Unfortunately.” Sandi was nonplussed by the grgsnea the soft voice.
'Yes, unfortunately | do. Look, we really need &kt Can | come in a
minute?’

'‘Well, I'm already late for work—'

‘This won't wait, Mrs Mortimer.' The woman smilezjretfully. ‘And please
believe me, | am really very, very sorry.'

And so the nightmare began. It appeared that heband, wonderful,
dashing lan, with his liquid grey eyes and darkpaatic good looks, was a



confidence trickster of the first order. Carol FR@s had brought a sheaf of
papers with her—a history of his activities oves ffast few years that she
had made it her business to investigate.

It made sickening reading. lan preyed on young,iargbme cases not so
young women who had a certain amount of money—theuats ranging
from a few thousand to much higher figures in onén®m cases—making
them believe he loved them and then departing vglhil-gotten gains once
he had milked each one dry. His explanations wermeous—business
problems, an ill mother, a temporary hold-up indsi-but the end result
was always the same. A broken-hearted woman witlamand no money.

'‘But | don't understand..." Sandi's heart was thngdiike a drum as she faced
Carol Prescott in the sun-filled lounge. 'Why havtre police got involved
if all you say is true?'

'It's true,’ Carol replied quietly, ‘and the polare involved—at least in two
cases where lan forged signatures. As for the sthie8he shrugged bitterly.
'If silly women want to make gifts of money or jdigey to their current
boyfriend that's between the two of them, accordmgfficialdom. The
police are busy—they haven't got time to chasewal England searching
for one man, besides which he uses a wide variebhames which makes
everything more difficult.’

'‘But why—?' Sandi stopped abruptly as the full issdion of what was
happening to her began to make itself felt andadben swam and dipped. 'l
mean—'

'Why am | on this crusade?' Carol asked flatlycd&ese someone had to do
it—someone had to try and stop him. | met him frears ago, just after my
mother had died and left me the house and a tidyuamin the bank. lan
wormed all the money out of me, and when | begarsuspect that
something wasn't right he disappeared one nighth wit my mother's
jewellery—even her wedding ring. That's what | kgahn't forgive him for.’

Her eyes were deep wells of pain as she staredrati. SA solicitor friend
with a million and one contacts helped me begisetarch for him, and then



we discovered a veritable can of worms. He's intthigsies now, and he's
been at this game since he was fresh out of s¢hool.

'‘But—' Sandi took a deep breath and then forcedelfeto speak although
her throat was dry and her chest tight. 'But waaeried. Or is that a lie too?
Is he already married to someone else?’

‘No, you're legally married," Carol said quiethdthough frankly, if | were
you, I'd prefer that to be false too. As far asnbw he's never actually
married anyone before—I don't think he's had tietonest. Most women
fall for him so badly they can't wait to shower humith gifts. Have you
given him much?' she asked gently.

'No." Sandi shook her head slowly. 'l haven't gitren anything.' But héad
wanted her to live with him, wanted her to be bigl. It had been she who
had held out for marriage, she thought blindly, tvanto give herself to
him for the first time on her wedding night, warmtinim to be the first and
only. Oh... She shut her eyes tight. Let this bmistake, she prayed. A
terrible, ghastly mistake. He couldn't have dohéhad; he couldn't.

‘Joint account?"
Sandi opened her eyes wide at the quiet voice.tWha

'Have you a joint account?' Carol asked patierghaking her head at
Sandi's nod. '‘And where's lan now?'

'On a business trip..." Sandi's voice trailed away.

‘There is no business,' Carol said softly, 'ataink he knew | was closing in
on him—which meant the police would be informedcelsis whereabouts. |
think you'd better get on to the bank...'

The bank manager was very kind when she saw han tlaat morning. He

said that he had wondered why she and her huslzehddtided to close the
account so abruptly, but Mr Mortimer had explaitieat they were moving

abroad. He hoped everything had gone through aetgsily.



Twenty thousand pounds. Was it worth ruining soneé&oiife for twenty
thousand pounds? she thought now helplessly. Oslyidan had thought
so. He had vanished without trace.

She couldn't bear to brood on the months that bbowed. Without Ann
she wouldn't have got through. But by the timelst started to pick up the
pieces, six months later, life was beginning tametto something like
normality. Which had made that other knock on therdso much harder,
somehow.

'Mrs Mortimer? Mrs lan Mortimer?' The policeman gmulicewoman had
been very kind too, she remembered with painfuhyrdlit's about your
husband. I'm very sorry to have to tell you...'

lan had died in a drowning accident off the cod$trance while staying on
his current girlfriend's yacht. Apparently Sandiame had been found
among his papers. He had had exactly five hundoethgls to his name
when he had died. Most of her twenty thousand e @n riotous living

and expensive presents to his new fiancee, whonwath a mint, so it had
appeared. How exactly he had planned to marrydeewtsn't clear.

Perhaps he wouldn't have gone through with it—whew? And who
cared? She shook her head in the warm darknessh&utinal blow had
welded the lock and key onto the door of her hiesréver.

Never again would she trust a man, any man, becheor poor. lan had
killed the happy, trusting girl she had once begranpletely as if he had
driven a knife through her heart. And the new S#&asdon? She was her
own woman, utterly and totally, and that was theyghe intended to
remain. No romances, no liaisons, no involvement.

She shook her head as hot tears coursed downderNaver again. That
one savage encounter with love had taught herfong-tshe couldn't trust
her own heart and still less any man. Her careeddvioe her life, and with

that she would be content. Content? The word mohkedbut she thrust the
weakness back into the recesses of her mindwslid be content. She'd
have to be. It was the only course open to her now.



CHAPTER THREE

'WE wiLL stop shortly for some refreshments.’ Jacques gthiat Sandi

briefly before his gaze moved to the mirror, in @fihe could see Ann
stretched out on the back seat of the big car. &feccomfortable, Ann?' he
asked politely.

'I'm fine," Ann answered drowsily.

They had been travelling for two hours throughltisl French countryside
on their way to the Challier chateau in the Loirallsy, and Ann was
beginning to show the strain of the journey—althogbe was bearing up
far better than Sandi had anticipated. The May iegewas warm and still
showing to full advantage the green pastures, theudul orchards and
vineyards, the old towns with their slate roofs #relspectacularly beautiful
chateaux. The powerful Mercedes that had beenngafor them on the
other side of the Channel ate up the miles witle legffort.

It had been sensible for Ann to stretch out onlthek seat with her legs
raised—her ankles were swollen most days now—buotliSzad been less
than comfortable when she'd realised that that trevenwould be sitting in
close proximity to Jacques in the front of the @ard although she hadn't
said a word he had known.

She glanced at him now as he sat, big and darkeraside. Yes, he had
known. The deep brown eyes had glittered with sdenusement and there
had been a ruthless twist to his mouth that hadl her he was enjoying
every moment of her discomfiture.

Why did he affect her so badly? She forced hetsetfoncentrate on the
natural beauty of the French countryside. She hadght no man would
ever affect her again after lan, and until Jacquesnan had. Everything
about him grated on her. Everything.

She bit her lower lip hard. Even when he was beuigitous over Ann the
dark power of the man was evident, like a greatddwkast that had
temporarily sheathed its razor-sharp claws. He avesgant and imperious
and utterly sure of himself and the authority hewowmanded, and since that



incident in Ann's kitchen Sandi had been unablevijwe the feel of his
mouth on hers from her consciousness. It was dyikigrcrazy.She wanted
to be aloof and detached, to pretend he didn't,dou$ Jacques Challier was
not a man one could ignore.

Thank goodness he had his own home, separate feopatents'. She clung
onto the thought like a lifebelt. Hopefully, aftiis one torturous journey,
she wouldn't have to be in his company again.

'l was going to stop at the little tavern down gdrut it looks as though Ann
has fallen asleep.' His voice was soft and deépraside, rich and attractive
with its broken accent. 'You are happy to carrywah the journey, Sandi?'

'Yes, of course.' She forced a stiff smile from swrhere as she glanced his
way, and then wished she hadn't as the hard paiéllstrange things to her
nerves that both alarmed and surprised her.

The way lan had treated her, the fact that he akent her youth and her
innocence and then used her as carelessly as gfogh to be tossed away
once he had got what he really wanted, had causkdnaliation and
debasement so deep that it had taken her monthes &ble to look in the
mirror again with any sense of self-worth. She didmant to feel anything
for any man ever again, and even this... awareokeEsmile's brother was
frightening.

It is still some way to the chateau; couldn't youto relax a little?' His
voice was cool and quiet. 'Even a Frenchman wooldrg to take a woman
against her will in a car travelling at seventyesilan hour when he is the
driver." He glanced at her briefly, and althougk sidn't turn her head to
look at him the black eyes burnt her flesh.

'Don't be ridiculous—

He cut off her soft but furious voice with a raidezhd. 'We do not seem to
have—how you say?—hit it off—yes?' he said quiéfiis is unfortunate,
but | am sure we can both live with it. Howevere thresent situation
between my mother and Ann is a delicate one and mat want further
complications. My mother has suffered enough—'



'‘And what about Ann?' She was too enraged nowelodi@y emotion other
than anger. 'She's lost her husband—'

'‘And my mother has lost her son," he said grimly.

'‘And whose fault was that?' The second the wordsldfaher lips she was
horrified at their content, but it was too late.eTthark face hardened into
pure granite and his tone was icy when he spoke.

'Her suffering equals her crime; of that | can asswou. If you want your
pound of flesh you will have it when you see my heo's face.’

'l don't want any pound of flesh,' she said bleallyaware of the throb of
pain in her voice. She had experienced enoughrgufféen the last three
years to last a lifetime; she wouldn't wish sucheamotion on any living
soul.

He glanced at her swiftly, his eyes narrowing omtdut line of her mouth
before his gaze returned to the road. 'No?' Heagatmoment but she didn't
speak. 'Then perhaps a compromise? We will bothuddest to be civil to
each other and let the grown-ups sort out their difficulties?’

He was trying to lighten the situation and she graseful for it, but just for
a moment she couldn't respond, fighting as sheteviasld back the flood of
tears that was threatening to erupt. 'Yes..." Wihendid speak her voice was
a mere whisper.

'Then this is a deal.’ His teeth flashed whiteignface as he glanced her way
once more, his smile dying at the look on her faseshe stared ahead.
'Sandi?' He reached out ahand to touch hers fteetirfg second before
returning it to the steering wheel. 'You are OK?'

'I'm fine." Control, control... What was the matedth her anyway? She'd
got her life back the way she wanted it— things haen wonderful before
Emile's death. It was that—her sorrow for Ann aeddreep sadness for her
young husband who had had his life cut short soly:. It was enough to
make anyone desolate.



In spite of their tentative agreement they contethige the next hour or so in
a silence that was anything but comfortable, antdBlreathed a sigh of
relief once Ann woke. 'Have | been asleep?'Ann ésigologetically. 'I'm

sorry; | didn't mean to.'

'‘No problem," Jacques said easily. 'You are perhapsly for some
refreshment now?'

'I'd love a long, cool drink," Ann answered graligfu

They stopped at a small country hotel with a preégmed restaurant, and a
flower-filled courtyard with a fountain that ledrdctly from the dining area,
sitting for a while in the dusky perfumed air witheir drinks before
returning to the restaurant for their meal, whicswgimple but delicious.

Sandi was aware of one or two interested glanct#indirection. The tall,
dark, handsome Frenchman and the two small, blam obviously
English women had obviously caused a little stioagithe locals. They
probably thought Ann was Jacques's pregnant wededSthought with a
wry twist to her mouth. And what did that make h&He gooseberry? But
she was more than happy to be the gooseberrydrctise, she told herself
drily. More than happy.

Jacques entertained the two women with an easyesyuand lazy humour
that was dangerously attractive—or would have beshe hadn't known
better, Sandi thought cynically. After the mealdseorted them back to the
car with a hand on each of their waists, and, ltbbugh the contact was,
Sandi was inexpressibly thankful when it ceased.

'‘And now we drive to the Chateau des Reves, yas@ués turned to smile
at Ann after settling her on the back seat of #reagain, and then the dark,
glittering gaze moved to Sandi's face at the sider.

'Chateau des Reves?' Ann asked, a note of infarbset voice.

‘The castle of dreams," Jacques replied quietly. prents' house is very
beautiful, as you will see—something of a fairytah fact—and dates back



to the fourteenth century. | was most fortunatéedorought up in such a
place.’

'Emile loved his home," Ann said quietly from behithem. '‘But after..
.everything that happened he found it difficultatk about France.'

‘This is understandable.' Jacques turned to giveahgwift smile before
starting the car and drawing carefully out of thea$l car park. 'l hope you
will love it as much as he did.’

| just bet you do, Sandi thought silently at hdesilt would make the job of
persuading Ann to stay in France until the baby l@s so much easier...

The night sky was like black velvet by the timeyheached the Loire
Valley, but the air was still warm and moist frone theat of the day, without
the chill that would have been evident in Englalatques drove the big car
off the main road on which they had been travellngl onto a long drive
lined on either side by massive oak trees. Afteilaninute Sandi saw the
spires and turrets of a great house in the distdnutehe darkness shrouded
the image, the moon merely a thin hollow of lighteo the sleeping
landscape.

They approached a high stone wall in which vast gates stood open and
ready to attention as they passed through, and diatedy a host of lights
were triggered on each side of the drive, lightimgnight as brightly as if it
were day.

‘The chateau," Jacques said briefly, indicating é¢hermous sculptured
building of honeyed stone in the distance that thasepitome of all the

magic castles that one heard and read about idhdut rolled into one.

Spires and turrets, arches and fine lace balcatiggned with breathtaking

affect in the old chateau, its curves and arcs stigjand proud against the
black sky beyond.

'It's beautiful,” Ann breathed from behind them.



'It's greedy.' Jacques smiled at her wide-eyed ifatlee mirror. 'lt costs a
fortune to maintain, but it's been in the family fgenerations—my father
was born in one of the bedrooms on the second.floor

He brought the car to a standstill on the vastedand turned directly to
Sandi as he cut the engine. 'What do you think?adked quietly as he
waved towards the chateau. 'Do you approve?'

'One could hardly disapprove of such a lovely bogg she said carefully.
'I'm amazed you decided to leave. How long havehauliyour own house?'

'Eight years." Anything else he might have beeruatimsay was lost as the
enormous carved oak doors opened and a small, skquisitely dressed

woman appeared in the lighted doorway, with sevethér people just

behind her.

'My mother," Jacques said quietly. ‘Andre and amily live in one of the
wings of the house, so I'm afraid it will be thenfly en masséonight.’ He
opened his door, moving round to the other sida@ttar and opening both
Ann's door and her own and helping them to alight.

'‘Maman—Ann and Sandi.' He took Ann's arm and ushéer forward
slightly in front of Sandi, his hand moving protgety to her waist as he
sensed her hesitation. 'Ann, this is your mothdan'

‘Ann..." Madame Challier's dark brown eyes fastemrednn's face, and no
one could have failed to read the muted appediair tlepths. "'Thank you
for coming, my dear. I'm really so sorry—' Her \@igroke and she shook
her head helplessly. "You look exhausted— | think..

As the soft voice floundered again Sandi saw Jacgtifen, but Ann was
there in front of him, reaching out to the womanowtad caused her such
misery and holding her close for a long momemh 46 sorry..." There was a
sob in Jacques's mother's voice now. 'Can youfexgike us for the way we
have behaved?'

'‘Come on into the house, Maman." As Jacques matidoethe tall,
grey-haired man just behind Ann and his mothertepped forward, his



own eyes moist. 'I'm Emile's father, Ann," he ssadtly. 'And I'm very
pleased to meet you— but you must be quite drafmrad the journey.
Please, Arianne, let us take our guests into thiséabHe turned to Sandi.
'And this must be Sandi? It was good of you to aquany your sister at this
time; you must be a great comfort to her.’'

Once in the house, the splendour of which rendemtd women dumb,

Andre and his wife were introduced—the former a l&mand plumper

version of his handsome brother and his wife dadk pretty. Coffee was
served by a small maid in uniform in the magnificdrawing room, the

walls of which were hung with beautifully restorteghestries, but Andre and
his wife declined to stay, returning to their owpagments once the
introductions were over.

'You had a pleasant journey?' It was clear thataviael Challier was trying
to act the perfect hostess, but her eyes were tumiwith unshed tears as
she looked at Ann and the atmosphere crackled wetision and
embarrassment.

'Yes, thank you." Ann put down her coffee-cup, dieaot knowing what to
say. 'lt was kind of you to ask us to stay...'

'l think it would be opportune to leave Maman anahAalone for a few
moments, Papa?' Jacques took charge of the siuag@in, his dark face
autocratic. 'l will show Sandi a little of the hau$you could organise Pierre
into getting the cases from the car?’

'Of course, of course.' His father was patentlyd gbh the opportunity to
escape.

'‘But—' Before Sandi could object further she founedself whisked out of
the room by a very firm arm at her elbow, and asu@& Challier

disappeared to raise the said Pierre she turndddgues indignantly, her
violet-blue eyes sparking.

'Ann's exhausted—she should be in bed. She needs—



'She needs to talk with my mother.' The cool vewes inflexible. 'The first
few minutes of a relationship are vitally importavibu do not know this?'

'What | knowis that you're the most overbearing man I've evet;’ she said
tightly.

‘This | do not consider a fault.' He leant agaihstwall, his eyes cool on her
hot face. 'lt is good for a man to know what he tsan

'Is it, indeed?' She thought of the devastatiorhkshcaused in so many lives
and her voice was bitter. 'You'll excuse me if hdapplaud that sentiment.’

"You know, Sandi Gosdon, for such a sophisticatechan of the world you
have the most filthy temper,' he drawled lazilyotiyprefer your men to be
little lap-dogs, is that it?'

'l don't "prefer" anything," she answered hotly.fdct—'

'In fact, it is not only Ann that is tired.' He wiled himself from the wall so
swiftly that she was being ushered down the wideeyed hallway before
she had time to think. 'You have been very braveytwr sister, very
protective of her rights, but now it is time forrhe make up her own mind
about this unfortunate state of affairs and youtrtetsher.’

They had reached another set of ornate windingsstaireplica of the ones
which had faced her as she'd entered the housasImatook her arm to lead
her upwards she jerked away, her head turning barclsy

'l wait for Ann.'

'l think not.' The determined jawline hardened. Mgther will not keep her
long and then she will join you in the suite thastbeen prepared for your
arrival and to which | am taking you now. She isiysister, Sandi, not your
child, and very shortly she will have a child of loevn to care for. It is time
to cut the cord. You have your own life to lead."

As she opened her mouth to fire back a hot replybk all the breath from
her body by whisking her into his arms and begigrim carry her up the



stairs. 'l know, | know,' he said. 'l am this owsling Frenchman that you
cannot abide. This is sad, very sad, when | amwereould have had fun
together.’

'Put me down!She didn't dare struggle in case they both toppdetwards.
‘Now!"

'In a moment.' His voice was quite expressionless.

The sensation of being in his arms was fast ta&ihigicid thought from her
head, his hard, lean body firm against her curnelstlae delicious smell that
emanated from the dark, bronzed skin causing had he whirl. She
couldn't believe her body was reacting like thistman she both despised
and disliked. Even with lan, at the height of hdatuation, she hadn't been
in danger of losing control like this, and the kiedge was frightening.

'l said now," she hissed angrily, risking one smialiggle and then stiffening
immediately as she glanced over his shoulder atittye beneath them.

'‘And | said in a moment.' She turned her headdgaebut it was a mistake.
He had been waiting for the moment and capitalsed immediately, his
mouth hard and electric as it captured hers andrhis like bands of steel as
they held her close. And then, almost immediately,mouth was coaxing
and warm against her lips, parting them as he patieetthe inner sweetness
of her mouth and produced an exquisite torturettivaed her fluid against
him.

Her months with lan told her that this was a marvadt experience, a
connoisseur in the art of lovemaking, but even tawledge was no
defence against the wild response of her bodyw&isa't aware that she had
shut her eyes; she wasn't aware of anything extbepteel of his body
against hers and the drowning pleasure his lipg wetucing. As he set her
down at the top of the stairs against the wall searety returned, but then
he leaned over her, both hands on the wall eitider & her, as though he
sensed her intention to escape, and his head came ajgain, his mouth
searching.



'‘No..." She pushed against him but his answer wamsave his long, hard
body against hers, stopping all movement and crgatensations in her
frame that made her legs tremble and her thighs $ie¢ knew she was
returning the kiss, she also knew it was madness-tH®iforce of her
sudden desire, the demands of her body were tozefte ignore.

His hands moved down her body in a light but pasg® caress that made
her flesh tingle under its layer of clothes andgldor more direct contact,

and her breasts swelled and ripened against hd fremme as her breath
caught in tiny pants against his face.

'‘Ma cherie..' His groan of desire was soft and warm againstiwuth, but
somehow the fact that he hadn't said her namesltigattad been regulated to
the anonymity ofma cherig turned her to ice.

What was she doing®hat was she doing?

The sudden twist she made to escape his arms toototally by surprise,
and in a second she was free. She knew what sarhaih he was. Emile had
said that women couldn't keep their hands off lamwhat was she doing
playing with fire like this? Hadn't she learnt therd way that men could go
from woman to woman without it meaning a thing? Awechad said himself
that he thought they could have had 'fun’ togethebsief affair, no doubt,
where he would use her body until he tired of d #ren move on to the next
woman with no second thoughts, no regrets.

Like lan. Just like lan. Oh, she was such a faathsa fool...

'Sandi?' As he went to reach for her she jerke& bawiolently that she hit
the opposite wall.

'‘Don’t touch me. Don't you dare touch me," she mplaout furiously. 'And
keep your hands to yourself in future. I'm sure yoimk you're totally
irresistible, but this is one female who is uningsed by your undoubted
talents.' Let him believe it, she prayed despeyateishe spoke. Please don't
let him guess how he's made me feel. Please...

'What the hell is this—?'



She waved her hand frantically as he made to mowards her again. 'l
know your type, Jacques Challier—a woman for ewaygasion, is that
right? I'm sure you can't even recall their naridésll, here's one that doesn't
want to play.'

'Ah, | see.' He stared down at her, his eyes ghigewith rage.Dans la nuit,
tous les chats sont gristhis is the way you suppose | think? The sort of
man you assume | am?"

'What?' She had no idea what the French words,espakth such biting
contempt, meant.

‘At night, all cats are grey,' he translated softfpu think | am a womaniser,
a philanderer—the sort of man who is without mqgrsénsitivity?'

'Well, aren't you?' She was glad of the wall beliiad it was the only thing
that was keeping her upright.

'Do not worry, Sandi.' He straightened suddenly iamés as though a vell
had been drawn down over his face, masking all iemotl have no
intention of repeating what proved to be an intémgsbut all too easy
experiment. | am male enough to appreciate songtifia challenge in my
love-life—you understand?’

The cruelty momentarily robbed her of speech, dmah the was striding
down the corridor in front of her, his words throwner his shoulder
through grim lips. This is the door to the suitkieh you and Ann will be
sharing while you stay with my parents,' he saig &s he opened a door set
in the long wall which was hung with ornate, expeagaintings and fine
prints. 'lt is quite self-contained and I trust weill find it comfortable.'

It took her a few seconds to find enough strengfioltow him, but then she
walked stiffly, her head up and her back straiifttank you.' She walked
past him into the luxuriously furnished room beyohdn sure it will be
adequate.'



Adequate? The beautiful surroundings mocked sunteagre word with
their magnificence, but she only had time to takeam enormous sitting
room in blue and gold before she turned to facedwgain as he spoke.

'One of the maids, Charlette or Claire, will braengold supper once Ann has
finished speaking with my mother. Breakfast is naliynat eight here, but if
you prefer to have it in bed just tell the maid wisée brings the supper.’

‘Thank you.' Go, go. For heaven's sake just gd,yei? she screamed at
him silently as she stared into the handsome fasatentas as cold as ice, his
eyes glacial. She had made a terrible fool of Hersiee hadn't needed him
to spell it out in words. The way she had respondedim... She almost

shook her head as the humiliation flowed through het and fierce, but

controlled the gesture just in time, although shevk her cheeks were
burning. 'Goodnight.’

Once alone she put her hands to her hot cheeksharicher eyes tightly,
forcing back the stinging tears by sheer willpowdow could she have
behaved like that? She didn't even like the man. wes arrogant,
domineering and far too handsome for his own gewod, if his ego was
jumbo-size she had certainly done nothing to deflathad she, falling into
his arms like an overripe peach?

She groaned out loud and forced her trembling tegsiove as she got a
tissue and blew her nose defiantly. Well, she wagnhg to crumble over
this or any other stunt that Jacques Challier nypghit She'd come through
far worse in the last three years and there wasayoshe was going to let
him get under her skin—besides which she probaldyldn't have to see
him again until she left France, if then.

She glanced round the elegant room slowly. Sheahddstinctly uneasy
feeling that she would be leaving France alone,ifiticit was the case she
would hire a taxi to the airport and fly back togtand.

When Ann arrived at the suite a few minutes latevas clear that she had
been crying but also clear that she was happier$aadi had seen her since
Emile's death.



Your talk went well?" Sandi asked quietly as stfethe unpacking in the
big twin bedroom and walked through to the sittagm, where Ann had
collapsed in one of the big easy chairs that wetted about the room.

'Oh, Sandi..." Ann shook her head slowly. 'What goor woman has gone
through—and she's so full of remorse now about Emdccident. She feels
totally responsible, even not knowing the full cinestances.'

'So you're going to stay here until the baby's p&andi stated flatly.

'l don't know... She wants me to.' Ann rose adyasiher bulk would allow
and walked across to Sandi. 'Would you mind it think it's what Emile
would have wanted.’

'‘Ann—"' Sandi took her sister's hands in her own lao&ed full into the
lovely face she knew so well. 'Thisyisur life, your baby—you've got to do
what you think best. It doesn't matter about maryone else; how dgou
feel?"

'l want to stay,' Ann said softly.

'Then stay." Sandi smiled as she let go of hegrsghands.

'With your blessing?' Ann asked hesitantly.

'Of course with my blessing, you idiot!" Sandi hadgher close for a
moment before she indicated the bedroom with a wakier hand. ‘Now, go
and have a shower and get into your nightie; | tstdad our supper's
arriving in a minute. And, in case | don't get tiance to mention it again, |
shall expect to be informed once junior is on tlayw

'Of course.' Ann looked shocked.

'‘And you'll have to do some serious thinking over mext few days,' Sandi

said quietly, 'about whether you want to keep taeif England on or not.
You can't just let things drift.'



You'll stay here for a few days more?' Ann askedtldy. 'Like we'd
arranged? Emile's mother wants to get to know ydwe-fslt awful at the
way Jacques bundled you off tonight.’

'He thought it was important that you two got t@kreach other.' Now, why
had she said that? Sandi thought crossly. As thbegieeded defending! If
there was anyone in the world who could look dfiierself it was Jacques
Challier!

‘Thanks for being so understanding, Sandi. | dodw what I'd have done
without you the last few weeks," Ann said huskilgr eyes misty. 'You've
been such a support.’

'What else are big sisters for?' Sandi purposgby ker voice bright and her
manner easy. One way or another there had beetwdamuch emotion
flying about tonight, and what Ann needed now waseal and sleep. As
did she!

She grimaced to herself when Ann had left the raochshe was alone. She
had never felt so emotional and exhausted in Ferrbt since— She shut
her mind to all thoughts of lan and marched inetiedroom to continue the
unpacking, finishing both Ann's and her own jusAas emerged from the
large and very luxurious bathroom and the prettyelimaid, Charlette,
appeared with enough food to feed a small army.

Later that night, as she lay wide awake despiteexdmustion that was
making her bones ache, her mind replayed the ¢asteswith Jacques over
and over again until she felt like screaming. Mg ridiculous, absolutely
ridiculous.

When the clock ticked to two o'clock she climbedety out of her bed and,
after checking to make sure that Ann was fast psiedded onto the small
balcony that led off the full-length windows in thiting room. The night
air was cool on her hot, troubled face and shetheeain its sweetness
gratefully before curling up in one of the largeskioned cane chairs and
letting the peace of the night steal over her auves.



She would have given the world to go downstairthéokitchens and make
herself a drink of hot milk, but, apart from thetfthat she didn't have a clue
where they were situated, the thought of wandesimgut the huge chateau
in the dead of night when she was a temporary guest a definite
afterthought at that, squashed the idea flat. Stedjdl herself to a drink of
mineral water from the small fridge in the sittingpm in a minute, she
thought tiredly as she pulled the quilted bedceler had brought with her
more closely round her shape. Or maybe a long gfassange... It was her
last coherent thought before sleep washed overnharthick blanket of
warm oblivion.

'Sandi?' The soft feminine voice at her elbow bhiuger out of a deep
sleep, and as she opened dazed eyes it was to sttarght into the
concerned countenance of Arianne Challier. 'Yowareell?'

'I—' She glanced round helplessly, realising asstheygled to make sense
of her surroundings that she must have slept tjie away curled up in the
chair on the balcony. 'l couldn't sleep. | camelare to sit a while...'

'Is that all?' Relief made the dark brown eyes eteboft at the same time as
the early morning sunlight emphasised the linesiing from the older
woman's eyes and mouth. It was a nice face, Shadght light-headedly as
she battled to come fully awake. Still unusuallyraative, but natural,
warm...

'I'm sorry." Sandi moved to sit up straight, wicias cramped muscles
twinged in protest. 'l didn't mean to fall asleep.’

'No, it is | who should apologise,’ Jacques's noslagd quickly as she sat
down facing her on one of the other chairs. 'Notyrthle maid would bring

the breakfasts, but | wanted to do it today. | wasried when your bed was
empty and then | saw the curtains waving in theebeefrom the open
windows.'

They continued to talk for some minutes, and ag the so Sandi felt the
most peculiar feeling stealing over her. She folmedself warming to



Arianne in a way she would never have dreamed Iplesshis time
yesterday, but at the same time she was consdiatishe was fighting the
emotion— frightened of it, even.

She didn't want to be drawn to this family, to tpestle mother-figure or her
handsome, arrogant son. She wanted to be as thares years had taught
her it was wise to be— distant, aloof, remote, kegperself separate from
all sentiment, warmth and susceptibility, drawirgy Belf- reliance round

her like impenetrable armour to repel invaders. Bigse people were
finding chinks in that armour.

She stood up suddenly, softening the action witknale. 'You said
something about breakfast?' she asked lightly.

'Oh, my goodness, yes.' Arianne jumped up quidkdy,face stricken. 'I've
left the trolley just inside the door. | do hope tlood won't be cold now.
There are warming dishes, but—'

'I'm sure it'll be fine." Sandi found herself raassg the older woman as if
their roles were reversed, and caught herself upipdly. There was
something very endearing about Jacques's motrecahd see why he was
so protective of her. 'Shall we go and see if Aawake?'

In the end the three women had breakfast togeth#reolight-filled balcony

that the sun was already warming with its melloysrand although there
was the odd uncomfortable moment and awkward sléhe meal went
well. They were just finishing coffee when a knassbunded at the outer
door. 'That will be Claire for the dishes," Ariansed quietly, before she
raised her voice to bid the maid enter.

However it wasn't the plump, pretty maid who stepieough the curtains a
moment later but Jacques, devastating in blaclksjaad a grey silk shirt that
revealed just enough of the broad, hair-rougheresbtcto make Sandi
choke on her last mouthful of coffee.

'‘Good morning, ladies.' The black eyes roved magiiover Sandi's pink
face. 'l said I'd save Claire a job," he said gasilhis mother, 'and at the



same time inform you that your presence is requireke kitchen regarding
the menus.

'Oui, oui. 'Arianne touched her son's face in a littlstgee of welcome as
she rose. "You slept well?' she asked softly.

Jacques nodded before glancing across at the bhstdkble. 'Is there any
coffee left?' he asked smoothly.

'‘No." Sandi had answered a trifle too quickly, the thought of sitting any
longer in her dishevelled state, with only the déwlbcomfort of the
bedcover between her and those wicked black eyasnightie being
wafer-thin, was too painful to contemplate. He,tba other hand, was as
cool as a cucumber, his hair damp and slicked brack an early morning
shower, freshly shaven and looking quite... quitder thought process
faltered and died. What was he doing here anywé? asked herself
weakly. He had his own home. Hedid so.

'No problem." His sardonic smile told her that hew exactly what she was
thinking, and the urge to hit him hard, kick hinanythingto ruffle that
overwhelmingly arrogant assurance—was so fiercecsbkl taste it.

'l think you ought to leave Ann and Sandi to gesded.' Arianne sounded a
trifle shocked and Sandi blessed her for it. '‘Jascgtayed here last night,’
she added unnecessarily. 'l felt he had done goaegh driving for one day
and that, knowing the road between here and his loome as well as he
does, there was the possibility he might be.. lease

'Not I." Jacques hugged his mother close for a nmoraed Sandi knew he
had seen—as she had—the shadow that had turndordive eyes into
pools of pain. The ghost of his brother straightetiee hard mouth and
wiped the mocking smile from his lips in an instant

'‘And now you can come and make me some coffeesatiefirmly. The
brew Claire served last night reminded me why i wacessary to find my
own place. Why you have a housekeeper who arriftes lareakfast and
leaves at eight every night is beyond me.’



You know Madame Jenet has worked for me for yehrs,mother said
placatingly as they left, after a nod at the twaryger women. 'Did | tell you
her daughter...?" As their voices dwindled away taeddoor closed behind
them Ann turned to Sandi with a wry smile.

'He handles her very well," Ann said thoughtfully.

'He loves her very much.' The way Jacques hadadistl his mother from
her pain had touched Sandi and she didn't likehi; didn't like it at all. He
had so many facets to his personality, so manyegufgat she was beginning
to feel quite bewildered. And she didn't like tkdher.

How soon could she leave? She pondered the thasgstte showered and
dressed, hardly aware of the wide-eyed, etherdakt®n in the mirror as
she brushed her shoulder- length hair until it ghdike liquid gold,
fastening it high on her head in a cloud of cuiisn would be fine here—
she could see that now—so perhaps after one odays, when she was
completely settled?

Yes. She nodded to herself firmly. Two days atrttuesst. She needed to get
back to America, to her job, to the normality andtme it represented. She
wanted to be safe.

She didn't dare question that thought when it nedised, a sixth sense deep
in her subconscious warning her that it was bésalene.



CHAPTER FOUR

'l CAN picture Emile here, you know, Sandi—much more lkantin
England." Ann was lying on one of the thickly ugteted sun loungers
scattered round the wonderful pool under the shaiden enormous
spreading copper beech. 'Don't you think thatengie?"

'‘Not really." Sandi raised herself on one elbowtesstared back at her sister
through dark sunglasses. 'He was very French, iasp'

'Yes." Ann turned her head away and silence reidgoe@d few moments
before the sound of children's laughter broke the&r solitude. Both sisters
turned to look towards the far end of the massie®l,pwhich was

surrounded by trees and bushes, with just onerezgréarough which they
had walked an hour or so earlier, and as theydlitiree small children ran
hopping and skipping through the inlet, causingdsam leap to her feet,
only to relax a moment or so later as they werlfdd by Jacques's tall,
lazy figure.

'l thought they were going to fall into the wat&adndi found that her hand
was clutching at her throat and brought it shatphher side. What was
Jacques doing, letting those tiny children dashutlpear such potential
danger anyway? She wasn't aware of the scowl! ofabeias the little group
approached, but when Jacques was a few feet awagashthat a mocking,
sardonic smile was twisting his mouth.

"You are going to frighten them to death with sterocity.' He indicated the
little trio at his side who had pressed into higsletheir small faces solemn
now and their black eyes saucer-wide.

She glared at him for one more moment before fgraismile to her face as
she crouched down in front of the three little girhware that Ann had
twisted onto her side and was viewing the procegdmith more interest
than she had shown in anything that morning. 'Helre, what are your
names?'

'‘Bonjour. Comment allez-vousPhe eldest of the little mites, who couldn't
have been more than four years old, spoke whatowasusly a rehearsed



welcome, but, not understanding a word of Frencinds looked up
helplessly at Jacques.

'She asked how you are.' He too crouched downeathiidren's side, his
muscled brown thighs in their brief swimming trunled broad,
hair-roughened chest far too close for comfort nthey speak a little
English—but only a little. They will learn more whéhey go to school.’

He spoke rapidly to the girls in their native toegwhich caused them all to
grin at Sandi and then turn to Ann, their eyes véidain, and the eldest one
repeated her little speech.

‘Je vais tres bien, merci. Et voug® Ann replied in their own language the
three little tots took a step nearer, clearly quad. 'Emile taught me some
basics.' Ann smiled at Jacques and Sandi beforegsvg her legs over the
sun lounger and patting the empty space besideahenyitation which the
children were quick to take up, leaving Sandi amctdies briefly crouched
side by side in close proximity.

You slept well?" As Sandi straightened he rose towering over her and
causing a fluttering in her chest that she despiseself for.

Why did he have to walk round practically naked vaay? she thought
testily. He was hardly decent! Those swimming tsindvealed more than
they hid. And then she was astonished at hersetideing noticed—well,
more thamoticed,she admitted grudgingly—exactly how his big framses
put together. And it was put together well. Veryllwe

A heat that had nothing to do with the beautifubttxer brought the colour
surging into her cheeks and she lowered her hemttlguletting her hair
cloud about her face in a concealing veil.

'Fine, thank you." She forced her voice into a ¢oak that she was quite
pleased with—until she glanced up again and sawnbked sparkle in
those deadly black eyes. 'The children? They amrés, | presume?' she
asked coldly as she held the mocking gaze thategafie to read her mind
with no effort at all.



'You presume correctly." He turned slightly andtgesd to the three small
girls who were giggling with Ann on the sun loung8the smaller two,
Anna-Marie and Suzanne, are twins, although nattidal, and they are
three years old. The elder one is Antoinette, véha very precocious four-
year-old, soon to be five. The other two girls, €dine and Chantal, are at
school, but you will meet them this evening, no latod understand there
was some resistance this morning to leaving thes&before meeting their
new aunts.'

Aunts? Now she did turn away, gazing out over thee kexpanse of
sparkling water. She made no reply. Awmgular,she thought. She had no
intention of getting involved with this family, nerat all.

"You have swum this morning?' The quiet tone fodledand she turned to
make a light rejoinder to find the dark brown eydth their thick dark
lashes tight and intent on her face.

'l—l—" She stuttered a little and heard herselthwatwealth of contempt.
'No." She took a deep, long, silent breath and @&ggain. 'No, | haven't. Ann
and | forgot to bring costumes.’

‘That is not a problem." The deep voice was evahab his gaze moved
consideringly over her slight figure, which wasctia a brief suntop and
long white skirt, her breathing was anything butdd not think Odile's
swimwear would fit you—five children in eight yeasEmarriage has made
her figure a little.. .rotund. But my mother hasast of costumes that would
fit you. She, too, is slim and petite. | will argenfor some to be brought to
your suite later.'

'‘No, no, it's all right, really. | shan't be heoa¢—"'

'You do not like the water?' he asked softly. Aghiat quiet tone deceived
her, until she looked into the glittering black sykat saw too much.

'Not particularly.' It was a lie, and as she shadygracefully she felt that he
knew it. Exactly why she had lied about such anmartant thing she
wasn't sure, except that the need to ensure tisangm learnt nothing about
her, however insignificant it might be, was paramtoshe had to protect



herself from him. Her recognition of the fact waseasoned knowledge but
pure instinct, and all the more powerful becausié of

‘That is sad. | feel a good swim is most satisfy#nglthough there are other
pleasures, of course, that more than equal it." fOme was wickedly

innocent and the look on his dark face more so, dmibre she could

reply—if she could have replied with her compossinet to ribbons—he

had gone on. 'Of course, with the pool in the gdsu@dile and Andre have
taught their children to swim from birth, and thdsyare more at home in
the water than out of it.'

He called the children by name then, and they imately slid off the
lounger and bounded to his side, divesting thenesai¥ the short towelling
robes they had on over their tiny black swimsuitd #ollowing him down
the rounded sloping steps into the shallow wateheg chattered like little
magpies in rapid French. Within seconds the thieg figures were
shooting through the water in a way that left b&kandi and Ann
open-mouthed.

'Well, would you look at that?" Ann smiled quietlif.ou needn't have
worried about them falling in after all, Sandi. Ve like little fish.'

'Mmm..." There was only one figure in the pool asds she was concerned
at that precise moment in time, and he was fasogathe big, powerful,
almost naked body was cutting through the wateh wiich aggressive
masculinity that it was literally making her toagl¢c and although it made
her furious with herself she was quite unable & teer eyes away from his
dark shape. A great wave of alarm swamped her @geslised she was
positively ogling him. Whatvasthe matter with her?

She turned so suddenly that she almost lost hanbal 'I'm going back to
the house for a moment; there's a book | meanting ldown."'

'Oh, right." Ann was still sitting on the loungeitlwher eyes following the
children, and the look on her face made Sandi &teskiefore she left and
give her sister a quick hug.

‘All right?’



'Oh, Sandi, seeing those three has made me réadistill got part of Emile
with me." There were tears in her sister's eyesSandi heard a note of
anticipation too. 'I'm so glad we came here.'

'It doesn't upset you? The fact that Jacques auldefare so like him?' Sandi
asked quietly.

'No. Perhaps it should do, but it doesn't,’ Anmaarsd thoughtfully. 'In fact,
| find it comforting.'

'‘Good." Sandi hugged her once more before straigigeSo she had been
proved wrong and Jacques right about what wasfboeser sister, but she
didn't mind—not after seeing Ann's face. Anythihgttgave her sister a
modicum of peace at this time was fine by her. Amh, with her placid,

amenable nature, would fit perfectly into the Ciealhousehold—that much
was becoming patently clear. As clear as the otitksputable fact that she,
most certainly, would not. Not when Jacques Challias around, anyway.

She took her time in returning to the pool and @dile on the way back.
She had gone down to fetch her children and was netwvning with the
three little girls, their dark curls damp and shagiin the warm air. They
talked for a few moments, Odile proving to be asmnwand pleasant as her
mother-in-law, and then Sandi continued down topib@l, where she found
Ann fast asleep under the shade of the vast tréelacgues, much to her
annoyance, just pulling himself out of the water.

He'd done that on purpose, she thought waspilytatfaintil she got back so
that he could display that magnificent body tobiest advantage, with the
water gleaming on his dark skin like diamonds dmel brief wet trunks
leaving nothing to the imagination. It was just soet of trick lan had used,
although she hadn't been aware of the calculatedtiat the time. But she
was now. Oh, yes, she was now.

‘Stop frowning."'

'What?' Her mouth opened in a little O of surpasehe approached, before
she had the sense to close it with a little snap.



"This ferocious expression that you adopt whenéwaen in the vicinity," he
said mildly as he passed her and stretched himgetin a lounger in the full
blaze of the sun just a stone's throw from herg thost unsociable.'

'‘Unsociable?’ She was still standing to one sideeofown lounger, which
was only partly in the sun, and now moved it cldseknn's as she glared at
the inert figure a few feet away, her lips pursgtitt

'‘Unsociable.' He raised himself on one elbow taggaher way briefly, his
eyebrows raised quizzically. "There was no needdue. | wasn't going to
bite.'

'l don't want to get sunburnt,’ she said stiffly.

'How wise." It was a mocking drawl as he lay baokvd again, his hands
beneath the back of his head—which brought thedroale chest into
muscled relief. 'But | would have thought a litdéempt to bring some
colour to that pale English skin would have bepractical?'

'Would you?' she asked with tight sarcasm. So thetdike the colour of her
skin, did he? Well, she really couldn't care |&se was burning with rage
as she flopped down on the lounger, and once dettie lay stiffly for long
minutes as she tried to force herself to relax. Bwas no good. The
motionless male figure to one side of her had keres twanging like guitar
strings, and there was no way she could just pdetenvasn't there. He, on
the other hand, seemed to have fallen asleep.

She glared at him angrily. Why was he here anywiég/d told her he had
his own home to go to. She could understand higrgjahe night after the

long travelling hours of the day before, back asrb®e Channel, but it was
nearly midday now. She grimaced to herself at thé&itness of her

thoughts. She really was getting this thing ouglbproportion. He seemed
to have the ability to turn her into something esle objected to.

'l have never known a woman who could twist herefatto so many
unpleasant expressions,’ the dark voice drawleith acgusing her to almost
jump out of her skin. 'And such a beautiful fac®.tYou really have no
appreciation of what God has given you.'



She met the black eyes without flinching even axheeks flooded with the
colour he had lamented the lack of minutes eaftBert you, of course, fully
appreciate everything God has given you,' shedstatith bitter meaning.
'‘And no doubt use it to its fullest advantage.’

'‘Now, what exactly does that mean?' he asked lakdyn sorry to be obtuse,
but I'm not quite sure what I'm being accused @éh¥ou English have a
way of making the most simple statement into amcintent.’

'I—" She stared at him helplessly, suddenly awétieehole she had dug for
herself. If she told him she thought he was flaugtiis body for her benefit
he would know that she was aware of him in a way\sdry definitely did
notwant him to know she was—but how else could shéa@xjper cryptic
statement?

'Yes?' He was clearly thoroughly enjoying her dmsfiture, and she was
just preparing to throw caution to the wind whee gound of his name
being called brought his dark head jerking upri@tie thought she heard
him groan softly, but in the next instant he hagkmi to his feet and was
walking swiftly to the entrance of the pool, whereall, slim redhead had
just appeared, closely followed by Arianne and heoblder woman.

There was a babble of French just as Ann stirrettheither side of her,
opening dazed blue eyes slowly. 'Who is it...?"

'Looks like Jacques has visitors," Sandi murmuneal dry undertone as she
glanced from Ann back to the effusive redhead, hdwbnow draped herself
round Jacques, her slim brown arms wound rounahéxk in such a way
that the front of her body was pressed suggestinébyhis, her face uptilted
for his kiss— which, Sandi noticed, was full on tipes.

As the party made their way towards them both gode from the sun beds,
and Sandi had a brief impression of large browrs esg in a heart-shaped
face surrounded by a mass of wonderful red haoreeshe concentrated on
Arianne as she made the necessary introductions.



'‘Ann, Sandi, | would like you to meet my dear fdesimone Lemaire, and
her daughter, Monique. Simone, Monique—my new dgergh-law and
her sister, Sandi.'

'How do you do?' As both girls murmured a greetBighone stepped
forward to embrace them in the traditional Frenabkhfon, kissing both
cheeks as she held them to her.

'It is good that you have come.' It might have bbenimagination, but
Sandi felt that the remark had been addressedystideAnn and that
Simone's dark eyes had hardened briefly as shel@duher head in her
direction. The next moment Monique had followed mather's example,
and this time she knew for sure that her presemtieel Challier household
wasn't appreciated as deep brown eyes held hemnéosplit second, their
depths as hard as jet-black coal.

'Simone and Monique are staying to lunch. Do yanktit might be nice if
Pierre arranged a barbecue by the pool?' Ariankeda¥acques as the six of
them walked across to a table and chairs undestiade of a huge striped
umbrella. 'It will be more relaxing for Ann. I'lleg Charlette and Claire to
serve drinks shortly.’'

"You aren't working, Monique?' Jacques's voice a@d as he glanced at
the redhead, who had positioned herself very firmlthe chair next to his.

'I've just returned from Bermuda." Monique's vditied in with the whole
package—sensual, rich and silky smooth, with the eb sexy French
accent most women would kill for. 'I'm quite exhiaas darling. | need lots
of tender loving care.' Her eyes were hungry ordhaik face.

'Monique is a model." Arianne supplied the infonmathelpfully. 'And
really doing very well.'

'How interesting.' Sandi smiled, but there was nenaering warmth in the
beautiful face as Monique glanced her way. "Youtgétavel often?’

‘Too often."” Monique shrugged almost sulkily beftwer gaze slid from
Sandi and fastened on Jacques's face, where htémnigd considerably. 'l



need to be home more." There was no question avbat she was
insinuating, and Sandi found that she was keepiagnile in place through
sheer will-power.

Talk about obvious! She met Ann's eyes for a monatt read both
amusement and distaste in her sister's face atduelsi blatant statement of
possession. So Jacques and Monique were an itenthsght silently as
the conversation ebbed and flowed around herolilsim't surprise her. The
other woman was exactly the sort of sensual, bloddutiful female he
would admire.

The fact that the knowledge bothered her hit hega@nd later, and almost
instantly she dismissed it. Of course it didn't.aMie was involved with was
none of her businessrene.He could be sleeping with half of the country
for all she cared, and probably had if what Emié&l thinted about his
brother was true.

'Sandi?' She suddenly became aware that the dthdrgone quiet and that
everyone was looking at her.

'I'm sorry?' She smiled quickly, aware that thewimothat Jacques had
pointed out twice already was again in evidenceid$ daydreaming, I'm
afraid.’

'Monique asked you what your job entails," Ariarsagd quietly. 'She has
spent some time in the States and feels you muatryegood at it to survive
out there.'

'l don't know about that, but | enjoy my work anywé&andi spoke directly
to the young Frenchwoman just as Claire and Chiardetived with a trolley
of drinks and crushed ice and took the othershatte. 'lt's very hectic,
though.'

'Yes, | can imagine this." Monique slanted her dgris thoughtfully. "You
have a boyfriend? In America?'

'l have friends who happen to be male, but notbiregpersonal nature.' She
knew it wasn't what the redhead wanted to hear—ethogely eyes had



flickered to Jacques even as she had voiced thstigne-but it was the
truth. 'My work is all-consuming at the moment.’

It is?' The finely shaped eyebrows rose just tlexest fraction. 'So you
are...how do they say?...fancy-free?'

She was persistent, Sandi thought grimly as shetkesmile in place. She
had to give the Frenchwoman that at least. Withda hke a rhinoceros
too—albeit an extremely beautiful rhinoceros. 'Yes.

'Hmm..." Monique had been leaning forward slighyher chair, Jacques
having stood to help the maids with the drinks, aod she leant back,
crossing her long, slim legs as her eyes narrowikdrm®re. 'How long do
you intend to stay here with your sister's in-laws?

From anyone else it would have sounded, and prgbhave been, a

perfectly legitimate enquiry, but coming from Mougjs pursed red mouth
it was a clear statement that she was in dangeutstaying her welcome,

and Sandi recognised it as such. For a momentitedutly veiled rudeness
had her lost for words, but the training she hagired in the school of life

over the last few years stood her in good steatisha smiled coldly as she
shrugged gracefully. 'I've no idea, Monique.'

She turned away as she spoke, signalling thatubiesquestioning by the
other woman was at an end, and as she did so sambeware that Jacques
was looking down at them both, a dark frown onfage—although quite
whom he was displeased with she wasn't sure.

'Monique.' He handed the redhead a glass of winkebb like brandy and
sparkling wine, and Sandi noted, with a little kiokher heart region, that he
hadn't had to ask what drink she would prefer. bMausly knew her well,
very well— but then she'd already worked that ottib & little help from the
lady in question, hadn't she? 'Sandi? What wouldly@?' As he turned to
her, Claire hovering at his elbow, she looked diyeat the maid as a sudden
violent, and in the circumstances quite unreas@padotger rendered her
blazing mad.



'l have a glass of dry white wine, please, @aifThe smile she gave the
young girl was the best piece of acting she had dgre. It was as she'd
thought—ustas she'd thought. He was the type of man who edjpiaying
around, who liked women, most women, and that wes ft was. It was just
fine, she assured herself tightly. It didn't medhiag to herHe didn't mean
a thing to her, and—

'Here.' His fingers touched hers as he handedbaglass of wine Claire had
poured, and she all but dropped it as the sligisishl contact shot through
her arm like a bolt of lightning.

‘Thank you.' In direct contrast to her innermost Iser voice was cool and

contained as she turned away to speak to Ann &iderShe hated this man,
this virile, blatantly aggressive male, who thoubatonly had to crook his

little finger and women went down like ninepins. Was too handsome, too
rich, too powerful and he knew it. Oh, yes, he knieall right.

The barbecue continued well into the afternoon]eahd the three younger
children joining them just as they began to eatctv®andi, at least, found a
blessing. The three girls were little bundles wélwires, and Sandi found
that by entertaining them she could keep hersglity apart from the other

adults without appearing rude.

The small children were delighted at her attemptedrn a few basic words
of French, and there was much hilarity from thitelitorner by the pool they
had moved to. By the middle of the afternoon, wlelle announced that
they were to return to the house for their naptlinee tiny girls were totally
won over, putting up quite a protest at the thowgjhtaving to leave their
new friend.

You are very good with children.' There was a notdacques's voice she
couldn't quite place as he pulled out a chair tarwahen she returned to the
table where the others were seated.

‘They're fun,' she said lightly as his words brdubk old twist to her heart
that she had thought she'd had victory over. Whenhad married lan she
had dreamed of having his babies—several of theimfinances
permitted—and when he had gone, and the dream aead &0 brutally



smashed, the loss of those unborn children had dlesrst as hard to come
to terms with as his betrayal and death.

'Fun?' Monique's voice was a mixture of laughingtempt and mockery.
'All those grubby little fingers and the oh, soibscreams? You think this is
fun?' She looked directly at Sandi as she spoke tfam extent of the other
woman's antagonism, hidden from the others beh@éndsiile but clear in
the dark hardness of her eyes, paralysed Sandgsiécfor a moment.

'Oh, | love children.” Ann entered the conversatioer calm voice gentle
and sweet as she placed her hand on Sandi's atmth¢ just as well,
really." She laughed quietly as she patted herlewstomach meaningfully,
at which point the conversation shifted to babresnes and everyone's
preferences. But Monique was tenacious and thesioreonly lasted a few
minutes.

In a slight lull in the conversation the Frenchwansarprised Sandi for the
third time that day by turning to her, her voiceesal and almost
expressionless as she spoke. 'You did not conaidareer with children,
then? Caring for them like you do?'

Why her playing with Odile's children should haweth®ered Monique so
much Sandi wasn't sure, but it was quite appalexitit had: the dark eyes
were alive with dislike.

'Or perhaps the advertising world was more.. .liMe&' Monique continued
sweetly. 'Even though you have to beso tough teiwer | know how
impossible it is to succeed as you have appareoiie.’

On a scale of one to ten she would have to givégmeior sheer nerve, Sandi
thought, with something akin to wonder tingeing tmend. With just a few
well-chosen words Monique had implied, with perfectocence, that she
was both money-grabbing and ruthless—the sortledusbusinesswoman
who would make it to the top whoever she steppext tavdo it.

'Yes, Monique would know this." Even as Sandi opeher mouth to
formulate some sort of a reply Jacques spoke. hibdelling world is
second to none for sheer heartless insensititihdt not so, Monique?' He



was smiling but there was something in his expoesaihich Sandi couldn't
quite place. 'Simone is very proud of the way rarghter has risen in such
a competitive, dog-eat-dog environment.’

'Oh, I am. | am very proud of my little girl." AsrBone gushed on happily
Jacques was still smiling, but whatever messagéauke endeavoured to
convey to the young Frenchwoman had been understoaidwvas apparent
in the set stiffness to her face, and her smiletigas and sharp.

The lunch party broke up just after that, when Simanentioned an
afternoon appointment and Ann decided that shergtasning to the house
for a lie-down. By unspoken mutual consent theyatian to walk towards
the entrance to the pool, beyond which stretchedgeldowling-green-
smooth grounds with fountains and several sma#-reatwined bowers of
latticed wood—shady retreats from the heat of the—stogether with
magnificent well-attended flowerbeds, perfumed abthze with colour
under the blue sky.

Simone and Arianne were either side of Ann as thaied out of the pool
area and as soon as they had risen Monique had falcgues's arm in a
proprietorial gesture that reeked of ownership, $mile very much in
evidence again when she flashed her eyes up aasitimey walked. Sandi
fell just a step or two behind as she followeddtieers out into the grounds.

'Sandi?' She wasn't quite sure if Monique let gdaxfques's arm or if he
shrugged himself free of the Frenchwoman's gripjrbthe next instant she
found herself between them, Jacques's hand venyyfiander her elbow.
She blinked up into his face. "You would like meskhmw you the grounds in
a moment?'

'I—' She was vitally aware of Monique on her otlsete as something
indefinable but definitely hostile communicatecelfsvithout words from
the other woman. 'l— No— no, thank you. | thinkdb up with Ann and—'

'‘Nonsense.' The dark gaze swept over her facepashed her mind. 'You
have been resting all day and you are not withtd¢lyibu have no excuse to
be lazy. We will have a short walk before dinnezs® He gave her no
chance to reply as his gaze moved from her slightéynused face to



Monique on the other side of her, the tall Frenaman almost on a level
with his own considerable height. "You drove yowther, Monique?'

'Yes.' The one word was curt and short, and thenidf® underwent the
lightning chameleon-type change that seemed argraitepart of her

make-up. 'Darling?' She had swung to Jacques's sitteeand taken his arm
in one graceful movement, speaking softly in rapiench of which Sandi
couldn't understand a word.

'English, please, Monique.' Jacques's deep voisecoal.

‘A party. We are having a party this evening.' My glanced briefly at
Sandi before her eyes returned to the man nexrtdNothing formal, just a
celebration for my mother's birthday next week. Ywauld like to come?’

It was quite clear that the invitation was meardl@sively for Jacques, and
just as they reached the vast drive, on which veakeal a small and very
expensive red sports car, Simone turned round,heeeing what her
daughter was saying.

'‘Oui, oui.Of course you must come, Jacques.' She smiletbgsdg. 'There
are few people of Monique's age; it would be gdgebu came.’

'‘But of course we will come,’ Jacques respondeddently as he turned to
look down at Sandi by his side. 'It will be a chata show you a little of the
French countryside while you are here, yes?'

She knew that he knew she hadn't been includedeimntvitation, and she
also knew, for whatever reason and in spite ofchsual air and relaxed
smile, that he was angry about it. Perhaps suclkagssary rudeness had
grated on the excellent good manners which the l€hdamily had
extended to their guests so far? Or maybe he plstsbrry for her?
Whatever, she had no intention of going anywhemnalwith Jacques
Challier, and especially not to Monique's familymrey where it would be
very much a case of stepping into the lion's—orpé& more accurate,
lioness's—den.

'l don't think—'



'Oh, do go, Sandi. It will do you good.' There wéw times when Sandi
wished her sister in another place, but this wasairthem. "You've been so
wonderful to me over the last week or so and yadrebreak—you know
you do— before you go back to America.'

'I'm having a break." Sandi forced a smile thatoatincracked her face. 'I'm
thoroughly enjoying my time here—'

'‘And you will enjoy it all the more tonight." Thereas a sardonic note in
Jacques's voice that she didn't miss, and as ksrrege to meet his she saw
a definite challenge in the cool, shuttered gazewidsdaring her to go with
him? The shock of it put fire in her eyes. He wéswas daring her to spend
the evening with him.

'If Sandi doesn't want to come..." Monique allowed voice to trail off with
a faint trace of regret as she dropped her eyesthat hypocrisy more than
anything else brought quick words to Sandi's liggcw she had never
intended to say a minute before.

'I'd love to come, Monique," she said brightlytinidy herblonde head in a
little gesture of defiance that she was quite umawaf. 'If it's not
inconvenient, of course.'

'No, no. As | said, the evening is informal." Therds were forced through
lips that had suddenly set in a tight, hard lineg as Sandi glanced from
Monique to Jacques she saw a small smile of setigfa curve the
well-shaped mouth for a moment.

What game was he playing? She glanced at him saapig as Monique
and her mother slid into the snazzy little car. D&limagine he had two
females fighting over the chance to be with him2v@s there some deeper
meaning to all this? Perhaps a lovers' tiff withriWtue? Something along
those lines? And this was intended to bring théaeed to heel?

She found herself wishing with all her heart thie badn't agreed to go, but
when, in the next instant, Monique's brilliant reelad popped out of the
driver's window and she called out the time theypaould start she didn't
say that she had changed her mind. And as theddtl roared off down the



drive any opportunity to escape from an evening tims bound to be a
disaster of unprecedented proportions went with it.



CHAPTER FIVE

'You look gorgeous, Sandi—absolutely gorgeous.' Areathed a sigh of
satisfaction as she lay on her bed watching Sautdine last touches to her
discreet eye make-up. 'And please, just go and hageod time without

worrying about me. I'm fine here.’

'You weren't fine earlier, when | came back befdireer,’ Sandi accused
her sister softly as she turned to look straigta imer pale face. 'l always
know when you've been crying.’

'I'm going to cry, aren't I?' Ann's voice didn'idha trace of self-pity, rather
a mature knowledge of her way of working throughdreef that she hadn't
expressed before. 'l loved Emile, Sandi, and liMags love him. But that
doesn't mean life has to stop for everyone elg&nit you to go out tonight
and have a wonderful time with Jacques— | mean it.’

A wonderful time? Sandi just stopped herself repgahe words in a tone
that she knew would have been full of amazed copte8he didn't expect
to have a wonderful time; she expected— She exgestenething quite
different, she told herself flatly as she shuthaf mind from the route it was
following. But thinking about it wouldn't help. Shead to take the
proverbial bull by the horns and get on with it.dAihe bull in question was
at this moment in time waiting for her downstairs.

"You think this dress is OK, then?' she asked agigimed back to the mirror
and had one last glance at her appearance. Shehws#n a simple

sleeveless dark wine-coloured dress in pure sdk she had bought a few
weeks previously in America, the cut of which waquésite. Quite why she

had thrown it into her case at the last momentredé&aving for England she
wasn't sure—she hadn't been thinking straight at time, after the

distraught telephone call from Ann, who had beestdrycal with shock and

horror—but now she blessed the impulse.

She had fixed her hair into a high loose knot @ttp of her head, allowing
a few wispy golden curls to fall about her neckaften the severe style, and
had added a touch of violet-blue eyeshadow to yelids that emphasised
the unusual hue of her eyes and the clear honeyxad skin that



surrounded them. Tiny stud earrings and high-heslezks in the exact
shade of the dress completed her ensemble, andasoshe checked the
wide-eyed reflection in the mirror, she was satfwith the cool, worldly
and remote image it presented.

And that was how she intended to be tonight, sleeherself flatly. Cool,
cosmopolitan and definitely-definitely—remote.

'‘Go on, go and wow them, Sandi." Ann's smile wasiwét had been a long
time since she'd seen her sister get ready fote€aver three years, in
fact—and her soft mouth hardened as she thougland¥ortimer.

'l don't know about wowing them.' Sandi gave hstesia quick hug before
straightening her shoulders as though she was mpmgp@® do battle. And
that was exactly how she felt, she told herseNoesly. The tight tensing of
her muscles, the rapid heartbeat and ridiculous ©6 adrenalin were all
down to the fact that she had been forced intduatson she both disliked
and resented. That was all. There was no excitemmexed up in this
feeling. There was notAnd she was not attracted to Jacques Challier—in
fact, he was everything she despised in a man.

He watched her every step as she came down tihg, stad Sandi had never
found it so difficult to put one foot in front dfi¢ other. She purposely kept
her eyes straight in front until she reached tlo¢ &b the winding staircase,
when she turned and faced him for the first tineg,dyes widening slightly
as they met his, but otherwise her face concealknghoughts from him.

He looked magnificent! She wanted to lick her sudigery lips as he
moved towards her but forced herself to stand aibslylstill and remain the
ice-cool blonde. But hdid, her brain told her with traitorous disregard for
her thudding heart. She had never seen a man \bdyecarried an evening
jacket the way this one did. His curly hair, ascklas jet, had been
persuaded into a more conservative style than rloama his skin could
have been sculpted in bronze against the snowyewvdfihis shirt, but the
black eyes, as they held hers, were the same. Wickmused and
mockingly aware of every thought in her head—oritseeemed to her
feverish mind.



"You look very beautiful, Sandi."' His voice, witls sensual accent, was like
liquid fire on her overwrought nerves, and she tbherself blinking like a
startled rabbit before she forced a light smileeolips as her mind replayed
the sight of him as he had been earlier, drippieg and almost naked. She
had to stop this—oh, she did, she told herself éiedply. The only way to
get through this evening was to match him in eveay.

‘Thank you.' She glanced at the small gold watchemwrist as she spoke
without raising her eyes. "You look rather nice rgaif.'

"Rather nice"?' The tone of his voice broughtinesd up with a little snap,
and as she had expected the dark eyes were alikewoked amusement.
‘That is very English, is it not? "Rather nice"?'

'l am English," she said stiffly, and was further aftehwhen he laughed
softly, his eyes lingering on the swell of her lstsahrough the thin material
of the dress.

'‘But not as aloof and cucumber-cool as you woulcehrae believe, | think,'
he said softly. 'l have seen you with your sisted a little tigress could not
defend her young so admirably, and with the childres afternoon... You
were not the cold English woman of the world whkem.'

'Children are children.' She had wanted her vaicbet mocking and light
but it was merely breathless, and the slight tremblits depths had her
wanting to close her eyes with mortification.

'‘And what makes them different from the adult pagioh in your eyes?' he
asked quietly, all trace of derision gone now aisdelyes deadly serious as
they fastened on her flushed face. 'The fact they are small, helpless?
That you have no need to keep the formidable armmopiace with them? Is
that it?'

'Don't be ridiculous.'
His face hardened, a dark flare of anger in theniglt- black eyes as they

held hers. 'l am never ridiculous.' It was saichvgitich arrogance, such utter
male authority that on any other occasion it wdwdste brought a smile to



her lips. But not now, and not with this man. 'Yare hiding from life. |
know it and you know it,' he stated coldly. 'Evéigg about you holds a
subtle message that you are unattainable—'

'‘And that's why you wanted to take me out tonigsit® flashed back, with
both pain and rage in her voice. '‘Because you tmolugas a challenge—'

'Partly." He cut through the angry tirade with alcemile as he spoke, her
apparent lack of control restoring his perfectBut' only partly. | have to
confess | find you intriguing, Miss Gosdon. | wodlde to know how
someone so exquisite could have escaped the nmgke jtihis long— how it
is that some brave soul more courageous than #rage man hasn't taken it
upon himself to put a gold band on the third fingkyour left hand.

'‘Someone did.' Her voice was utterly flat now, thiere was a wealth of pain
in the violet-blue of her eyes that stunned the mamnont of her into total
silence. 'And the brave soul is dead now. Shallge@ So saying, she
walked past him and to the front door.

It was a good ten seconds before Jacques Chatiied dring himself to
move, and even then it was quite automatic, hisdnoim a different plane
altogether.

'Sandi?' He caught her arm as they walked acrosketailver-coloured
Ferrari crouching on the drive. 'Please, look at me

She turned because there was really nothing etsealid do, but her face
was closed against the appeal in his, her moutt &igd buttoned as she
looked up into his dark, handsome face.

'l had no idea. You believe this?'
'It doesn't matter." She moved slightly, the gestundicating to him to
remove his hand from her arm. 'lt all happenedetlyears ago. It's history

now.'

History? Jacques Challier was suddenly filled waithemotion he had never
experienced in his life before, and he had no wajeiscribe it other than as



a compilation of burning curiosity, regret, darkyjanand a hundred other
emotions besides raging through his frame. She Ibeeh married?
Married? And she still loved him even though he was defatthel look on
her face was anything to go by. Why that should¢h&ohim in the way it did
he didn't know, but he did know that he didn't likeand the knowledge
tightened his jaw and brought a thread of harshiteebs deep voice.

'‘Nevertheless, | had no wish to cause you painsae with a formal little
nod of his head that was very French. 'You accgpapology, Sandi?' His
voice was quiet now, quiet and low and very cofgdhlall emotion absent.

'Yes.' She answered automatically, and then hey g to meet his.

The stillness of his body and the strange unfathmenexpression on the
hard male face momentarily pierced the shock aimd that his words had
induced. If she hadn't known better she would atrhase imagined there
was something defensive about the posture of hdy bad tilt to his chin,

but she was imagining it—she had to be—and wherbkhleed in the next

instant the impression was gone.

'Yes, of course | do,’ she said softly now as sheed her heartbeat to return
to normal. 'Let's forget it, shall we?'

He nodded almost coldly before gesturing towareascir, and opened the
door of the Ferrari without looking at her.

As she slid into the luxurious depths of the bdéautiar she was aware that
she was seeing a side to him she hadn't seen bEfnteer that evening, as
they had strolled round the immaculately tendedigds before dinner, he
had been the perfect host—courteous, attentivevang correct. She had
expected— She didn't know what she had expecteddshitted to herself
as he joined her in the car and the powerful engureed into life, but it
hadn't been the formal politeness he had showmedirhe.

lan would have capitalised on such an opportunytyrtaking a subtle or
maybe not so subtle attempt to make love to a womanJacques Challier
had returned her to the chateau with nothing moreatening than a cool,
light hand at her elbow. And now? Now he was yattla@r person in



addition to the dark, mocking philanderer he hageaped to be at the
poolside—cold, reserved, with an almost visibleaaafraloofness that sat on
the big male body like a dark mantle.

They drove to the party in a silence that vibratgth electricity, and it
wasn't until they were almost at the Lemaire residethat Sandi relaxed
enough to take in any of the beautiful sceneryughowhich they had been
travelling. Charming villages, gently dozing in tkee evening air, and
warm, rolling hillsides dotted with sweet-smellingchards and vineyards
were virtually at every bend in the winding roaddafter they had passed
one particularly impressive vineyard that seemedttetch for miles she
forced herself to break the silence that had rehsheeaming- pitch.

'l understand from Ann that the Challier family baween in the
wine-making business for centuries,' she said kyugest she turned towards
the dark profile at the side of her.

'This is correct.' The beautiful car, the lovelgeing and the handsome dark
man at her side were too intoxicating, she tolé&létightly, leading her to
all manner of foolish imaginings. She had to keep ¢onversation on a
more mundane, ordinary level, like now. There waghimg at all
mysterious about Jacques Challier. In fact, shéda@ad him like an open
book—Ilike all his type. He liked women, plural—thaiuch Emile had
made clear—and he was involved with Moniqu&at much the tall,
beautiful redhead had made clear. End of story.

"Your vineyards are close by?' she asked carefully.

'Yes.' He glanced at her for one brief moment agrdhieart thudded at the
eye contact. 'l can arrange a visit before youdatyou wish?'

‘That would be fun,’ she said lightly. 'I'm surenAmould be interested to see
how things are done.’

'I'm sure she would,' he agreed drily, the lazyuira his deep voice telling
her that he was aware of her intent not to be alatiehim again and found
it amusing. Well, that was fine, just fine, shedtbkrself tightly. She didn't
mind how the message got through as long as ireasved.



Dusk had given way before the onset of a blacketeight as they drew
into the enormous drive of the Lemaire chateautfseitmoon washed the
imposing house with a bright silver glow as thegwdito a halt in a drive
already jam-packed with similar cars. The wealtthekse people!

Sandi glanced round her as she stepped from thaftar Jacques had
opened the door, and found lan in her mind again-€ho her annoyance.
These were the sort of people he had craved isdaisch for wealth and fun
and high living. She shook her head slightly at tieught, unaware of
glittering black eyes watching her every move.

'‘Something is the matter?' His voice was calm amdrolled, but there was
a thread of something hard and silky that brougkt @yes snapping
immediately to his.

'No, no—of course not.'

'‘No?' He stepped back a pace, crossing his arnessabis hard-muscled
chest as he surveyed her from cold, dark eyeawldisapproval on your
face—distaste even. | was wrong in this?'

'I—" She didn't know what to say. Good grief, wbatildshe say? And then
the temper this man seemed to ignite with suctle lgffort came to her
rescue. 'l am entitled to the privacy of my thosgktrely?' she asked with a
coldness that matched his. 'And | hardly think theyld be of any interest
to you.'

She had a warm, sensual mouth, whatever that ick{slonde image said
to the contrary, he thought. He stared at theléwiler lip for one second
more before he crossed the yard or so separaterg #nd took her in his
arms, his mouth taking hers in a hard, vital, grkiss before she even had
time to realise what was happening.

One hand was round her waist, the other at the afper neck to give his
searching mouth greater power of invasion as he et head at an angle
that suited him. There wasn't a trace of hesitandke kiss, no suggestion
of permission being sought, merely a bold takingahething he desired



that took her completely by surprise and numbethalight of resistance for
a few incredible moments.

'No—" As her speech returned along with her sesBedegan to struggle,
jerking her mouth from his, but even as he madaallgyruff sound in his
throat his lips claimed hers again, and he mouldednto his hard body in a
way that made further resistance useless.

And then the kiss became one of sweet exploratigrtpngue working with
his hungry lips to send her senses reeling. Tlsis \Wias how she had always
imagined a kiss could be—should be, she realisedeashody made an
instinctive arch into his. And her body was respongds it had done the
night before when she had been in his arms— wayntand without
thought. But she@eededo think.

This time when she struggled he let her go at omz®/ing her to arm's
length with his hands dropping to her waist as taeed down into her
flushed face.

"You said—' Her voice was shaky and she raiseemaliting hand to her hair
as she tried again. 'You said you wouldn't do #uggtin.’

'l lied." He smiled slowly, his dark eyes strokiagross her golden hair
before returning to her face. 'l am very bad.'

'l don't want—' She shook her head slightly asssa@eched for the rage that
should have been there at his autocratic assumgbtadrine could kiss her. 'l
don't want this, Jacques—I mean it.'

"You do not want what?' he asked softly, his hastdlsrefusing to release
her. 'A kiss? You do not want a kiss? But whatasad about that, little
one?'

How could he change like this? she asked herségttlassly. During the
drive here she had almost felt the dark waves etimgnrom the big male
body at her side, and when they had first steppeafothe car he had been
angry with her, she knew it. But now—now his mouths curved in an
attractive half-smile that caused the breath tostrant in her throat as she



stared up at him, his broad, muscled shouldershemght dwarfing her
slender, diminutive frame. Monique's tallness wosldt him so much
better.

The thought, coming from nowhere as it did, putino her backbone and
gave her the strength to move away with a firmmiegsmade his arms drop
to his sides. 'There is nothing bad about it,'shd with a coolness she was
far from feeling. Bad? it was glorious, wonderfuidaterribly, terribly
dangerous. 'But I'm not into brief affairs or ongght stands, so if you don't
mind—'

'One-night standsAVell, she'd certainly got rid of the warm, ardker,
she thought wryly as he metamorphosed in front esf dyes, his brows
drawing together over glittering black eyes in ahaly frown as his mouth
thinned and straightene@®ne-night stands?'

'Or whatever the equivalent is in France," she sadlly as her stomach
jerked and dipped like a roller coaster. 'Apartrirthe social sense it makes
these days, I've always thought there should bes thetween a man and a
woman than lust. Now, shall we go in to the pafyHer voice trailed away
when she saw the blackness in his face.

He stared at her for a full thirty seconds withgpeaking, and then took her
hand in a tight grip that almost broke her fingansl practically ran her up
the rest of the drive towards the huge steps ingritie massive studded oak
door.

'What are you doing?' she asked breathlessly asatted along at his side,
almost unable to keep her balance in the threehieelts she was wearing.

"You want to go to the damn party?' he asked fygt8lo we are going, yes?"
She arrived at the front door in a panting galkopj was immeasurably glad
that it was a few moments before their ring waswamed as she
endeavoured to bring her breathing under contta. dig. The arrogant pig!
To manhandle her like that, just because she hadteld to his lovemaking.

'And smile.’



'‘What?'

'‘Smile!"She had never heard anyone shout without raib&ig\oice before,
she thought weakly. "There is no way | am walkimgtigh that door with
you looking as though you are with the Marquis ddeson a bad night,' he
growled through gritted teeth.

As the door opened and a small maid ushered thienthie baronial hall she
found a smile from somewhere. It faltered for a mreatmas Monique
appeared almost immediately from the edge of thenthof people in what
looked like a vast drawing room. Her smile was aatlas she caught sight
of Jacques, and her tall, slim body was encasadlack cocktail dress that
made her slender legs endless and her red haisa ohaibrant colour that
was quite breathtaking.

'Darling..." She reached out slim arms in a gestusé should have looked
theatrical—and would have done from anyone else—vihith merely
added to the Frenchwoman's charm. 'You're here Samdli...' When, in the
next moment, Sandi found herself in a brief, highéyfumed embrace she
forced herself not to show her surprise. 'lt isnsme to see you again,’
Monique said sweetly, her brown eyes wide and $6fiu must come and
meet everyone.'

And meet everyone she did. Simone was at her eltb@vminute they

entered the drawing room, slipping her arm thro8ghdi's and drawing her
away from Jacques and Monique in a warm gush ofisyadhen personally

introducing her to every person in the place—whetessitated a great
deal of smiling and nodding and desperate condamiréo keep pace with

the broken French accents.

After almost half an hour, with Simone's arm sightly holding hers, Sandi
was just thinking that she really couldn't smilaiagvithout her face setting
in concrete when a dark voice at her elbow brohghthead swinging round
and up to meet Jacques's lazy smile.

'Introductions completed?’ he asked Simone silkily.

'l think so." Simone's eyes searched for Moniquehasspoke.



‘Then let me relieve you of your duties as hostesshis particular guest,’
Jacques drawled smoothly, and drew Sandi intoites saking the empty
glass she had been holding as he spoke. 'Was ithe®'w

'I— Yes.' She turned from him to smile her thankSianone, but the older
woman was exchanging a glance with her daughtesac¢he room, and as
Sandi saw the almost imperceptible flick of Simeread she followed her
eyes to Monique's face.

They had engineered that, she realised with stusogatise. Simone had
deliberately kept at her side under the guise stdss making a stranger
welcome to give her daughter time with Jacques,reowd she was calling

her over. Simone surely didn't regard her as aathte her daughter's

relationship with Jacques, did she?

As she saw Monique begin to make her way overeémtiJacques's arm at
her waist turned her round, drawing her out ofrib@m and into the huge
hall, where the sound of the music she had beennigetor the last ten
minutes became louder.

'First a drink and then we dance, yes?' He guidedlong the hall and into
another vast room, one wall of which was lined wéhles groaning with
food and an army of waiters dancing attendancesbmypre folk.

'l thought this was supposed to be a small, infbpagy?' she asked a trifle
breathlessly as the touch of his hand burnt thrabghhin silk of her dress.

'It is. Believe me, by Lemaire standards it is,'saél softly. 'Monique and
her mother are social animals of the first degesed Philippe Lemaire
indulges them both—it makes life simple," he addgucally. 'You've met
our host?'

'In the drawing room.' He had steered her overdoraer of the room where
a large bar was being attended by four uniformeiiensaas they'd spoken,
and now requested a glass of dry white wine whiahk immediately placed
in her hand.

'‘What did you think of him?'



‘Think of him?' She stared up into the dark facestas took a sip of the
chilled wine. 'He seemed nice. Friendly and washe¢ added quickly on
seeing the flash of mocking amusement in his eybsrachoice of words.

'He is nice. He is also friendly and warm.' Shedwep simmer gently at the
laughter in his face, but kept her face open aadkband her body still. She
would not let him get to heShe would notlt is Philippe who is a friend of
my parents rather than his wife. My father and Noweis father were boys
together many years ago, and now the two familiexksely linked with
business ties.’

'Really. How very convenient, she thought wasgtigr Monique, that was.

Not only did she have parental backing for hemalan Jacques but the two
families' financial fortunes were entwined too. Tha# redhead had had it
handed to her on a plate, all things considered. s surprised at how
much the thought hurt.

'‘Come. We are going to dance.' He took the glass frer hand and placed it
on a small table before pulling her with him oubtigh the massive French
doors at the end of the room and into the grouhtisecchateau, which were
lit as brightly as day. A small band was playinghaboth finesse and flair
under a large striped marquee in one portion ofstheoth green grounds
that seemingly stretched for miles, and alreadyldate was full of slowly
moving couples dancing to a romantic ballad.

'l don't want—'

He put his finger on her lips as she protestedn€aome, little one, there
must be some things you enjoy," he said silkilypuMo not swim, you do
not dance—'

'l didn't say | didn't dance,' she shot back quickicensed at the mockery.
'‘But you don't want to dance with me." Now all |ateg and amusement
were wiped clean from the dark male face and hesdyeld hers in a

penetrating grip she couldn't break. '‘As you ditwant to swim with me.'

‘Jacques—'



'‘No, no, Sandi.' As he drew her against him shevikihat he was perfectly
controlled and absolutely determined to have his way. "You will dance
with me. | want to hold you in my arms, and as hawe made it perfectly
clear this is the only opportunity | shall have gurch pleasure | intend to
make the most of it.’

'You're a pig,’ she said weakly.

'Not the most inspiring of phrases for such an siceg but for the lack of
anything else it will have to do.’

This was a game to him, just an amusing game hshaght helplessly as he
drew her against him, holding her so close agdiissbroad chest that of
their own volition her hands crept up to entwinend his neck as they
danced. She was aware of the waves of pleasurenmpénam her head to
her toes as she drank in the smell and feel of hih she fought

them—desperately.

She had been here before, only once before infegahd look where that

particular road had led—straight into hell. She hader thought she would
surface from the despair and black pain that lahghanged her into but she
had— admittedly by the skin of her teeth, but nthedess she had clawed
back a life for herself and had learnt to live agan her terms. And they
didn't include flirting with a tall, dark, handsomr&an of the world who was
already involved with at least one woman that shewk of and possibly

several more. It was emotional suicide. And sha'tlidave a death-wish.
Not any more.

'Stop fighting me, Sandi.' The shock of hearing head her mind brought
her head back, and as she looked into his facéskedher full on the lips,
but lightly this time, his mouth stroking hers wahwarm, thrilling caress
before he raised his head.

'I'm not." The protest was weak and she knew it.
'No?' The sardonic voice and dark brows raisedackimg disbelief made

her want to kick him—hard. 'However much you try dsguise your
femininity from me you can't hide it from yourselfpu know. You are



attracted to me. | know it and you know it, althbygu don't want to admit
it yet.'

'How dare you?"

'Oh, | dare much more than this, little one," hawded silkily as his eyes
gleamed darkly. 'Your husband has been dead tlaases,yis this so?' The
shock of his words brought her jerking way from baly but the strong,
steel-clad arms didn't relax their hold for a momés it?"

‘This is nothing to do with you—"

'‘And if | read all the signs correctly you haveeiffiect been on top of the
funeral pyre all that time." It was cruel, he kniéwvas cruel, but it was the
only way to get through that iron reserve that Wwakling him at bay. And
he wanted to get through it—badly. The feel of bedy next to his was
affecting him in a way he couldn't believe. Whem & been hit by such
raw desire before? Not in a long time—a long, lange. 'Burying yourself
in your work, holding everyone at bay as you carwareer for yourself—'

‘There is nothing wrong in having a career.'

‘There is if the personal cost means that you beasoiated, a robot—'
"You know nothing about me,' she said hotly, hexetis scarlet. 'Nothing.'
'‘Something | would like to remedy,' he said softly.

'You're talking about sex.' She spat the wordisrat her face and body taut.
‘That's all. Just a bodily satisfaction.'

Am |?' He considered her through half-closed eygsaf moment before
pulling her close against him again, his muscla@éngfth too hard to
withstand. 'You think this is all? Of course theygilal aspect of a
relationship is important—'

'How many women have you had, Jacques?' He hadldeeti—well, so
could she be, she thought angrily. 'How many?'



'What?'She wasn't to know that she had done what mogi@&muld have
considered impossible—surprised Jacques Challieicetwin one
evening—but nevertheless she did get a measuratigfaction from the
amazed glitter in his eyes.

'You heard what | said. | asked you how many woganhave had in your
life—liaisons, affairs, call them what you willhs said with brittle control.
'l want to know.'

'Zut!" The oath was short and sharp as the smooth cdatteted for a
moment, but then, as he caught the disapprovinmgglaf a portly matron at
one side of them, he breathed harshly beforediltirs head to look deep
into her eyes again. 'More than | would like asthoment in time.' The
honesty surprised her and she remained silent sisfexl down at her. '‘But |
am a grown man of thirty-six, Sandi, and | am notsd have never
pretended to be. | would say in my defence thaviehived my life by my
own rules and never knowingly taken what was notenio take.'

'‘And that makes it all right?' she asked flatly.

'As far as | am concerned, yes.' He eyed her dakhgd now | will ask you

something. From the moment we met you have madeest that you dislike
me. You are attracted to me—' he raised his hahéittips when she would
have interrupted '—but you dislike me. This is@.f&low 1 think | deserve
to know why.

'It cannot be Ann any longer; you have seen yotitkat she is welcome,
more than welcome, and loved by my family. | expgdtes.. .antagonism
to diminish when Ann made her decision to stayibli&s increased—with
me, that is. | could suppose that you are sulkirtgeang proved wrong, but
you are too strong a character for such petulance.’

She should have been pleased at the veiled complirbet strangely she
wasn't. In fact, at that moment her whole self taken up with the fight not
to burst into tears. She hadn't wanted this—shea'ha@nted any of it, she
thought wildly. She had flown to England just ott&o weeks ago with one
thought in her head and that had been to comfont Ahe Challier family,



Jacques, they had forced all this on her, and sEn'Wwready to handle
it—not any of it— and especially not Jacques.

Her life was settled now, orderly, in control, aithough she wasn't exactly
happy she had regained her peace of mind—which ntiearworld to her
after losing it for so long after lan. If she hadught about the future at all it
had been with regard to her work, not her love-Ilifefact she didn't want a
love-life—not ever. The old adage of once bittancé shy still held good in
this day and age, and especially with a man likeJes, who was already
deeply involved with another woman and had madeffart to pretend
otherwise.

Some women could handle casual affairs, relatigsshihat asked for
nothing more than a little fun and excitement, sl wasn't one of them.
She never had been, even before lan.

‘All right, all right, we will talk later.' The expssion on her face caused him
to move her close to him without another word &y ttontinued to dance to
the music, and, although she was glad of the ee§jpiin those piercing dark
eyes that saw far too much, his closeness was tpavuhire effect on her
metabolism.

What was it with her? she asked herself angrilgh@swarm heat in her
lower stomach transferred itself to different pastsher body. It was as
though she had a self-destruct button that fireth i certain type of
man—the lan Mortimer, Jacques Challier type. Sheb lisard of women
who were attracted time and time again to real sgyibut until now hadn't
put herself into that category.

"You are enjoying the party, Sandi?' As the deepated, sexy, feminine
voice sounded just over her left shoulder she sleuteyes tightly for a
second, before lifting her head and turning to fdomique and her partner.

'Very much, thank you,' she said politely as Jasguarm slid to her waist
and they surveyed the other couple. Monique's partnas a tall,
good-looking young man with dark brown hair andplbkie eyes and the
sort of physique that suggested a great deal ajiv«draining.



'Let me introduce Jean-Pierre,' Monique continueeesly as she placed a
red-taloned hand lightly on the other man's arm.Weérks with me.’

'You're a model too?' Sandi asked when the briedductions were over.

'‘No, no." Jean-Pierre laughed as he grimaced disglyn'Me, | could not
stand all the pirouettes and panics if | got a gpoimy nose, you know?'
Sandi couldn't see the suave, impeccably dresskddnal in front of her
ever having something so mundane as a spot onobs, but she nodded
anyway. 'l photograph—you know—click-click?' He nealittle gesture as
though he had a camera in his hands. 'This suits me

'‘And he's excellent at it, aren't you, Jean-Piéiveshique was at her most
gushing. 'In spite of some of the.. .how shally%a.bimbos you have to
work with.'

‘That is naughty.' Jean-Pierre shook his head rabéfere turning back to
Sandi. 'She is a bad girl, this one.' Oh, she betiet, Sandi thought wryly.
She really didn't need to be convinced.

"You would like to dance with me, Jacques?' Eveshesspoke Monique
took Jacques's arm and dimpled up into his faean-Pierre will look after
Sandi—won't you, darling?'

'Of course; it would be a pleasure.' The young €meran looked as though
he meant what he said, and Jacques surveyed hamgtinicool, shuttered
eyes for a long moment before he allowed himsetifito and take Monique
in his arms as the music began again. 'You woukltth dance, Sandi? Or
maybe something to eat and a drink?’

Jean-Pierre was a little smaller than Jacques)cteel as he smiled down at
her, but there was something open and engaging #imyoung man's face
that she liked. And as they danced she found teafifst impression had
been right, for Jean-Pierre proved both an amusind very natural
companion, his rather caustic wit and quite wickedse of the ridiculous
making her laugh more than once as they circledatha.



She didn't glance to left or right, keeping her ®yery firmly on the

handsome face in front of her. Somehow the prospfessteing Monique in
Jacques's arms was to be avoided at all costsit Biats Jean-Pierre who
forced the issue some minutes later.

‘They make a handsome couple, do they not?' Whéancheed his head to
the side she followed the gesture without thinkisggd then found that her
stomach seemed to have risen up into her throshascaught sight of
Monique draped all over Jacques as they dancederié¥ter | see them
together like this | am always surprised Moniquesinot quit the rat race of
modelling and concentrate on the Challier fortumgt@ad.' His tone was
slightly astringent.

You see them together often?' Her voice was &s$ &g she could make it,
and it seemed to satisfy Jean-Pierre because h¢ even glance her way as
he kept his eyes on the beautiful redhead.

'Now and again, at social functions like this ohe,5aid absently. "You will
find the beautiful people's set is quite a sma#.orhe cost of the entrance
fee is too high for mere mortals.'

You're here.' She hadn't meant it quite as itdwadhded, but now the vivid
blue eyes did snap back to her face for a stanmiechent before he burst out
laughing, throwing back his head as he let out lghted bellow that
brought more than one head turning in their dicget-and in particular a
pair of dark, glittering black eyes.

‘This is true. This is very true.' He laughed agerhe looked down into her
lovely face. 'But | am something of a cheat, yoawf It just so happens my
father has an inordinate amount of money—which @sy\vbad taste to
mention, incidentally, but true nevertheless.'

'So you're one of the beautiful people too?' skedsvith a wry smile.

'So it would seem.' His eyes moved back to MonigBet not beautiful
enough.' He spoke the words almost to himself ledi® gaze snapped back
to her watchful face. 'But enough of this. | amesyou would like a drink
now, yes? And perhaps something to eat?'



'Yes, please.' The brief revelation that Jean-@ier@s head over heels in
love with Monique further dampened her spirits faes walked hand in hand
with him to the edge of the lawn. There he found taeats before

disappearing, only to return a couple of minutdsrlavith a small tray

containing two plates of food and two glasses dfezthwhite wine.

The knowledge of how Jean-Pierre felt about Monigs@mehow
strengthened Monique and Jacques's relationshipouglh she couldn't
quite explain how. Did they see other people ad a®leach other? she
thought flatly as she sipped at the expensive atidiodus wine. Perhaps it
was one of those modern affairs where they bothlgetl in any sexual
flirtations they felt like when they were apart,okving that what they had
would stand such behaviour? She gave a mental sialee head. She knew
there were people who could cope with such relahgs but she didn't
understand them.

"You look sad.' As Jean-Pierre spoke at her sidesstiled up at him quickly
and shook her head.

'‘No, no—of course I'm not. How could | be when lim such good
company?' He bowed at the compliment and his eyeghled at her.

‘Not too bad for one of you reserved English, hkijihe teased smilingly,
spearing a large juicy prawn from his plate ancerrfig it to her as she
smiled back at him.

She really did like him, she decided suddenly, dredknowledge that he
was in love with Monique and was asking nothing enairher, Sandi, than a
little light amity and conviviality made her relaith him in a way she could
never have done with Jacques, her face open amd asshe laughed with
him when the prawn slipped off the fork, narrowlysging her cleavage to
land with a plop on her plate.

'It must be a good joke to make you laugh like.tiidte dark voice was like
a heavy douche of ice-cold water, and the plat@stgerked off her lap as
she jumped and then raised her eyes to see Jaagddglonique at their
side.



‘Not really.' Jean-Pierre rose swiftly, offering lsieat to Monique. 'Can | get
you some food?' he asked the lovely redhead afterlightning glance at
Jacques's tight face.

‘Thank you, darling." Monique sounded sulky, arertext few minutes until
Jean-Pierre returned with Monique's plate were tsppean uncomfortable
silence which Sandi couldn't break for the lifdhef. She nibbled at the food
on her plate with her eyes downcast and her thaughtrmoil. How dared
he object to her laughing with Jean-Pierre whehdtebeen doing goodness
knows what with his mistress? How dared he?

Almost in the same instant that Jean-Pierre retuwith the food she found
herself lifted to her feet with a firm hand under klbow. 'A most enjoyable
evening, Monique..." Jacques's voice was cool anthmed and controlled.

"You are leaving? But it is so early—'

Jacques cut into Jean-Pierre's remonstrance wsthile that would have
chilled ice. 'Nevertheless, it is time that we saitt goodbyes,' he said
grimly. "You will thank your mother for us, Monig@e

It was noticeable that the lovely Frenchwoman lyai@ked her head as they
left, and also that Jean-Pierre's expression hattething of surprise and

awareness in its depths as he bent over her hamdantinental gesture of

farewell. In the next moment, Jacques whisked lmgrgatowards the house

and through the noisy throng filling the downstaoems with laughter and

chatter, and she barely had time to catch her ibtezfore they were out of

the front door and into the relative quiet of tim@enous drive.

'Is anything wrong?' She shook his hand off heowlbs he prepared to lead
her down the steps, refusing to be intimidatedafsecond longer.'Wrong?'
He paused for a moment two steps below her toiltokher face, his voice
cold and civilised. 'What could be wronga cherie?'

'l don't know, but you seem...annoyed at somethisige said a trifle
breathlessly. Standing as he was on the lower dtépbead was just above
hers but almost on a level, and she found the esarof his hard, firm



mouth disturbing, her eyes leaving the thin, whbysed lips with difficulty
to fasten on the glittering black eyes that wewokiiog directly into hers.

'1 do?' His smile held no warmth. 'Then this isiazlement to us both. Now,
shall we?' As he gestured to the Ferrari some wayndhe drive the motion
of his hand was sharp and fierce, and she knewjush&new that he was
holding onto that iron self-control with an effort.

But why? What had bothered him? Had he had sonteo$@ row with
Monique? Perhaps she had voiced her objectionsetoldver bringing
another woman to the party— even though he hadlynieeen fulfilling the
obligation that had been virtually foisted on himthe fact that Monique
had mentioned the party in front of her in thetfplace. The Challier family
were excellent hosts, she would give them that, lmo#ting back, she could
see that it would have been the height of rudenasacques's part not to
include her in his reply. He probably hadn't reaipected her to come at
all.

When she still didn't move he gave her one lasg Iglance of grim
exasperation before turning and walking down tinedowards the car, and
as she followed, her footsteps quiet and slowssidelenly felt that she had
never been so miserable and alone in all her life.



CHAPTER SIX

'‘JACQUES?' The grim profile was not exactly encouraging, ®andi felt she
had to voice the suspicion that had been growinigeinmind for the last
twenty minutes or so. 'l didn't think the journearéa was this long.'

It wasn't.'

'‘But | don't understand—' She stopped abruptlyeasvimung off the main
road on which they had been travelling for almbse¢ quarters of an hour
and onto a dark, wide lane that was bordered amdides by the outlines of
huge leafy trees. 'Where are we? Where are we going

'We are exactly two miles from my home—which isadsir destination,' he
said coolly, with a low silkiness that told herkmew exactly how his words
were going to be received.

"Your home?He didn't need to wince to tell her how shrill veice was,
and she didn't care. She couldn't believe this. j8$tecouldn’t believe it.
'You're taking me to your home?' she asked furjoudlithout even telling
me— asking me?"

'Which would you have preferred?' he asked frostilp be told or to be
asked?'

"You can turn this car round right now.' She glaaethe implacable profile
when he made no reply. 'Did you hear me, Jacquesti to go back.’

'Of course you do, and so you will...later." Hened to smile at her for one
brief moment, his face a dark bronze in the nigid ais teeth flashing
white. 'l only want to show you my home, Sandi—ibkigso crime, surely? |
was finding the party a little.. .boring, but thigt is still young. We will
worry my parents if we return so soon. They wilinthwe have had a
disagreement.' The last words were said with a mgakote of irony that
was not lost on her.

'l don't care what they think," she grated furigu$lwant to go back.'



'‘Don't be tedious.' His voice was lazy now, witehaed of amusement that
told her he was thoroughly enjoying her reactibwill show you my home,
we will have a quiet cup of coffee like two civiéd people and perhaps even
talk to each other without fighting.' He glanceaiagat her angry face and
sighed loudly. 'Or maybe the last part is too ambg?"

"You had no right to bring me here without askimgtf she said tightly. 'No
right at all.'

'l know." The admission brought her head swingimgnd, and she saw to
her immense irritation that he was smiling. 'Butl ihad asked you to
accompany me to my home this evening we both kncoaetey how you
would have replied.' He quirked his eyebrows saigdly. 'Do we not?'

"You're impossible.’ It wasfait accompli,and there was nothing she could
do but try and get out of this with a little dignit

'l know that too." And there was a satisfactiorthe sensual French voice
that made her want to hit him with concentrated¢dan the place where it
would hurt most. As it was, and mainly due to taet that the Ferrari was
travelling at a speed well over seventy miles merrton an unlit road in the
middle of the night, she contented herself witbwdl'huh', an icy lifting of
her head and a tight stiffening of her body.

Within a few minutes the road narrowed to littlermthan a dirt track, and
then they were passing through wide-open wrougint-gates into a large
courtyard, complete with duckpond and resident duakiich was lit up as
brightly as day as soon as the car approacheduiilirig in front of them.

'My home." Jacques brought the car to a halt intfod a large, sprawling

thatched-roof farmhouse of mellow, honey-colourghe that was partly

covered with sweet- smelling roses and trailing. ilBiamond-leaded

windows and dark wood doors completed the airmélessness about the
place, and on the top storey the windows peepeu titee overhanging

thatch, with tiny balconies filled with a profusiaf scarlet and mauve
bougainvillea.



'Oh, it's lovely. It's really lovely." She turnedtim impulsively as the sound
of the engine died away. 'What a wonderful plackve'

'Yes, it is." The dark eyes were watching her itiyeaven as his mouth
curved in a warm smile at her sincere praise ohbiae. 'Not exactly on the
lines of the chateau but I like it.’

'Oh, it's much nicer than the chateau.' She spa#tewut thinking, only to
blush a deep red as she realised what she haghjdstNot that your parents'
home isn't beautiful, of course—it is—but this ien@homely. | mean—"'

'l know what you mean.' He interrupted her ruskrabarrassed words with
a nod and a reproving finger on her lips. 'And flegg utterly. Now, come
and see inside.’

A few geese waddled across to their side, cacldipgotest at having their
slumber interrupted, but they were all bark andie, and although Sandi
gave a little squeal at their approach they mesetyeyed her through bright
black eyes before gathering together again likeyp@ossiping old women.
'Ducks and geese?' she asked Jacques as they vealf@st to the old
studded wooden door.

‘They came with the place originally and then Ifdd liked having them

around,” he said quietly. 'My lifestyle is not coot/e to pets of any

kind—sometimes | don't return home for days atreet-but they survive

quite happily with the pond and the food | leavetfem. | have a lady from
the village a couple of miles away who comes ircena week to clean and
So on, but otherwise | fend for myself.'

'l see.' She didn't ask if it was business or pleathat took him away from
home so often; she didn't want to think what hissger might be.

She had somehow sensed what the interior of thmh@use would look
like, and she wasn't disappointed as her eyesitothle plain whitewashed
walls filled with fine paintings, the beamed cegsm the thick
dull-rose-coloured carpet that stretched throughh& downstairs rooms
and the dark wood antique furniture. The kitcheis Wwage and beautifully
restored in a way that kept its olde-worlde feg¢hatsame time as providing



all mod cons—even down to a large dishwasher hidokmnd carved
wooden doors.

Everything seemed to blend together into a pexéxle, accentuating the
initial impression of quiet repose and serenity tha exterior of the house
had given. She found that it disturbed her thatjdes had chosen such a
place for his home. She would have preferred td ffirm living in a brash,
modern bachelor pad or a luxurious apartment diogke city's nightlife,
not in this peaceful old farmhouse with its airti@nquillity. And the fact
that she was thinking such thoughts disturbed ¥»em enore. It was nothing
to her where he lived—of course it washle was nothing to her.

You are frowning again.’'

'What?' She came out of her reverie to find himditag in the middle of the
wide square hall, from which a twisting flight déss led upstairs, with his
eyes tight on her face.

'You are frowning again,’ he repeated grimly. 'swgaing to ask you if you
would like to see the bedrooms, but with such ecéieexpression on your
face perhaps that would not be a good idea?'

'I'm not frowning.' The protest was weak and thethtknew it. "Your home
is lovely—enchanting—andwouldlike to see upstairs, if it isn't too much
trouble.'

'What has displeased you?' He didn't move as sheavalowly to the foot
of the stairs.

'‘Nothing—I told you." She turned and faced him,gieg her voice bright
and her face smiling.

"This home of mine does not fit in with what yoypexgted of me?' he asked,
with the devastating intuitiveness he had displayenle than once. 'You
expected something less.. .harmonious?"

‘Not at all." She had never found it easy to ligbeeately, and it was all the
more difficult with those piercing black eyes holgihers.



'l do not think you are telling the truth but, asuyreminded me on another
occasion, your thoughts are your own.' His voice deep and quiet, and as
he moved over to where she stood his hands wentrbar waist and he
looked down at her. 'For such a tiny little thirmuyhave a heart and mind of
iron, do you not?'

INO_I

'‘But yes." As she tried to slide out of his grasphands tightened. 'lron.' His
eyes were half-closed as he surveyed her, darlgl@aening in his tanned
skin. 'When 1 first saw you at the door of Ann'atfl thought you were a
fragile little slip of a girl—young and curiouslgmocent in spiteof being, as
| thought, my brother's wife. And then.. .thendne you are the sister, the
older sister, who is a force to be reckoned withlth@ advertising world,

fierce and ambitious—'

‘Jacques—' He ignored her interruption as thoughhstd not spoken, his
voice still low and deep but with an inflexion thlaaide her weak.

'A career woman, hard and uncaring. But almost idhately that illusion is
dispelled as the tigress defends her young—orisictse her sibling—and |
learn that you sacrificed much for your sister wiyenr parents died, at a
time when no one would have blamed you for carryamgwith your
education, for putting yourself first.'

'Look, this is all history—shall we go upstairsthéan... You—you were
going to show me the rest of your home," Sandi starad weakly as the
nearness of him began to do crazy things to hétyst@mposure.

'‘And then | see the ice maiden as you come withtoneny parents'
home—the cool English blonde who is disdainful Aaadghty and proud—'

‘Jacquesplease—'

'‘And just when | think | have made a mistake, yiwat are really as cold and
remote as you wish me to think, I learn you havenbwearried—married and
widowed—that you have loved a man and agreed tongoyour life to
him—'



‘Jacques!Now she did jerk out of his hold, her face fiery.

'‘And at that moment | see another side of thisdgertiny will-o'-the-wisp
who has exploded like a meteor into my life. A pasate, fiery, fierce
side—but a side that is full of pain—'

'l don't want to continue this conversation, Jasqu&nd now her voice did
stop him and she stared, trembling and white,higdace. 'l will not discuss
this with you.'

'‘And Jean-Pierre? Is he the type of man you woisicuds such things with?'
he asked tautly.

‘Jean-Pierre?' For a second she didn't recogresesatime, so completely had
she forgotten the other man.

‘That was still another Sandi, there in front of toeight,' he said tightly.
"You laughed with him, looked at him in a way—' BE@pped abruptly,
taking a deep, hard breath before he spoke adiaia.Wway | had not seen
before.'

It hadn't been what he had intended to say, sheued, but she didn't pursue
it.

'He was amusing, that's all." She couldn't quileebe she was having this
conversation. In the last three years she had mhade business to keep the
male population very firmly at arm's length, andvrebmehow she was in
the home of a man she had only met a few daysitagas the middle of the

night, and, worse, he expected her to bare hertedum!

Panic hit her like a hard punch in the chest. Isvadvious that she
represented something of a challenge to him—thatne had made plain
himself—but it was also crystal- clear that anyéoing of her guard would

result in a brief, no doubt torrid affair that hewid be able to dismiss as
easily as he would dismiss her when the time caménér to leave. He

would return to Monique's eager arms and she—sh@dmoe crushed,

devastated.



But that wouldn't happen; of course it wouldn'te gdbld herself as she
surfaced from the mindless darkness that had priekten hold of her.
Because she wouldn't let it happen. It was up toMest men would take
what was on offer, so she wouldn't offer. It wasiasple as that.

'Sandi—'

'You brought me here to show me your home." Now dida't have to
engineer the coldness in her voice. 'So show me.’

He straightened as she spoke, reached acrossate sgparating them and
took her in his arms, kissing her fiercely and dggnd without restraint.
And, like before, despite her fears and panic,dlarm at the thought of
where it might lead, she couldn't help kissing Hack. She wasn't sure
what happened to her when he touched her—this eBadyearning that
sprang up from the very depths of her hadn't beereteven with lan—but it
was strong and potent and so sweet that she hddfance against it.

'You are beautiful—so, so beautiful..." His voicasshusky and soft as he
put her from him, and the trembling that had takear her body almost

seemed to have affected his too, before she bliakedthe illusion faded

away. 'And | want you very much. So if we go upstai He let his voice

trickle away as she flushed hotly. "You understand?

So, this is not a good idea. But it is not goodéf talk either, because then
we fight—you know?"

Sandi gave him a level look, noticing the faintrgpaof amusement in the
black eyes with a tight frown.

'Oh, that look againvia cherie,we will have to work on that. But for now?
For now, we swim. | have to admit to a little suhige. | asked Ann if you
liked the water and she assured me that you doythaswim like a little
golden fish. My pool is large and warm and verjcen

His eyebrows quirked at the last word but she slifin't speak. Their
conversation had all but reduced her to a weepiegsmand his lovemaking
had her body quivering like an unset jelly, and remow he was the cool,



debonair, cynical man of the world again, and it far more than it should.
But it just proved what she had suspected—thatstsenothing more than a
momentary pastime, a game, a distraction in hiy bies

They stared at each other for long electric momedsittsout speaking, and
then she forced her lips to respond to her mindbr't have a costume.’

‘This is no problem. | do not bother with such imgenient things when I am
at home,' he said softly.

"You don't—?" She remembered the dark bronze texifihis magnificent
body as he had got out of the pool earlier thataded/her face flamed. 'Well,
| do," she said hotly.

'Oh, you English..." He shook his head, his voicg. W60 conservative, so
ashamed of what God has given you. But, as yoedsta¢fore, | am not
ashamed of what He has given me, am |, my reprdititg siren? So, you
will not be as nature intended, free and silky-sthaa the water? It is
wonderful to swim without the constriction of cleth You have never tried
this?'

'No, | have not.' Her tone was vehement and broaglairk sardonic chuckle
from the curved mouth.

‘Then | am sure we can find you a large concealnslpirt that will reach
down to your knees. Will that do?'

'I'd really rather not," she said stiffly.

'‘But you will." He was absolutely still as he lodkdown at her, tiny and
defiant, in front of him. 'l want you to. Pleasengi?'

It was the tone in which he spoke rather than losdw that crumpled her
resistance. He had said she had shown many asjfdets personality, but
now she was seeing another side to his—an appealmgst little-boy-lost
side—if a six-foot-plus giant of a man with musdesnatch could ever be
considered in that light. It was powerful persuasand she had no defence
against such subtleness.



'I—" She hesitated and then shrugged as casuafigeasould. 'Well, just a
quick swim, then. I don't want Ann worrying. Andd want the T-shirt,' she
added warningly as he took her hand with a mockinde and walked her
through the back of the house towards the garden.

'Stop worrying. You will have your T-shirt." Thewagsed through the large
French doors of the breakfast room, which direatlgriooked a stone patio
with hanging baskets and a profusion of flowertemacotta pots, and then
she saw the still waters of the pool glittering enthe night sky as Jacques
flicked some switches that lit up the whole arethwtarm golden and pink
lights.

The pool was a large one, kidney-shaped, with s¢tables and chairs and
bright parasols at the far end. Behind it stretchdéahg, low stone building
which had obviously once been a barn but was nedeli into two rooms.
The larger one served as a bar and dining aredah@ndther one, reached
through a door from the first, contained severail§shanging cubicles and
showers, complete with a host of swimming costutods every shape and
size, numerous thick towelling robes and a largefghat ran the whole
length of the room and was filled to overflowingthvidifferent types of
shampoo, shower gel, talcum powder and everythisg a would-be
swimmer could possibly desire.

'Oh..." She glanced up at Jacques as she stepgpeterroom.

'You see?' He waved his hand expansively at theueces. 'Happy now?
You can cover up that delectable body as much hitlasas you wish. | will

wait for you in the pool," he added with mockingum®ment. 'In case you
think 1 may be tempted to peek.' She felt she oughglare at him, but
instead she found herself giving a weak smile shatimmediately despised
herself for. 'And if you feel the need for stillrfner protection there are
plenty of T-shirts in the cupboard at the end efribom," he drawled lazily.

'I'm sure a swimming costume will be more than adég)’ she said primly,
her face flushing still more as he gave a chucKledeep, sardonic
amusement before leaving her alone.



How on earth had she come to be here? She sto@dnfmment, gazing at
her reflection in one of the long, narrow mirrdnattwere dotted about the
room. The expensive cocktail dress gave her a pbeseshe had badly
needed tonight, and now she was going to stripbofii the dress and her
inhibitions and make herself vulnerable. She mestitad. Shevas mad.
She blinked at the slender, golden- haired githeamirror. She was playing
with fire here, she really was—and yet she dide&ns able to drop the
matches...

'Oh, hell." She grimaced into the violet-blue egsspanic clutched at her
throat. 'What are you doing, Sandi Gosdon?'

Jacques was already in the water when she emenggdslow, tentative

steps, from the barn, his dark figure cutting tigtothe water with a power
that made the panic rise again. He was so masc¢uneirile, so... So in
control. As lan had been in control. Cool, suayej@al—but with that edge
that made them both different from the normal rofrthe-mill man.

She met lots of men in her working life, some hamas, some interestingly
attractive and some just plain creeps. But Jacqassdifferent. He had a
certain something that she couldn't put a nameutavhich held a potency
that would affect any female from sixteen to sixn had had it too.

However much she despised the thought of the mahathmarried, loathed
the fact that she had given him a right to her nand her body, she had to
acknowledge that he had been devastatingly atteacBut it had been

skin-deep, only skin-deep. Underneath there had b putrid stench of

betrayal, dishonesty, trickery and a treachery Wes unimaginable to the
normal mind.

She didn't imagine that Jacques was capable dddtteof cruelty lan had

exacted, but... She stood in the shadows watchiagpbwerful, steady
strokes of his arms through the rippling water. Bigtvalues weren't hers.
He had had women, lots of women; he lived a bacliéothat he revelled

in, apparently with Monique's blessing.



Monique.She thought again of Jean-Pierre's words spokemsaently a
few hours before as they had watched the two eethim each other's arms.
‘They make a handsome couple, do they not? Wheheeerthem together
like this | am always surprised Monique does noit dfuoe rat race of
modelling and concentrate on the Challier fortumgtaad." Well, one day
she would. Sandi's mouth hardened. Of course sh&wbhey were suited,
after all.

The water was as silky-soft as Jacques had promasetlicy-cold on her
overheated skin. She gave a little gasp as shealédully into the water and
then a startled scream as Jacques's head popdsssigie her in the next
instant, pulling her against him and kissing hedhaith wet lips. 'You were
at the other end of the pool,’ she accused him wareemouth left hers, and
then all further thought lefther as the feel of Ingly next to hers broadcast
the fact that he, unlike her, wore nothing butdkis.

"You look wonderful.' His eyes were glittering taorbs in the dim pink
and golden lights, his face dark and strangelynal/hy did you hesitate
before you came in?'

"You were watching me?' She had thought he wagladddn his swimming
and hadn't noticed her in the shadow of the bujjdis she had contemplated
his dark body in the water.

‘All the time," he said huskily. 'l like to watcloy.' His body was providing
ample evidence to corroborate his words, and sleeglad of the cooling

effects of the water as her skin burnt hotly atféed of his arousal against
the smooth silk of her swimsuit.

And then he let her go, turning from her to swinthameasured, powerful
strokes down the pool, his dark head just visibleva the water. '‘Come on.’
He stopped halfway and raised his arm as he caked'Show me how
golden- haired temptresses swim.’

She had always been a strong, vigorous swimmer reowd she put
everything she had into the exercise, driving hehythrough the water as
hard as she could and passing him with a fluid egriat made her
honey-coloured limbs appear weightless. She waseagfehim at her side



as she continued to the far end of the pool, kdn'dstop until she reached
the smooth marble wall, where she flicked backhaar, which had worked
loose from its high knot at the violent movement.

'I'm impressed.’ He touched a wayward curl that fedlén across her
forehead as he spoke. 'You swim like a man.'

'Is that supposed to be a compliment?' she askibdwack seriousness.

'Not a feminist too?' He shut his eyes for a secand when he opened them
they were bright with suppressed laughter. 'l yedtin't think | can take
much more—my ego is in tatters as it is.’

‘That'll be the day.' Now she was laughing opeahd for the next half an
hour, as they swam and dived and enjoyed the fragtde water gave their
bodies, she almost forgot that she had to be ongoerd with this
man—almost, but not quite.

'‘Coffee?' She was just beginning to shiver andrhenediately noticed,
pulling himself out of the pool with a supreme digard for his nakedness
and offering her his hand as he bent down to thengzedge.

She tried to concentrate her gaze on his uppew tarsit was difficult. Her

eyes seemed to have a will of their own and shdenlg felt like a naughty
little schoolgirl who was spying on her elders. iBudous! She blinked at the
thought. Absolutely ridiculous. But the sight ofathbig male body was
doing something to her hormones that was creatsgftamoist warmth at
the core of her being and sending her heartbeatihay

He pulled her out of the pool with effortless eard then she was standing
by him, her limbs shaking and quivering—and not gh the cold. 'The
more | see of you, the more | want you,"' he saitlyséYou have bewitched
me, my cold little English blonde who turns to firemy arms.’

She wanted to speak, to make some clever, cymnank that would defuse
the sudden electricity and make him turn from bet, her mouth was dry
and her heart was pounding like a sledgehammeheastared up into his
face. She was vitally aware of every part of hig imasculine body even



though her eyes were fixed on his, and the knovdeafghis male power
over her soft femininity was both intimidating atittilling, making her
helplessly afraid and fascinated at the same time.

'l don't like the thought that other men have t@aclou, kissed you," he
continued huskily. "You know that? | have nevet fiels way before and |
don't like it, but I can do nothing about it.’

He meant lan, she knew he meant lan, and suddenhyame was a talisman
to hold off this feeling that was utterly new ta htis fierce, deep, primitive
desire that had a vibrant sexual awareness aa#s, land something else—
something she didn't recognise.

'You mean my husband?' she asked flatly, forcireywlords out of her
mouth.

"Your dead husband,' he corrected softly, his fezdening at her tone. 'He's
dead, Sandi. Dead. Whatever you shared, howeverigoas, it is over.'

'l know that." She swung away from him, the paihén eyes at the terrible
irony visible.

'‘No, no, | do not think you do." He caught her afon¢ing her to turn and
face him, his eyes black pools in the shadowed.liytou cannot live on
memories; do you not understand this yet? | amsnggesting that you
forget this man—I know that would be impossible—paoti have to accept
that it is over—'

'‘Leave me aloneShe had thought she could use lan as protectiaimstg
Jacques's advances, but she realised now thataheaot as strong as she
had thought. The bitter humiliation, the doubt, tineertainty of herself as a
woman, the sense of abject failure—they all crowideah her as though it
were yesterday.

lan had made her feel as though she was less tistrod the ground when
he had taken her innocence and used her beforadpaithout a word. She

had trusted him, loved him, and suddenly it hatb@din proved a monstrous
illusion.



For weeks and months she had walked the streetiglat too tense and
emotionally raw to sleep, looking at other womendyuggomen, plain
women—and wondering what they had that made thewtifferent from
her, how men could love them and feel such distprsher. Because that
was what lan had done for her, she realised noth avistab of pain that
blinded her to Jacques's face. He had made heasebbugh she was only
fit to be despised, rejected, at best pitied. Sag mothing. He had proved it.
She was some sort of freak, unlovable and unloved.

'Sandi?'

'‘No!" Suddenly, Jacques faded and lan stood there,renceacted with all

the hurt, pain and bitterness in her heart. Shedlehim, pounding his chest
with her fists as she wailed her agony to the maod, he was still for one
stunned moment, then moved swiftly, gathering hemagainst him as he
trapped her wrists in one broad hand and liftecbfffdrer feet with the other,
carrying her quickly towards the house.

When she had felt her feet leave the ground the todite and kick and
destroy had left her in one blinding surge of tearsd now, as she was
carried, she continued to cry, not in acceptabdigliee sobs, but in great
convulsive bellows of grief and pain and rage sts had never allowed
herself before. She raged against the unfairnegisatif against the agony
that should never have been hers to endure. Shet liatie anything—she
hadn't.She was innocent of it all and yet it was she td paid the price. It
wasn'tfair...

'Drink this." She wasn't aware that they had edtdre house, but a moment
or two after she had felt herself being laid on stinmg soft she found that
her hand was being raised and made to grasp a géaspies's hold was still
tight on her fingers as he raised it to her lipsink it, Sandi, all of it.'

The neat brandy hit the back of her throat like &ind she spluttered most of
the first mouthful all over him, but after tryingain, more slowly this time,
she managed to swallow several mouthfuls of thealaahol before falling
back against the soft upholstery of the sofa Jactyad placed her on, her
eyes still streaming.



'‘Now stop crying—that's enough. Do you hear med&ainhis is enough.’

She didn't hear the actual words, but the tonesofdice and the feel of his
warm flesh against hers as he put the glass dowdraak her hands in his
caused the weeping to subside into hiccuping sobstlzen soft, shaking
shivers. 'That is it. It is finished—over. Now, ysii here, you do not move,
and | will get a cup of coffee, yes?"

As he spoke she forced her swollen eyelids opeowkrg that she must
look as bad as she felt. She had never been abtg poettily, not even tears
of happiness. Her nose always went red and rareyes swelled and her
face turned blotchy. 'l— I'm sorry." A late and éospb caught at the words.
'l didn't mean to do this. | don't—"'

"It is | who should apologise. | was stupid andhsy and | spoke of things |
had no right to speak of.’

'‘No." She peered at him, a thread of surpriseeagthet, almost tender note
in his voice piercing her misery. ‘It was me. | dé&mow why | reacted like
that. You must think I'm mad, crazy.'

'‘No, | do not think this." He was kneeling in fromit her, his hands still
holding hers. 'What | do think is that all that rpdias been held in too
long—far, far too long."'

'I—"' The sympathy was too much, and as her eyemswith tears again he
stood up briskly, his voice firmer now.

'Coffee. This will make you feel better.’

With Jacques standing as he was, it was impodsibleer to concentrate on
anything other than his body, and now she surptiseih both as she gave a
weak smile, her face still wet with tears. 'Are ygning to put anything on
first?' she asked shakily. 'If you're handling lapaid??’

'l see your point.' He smiled, a dark, rueful sndileected against himself,
and it was in that moment that something in heptl@ad sprang into life,
but she didn't question what. 'The big seductiognecdid not go quite



according to plan, did it?" he said mockingly dlrtbt usually have the effect
of reducing women to tears when | undress.'

'I'm sure you don't." The dry humour was restohiagequilibrium, but with

it the knowledge that she had just made the mosble fool of herself

began to gather steam. She shut her eyes tighmsadhe sight of him and
leant back against the sofa, giving a little shivet came from the turmoil
within her rather than the cool air.

"You are cold. She heard him move away as he spikbare feet light on
the thick carpet, and when in the next instantfebad herself enveloped in
something soft and warm she still didn't open lyese

‘Thank you.'
'‘And now | will get the coffee."

He was still standing in front of her—she couldlfégee- and when the
silence continued she opened her eyes warily thise®oking down at her
with a strange expression on his dark face asagheurled up in the folds of
a blanket.

'It is not a crime to show your feelings, Sandi—youwlerstand this?'

'l know." She wished to goodness that he wouldspateclotheson, she
thought frantically as he remained in front of Hgne knew the French had
few inhibitions, thatw naturelwas commonplace on the beaches of France,
but right now his total disregard for his nakedness causing her severe
breathing problems—and he wanted a conversatioatdéelings?

'No, you do not know this. You are like the oydtieat is tightly closed
against the sea of life, holding onto its peadlatosts.’

'‘And what happens when the oyster is forced tgdedf its pearl?' she asked
as coolly as her racing emotions would allow.d#ids everything.'

'‘And this is what you feel?' he asked slowly. Tiatou open up, start to
live again, you will lose everything for the secamde?’



He didn't understand—she knew he didn't understabdtin spite of that

he was so near the mark that she stared at himhwile violet-blue eyes
opened wide in her tear- stained face. 'Jacquekte-sBook her head slowly
as her eyes wavered and then fell from his. 'lyean't talk about this right
now—I just can't.'

Was he really concerned about the way she was\tefedr her sake, or was
it the ultimate goal of getting her into his bedaitthivas prompting all this

solicitude? she asked herself faintly. He had nmexsecret of what he was,
how he ran his life and more especially his lo¥e-Jiust an hour or so ago,
when they had arrived at the farmhouse, he hadiomau the fact that he
was often away for days at a time, and irrespectivehether it was because
of business or something of a more personal na&ieuldn't have made it
more clear that a permanent relationship was ouhefquestion. Some
women could enjoy such a man, take the time thdydgether and savour it
to the full and then move on when the time cameafparting of the ways

with a kiss and a hug.

But she wasn't like that. She never had been. Shklrct envisage ever
opening up her mind and her body to anyone againf bhe did ever come
to such a point it would have to be with a man wioolld commit himself to
her totally.

She felt him move silently out of the room and wkae raised her head she
felt almost bereft for a moment. But that will pasise told herself fiercely.
It will.

When he brought in the tray of coffee a few minul&tsr he was clothed in
tight black jeans, his upper torso and feet bard,athough her senses still
gave a hard kick at the sight of his muscled, haighened chest and broad,
masculine shoulders it wasn't so bad as havingf &llat magnificent body
on display. He didn't speak until he handed herctifeee, but she had felt
his eyes intent on her wan face as soon as hesdeeinthe room.

'Sugar?' His flesh was warm as it touched hersshadelt the contact with
ajolt.

‘Two, please.’



He seated himself next to her when he had pourdvan cup and as she
went to move her legs to the floor he caught anth@s hand resting on top
of the blanket. 'No, don't move; it is all right.'

His hand remained on her upper leg, and althougkdft cloth was between
his flesh and her body she felt the contact begiburn like fire. She had
expected further questioning, or maybe a followeapthe seduction scene
he himself had mentioned earlier, but as theyrstite quiet, beautiful room
in the soft, dim light he said nothing, seemingigtlin his own thoughts as
he drank the coffee.

She glanced at him once or twice from under hérdasHis hard profile was
just a foot or so away, and she found it gave leaqure to watch him. After
the swim his hair was ruffled across his foreheaghruly curls that were as
black as jet, and his dark lashes and hard jawrenie stubble was already
showing black under the skin, were curiously seasu&he wished things
could have been different. She wished she had metybars ago, before
lan, when she had still had the ability to beliéwdove and happy ever
after—The dangerousness of her thoughts suddenlyght her up sharp,
the breath catching in her throat. What was shekihg? Whatwas she
thinking? It didn't matter when she might have het—he would still have
been the same. He wasn't a slippers- by-the-fine ang more than lan had
been. How many times did she have to learn the $as8en before it sank
in?

Her thoughts made her swing her feet to the fldwujstly, dislodging his
hand, and then she stood up, still keeping thekelaswathed about her.

'I'll go and change now, if that's all right?"

'Of course.' He rose too, his voice cool, but tlenhe looked down at her,
his eyes crinkled in a smile. "You look remarkalke a small, worried
child, standing there wrapped in that thing,' hd saldly.

'Do 1?' She didn't like the simile; she didn't likat all. She couldn't imagine
any man ever saying that to Monique. The tall redh&ould look every
inch a woman no matter how much or how little of &kem, perfect body
was hidden.



'Sandi..." And then his voice changed, thickened, lze drew her against
him, his eyes soft. 'Are you warm now?'

'Yes..." Warm? She was on fire, she thought hadpless she felt his hands
move under the folds of the blanket and slide dbembody in a slow caress
that brought an immediate languorous warmth snakingugh her limbs.
She had been waiting for this. The thought hitlikera small electric shock.
Waiting for it, wanting it—

'l don't know what it is about you that makes mentwgou so much,' he
muttered thickly. 'Oh, Sandi...'

His mouth drove down on hers and at that pointcalherent thought
stopped. She felt the blanket slide to the flodriardly registered the fact,
although it meant that she was pressed againstrhimthing more than a
brief black cut-away swimming costume which, intspof its lack of
material, had been the only garment she'd beenalfiled that went even a
little way towards covering her body.

But now that didn't matter—nothing mattered butriiadless pleasure she
was experiencing as his powerful body subdueckalstance. The kiss was
deep and slow as he invaded the tender, secredsplaicher half-open

mouth, his tongue devastatingly sensuous, and satdnds continued to
wander over her skin she felt her breasts fill dadden, their peaks
becoming rock-hard when his fingers paused in tbgploration of her

quivering softness.

'l cannot believe what you do to me..." The sufmgnch accent added to the
magic of what was happening to her. 'You are inbtedincredible...'

His kisses were burning her now as he moved fromnmzaith to her throat,
her ears and then lower, to where the swell oftteasts was straining
against the thin fabric of the costume. She knesvthiin straps had been
pulled down over her shoulders, but still the shaskhis lips branded the
heavy fullness of her breasts was fierce.

She hadn't known she could feel like this—that ¢benbination of hard
male strength and tender lovemaking could reducgetdea quivering,



helpless mass of sheer sensation. She had hesudlothings happening to
other women, read about the experience secondthaiachantic novels and
books, but it was reateal...

Her hands were laced in his hair now, and as Isedédhis head again she
knew she was murmuring little, soft, incoherentaglagainst his lips. But
she could no more control her mind than her botig. \Bas on fire, on fire,
and she had no idea how it had all come about.

'Sandi?' For a moment she couldn't believe thatdte moved her gently

from him to arm's length, but as she opened dakexldyes and saw him

looking down at her she was quite unable to sp€ale more moment and |

shan't be able to stop. You understand what | a/inga Whether you want

me to or not | shall have you, but it will lbee,Jacques Challier, not some
shadow that you have conjured out of your mindtdaido me, Sandi...'

Listen to him? She stood swaying, her skin flushetkep, warm pink, as
she tried to make sense of what he was saying.

'l will not be used as a substitute. This | willtralow." A substitute? she
thought faintly. What on earth was he talking aBodtvhen 1 have
you—and Iwill have you—it will be because you want me as basllyaant
you. Whatever you shared with your husband, howewech you loved
him, he will not be a spectre at our union. | widit have it.'

'I—" She tried to speak, to communicate in some, watboth her mind and
body seemed transfixed and her eyes fell from $ishe tried to focus her
thoughts.

‘Look at me.His voice was harsh now, in direct contrast togbfiness of
before. 'Look ame.l am alive. | am flesh and blood—feel.' He toole arf
her limp hands and banged it against his chest Sée?’

'Don't." She shrank from him, from the anger inface.

'l want you, Sandi.' His voice was tight and steain'l want you so badly |
can taste it, but not at the cost of my self-respec



He took her arm now, leading her from the room#ndugh to the grounds
at the back of the house without speaking. He apdahe door of the
changing room, almost thrust her inside and tutnddave.

‘Jacques?' She was stunned, bewildered at therstuttbeevents had taken.
'‘Get dressed, Sandi.' His voice was harsh and moéd his self-control
visible in the steely tightness of his jaw and wegy he held his big, hard

body rigid and taut. 'I'll wait in the car.’

And then he left her, slamming the door behind kith a viciousness
which indicated that the self-control was only jhetding out.



CHAPTER SEVEN
'YOU'RE leaving today? But why?'

Sandi reached across the small table on theirsiigdcony and took Ann's
hands in her own as her sister stared at her,aeerdnd voice heavy with
disappointment. 'l need to get back to work, Ashg¢ said quietly. 'They
have been very good about all this, but it's besarly three weeks now, and
there are a hundred people who would be only teagad to step into my
shoes—you know how things are in the advertisingdvdrou are happy

here, settled, and that's all | wanted to be sooaitebefore | left. There's no
need for me to stay here now.'

Il miss you." Ann looked at her, her voice fldt.won't be the same with
you gone.'

'‘But you knew | couldn't stay.' Sandi squeezedsister's hands. 'That was
never on the cards, was it? You get on so well wittanne and Odile,
besides which it won't be two minutes before I'okoi@ see my nephew or
niece.’'

'Yes, | know." Ann sighed and looked down at thet@n which the remains
of their breakfast were sitting. 'And | do appréeigou coming over here
with me instead of going straight back to Americahdlped enormously.’

Not me, Sandi thought wryly with silent pain. Itdm& helped me at all.

When Jacques had brought her back to the chateanight before she had
expected him to come in, but he had merely lefctreo open her door and
see her across the threshold before turning teele®here are you going?'
Her voice had been high with surprise as she hallespto his departing
back.

'Home."' He had turned halfway to the car as shestaatl in the doorway
watching him. 'My home.’

'‘But—' He wasn't going to leave like this, was lsé@ thought miserably.
Without a word being exchanged? Without things desorted? I



thought—' She stopped again. The glittering blaasaveren't conducive to
conversation.

"You thought what?' he asked as he moved to stafrdnt of her, his great
height dwarfing her petiteness. '"You thought | vadolog, is that it?"'

'‘Beg?' She reared up in surprise and distasten't Enow what you mean.’

'Do you not?' He was looking at her intently, hyg®narrowed and dark in
the shadows of his tanned face as he stood withduk to the moonlight.

'‘Well, perhaps you do and perhaps you do not, ngfi§inrose, but it really

doesn't matter one way or the other. You have ntgaerfectly clear how

you feel and, unlike many others of my sex, | haeger indulged in the
strange fancy of banging my head against a bridk'wa

'‘Banging your head...?' She was still staring at im bewilderment as he
gave a harsh sigh of deep exasperation then leamafd and kissed her—a
hard, bruising kiss that spoke of anger and furyeesds before he turned
from her and strode to his car. The engine stameakdiately, and in almost
the same instant the Ferrari swung in a violentigecte to roar off down
the drive in a flurry of screaming tyres and silmegtal, leaving her small
and forlorn on the doorstep.

Those feelings were soon replaced by a multitudslodrs as she got ready
for bed in the luxurious sitting room to avoid wadsiAnn, who was fast
asleep in the bedroom. Bewilderment, rage, bitesnefury, pain,
resentment... The list was endless. She methogslatiwered and brushed
her teeth in the lovely bathroom a few minutesr|atarrowing her eyes at
her reflection in the mirror over the sink. He veasgry with her, that much
was obvious, and why? Because she hadn't slepthimithit was as simple
as that. And why hadn't she slept with him? Sheedirthe toothpaste away
and then sipped at a glass of water as she lookedhe large violet-blue
eyes in the mirror. Because he had stopped mag&iregtb her.

She shut her eyes, but when she opened them agaweproachful look was
still there. After all she had said, all her higtteintions, that was what it
boiled down to. He could have had her back therkisthouse and she



wouldn't have stopped him, and he had known thathdae So, if that was
the case, how dared he blame her for the ugly @titetevening?

She glared ferociously into the mirror, her brownkiing. He had stopped,
he had started talking about substitutes and goockremss what, and then
he had blamed her for it all, acting as thoughvséee a tease, as though she
expected him to beg. She hadnt realised how mudblat t
word—'beg'—rankled until he had left. How dared ®v daredhe act
like that?

Then later, as she lay curled up in bed with Asteéady, rhythmic breathing
mocking her wakefulness, the tears came. Hot, swptéars that burnt her
face and stung her eyes. And much much later, ws @gan to make its
way across the window in a pink-grey glow, sheisedl she had to leave
this place, get as far away from Jacques Chakigrossible. Immediately.

'How are you getting back?'

She came back to the present with a jolt and fonegslelf to smile at Ann as
she replied as lightly as she could. 'By planes fuicker and less
time-consuming. I've got a taxi coming at elevepittk me up.’

'‘As organised as ever." Ann glanced over the llawns and tree-filled
grounds as she spoke.

'I've always had to be, haven't 1?' There wasghstouch of bitterness in the
words. Since their parents had died, and she Hauh tan the role of both
mother and father to her younger sister, all thesdrad been on her to guide
and direct their lives. And although she hadn'tdaththat, recognising that
Ann's placid, quiet nature wasn't able to cope \aitly big decisions, the
responsibility had been enormous at times. And #it@s death it had been
worse, somehow—infinitely worse—because she hatitédiher ability to
make even the simplest decision for a time, hdrestéem and faith in
herself at rock-bottom.

Are you going straight back to the States?' Ann asked as she turned to
look at her again, her hands on the mound of loenath and the expression



on her face one of quiet repose. 'l thought if vant back to England first
you could settle the matter of the flat and—"

‘No, sorry; I'm going straight home.' Sandi stréégied as she spoke. She
needed to get as far away as she could, and Englasidt far enough. Not
that she thought Jacques would come after hero@fe he wouldn't—he
had made it perfectly clear last night exactly whatthought of her—but
nevertheless...

She just wanted to get back to her small apartnhentijttle car and her job.
Normality. Safety. Everything that she suddenly pgeately needed. 'l
brought everything with me to France so there'sreason to go to
England—it would be a waste of money. You only neesettle the matter
of the flat by phone, anyway—you always pay a mamtidvance so there'll
be no problems, Ann.'

'No, | guess not." Ann smiled at her suddenly. 'Aisdabout time | started
doing a few things on my own initiative, isn't EBpecially with junior on
the way. Emile always said | would be capable ofhiare than | realised if
| just pushed myself a little.’

'He was right." Sandi stood up and moved roundsthall table to give her
sister a hug. 'But don't push yourself too muchauar condition,’ she added
wryly. 'Just take it nice and easy and everythiniy work out fine." She
suddenly felt as if one great weight had beendifé her mind. If Ann
could begin to think along those lines it bodedhimeg but good for the
future and her child.

The other great weight, however, remained firmlglace, and she wrinkled
her eyes against the image of Jacques Challierrmtonfronted her the
whole time she packed.

The taxi drew into the Challier estate on the d@leven, and Sandi left the
chateau amid a host of hugs and kisses from AriapAe and Odile, Claude
and Andre having already left for the vineyardsna+fMarie, Suzanne and
Antoinette were particularly loath to let their néound friend go, each little
girl insisting on a long cuddle and kiss and makiey promise that she
would come back soon and see them.



'l shall come back and see all of you—and your neusin when it's born,’
Sandi assured them as she climbed into the taxeyes bright with unshed
tears as the three infants stood in a row by tlog, dioeir dark curls and huge
brown eyes making them appear angelic. As theirharotranslated her
words to them they all nodded with gusto, and tthentaxi was drawing
away. After waving through the back window untiestould see them no
more she leant back against the upholstered sgamged by a wave of
misery.She was confused, bewildered and unhapplysamewhere in the
back of her mind she felt that she had been dréadfunfair to
Jacques—although she wasn't sure how. He knew ska'twgame for a
little light affair—she couldn't have made it masbvious from minute
one—and she had been honest with him—almost. Hejumaped to the
conclusion that she was still in love with lan, although admittedly she
had gone along with the supposition the end regolild still have been the
same even if she had told him the whole truth. \Wiebe couldn't have
done.

She twisted in the seat as she hugged her wais} tigg pain engendered by
her thoughts almost physical. She just couldn'ehdane. The humiliation
of that time, the terrible abasement and degradlatize had felt—she
couldn't expose them to the light of day for anyawer. She couldn't.

Once back in America, Sandi settled into the dadyic and drama of
advertising life as though she had never been aaltypugh even in the
midst of the worst pandemonium and bedlam she wasowous of a deep,
hard ache in her chest that just wouldn't go avsne worked late every
night, only leaving the offices when she was retadgrop with exhaustion,
knowing that that was the only way sleep could bargnteed.

Even so, when she awoke each morning as soongaswt light she was
aware that she hadn't slept well.

But she was happy. She told herself so every mgmvithout fail when she
glared fiercely at her reflection in the mirror stse got ready for work.
Happy, and contented with the way her life was goighe was.The



blue-eyed reflection didn't argue but the violezgyavas always misted with
tears when she eventually turned away.

She phoned Ann three or four times a week and wae meassured each
time she spoke to her sister that she was goingodoall right.
So—everything in the garden was lovely. Of coutsesais.

She had been back in the States for four weeks sienpened an envelope
one morning in order to process some shots froop #aishion show the day
before and Monique's cool, unsmiling face staredkhbat her from the
catwalk. She sat staring at the beautiful redhead full minute before she
raised her head and buzzed the main office for Atidyyoung assistant she
had sent with the photographer for that particsifenot. 'Andy? That fashion
show yesterday.

'Yes?' He was immediately by her desk. 'ls anytingng? They're doing
something with those models each day this weeth#®Zac promotion, so if
you don't like these shots—'

'No, no—the photographs are fine,' she answereshéligs'You say the girls
are here for the week—all of them?"

‘That's right.' He stared at her, puzzled.

'OK, thanks, Andy.' She sat staring at the priotsaffull minute more before
bundling them together and sending them to oneeofcl-executives to
process. She didn't feel she could be unbiased.walsedetermined that
personal feelings wouldn't interfere with her pssienal judgement, but
somehow she felt that the redhead had invaded bed deliberately.

She was still thinking about the photographs whes arived home that
evening, parking her neat little car in the undewgd car park before
walking into the foyer of her apartment block.

'Miss Gosdon?' The uniformed security man calleddseshe prepared to
enter the lift without looking to left or right, henind a million miles away.
‘This gentleman has been waiting to see you fola$tethree hours.’



Whether it was the fact that Monique's appearancAmerica was still
firmly in the forefront of her mind or that she hhden thinking about
Jacques Challier—consciously and subconsciously-exMery minute of the
day and night since she had left France she didoWv, but as she turned
and saw him standing to one side of a large cdHbi littered with
magazines and empty paper cups she found that ab@tvas surprised as
she should have been.

'‘Bonjour, Sandi.' The voice was deep and silky, with thtdeledge she
remembered. Oh, how she remembered it, she thehghily as she looked
into the hard, dark face with a feeling of impergddoom.

He looked wonderful—but then of course he woul@, $tought bitterly. He
was obviously accompanying Monique on her modelisgignment and
enjoying every moment, if that cool, confident ssnilas anything to go by.
His personality was powerful enough as it was,thatfact that his world
was clearly right on course infuriated her still doecause she felt that
hers, for whatever reason, was most definitely not.

‘Jacques? What a nice surprise.' She forced heosstlk forward with her
hand outstretched and her voice polite, and stahet a smile onto her face
with tremendous effort. 'What brings you to thiskef the woods?'

'‘Business.' He looked down at her as she reachiedahd his eyes were
warm. 'They say all good things come to those whd,vand have | been
waiting!" He ignored her outstretched hand, gattieher into his arms and
kissing her very thoroughly for one long, heartpgiog moment before
letting her go. 'Where have you been? It's aftee hi

'Working.' She was hanging onto her composure &gkin of her teeth, but
the interested face of the security man kept hé&evbland and her face
pleasant. 'You should have let me know you wereilegni'd have told you
| was busy and bound to be delayed.’

'Perhaps that is why | didn't let you know," hedsdly.

And perhaps she was being fitted in between Monique's modgllin
assignments? she thought tightly. He was transpdremeally was. Didn't



he think she could put two and two together andenfalir? She wouldn't
have minded if he'd called round merely in the wil&nn's brother-in-law
while he was in America, but that kiss had suggkttat he wanted far more
than a brotherly welcome.'How long are you her@'feine asked carefully as
she began to walk to the lift with him at her side.

'How long do you want me to stay?' he counteredtigywvith a nod and a
smile at the security guard as the doors closed.

‘Jacques—' She stopped abruptly and took a hdhdiofemper, which had

risen to boiling point when really she had no righbe annoyed. He was a
free agent—he had never pretended to be anythisg—ednd she had

nothing to blame him for. All she had to do waspleasant for an hour or

two until he left, no doubt to meet Monique, arehtrhim courteously while

keeping him very firmly at arm's length. It was tapher to set the tone. It
was simple, really. 'Just answer the question.'sBftened the words with a
cool but not unfriendly smile.

‘I am here for five days, Sandi.' He looked downrhat, his dark face
unreadable. Just the amount of time the modellisgjgament for Zac
Fashions was going to last, she thought silentig. $hould have known.

He was standing leaning against the side of theditv as he watched her
through dark, narrowed eyes, his hands thrust & pbckets of his

fashionable loose-cut trousers and his open-neskeéd displaying the

tanned, hard line of his throat.

'‘And what exactly is the business that brings ylbtha way to New York?"
she asked carefully as the lift doors glided opehea floor, displaying a
quiet, wide corridor with ankle-deep carpeting gade cream linen walls.

"Exactly"?' His tone mocked her words and he didnswer immediately,
stepping out of the lift and glancing round as bdded slowly. 'This is very
chic. 1 like this.'

OK, so you like it, she thought snappily as shacaigd a door halfway
down the corridor with a wave of her hand, but prsgwer the question, will



you? Smooth-talking Frenchman or no, he was gomdave a job to
explain this one.

'l am here to iron out the details on a new contvath one of our wine
merchants that was recently taken over,' he saily ks they walked side by
side to her front door. 'l could have accompliski@d by phone but it is
always better to do business face to face in tlkesamstances, besides
which..." he glanced down at her as she fittedkkgrinto the lock, but she
missed the look on his face as she opened the'ddavanted a few days
away from the vineyards and America seemed thegieplace.'

Well, he hadn't exactly lied—she had to give himttlshe thought silently
as she waved him into her apartment. She didnhtdfoua moment that the
explanation of the contract with one of his merdbavas true, but he hadn't
explained why America was 'the perfect place'.

Monique's beautiful cat-like face rose up in frofther, and her smile was
grim as she followed him into the large, comforéabitting room. She had
given him his chance to come clean and if he watdgqaay it close to his

chest then she was blowed if she was going to filreéssue. But she was
grateful to the powers that be that she had seesetiphotographs this
afternoon, otherwise she might have thought— Ske gamental shake of
her head at her own naivety. She might have thohghtad come all that
way to see her.

The knowledge that she could still be such a fadler all that had

happened, made her mouth tight and her eyes sfrasmehe watched him
glance round her home. The apartment had alreasly floenished to a high
standard when she had moved in, but although tberdeas in neutral, pale
shades of cream and beige she had added nothiregs#lf to make it more
personal.

The home she had shared with lan had been vividvdment, her love of
fabric and eye for colour creating a warm oasis tiaal been both pleasant
to live in and beautiful to behold. But when hernage had exploded in her
face something within her had died. She wasn't atvaat she had purposely
stifled the desire to make any sort of nest, bagjdas, as he glanced around



the immaculate, beautiful and sober surroundingsndered at the
puritanical austerity.

‘The apartment was furnished when | came.' Shemaediately annoyed
with herself for feeling the need to explain angthto him, but as he had
turned to stare at her she had sensed somethimg attitude that she didn't
like, almost a kind of pity. 'l find it restful.’

'Yes.' He nodded slowly. 'It is tranquil afterthié hurly- burly outside, yes?'

'Exactly." Her cheeks were burning now—she coukl fe—and as she

walked through to the small kitchen she found that stomach was
clenched in one giant knot. Why couldn't he leasedhone? She didn't want
him here—she didn't. Poking about with those pregcknowing eyes. Why
had he come anyway? Surely Monique was enoughnpmsan to cope

with?

'‘Coffee?' She called the question over her shouldeugh to the sitting
room, but his voice sounded deep and lazy justigeher in the doorway.

'l have had enough coffee in the last three hautadt me for some time.
But please, if you would like one...?'

‘A glass of wine, then? Or maybe something stra?igadne nerved herself to
turn and face him as she spoke, but was still debakto immobility for a
brief moment at the sight of him, big and dark aaddonic, in her small
home. He had brought something with him, quite vefa didn't know, but
it was turning the air electric and creating a vehbbrde of tumultuous
emotions inside her, not one of which she wantezktomine.

'Wine would be lovely." He watched her as she wrtwethe fridge and
extracted a bottle from the bottom shelf. 'Have gaten?' he asked casually
as she reached for two glasses from the small @rglabove the long, wide
breakfast bar.

'Eaten?' She stared at him as though he had jois¢spn a foreign language
instead of very acceptable accented English.



'Eaten.' He repeated the word with a patienceltbatered on the insulting.
"You know? With a knife and fork, a spoon, youmgins. Transferring food
to your mouth—'

'l know what eating means, thank you.' She glatddrma and was slightly
taken aback when he returned the glare.

‘Then could you just say yes or no?' he askedlyighfiou're as jumpy as a
kitten, for crying out loud. What do you think | ajaing to do? Leap on you
and take you here and now on the kitchen floor?'

'Don't be—'

'‘No, don't you dare use that word again,’ he inpged angrily:Ridiculous.|
had never been called ridiculous in my life untihét you, but you know
something? You make me feel ridiculous,' he sai@isly. 'Ridiculous for
bothering to come here, for caring about how yeugatting on, for wanting
to see you. | did not, for one moment, expect toeoeived with open arms,
but | did expect a little courtesy—"

'I've been courteous!" She was stung into a déimelwas more shrill than
she would have liked. 'I've invited you in, havé®'t

'Oh, thank you—thank you so much," he drawled s#icaly, his voice icy.
‘The fact that you are a walking block of stonetwn legs is supposed to
make me feel good, is that it?"

'l didn't know | was expected to make you feel gbsige said coldly as her
heart pounded so hard that she was sure he must.iié@had Monique for
that, surely? she thought bitterly.

'No?' She was suddenly afraid of the coiled tensmdent in every line of
his big body as he glared at her, his eyes darlkghitering in his angry face.
'Well, perhaps it is up to me to make us both fgebd, yes? A little
therapeutic lovemaking, maybe?’

She opened her lips to fire back a reply but heedam the same instant to
take her mouth in a fierce, ruthless kiss that spatkpure, undiluted rage



and frustration. She struggled, using her handdestdas she fought, but he
didn't even notice as he moulded her soft shapelet hard lines of his and
kept his mouth fixed on hers. And then, in spithefself, it was happening
again. That soft, irresistible melting of her vahd her body to his.

One minute she was fighting him with every ouncbeafstrength, and then
she was moving almost wantonly against him, hews egtesed, her face
entranced and her body speaking eloquently of kednHis hands were
moving all over her body and she wanted them to—t@dhhim to touch her
intimately, fully, to explore every part of her.

‘That is enough therapy for now.' She couldn'tdwelihe was moving her
from him again—again. As her eyes opened dazedly to fix on the hard,
ruthless face in front of her she was quite unabkpeak, and such was her
humiliation and shame that it blinded her to the Wis hands were shaking
as he deftly adjusted her clothing. 'Now, we wiih& a glass of wine and
consider which restaurant | am taking you to tohigas?'

'No." She stared at him in disbelief. He didn'tlyethink she was going on a
date with him, did he? After the way he'd just hetth and with Monique
lurking somewhere in the background like a tall aray elegant lady
vampire? And after rejecting her for the seconafrthi wouldn't go out with
you if you were the last man on earth,’' she saityho

A little extreme, but | do get the message.' Hdexnmiapparently not in the
least put out. 'In that case we will eat here. Il airange to have food
brought in.’

'l am not spending the evening with you—'

'Oh, but you are, my sweet little English icicleg' said silkily, his mouth
hardening. 'And there is no need to be so incehseduse you respond so
beautifully to me. It is not a crime to enjoy thegsures of love, | do assure
you. And one day, when | know it mybody you are seeing and enjoying
andmyvoice you are hearing, | shall not stop. You ustierd?’

No—no, she didn't understand, she thought helglesskhe glared back at
him, but it was clear that he had no intentioreaiving, and, short of calling



Arthur, the security man, and having him evicteahfrher apartment, she
really didn't know how she could make him leavedAaven that wouldn't
work, she acknowledged weakly. She doubted if aayload ever made
Jacques Challier do something he didn't want tsndbe whole of his life,
and poor old Arthur, with his rotund stomach and back, would be no
match for the younger man.

‘You're a pig and a bully," she said a little deafudy.

'‘And you are being very childish.' He glanced dver with soft mockery,
his temper and aplomb remarkably restored aftetawismaking. 'l really
don't know whether to smack you or soothe you.'

'You'd better not try either,’ she said hastily.

'Don't tempt me, Sandi, and never throw a challdikgethat to a man who
has just behaved in a chivalrous fashion quite t@wim and at great
personal cost,’ he said with sardonic coolnessw,Nehere is your
telephone directory? | will arrange for a quantfydishes to be brought
here. Would you prefer Chinese, Italian, Indian—?"

'‘No." As he opened his mouth to speak again shé¢ evehastily, ‘And I'm
not being awkward, really. I'll cook us somethifgau insist on staying;
your family are looking after Ann, after all.’

‘Not the most gracious invitation I've ever recédiv@e said drily, 'but it's a
deal. And while you're organising the food | with gnd get some decent
wine." He had picked up the bottle of cheap pldrkdhad in the fridge and
eyed it with something akin to horror as he hadkspo'Red or white?'

'White...or red. Either. | don't mind.' She wasftered and stammering, and
she could have kicked herself for letting him afffeer the way he did. She
didn't like the way he made her feel, but she agtuldo anything about it

either. Every nerve in her body was sensitisetiéqobint where it was raw
and painful, and the flutters of excitement in s&mach and the thudding
of her heart were further evidence of her bodytsalyal.

* % %



Amazingly, in view of the state of her nerves, swiffle was cooked to

perfection, as were the accompanying vegetableswiine that Jacques had
chosen was mellow and fruity and potent, and aljhothe dessert was
nothing more exciting than fruit crumble it wasyagheless, delicious.

She was overwhelmingly thankful that she had gdmpging the night
before. Living on his own as he did, Jacques weulély appreciate that her
rustling up such a meal at short notice meantdatvas both organised and
capable as well as independent, she thought hdypeAll reinforcing her
image as successful businesswoman? The fact thanigint before the
fridge had harboured nothing more exciting thantovoatoes and a lump of
stale cheese was incidental.

'How did | know you'd cook like an angel?' he askeflly as she prepared
to serve him the last portion of the fruit crumblkehis request—his third
serving.

You didn't,' she said flatly, placing the bowlfiont of him along with the
jug of fresh cream.

'Oh, but | did." He eyed her consideringly. 'l heatlid. Perhaps it's
something to do with that old adage about the veaynaéin's heart being
through his stomach?'

'l think they got the part of the anatomy wrongg said drily. 'Most of the
men | know have their sights set a little lower.'

'I'm shocked.' He laughed at her, his eyes mockintsoft as they wandered
over her flushed face.

'‘Now, that | do doubt," she said with cryptic wrgae'l don't think there is
much that would shock you, Jacques Challier." Isininave been the wine
that had loosened her tongue, she thought a séat@ncs she wrenched her
eyes from his bright gaze and drank the last ofitty rounded liquid from
her glass.



'In this you are right." She glanced up to seeamge expression darken the
handsome face. 'Not now, at least. But | think imot good to be.. .what is
the word? Unshockable? Can you say that in Endlish?

'You just did." She smiled at him but he didn'uratthe smile. Instead he
leant forward, taking her hands in his as he startedher face.

'l want to tell you something, Sandi,' he saidlylatit may help you to
understand the sort of man | am, perhaps to corepcelwhat you cannot
condone.’

'l don't think—'

He stopped her, one hand lifting to her mouth aglaeed a quiet finger on
her lips. 'Please. You are Ann's sister and a membeny family now
whether you like it or not, and | do not think thistagonism between us will
be good for the niece or nephew we share.’

Antagonism? she asked herself wryly. Was it antesgohat caused her to
melt at his touch? She wished it were—oh, she Aindagonism she could
have coped with, but this sexual attraction thatrsed to spring to life every
time she saw him—that was something altogether mangerous.

'When | was younger—much, much younger,' he addédawvry smile, 'l
was engaged to be married for a time." She feltstimck of his words
register right down to her toes, but forced herselemain absolutely still.
‘The lady in question was my age—I had met her w first year at
university and we were together every moment froat time.'

'Every moment?' she asked carefully, and he letfder hands and moved
to stand with his back to her as he gazed outeoindow at the New York
skyline.

'Figuratively speaking,' he said flatly. 'Jacquelimas a free spirit, but by
unspoken mutual consent neither of us took othenees.’



'Oh." It didn't matter—of course it didn't mattehe told herself frantically.
He was nothing to her, was he? She didn't evenrstaaiel why he was
telling her this.

'We graduated on the same day, found a flat irsPand with money both
my parents and hers had loaned us started our asindss—a little bistro
that did extremely well. After a couple of monthe get the wedding date
for the beginning of November, when business weldlacker, and on the
thirteenth of October she was found dead in theestn an area well-known
for its drug addicts and pushers.’

'Drugs?’ Sandi stared at his broad back in horror.

'‘Apparently she had started on the mild sort whenwvgas at university,’ he
said flatly, his voice expressionless. 'The potiscovered she had moved
to heroin only a few weeks before her death. Thetfat the business was
doing so well had enabled her to try something neageensive.

'Her parents were devastated. She was an only, emtt] perhaps naturally
in the circumstances, they blamed me. They couldbetieve | hadn't
known what she was doing. My own parents were maderstanding, but
then | was alive—they had not lost their child.'

'‘But—' She stopped abruptly. "There weren't anyns?y she asked
helplessly, wishing he would turn round so that shwld see his face.

‘None that | noticed. The final irony was that @swour best friend—a man |
had gone through university with and regarded la®tner—who had been
the pusher from the start. His guilt at her deatth him to make a full

confession to the police after they picked him apdnother offence. He
had, it seems, unknowingly sold Jacqueline a badHis supplier had

mixed the heroin with other sub stances. | undedstaore than five people
died from that one batch.

'But the thing is..." he turned to face her novd his face was strange in its
lack of expression '...I didn't know. | had no ideabout her, about him,
about any of it. I had known them both for threarge lived with Jacqueline



for five months, and yet | didn't know the firsirt about them. You have
no idea how that felt.'

Oh, yes, | have, she thought painfully. | have.

'So—1I did my penance for a time. The remorse, thi, ghe bitterness—all
of it." Just for a second the mask slipped andssiea wealth of pain in his
eyes. 'And then | decided to get on with life, baotler my terms. No more
involvement, no more commitment, no more trustad kried all that and it
hadn't worked, so from then on | decided | woulg@ext nothing and give
nothing, and that way, if | made it perfectly clédeom the onset, no one
would get hurt.'

'Has it worked?' she asked softly.
'Yes.' He looked straight at her. 'Until recently.’

He meant Monique. The shock of what he had told tiner bitterness of
betrayal she had glimpsed briefly in his eyes hadl lmer wanting to go to
him, to comfort him in some way, to tell him th&egdid understand, but
now the thought of the other woman froze her toree her heart.

He had made it clear that he had revealed whabwasusly a painful and
difficult confidence to her because he was worabout the effect their
stormy relationship was having on Ann and ultimatedr child. That was
all. That was all.This fiery sexual attraction that flared up betw#sem he
could and did control, and to a man like him it me@othing beyond brief
fleshly satisfaction. He had just been most explabout the way he
conducted his life.

She had to accept the fact that he trusted hergnimudisclose his past and
leave it at that, and as her heart thudded likedggehammer and her mind
cried out against the unfairness of it all sheeadiker chin proudly. She
loved him. The knowledge was there inside her dwedalt no surprise. She
had loved him from that moment when he had stoa@chéefore her at his
home, after comforting her in her agony of weepsny] had smiled at the
joke against himself. She had known then but hexdrhiad fought against
the knowledge every step of the way.



‘Thank you for telling me all this, Jacques—' Heice broke but her dignity
held intact as she smiled shakily and rose frontahke. 'I'm sure it will help
us get on better in the future and make thingseeési Ann.’

'Ann...' He stared at her, his voice flat.

She turned her head away as though she couldik'tabbim, and it was
true—she couldn't. The sight of him standing thére,knowledge that she
loved him, that she had committed the equivalernobtional suicide, and
the burning jealousy that was filling her wholergeat the thought of him
with Monique, were too much. 'I'm just going to tretghroom. | won't be a
moment.’

He called her name as she left the room but sh@&tditbp. If she had he
would have seen the tears streaming down her fawkthat would have
been the final humiliation. She had brought thisherself, she had no one
else to blame, and now all she could do was geutir the rest of the
evening with a modicum of self-respect and potseould be hard, but then
she had faced and overcome so much in the lastyleaa's that this one final
hurdle would not be beyond her. She couldn't Ibeit



CHAPTER EIGHT

'SANDI?" Andy's voice was right in her ear before heirbeecknowledged
the sound, bringing her back from her miserabléec&bn on the night
before.

She had been a full ten minutes in the bathroorrbeshe'd been sure that
all trace of her tears had vanished, and when abledrentered the sitting
room Jacques had been sitting in an easy chaie dosthe window,
contemplating a night sky that was alive with hrgge blocks in which
small squares of lights had glowed brilliantly agsithe dusky blackness.

He hadn't smiled as she had joined him—in factdunh smiled for the rest
of the fifteen minutes or so that he had stayed—had left almost

immediately after a polite, cool speech of apptemefor the meal that had
been stilted and formal. She had sat for hours bethad gone, the littered
table and half-drunk wine remaining exactly as tveye, before eventually
stumbling to bed after she had cried herself dmgre to lie awake with

wide, burning eyes until it had been time to get up

'I'm sorry, Andy." She forced herself to concemtiag her junior's concerned
young face peered down at her. 'l was miles away.'

‘Are you all right?' He had never seen his bosshamy but one hundred per
cent efficient, and this wan, lethargic woman wilaal lbeen on a different
planet all morning was worrying.

'I'm fine, thank you. Now, what's the problem?' @asnswered briskly,
appreciating the concern but knowing that the sfighshow of sympathy
this morning would have her howling like a baby.

'It's these photos fdRagemagazine. | don't think they'll do...’

By the end of the long day her head was thuddihg, flt hot and
unbearably sticky, in spite of the excellent aincditioning, and more
exhausted than she could ever remember havingTiedt.final straw was
Reception calling through just as everyone wasitgpand telling her she
had a visitor, which caused her to snap down tlen@hher voice terse,



‘There is no way | can see anyone this eveningn@al Tell whoever it is to
make an appointment for tomorrow.'

'l don't think | can.' Belinda, that model of iceet efficiency and chilling
sternness, who fended off unwanted visitors evasyaf her life, sounded
ruffled. 'He's most persistent.'

'l don't care.' Sandi closed her eyes suddenlyaoida hold of herself. Poor
Belinda—she must sound like a realshrew. 'Look,dbmry. If he's being
difficult I'll send Andy down with my appointmentasly and fix something
up for tomorrow, OK? Don't worry.'

'Right, thanks.' Belinda sounded most relieved, 8addi shook her head
and leant back in her chair for a moment, shuttiegeyes against the pain
in her skull. It was unusual for anyone to throweithwonder of a

receptionist; he really must be determined. Damnre—fsddn't even asked
his name, she thought suddenly. Now, why on eatimth Belinda told her?

She ground her teeth with an irritation which héggled as she caught sight
of Andy through the glass partition which separdtedoffice from the main
one. He was just walking out of the door, deepanversation with several
colleagues, the door closing behind them in the mestant.

Oh, wonderful—the perfect end to a perfect day, thlbeght tightly. Now
she would have to go down to Reception herself, dredstill had at least
another two hours of work to get through before stvald go home. Her
brain just hadn't seemed able to retain any infaonaoday, and everything
had taken her twice as long.

Should she ring down and ask Belinda to send #risgm up? she wondered.
She might as well, otherwise she was going to hage down to Reception
to see him. She sucked in air between her tee#im iimritable sigh. Well,
she'd give him ten minutes and that was all. Sreegeang to be here till way
past seven as it was.

She was immersed in a long transcript of a dissentdrom an important
Japanese link that tentatively promised an enorrpotential contract when
the sharp knock at her open door snapped her heaghti



‘The formidable Belinda said | was admitted to liloéy of holies,' Jacques
drawled laconically, and watched her mouth and epes wide.

"You?' She gaped at him before realising she magK like a surprised
goldfish, whereupon she shut her mouth quickly.

'Me." He entered the office with lazy assurance seated himself in the
chair opposite her desk.

'‘But—' She stared at him for a second more. 'Sta'tdsay—you didn't
say—'

'If you are trying to ask if | gave my name, thewaar is no,' he said without
a shred of embarrassment. 'l told her | was youyfriemd, who'd arrived in
the States for a couple of days and wanted to isergou.’

'And she believed that?' Sandi asked in amazement.

'Of course.' He smiled mockingly. 'l can lie vegneincingly when | want

to, and the knowledge that you would send me awily—awhat is that

revolting English expression?— a flea in the e&tatd her who | was made
me most persuasive.'

'How do you know what | would have done?' she asigidly as the blood
pounded in her ears and her heart thudded agaamstitcage like an
imprisoned bird. Be calm, be cool, she told hersddntly. Don't give

yourself away. But it was hard to return to thédr pattern of verbal sparring
when all she wanted to do was fling herself intoaniss.

‘Touche Miss Gosdon.' He bowed his head slightly and bieck eyes
continued to watch her. 'Would you have?' he sugdamuired. 'Sent me
away?'

'‘No." It was out before she could stop it, and fstlewed on hastily, 'Of
course | wouldn't. You are Ann's brother-in- laat, §oodness’ sake.’

'Damn Ann's brother-in-law!" The words were in tteem of a mini
explosion and she winced at the force of thensKed you if you would see



me, Jacques Challier," he said with icy control atiking a long, deep
breath. 'That is quite different and you know it.'

‘Jacques—'

'Do not bother to reply." The smile was as coldhiasface, which held no
amusement in its arctic depths. 'Your face adetjugpeaks for you.'

She hoped not—oh, she did hope not, she thoughtutigias he shifted in
the chair and glanced round the outer office, hidile hard and unyielding.
If her face was portraying even a glimmer of wheg was really feeling at
this moment in time he would be horrified, she tjadubleakly. Horrified

and embarrassed to think he was being burdenedythiag more than
mutual sexual attraction.

'So this is where you work.' He turned his gazekliadher, but she could
read nothing, good or bad, in the black eyes. 'Irapressed.’

She shrugged and smiled, not knowing how to repgnef she could have
forced words past the constriction in her throsie 8adn't expected to see
him again until Ann's baby was born, if then, aodrhere he was not a foot
away from her. She wanted to drink in the sighhiofi—the black curly
hair, hard square jaw and big, masculine shoulddyetshe forced her eyes
to drop to the papers on her desk before she gargelhaway.

'When will you be finished?' He waved his handet deesk as she glanced
up at him. 'l would like to take you out to dinngust dinner,' he added
sarcastically as she flushed hotly. 'l will pickuyap about eight at your
apartment, so be ready.’

'How do you know | haven't got something plannegady?' she asked
shortly as the cool male arrogance, the imperi@ssiraption that she was
free, made her suddenly mad.

'Have you?'

‘No.



'Eight, then.' He rose as he spoke and reacheajpitre door before turning
round to survey her through glittering eyes. 'Andiduld make for a good
evening if you could at least pretend to enjoy msnpany for once.'

'If you feel like that, why ask me out to dinnettire first place?' she asked,
with more than a touch of acerbity in her voicedAa think she had spent a
sleepless night and a miserable day over this raonShe was crazy,
stupid—'l would dearly love to know the answerhattquestion myself.' He
eyed her sardonically. 'Put it down to the fact thean't bear the thought
that there is a woman who is oblivious to my acclishpd charms. Will
that do?' He raised his dark eyebrows as he watebedtruggle to form a
reply, and left while she was still spluttering.

That evening set the pace for the next three, inetileft for France. He
would arrive at her apartment block just befordneand whisk her away to
a different venue each night.

That first evening they dined at a quiet littleteesant tucked away in a back
street, where the food was out of this world arelgloprietor was fat and
jovial, coming to sit at their table when they madched the coffee stage and
regaling them with quite horrifying stories of hisuth in Sicily when, it
appeared, most of his contemporaries had beentestar murdered by the
Mafia. It was blatant fantasy but fascinating ntime less, and they left the
restaurant to collapse with laughter in the darkettoutside, feeling that the
evening had been better than a trip to the theatre.

The second evening was spent at an exclusive,l&sg-aightclub, where
the floor show was riveting and the food less sleyTfinished up at a
hot-dog stand just after midnight, eating greasyjtood and sipping hot
tea in elegant evening clothes, much to the amuseroé several

down-and-outs who emerged from cardboard boxesuaddr newspapers
in an alley leading from the thoroughfare. Jacquested them all to food
and drink before their taxi driver persuaded therneave, clearly feeling he
was in danger of being murdered any moment, anddta/e away with the
smell of hot-dogs and wildly expensive perfume rhimgin the back of the
cab.



Sandi had spent a full week's salary on the fragseent that day in her
lunch-hour, but Jacques hadn't even seemed tcenotic

And it was the same story on the third and four¢fhta He entertained her,
wined and dined her, laughed with her and provetsélf a captivating and
charming companion, and all the time kept her W¥ergly at arm's length.
No overtures, no approaches, sexual or otherwisst d friendly kiss
goodnight outside her door when he escorted hértodrer apartment and a
cheerful smile of farewell.

And it got to her. It really, really got to her.vitas useless telling herself,
night after night in her chaste little bed, thag¢ stouldn't have it any other
way—although logically it was the truth. The falcat he suddenly seemed
to view her as something in the region of a creds/ben a maiden aunt and
a sister was aggravating, irksome, hurtful and rbatl insulting.

And where was Monique in all this? she asked hieadalindred times a day.
Even if he spent some hours in the day with tHeg¢dhead, every minute of
his evenings were spent with her, Sandi, and fromatwshe'd seen of
Monique it was not the sort of situation the bdautinodel would accept
without a fight.

What sort of relationship did they have anyway? Sida't understand it.
She didn't understand any of it. And the more slee,tthe more confused
she became. And overall, second by second, mingtenibute, hour by
hour, her love for him was growing and it terrifileer.

She didnt want to love any man, let alone Jacq@dmllier—a
self-confessed cynic of the first order, who regdrdvomen as necessary
but expendable pleasure- givers, nice to have ardout for a short time
only. Monique was the only one who had lasted thase, and even that
was the strangest liaison in history—free love orfree love, she thought
miserably.

Every morning she determined in her heart thatxghdd tell him she knew
he was here with Monique and ask him exactly hangt stood between
him and the lovely French girl. And every evenirte sspoke about a
hundred and one topics except the one closest todaet.



And now it was ten past two on a hot New York aftem and she was
sitting in the airport terminal close to where hewd check in, waiting...
Waiting for what? she asked herself weakly. Tolcion out arriving with

Monique? To prove that she wasn't quite the bigudljble fool he thought

she was? To show him she didn't care? He had reo sde would be
here—she had led him to believe she was tied ulp avitemergency rush
job at work all day—but she had had to come, tofgekerself.

She saw him long before he saw her, his big, btmaty and dark head
standing out from the crowd even in the melting-gicthe air terminal.

'Hello, Jacques.' She had moved swiftly and qutetliis side and now he
swung round to look at her, his handsome face bwgakto one of his rare
smiles as he beamed down at her.

'Sandi?'When, in the next moment, she felt helssifg lifted into the air in

a massive bear hug and swung round before beingndrimse to his face as
he took her lips in a scorching kiss, she almostd#gl to say nothing. But
almost didn't count...

'It's good of you to come and see me off. | didrjpect you to do that.' He
lowered her to her feet as he spoke, his face vearms eyes held hers. 'Did
you get finished earlier than you had expectedasked tenderly.

'Finished?' His transparent delight at seeinglienet the hug, the kiss—this
wasn't what she had thought it would be like, i@ herself frantically.
And where was Monique?

'Monique?' She must have spoken the words out laltidpugh she hadn't
realised she was doing so. 'How on earth wouldinkwhere Monique is?'
He looked down at her in blank surprise.

'‘But she's here...' She stared up at him, her@gady with confusion.

'Is she?' He glanced round the massive terminedifith scurrying bodies.
'‘Where?'



'In New York. Monique is here—but you know thatridAthen, as she saw
the black eyes harden and freeze and a dark mask down over the

autocratic features, she knew. She knew she hadmasle a terrible

mistake.

'l know that Monique is in New York?' he asked egsionlessly as he bent
to pick up the suitcase he had dropped when hdilsadeen her with one
hand, his other holding her arm in a tight gripthink we need to talk,
Sandi.’

He led her over to a quiet corner and placed thesima suitcase on the floor
before straightening to face her. 'Well, let's hiavee said tightly. '‘Why are
you here? And why were you expecting Monique t@itmeind? And, more
especially—' and now his eyes chilled into bladost'—why did you come
at all if youdid expect her to be here? I had thought you two hadactly
hit it off.'

'I—" She stared up at him as her mind went blanka¥¢ould she say? What
could she possibly say that wouldn't make it loskleough she had been
spying on him? Because... And here her face flusicadet and her heart
began to beat like a tom-tom. Because that wassgigavhat she had been
doing. But she hadn't meant it like that— she hadklad she? She felt the
heat rise up into her hair, and still her eyes vgued to his.

'‘Well?' The word was razor-sharp.

He clearly wasn't going to give any quarter, arglfsihced herself to answer
with all she had.. .the truth. 'l thought you wéexe in New York with
Monique,' she said flatly, her heart racing. 'Cadlay you arrived | saw she
was working here for a few days and | thought yad tome over with her.'
'‘But | told you | was here on business,' he saichigr

'l thought you'd combined business with pleasure.’

'Pleasure?’ This was getting worse, she thoughti¢adly as his face turned

an ugly shade of puce. 'Just a minute; let mehgestraight. You thought |
had brought Monique over to New York, that | waish her in the fullest



sense of the word? Is that it?" She nodded miserghktd the evenings?
When | was with you? How was this possible?' hedskis French accent
very pronounced as he ground the words out thrguitfed teeth.

'l thought—' She stopped helplessly. She hadnighb at all, and the
realisation was blinding. She had just allowedrad|bitterness from the past
to corrode the present. 'l thought you were withiheéhe day and me in the
evenings,' she finished weakly.

'Zut!" After the one violent oath he was quiet for d fiirty seconds as he
struggled for a self-control that was all but gone.

‘Jacques—Jacques, I'm sorry—'

He cut off her apology with a sharp, vicious movai& his hand and she
fell silent, looking up at him with huge, luminoeges.

'So this is the sort of man you think | am?' heedsWith a terrible lack of
expression in his voice. 'You think | would bringeowoman to New York
for the week, sleep with her, make sport with bhed then entertain another
in the evenings?' It sounded impossible now, wheeput it like that, but that
was exactly what she had been thinking, and shenbatkfence against the
scathingly fierce anger in his face. 'Answer mendsals this what you
thought?'

'l suppose so." She shook her head faintly. 'Butt+owmasn't sure—not
really—that's why—"'

‘That is why you came here today," he finished elyiss blazing with fury.
'‘And to think | was pleased to see you, that | iae—' He stopped abruptly.
'What a fool. What a fool I've been.’

'l didn't mean—"'
'Do not say another word." She was frightened riwsperately frightened.

She had insulted him, accused him of all mannerinfes and she had been
completely wrong.



‘Jacques—'

' mean it, Sandi—not another word or | will not besponsible for my
actions.'

'Please listen to me," she begged brokenly, buffdue was as hard as
granite, his big body held rigid and taut.

‘Like you listened to me?' he asked with a bitigmi@sm that smote her
heart. 'When | told you about Jacqueline, sharedthmgrmost feelings with

you, bared my heart only to have you walk awayhasigh | had just said
something obscene? And even then | blamed mysédfpyself that | was

going too fast for you, that you were not readyhemdle anyone else's
emotions with your own so raw after your husbaddath.

'‘But it is more than that, isn't it, Sandi? Morarhyour longing for a man
who has been dead for three years, more than yowillimgness to step
back into the living world again. You do not likeemriNo—more than that. |
do believe you actually hate me."

'l don't.' The words were wrung out of her in a quiet pledHsi face didn't
change; in fact he took a step back from her, s écy now and full of a
pain that she could hardly bear.

'Well, you have come and you have seen," he sdldavilreadful finality.
"You were wrong. But do not let this worry you. Téere all manner of
diverse crimes of which | have been guilty in tlstpand | am sure you can
dig those up if you really try. No doubt there via# more in the future too.
As | have said before, | am not a saint. | neverehaeen and | am not sure |
ever could be. There, you have it. | confess.'

He was furiously, viciously, blazingly mad, and smew her legs wouldn't
hold her much longer against the force of his rdgjg.this need not concern
you, need it?" he went on. 'As you have said, | @@rely Ann's
brother-in-law— a relation to her only through ni@ge and nothing to you.
We need not even meet again. | will make surevithain you visit France to
see your sister | am not present. Does this sui?yo



'‘No—' She wanted to reach out to him but she reagn't sure that he
wouldn't knock her hands away, so great was his.raglon't want that,
believe me, Jacques. Let me explain—'

'‘But I—I want that,' he said proudly, his face édsagainst her. '‘Goodbye,
Sandi.'

She wanted to scream and shout and cry, to runtafte throw herself in
front of him, grovel at his feet—anything to makenhunderstand.

But she did none of those things as he walked a®%lag had thought she had
been through the worst that could happen to hemvdie had found out
about lan, but that was nothing, nothing to thighghat was tearing her
apart now.

If she had loved lan, or the man she had thoughtdss it had been but a
pale reflection of the emotion she felt for JacqOballier. He was her heart,
her blood, her life, and she felt that he was tglail those things as she
watched him disappear into the crowd without a lagell turn of his proud
head. And she had been responsible for this. Italldeer fault, all of it. She
wouldn't be able to bear it...

She gave a convulsive groan, careless of the glaaceund her, and
stumbled to the ladies' cloakroom where she lodlardelf in the loo for a
long time—how long she never did remember. Shensatfrozen state of
stunned misery, hearing the excited laughter dficém, the grumblings of
over-stressed mothers, the wails of babies beimggdd, the giggling of
animated teenagers—all the things that made ufidheof humanity—as
she went over and over their conversation in hendmiOn and on,
relentlessly torturing herself, until she felt Blser heart had been ripped out
at the roots.

And no matter how she thought of it, how she tteeplistify herself, to bring
some excuses to bear, there simply were no exddsesould never forgive
her. That knowledge was seared into the whole obbdy. Never.

Eventually she left the tiny, safe little box, wiall like an old woman to the
car park and finding her car among the myriad béerg, and it wasn't until



she was in the driving seat, travelling far tod tdeng the freeway, that she
asked herself how she was going to get throughetbteof her life.



CHAPTER NINE

'SANDI?' Arianne's voice was anxious but excited. 'Thgoédness | have
reached you. | tried to contact you at your officet they told me you had
left for home.'

'Ann?' Sandi's stomach had just turned over.

‘The baby is on the way. Claude and | have jusudimb her into the
hospital—'

'‘But it's early,” Sandi protested weakly. 'A moathly. Is anything wrong?"

'‘No, no; please do not distress yourself. Everghsmfine.' But the other
woman's voice, in spite of its attempt at cheeda# was not totally
reassuring.

'Has she definitely started?' Sandi asked quickigean—'

‘The waters have broken.' Arianne's voice was aquiet ‘There is no doubt
that the baby will be born some time soon. Oncenditers have broken the
risk of infection is too high for her to be left.’

'Is she having any pains?' Sandi asked numbly.

‘A little, just a little. Would you like me to rgnyou in an hour or so, when |
know a little more? The doctors are with her now—'

'‘No. I'm coming over.' Sandi sat down with a liplep on the chair near the
phone as her legs gave way. 'I'll be there as asdoan—I'll ring the airport

now. If I'm delayed in any way I'll phone you aethospital. You will stay

with her?' she asked anxiously.

'Of course, Sandi. Do not worry," Arianne said swifShe is our daughter
now, and this is Emile's child. We will look afteer as you would until you
get here. She is perfectly safe.’

‘Thank you, Arianne. I'll be there as soon as | &ime my love to Ann.’



She put down the phone and stared at it in stuishedk for a moment
before grabbing it again and dialling the numbethefairport with shaking
fingers. Incredibly, miraculously, they had a cdlat®n on a flight leaving

for France that night, although she would be hasbged to make the
airport in time. She rang for a taxi-cab beforeting some things into a
case and phoning Andy with a list of hasty instard, and then left the
house within ten minutes of receiving Arianne'd.cal

Through the mad dash to the airport and the ragetton the plane she had
no time to think, but once settled in the massiveraft with all the panic
behind her her thoughts were all of Ann—Ann andedain tall, dark
Frenchman who had vowed never to set eyes on har.ag

The weeks since Jacques had left had been horren@outhe first few days
she had moved from one day to the next in a stadespended animation,
her mind stunned and frozen by the enormity ofrtkenfrontation. And
then the wound had begun to bleed, slowly at fixsfpre opening up into a
gushing flood that had had her walking the flatight until the early hours,
quite literally holding her head in her hands as Ishd moaned her anguish
out loud.

The knowledge that she had destroyed anything thagght have had,
completely and irrevocably, was unbearable. Thetfet he hadn't been in
America with Monique must have meant that he hadecto seder. That
was the thought that was driving her mad. And nbe/Isad lost the chance
to be even on the perimeter of his life throughfedear and cowardice.
Fear that history would repeat itself and he wdeale her, like lan, and
cowardice in that she hadn't opened her eyes tdisgethe real Jacques
Challier, without the spectre of lan sitting on siulder. In that, she hadn't
given them a chance.

But she had to concentrate on Ann now. As the plase majestically into
the air with a slow whoosh she willed her sistefdel her love over the
thousands of miles separating them.

This baby meant more than it would ever know. W Ipalled its mother
from the brink of the abyss Ann had glimpsed wheml& had been killed,
had forged a link of steel wrapped in a silken alrevith its father's



estranged family and provided Ann with loving, dagtiin-laws and other
relations, including Odile and her children, whomnAspoke of often in her
telephone calls and letters. Nothing must happethitobaby; it was too
precious, too cherished, too loved.

For the whole of the seven-hour journey Sandi Benprayers heavenward,
unable to sleep or even doze in spite of the eadiights of cat-naps she had
endured for the last few weeks.

When she arrived in France she felt like a wet eag] a great sense of
despondency and foreboding kept her silent anetenshe long drive from
the airport to the hospital, which was situatecesahmiles from the Challier
chateau.

The July morning was already wide awake and onglarfous sunshine,
although it was still only seven o'clock, but as thxi ate up the miles Sandi
didn't notice the scenery outside the windows. whole self, her very
being was homed in on Ann and the tiny infant wlas Wweing born a month
too soon. She told herself over and over againttf@twas nothing these
days. They were saving babies at twenty-six weeaks—natwenty-four
even—modern technology was wonderful... But it didrelp. Nothing
helped. She just wanted to get to her sister's side

As the taxi drew up outside the hospital her stdnraascles clenched in a
giant knot. Jacques had told her that the smalbpgihospital was second to
none, beautifully and expertly equipped, with thdded advantage of
boasting the finest obstetrician in all of Franoeits board. She hoped that
consultant had been with her sister during thetaigih, she did.

As the taxi driver hauled her suitcase out of thetlshe opened her bag to
sort out the fare, whereupon a large male handoeaed on top of hers. 'Do
not worry, Sandi; | will see to this." She smiled at Claude Challier,
touched that he must have been looking out for 'B&r.now—go and see
Ann.'

'Is she—?' Her voice faltered; his face was givioghing away. 'She's all
right?'



'I'm under orders to say nothing, but | can tell ghe is well—very well.’
He beamed at her, and for a moment he looked s@ékques when he had
first seen her that fateful day at the airport gtz felt her face freeze. 'Go
on. Itis straight through the front doors, dowe kall, first left and the room
number is four.'

He gave her a little push as she stood transfixed then she was hurrying
into the plush interior of the building where therfome of flowers and
thick, soft carpets competed with the faint but istakable smell of
antiseptic and things medical.

'‘Ann?' She had entered the room on a little rushexditement and
anticipation before realising that her sister migatasleep, but Ann wasn't
asleep. She was sitting bolt upright in bed, heseyn the door and her arms
cradling a very small bundle swathed in a lacy kédn

‘Sandi—oh, Sandi. I've been dying for you to geehe As her sister's eyes
filled with tears so did Sandi's, and the two sthihakily as Sandi sat
carefully on the bed before giving Ann a fierce hiiere, say hello to your
niece.'

‘A little girl?' Sandi gazed wonderingly at the i@ crumpled face topped
with a smudge of wispy black hair, at the tiny &j®Iclosed tight and the
diminutive little hand resting against one cheék,'Ann, she's so small.’

'She isn't that small!" There was a wealth of feglin Ann's voice. 'She
weighed in at a full eight pounds, and that wasariban enough, | can tell
you! If she'd waited another month she'd have Iséark in there for ever.'’

'Was it awful?'

'‘Bad enough.’ Ann grimaced feelingly. 'But Arianvess wonderful. She was
born at five this morning and Arianne stayed with tine whole time. She's
just gone to organise some breakfast for you, thibk it was really to let us
have a few minutes alone.’

'What are you going to call her?' Sandi asked as @#laced the tiny infant
carefully in her arms. The baby felt warm and sma&hderful—a mixture



of baby powder and something indefinable that bindagchoking feeling to
Sandi's throat. She was so beautiful and so tidy-ahnd she would never
have one. She pushed the thought back into thessesef her mind and
concentrated on Ann fiercely.

'Emily." Ann's mouth quivered, and Sandi reachedome arm to hug her
close again. 'lt's as near to Emile as | can get.'

By the time Arianne and Claude arrived ten minldgsr, bearing a large
tray for Sandi, both sisters' emotions were undatrol, although their eyes
were pink-rimmed. The four of them were sitting ttimg, Emily still fast
asleep butnow cocooned in a neat little glassatrthe side of the bed, when
a knock at the door caused Ann to call out an imatedcome in'. And
Jacques came in.

Sandi's heart stopped for a moment, and then ram @speed the rest of her
body couldn't keep up with. She felt faint, giddpd for a second really felt

as if she might pass out, but the fact that whenlsbked into his face the

dark, glittering eyes stared straight through herigon in her backbone and

brought an upward tilt to her chin. She took a Isimof the hot coffee she

was finishing, stitched a polite smile on her face said nothing.

'Where is this new arrival?' Jacques's eyes wdteasdie glanced at Ann,
who was trying not to look overly proud. '‘May | des?"

'Of course.’ Ann gestured to the crib and rightoe, as Jacques bent over
her, Emily opened her eyes and yawned. 'Pick héAmn encouraged. 'It's
all right.'

The sight of him cradling the small infant was asttwo much for Sandi,
and the lump in her throat threatened to explo@miavalanche of tears, but
she excused herself quickly, after they had exob@dagorief nod and polite
greeting for the sake of the others, on the preteat she needed the
bathroom. And when she returned ten minutes lates, armour of
self-control firmly in place, he had gone.

All that day and the next, when Ann returned homehe chateau with
Emily, she expected him to call—if only to exerdmsgright to ignore her as



he had done to such good effect at the hospitalbfthe end of the second
day she realised he wasn't going to come. Shet @ixist for him any more.

And with that knowledge a rage came, and with thge pride, and a painful
dignity that she hugged to her like an all-envatgptloak.

He was just like lan. He hadn't really cared. Hd vanted her for a brief
sexual fling, nothing more, otherwise he woulda¥é been able to dismiss
her with such coldness, without letting her explahmd she hated him.
Loathed, detested and hated him. lan had wantgdhamlmoney; Jacques
had wanted only her body. And of the two she fedtt tan had served her
least harshly.

The next morning she booked her return flight tavNéork, happy in the
knowledge that she was leaving Ann and the babgood hands. The
Challiers, all of them, were clearly over the moaith their new family
member, and the fact that she wasn't a boy waslylas unimportant to
them as to the proud mother. They loved Emily bsealne was part of Ann
and part of Emile, and Ann was blooming under theiotion.

You're leaving us tomorrow, Sandi?' They hadwl finished dinner and
had retired to the magnificent drawing room forfeefas the dusky evening
sent the scents of summer through the open windinedast of the dying

sunlight falling in stark beams across the roonou™are welcome to stay
longer.'

'l know that." She smiled at Claude. 'But I've ltpite a lot of time off
recently, and my company has been very good abdwon't feel—'

When, in the next instant, the door to the drawiogm was flung aside
rather than opened, Arianne actually gave a kitleeal of alarm before she
saw her son framed in the doorw&yh, mon DieuUacques, what on earth
do you think you are doing, frightening us all litkeat? What is wrong?'

And for the first time in his life Jacques Challrexglected the lessons of his
privileged childhood, the conventions, the politegriety, the decorous
good manners that were as much a part of him ashong, and walked over
to stand in front of Sandi without looking to leift right, his eyes blazing.



"You were going to leave? Tomorrow? Early in themmog? Without telling
me?"'

'I—' Her hand was at her throat as she struggledake sense of what he
was saying. 'l—'

'How dare you? Howdareyou think you could do this?"

‘Jacques—?' As Claude rose to his feet, his eyasgfbetween Sandi's
shocked white face and Jacques's countenance, wwashas dark as
midnight, he put out a hand to his son, only tooeeit a second later as
Jacques turned to look at him, his eyes blazing.

'Do not interfere, Papa. This is between Sandiraed He swung back to
face her, his eyes narrowed. 'Well? You are gaingdve tomorrow?’

'Yes.' She stood up now, her face pale, but her fonynat his arrogance
burned in two bright spots on her cheeks. 'And siyuldn't I? You haven't
called round or phoned—'

'How could I, when | was in Paris?' he snarledderasly. 'You could have
phoned me—I gave you the number.'

‘The number?' She stared at him blankly, and aidbk on her face he
swung round to Arianne, who had just uttered a@yfof dismay.

'You gave Sandi the letter?' he asked swiftly.

'Oh, Jacques, | am so sorry, but with the babyordot. | still have it in my
handbag.' Arianne was clearly horrified.

'‘C'est impossible!He turned back to Sandi, his voice just a tonesmr
quieter. 'l gave my mother a letter to give you theay at the hospital. | had
to go to Paris; there was no way | could get out.dfhe letter explained it
all.’



'l am so sorry." Arianne's voice was tragic, begl@s ignored them all now,
reaching out and taking Sandi's arm then pracyi¢abmarching her across
the room.

"You are coming with me. | will have no more ofght thisridiculous
situation,” he snarled softly. "You did not receilie letter but you clearly
made no enquiries about me, asked nothing aboutewheas, what was
happening. You were just going to disappear agaéren't you2Neren't
you?'

'‘Again?'Her voice was so shrill that Emily, asleep in fiethy pink crib in
the corner of the room, wailed with shock. 'lt wasu who left me,
remember? You wouldn't let me explain, tell you—"'

'Sandi?' Ann's voice was utterly bewildered, anthay turned to face the
rest of the room from the doorway,Jacques's hatidight on her arm,
Sandi saw the look of almost comical amazement\ilzat on her sister's
face mirrored in the expressions of the othersu™@®been seeing Jacques?'
It said a lot for Ann's state of concern that shérit sprung to her newborn
offspring at the first cry. 'Without telling me?"

'l haven't been seeing him," Sandi said quickilysri't like that—'

‘The hell it isn't!" Jacques glared at the reshefroom as he pushed Sandi
through the doorway. 'Sandi is staying with me gbhi That is all any of
you need to know. And whether she will be returntm@merica tomorrow
is doubtful, so I would suggest one of you rings dirline and tells them—'

"You'd better not! I'm going back..." As Ann andakme and Claude heard
the sound of Sandi's voice fade away and the ftoat bang shut Odile and
Andre rushed into the room, their faces full ofrada

'What on earth is happening?' Andre glanced overitere Ann had lifted
Emily from the crib and was rocking her in her asosthingly, murmuring
a host of nothings as she did so. 'l thought somgtvas wrong with the
child.'



'Emily's fine.' They all turned to look at Ann, aad Arianne absorbed the
look in her daughter-in-law's eyes she smiled sjowdind | think perhaps

now Sandi is going to be fine,’ Ann went on. 'l sldohave guessed,
noticed...'

'Well, I didn't and | am his mother," Arianne sgidetly.

'Would someone please tell me what is going orétidd stared from one to
the other and shook his head slowly. 'l am faghtpsny grasp of what is
real and what is not. And please, | do not wishomeyto say anyone else is
fine, all right?'

But Sandi felt far from fine as she sat beside Jdasdn the silver beast of a
car. That he was blazingly, furiously angry wasiobs, but what was really
terrifying was the emotion that was running throbgh veins now. Because
the temptation to say, to do anything she coulchéde everything all right

was painfully strong, but even stronger was theAkadge that it scared her
half to death that he had come for her like this.

It spoke of something more than mere bodily desing, in spite of all her
ragings, all her accusations, spoken and unspakenthought that she
might be able to trust him, be able to reach oting, the thought that there
might be something between them, was too frightetorcontemplate. She
loved him, there was no doubt about that, she thiositently, but she didn't
trust him. She doubted if she could ever trustraay again.

When he had, as she had mistakenly thought, flduditnique in front of
her eyes, a tiny part of her, unacknowledged uhid precise moment of
time, had been relieved. It had been an escape,rantexcuse to keep that
secret place at the very depth of her hidden, ye&l,she had been relieved.
She couldn't face the thought of opening up, of mitimg herself again,
only to be ripped apart. She really couldn't.

'Where are we going?' she asked in a very smatlevainen the electric
atmosphere in the car became unbearable.



'You know exactly where we are going,’ Jacques sigiatly without
glancing at her. 'To my home.'

'You can't do this—'

'l just have." Now he did spare her a swift glarased she shivered at the
burning intensity in the dark eyes. 'l have madseifithe fool for you. Now
are you satisfied?'

'Please don't say that.' She had made up her imiad years ago as to the
route her life would take, and it didn't includetal, dark, handsome
Frenchman who would always have women flocking dohim like flies.
She couldn't, she just couldn't handle this, wirelieewanted her for one
night, one month, one year...

'Why not? | have never been afraid of the truthu ¥now | care for you, and
you are attracted to me in spite of this obsesgmnhave with your late
husband.’

'l do not have an obsession with lan." Well, perhaps shedtlid thought
miserably. But certainly not in the way Jacques mheaYou don't
understand.'

'‘Because you will not let me understand.’ It wasiear the truth that she
couldn't answer him. 'l was mad at you in Americaill not deny it. When
you told me what you had suspected all that time lyad been with me—'
He stopped abruptly and drew a harsh, ragged bteathgh his teeth. 'l
could have throttled you there and then, especalihad told you things |
had never told a living soul—about Jacqueline, altoeiway | felt.

'l had been miserable since you had left France,emgineered a visit to
America purely to spend some time with you, areltlfou had betrayed me
in some way. That may not be so, but that is thg Malt. But once | was
home | began to see that | had tried to rush yainagp force the issue, and
we had been doing so well. You enjoyed our eveningdew York?' he
asked softly.

'You know | did.' And she had, so much.



'‘And | was most restrained, was | not? The poldednight kisses, the no
touching? | could not believe that this was thejdas Challier that had been
in my skin for thirty- six years!" The self-mockemas soft but with a cutting
edge that told her he had found the going reallgho 'So | decided that
what had been accomplished once could be accoredligbain, in time. |
could be patient—hell, I had no choice. | would twaitil you came over to
see Ann and then | would continue the softly-soéthproach until | had
won. It was simple.’

‘Jacques—'

'‘But you, you are not simple.' He glared at her ngvhat is it about me that
you hate so much?'

'l don't hate you,' she said flatly, her heart thod.
"You treat the people ydike this way?'

She was saved the necessity of a reply to thesar¢aunt as the beautiful
car nosed carefully into Jacques's courtyard. Asrbehe geese put up a
show of cackling displeasure at having their gugetenity interrupted,

before retiring, feathers ruffled, to a far corneom where they glanced
balefully over their shoulders as Jacques led tag imo the house.

'l want to go back, Jacques.'

'‘No way.' He turned in the middle of the sittingpmo and shook his head
slowly as he let his eyes run over her slenderesHapd you've lost weight.’
He moved swiftly to her side and looked down at ihently. 'Why have
you lost weight? You were too thin to start with.'

‘Thank youvery much.' The criticism took care of the weak tehis had
been in danger of falling as she had glanced roledbvely farmhouse she
had never expected to see again. 'And you—youhfeqigl suppose?’

'‘As near as damn it." He smiled, but she just cdutinile back.



"You were horrible at the hospital the morning Bmilas born,' she said
flatly. '‘Absolutely horrible.'

'l was petrified," he said soberly, shaking hischglawly as her eyes flew to
his. "You find this hard to accept? You think | aimman of stone, is that it?
Well, | can assure you | was scared to death whealked in that room,
Sandi. Part of me wanted to ignore everyone eldetae you in my arms
and force you—forceyou to care for me. Another part, the sensiblg paas
telling me | had to follow the route | had planreet play it cool and slow.
Another—'

He raked back his hair abruptly. 'Oh, hell, | cogitdon all night but that will

not help us now. For once in my life | was out of depth and unsure how
to handle things— you... | was supposed to be imsfPaid-morning and it

was an appointment | could not miss, one of vitapartance. | put the
number of my hotel in the letter and asked yourig me.’

'l didn't know.'

'Would you have rung if you had?' he asked quietiyre looked her square
in the eye. 'Would you, Sandi?"

'l don't know..." She broke the contact and sankrdonto one of the big
easy chairs, shaking her head helplessly. 'l thistgh

'l know what you thought,’ he said tightly as hatowed looking down at
her bent head, her hair shining like liquid goldhe dim light of the wall
lamps dotted about the large room. 'You made iblabsly clear on the
morning | left New York what sort of man you thotiglwas, but | hoped
that the realisation that you were wrong about Moai would perhaps
allow you to consider that you might be wrong aleuegrything else as well.

'Monique is a beautiful, sensual woman—' her eyed ® his face as he
spoke the redhead’'s name '—and utterly spoilt,, vaitating, egotistical,
shallow... Need | go on?' he asked sardonically.

'‘But you were so friendly with her," she protedtadtly.



'Sandi, she is the daughter of my parents’ beehdsd,’ he answered
patiently. 'What did you expect me to do? Spitén &ye? Her mother has
been trying to engineer some sort of match betwéenique and me for
years, but Monique knows full well how | view thafrequently put her in
her place—she needs someone to keep her in orderthdius as far as it
goes.'

And that would make him even more of a challengéMtmique, Sandi
thought with sudden intuition. The beautiful models used to having men
fall at her feet; the fact that this one was immtmker charms would drive
her crazy.

'Have you ever—ever taken her out?' she askedtitgriya not really
wishing to know the answer but having to ask anyway

‘A few times, when she was younger and a slighttyaimellow character,’
he answered, with an offhandedness that told leze tvas no involvement
on his side at least. 'Parties of joint friendst thort of thing, but only on a
friendship basis. | have never enjoyed her company.

He looked her straight in the eye now as he droppdus heels to crouch in
front of her. 'That is the truth, Sandi. There haser ever been any sort of
relationship between us beyond one of platonicnétship. | know
Monique's type. The world is full of beautiful, sthhavomen who think the
sun and moon revolve around them alone. | havéesn an angel, but you
know this already; | have not tried to pretend othge. But Monique? No.
Nothing like that was ever on the cards and shevknb'

'l see.' She stared at his dark face so closerscdmel her heart went haywire.
She believed him, and she knew now that Jacquesatdke sort of man to

be involved with more than one woman at a time,.blihere was no way

she could be that woman. She couldn't handle hegt@ne in a long stream
of affairs. Eventually he would tire of her— higtsof man always did—and

then—

"l see"? Is that it?' She was unaware that thg @l@&motions over her face
had caught at him with knife-like pain. 'This doed affect you in any way?'



‘Jacques—'

'No—no more "Jacques, this", "Jacques, that",'ax@ abruptly as he rose
again to stare down at her with flashing black ey¥su always speak my
name like that when you are withdrawing a littleind) this thing you do so
well of shutting me out. | expected too much whéwld you of Jacqueline,
| know that. | felt | was giving you privileged mrfmation, which was
unquestionably a great presumption on my part.

"You did not ask to be told, | decided to tell yoard the fact that it did not
make any difference to the way you looked at me matsyour fault. |
should not have expected this. | acted like a spilld and was so
concerned withmyfeelings, the way | felt you had rejected me whéad
honoured you so mightily—' his voice was drippinghwself-contempt and
self-mockery '—that | did not consider you at #fl.this | was wrong, |
admit it, but | will not let you shut me out anyniger, Sandi, whether you
like it or not. You are attracted to me, | knowsthand that is a start.'

'l can't let myself be attracted to you. I'm sdrshe said miserably.

'You can." He eyed her hotly. 'However much youetbwour husband,
however much you miss him, he is not here and 1 am.

His words were meant to be brutal, to shock heobthte brokenness he felt
she was feeling, but they got no reaction and zizfgd him.

'l love you, Sandi.' The words were torn out of land brought her eyes to
his. 'I've fought against it, railed against ildtayself | was foolish to ever
get emotionally involved with another woman aftacqueline. But this is

not a mind thing, it is a thing of the heart, arithve no defence against it. |
did not intend to tell you, but | must. And | wilbt let you bury yourself,

spirit, mind and body, in the way you have donetfoee years. You might
never feel the same about me as | feel for youablgast | can make you
start living again.’

This was killing her. He didn't know it, but he wialing her, she thought
blindly. The final nail in the coffin. He had judestroyed the last defence



she'd had with three simple little words. 'l lovaiy 'Don't say these things,
Jacques—

'Why? Because you do not feel they are the trimd2'sked softly. 'Is that it?
But | do love you, Sandi. | am helpless before te&ing | have for you. It
makes me vulnerable, exposed, wide open, and btlike this but | can do
nothing about it. | did not love Jacqueline likestand | shall not love again
like it. You are the love of my life—'

'No!" Her voice was an agonised cry against herself v&sebeing offered
heaven and she didn't have the courage to taRhetcouldn't—sheouldn't
do what he had done and open herself so completelyother human being
again.

'l want to marry you, Sandi, to commit myself touyohe went on
relentlessly, sensing that some sort of breakthronugs near. 'l want to
share my days and my nights with you, to have oidhat are a part of me
and a part of you—"

'l will never marry again.' She shrank inwardlyr BBomach shrivelling into
a tiny, tight ball. ‘Never.’'

"You loved him that much?' And it was the pain is Voice that broke the
dam.

'‘Loved him? | hated him, loathed him," she said as sheed her eyes

against his face, her voice quivering with anguisle. was a monster from

hell." And she began to talk, to tell him all gfvtith her eyes tightly shut and

her voice so full of pain and agony and humiliatibat Jacques's face was
wet when he suddenly took her in his arms, pullieg against him with a

flerceness that stopped her words and her breath.

'‘No." She freed herself with a quiet firmness te&dpped him more
effectively than any demented struggling would hdege. 'You must hear
it all." And he did, every last word, until all shad said was branded on his
mind and he would have given the world, all he pssed, for one minute
with the man who had caused her such pain.



'‘And | love you, Jacques. | want you to know thawn It was said with such
flatness, such a strange lack of emotion thabp®ed him from the reaction
the words would have caused minutes ago. 'l n@adiyrloved lan—I didn't
even know the real man at all—but | do love youdAecause | love you—'
she raised her eyes to his now '—I want you todbrge, to find someone
else who can be what you want her to be.’

Jacques had thought that he had been through ererifon known to man
in the last ten minutes, but now he felt a new @oeeypounded of fury and
resentment and sheer anger that she could spealcina way after what
they had just shared. He didn't move, and her wbtatgy like something
unclean in the stark silence that followed, fillwith their own vibrating

energy which pounded against his eardrums with @efahat was

unbearable.

And as she looked into his face she saw a strange&amorphose in front of
her—a dangerously angry, blazingly mad strangeh eyes that were fire
and a mouth that was a straight line in the harslnésis face.

'How dare you? How dare you say | should find sameglse?' he ground
out slowly through clenched teeth, and she baclkey drom him until she

was standing against the wall. 'What do you thim& émotion is that | feel
for you? Something that can be turned off and ke & tap? | love you,
dammit. | want to marry you; | want to have childré want you to be their
mother.

'l cannot change what lan has done, heal the scardear in your head
from his treatment of you; all | can promise yothiat | will not be the same.
That I will love you, cherish you, protect you #ile days of my life. Do you
believe this, Sandi? Do you?'

She felt paralysed by the raw emotion in his fawaice, unable to move,
to make any response.

'Do you, Sandi?' His voice was softer now, calner with a terrible
determination to wring an answer out of her. 'Do Yelieve in my love,
believe you can trust me?"



'‘No..." Her reply was a long scream of anguish @aid and loss. 'l can't. |
can't—don't you see? | can't say that when it tsné. | don't know if I'll
ever be able to say itldon't! | don't!I can't be what you want me to be; it's
too late for that. | want to trust you, to beliave'd always be together, but |
can't—I can't feel it in here." She pounded heisthath her fists until he
caught her hands in his, drawing her against hirheaslowly stroked her
hair with cool, firm fingers, his voice soothingcacalm.

'Enough, little one, enough. You are making yodirdleand | do not wish
this. You are too tired to talk any more— enougbywnNo more crying.'
She hadn't realised she was weeping until he hallegp but now she
became aware of the tears flooding down her fawkwden he gathered her
in his arms and began to walk up the winding sésiecshe was too tired to
resist, her head falling against the hard wall isf ¢hest as she relaxed
against the male warmth of him.

She didn't want to lose him. The thought was auad her as he walked
with her into a pretty bedroom and laid her geotiythe big four-poster, his
eyes soft. She didn't want to lose him but she éioBhe had to. But they
could have one night together—surely one night wasa much to ask to
last her a lifetime? When he went to turn and leshwe caught at his hand,
her voice still trembling from the force of her vpasg.

'Don't go, Jacques. Please don't go.'

'Itis all right. Everything will be all right.' H&vas quick to reassure her as he
sat on the side of the bed, stroking her hair ek her damp face, but she
didn't want this fatherly care; she wanted—she e@rtim. She needed
him. Just once, that was all she would ask.

'‘Make love to me.

'What?' His hand stilled on her forehead, his eviee with surprise.

'l want you, Jacques.' She reached up to him, dagtis head down to hers

before he could reply and pressing her mouth agissas she quivered
against him. 'l love you. | do...'



For a moment she thought he was going to resiseherthen he responded
with a fierce, desperate urgency that had her nmgaagainst his lips as his
hands explored her body. Their kissing, their tanghwas frantic and
fierce, and she was lost in the mounting whirlgbat was carrying her to its
core, hardly aware that he had removed her blousé she felt his lips
burning on her bare skin, creating fire whereveytlingered.

He was lying next to her now, as he kissed andkstrder, the little words

of endearment and love that he whispered againsskie adding to the

entrancing magic of his intoxicating lovemaking eShlt a tenderness that
she'd never known before blossom into being assshe his dark head

against the pale skin of her breasts, and thengu@ous, burning warmth
began to seep into every part of her and she biega@mble helplessly, her
body shaking against his. As his mouth found hgarashe kissed him

back wildly, wantonly, until they were both tremdi his body rock-hard

and fierce against hers and his eyes narroweds$liiack light.

"You're wonderful, incredible... You see how itMaié for us...?' He was on
the edge of losing control, she knew it, and shenitech him to take
her—wanted to be as one with him for one glorioighn

'l love you..." She murmured his name as he kiesedtare flesh hungrily. 'l
want to be able to remember this all my life...'"dAthe moment she had
spoken, the second the words had left her lips fahéim freeze against
her, his mouth still on the warm swell of her bitsdsr a timeless second
before he raised his head slowly, his eyes sediendace.

‘All your life?' He raised himself on one elbows ody still shaking from

the force of his desire but his control rigid. "Wddl/your life, Sandi? There
will be many more nights, days, shared betweebersause | intend to live a
long, long time.’

And then she realised he had misunderstood whehahesached for him,
asked for his love. He had thought...

What he had thought was blazing in his eyes noswirtuuth hard as he rose
from the bed to look down at her from his greaghei'You thought | would



be content with one taste of you? That | would gis a parting
gift—something like that?' His voice was very tigiuw, very controlled.

'Oh, no, Sandi; get that out of your head. | aimngdb have you, all of

you—nheart, soul and body; you can get used toittea right now. | don't

care how long | have to wait but you will be miaed with a gold band on
the third finger of your left hand too. You are soime cheap affair, some
liaison that | can walk away from with nothing maéhan a warm memory,

and | will not be that for you. | will not allow.itYou will not reduce us to

that. Now, go to sleep."’

He wasn't going to leave her? To calmly walk out Exave her? ‘Jacques—'
'l said go to sleep, Sandi.'

'l shall be leaving in the morning." The words wé@h a plea and a
warning, and his face closed still more as he Idokieher from the open
doorway. 'l mean it, Jacques. I'm going back to Nauk, to the life | have
chosen. It's the only thing | can do—you must $e. tl wouldn't be any
good for you—I would destroy anything we might have

'Have you finished?' His voice was cold now, cald aemote, and she sat
up jerkily on the bed and pulled her clothing ardter, her face flushed and
embarrassed at the state of her undress.

'Yes, I've finished,' she said dully, and she I&t could never be the kind
of wife he wanted, the kind of wife she would hayeen the world to be.
How could she be when the very basis of her lovéifo had the element of
trust missing? It would be like a canker, eatingp iboth of them until it
ended in heartbreak and confusion and pain.

And she wouldn't pretend—couldn't. He deservedbdst and she wasn't the
best; it was as simple as that. Something had teearout of her when lan

had betrayed her, something soft and vital and wamoh magical. It had

gone, and although she had searched for it—morenane over the last few

weeks—it still eluded her. She couldn't trust him.

'‘Goodnight, Sandi.’



The door closed behind him and she sank back aghmgpillows of the big
bed, aware that she was shivering uncontrollablyak the end. Tomorrow
she would walk out of his life for evdt.had to be this way.



CHAPTER TEN
'l UNDERSTAND your flight is at midday?'

She had heard the telephone ring last night, jiist dacques had left her
room, but had been unable to determine who wasgadiven though she
had crept to the door of her room and listenedgwabice filtering up from
the hall.

'Yes.' She glanced at him now as they sat on the, pehich had already
been warmed by the early morning sun, having akifeetof fruit and toast.
At first she had felt she couldn't eat a thing, th&n, at the sight of him
digging in with gusto, pride had come to her resanel she had managed an
adequate, if small, breakfast. 'But | need to geklo the chateau in time to
pack and say goodbye to everyone.'

"This is understood.'

She didn't understand him this morning—she reaiin't she thought
wearily as she lay back against her chair and pdet to enjoy the
remainder of her coffee.

‘There are a couple of calls | have to make and #e can leave,' he said
coolly, rising to his feet. "You will wait here?'

'Yes.' Her voice was lethargic, dull, but that wasv she felt inside. She
hadn't slept for more than half an hour duringright, and that had only
been as dawn was breaking. She felt tired, crungoheida mess without her
make-up or even her lipstick.

The bathroomen suite had provided shampoo, soap and the basic
necessities, including a small comb that had prgaeadful when she'd tried

to untangle her thick curls, but she knew her ewese swollen and
pink-rimmed and her face was pale and washed alif.ferhaps it was for
the best that she would walk out of his life loakiike something the cat
had dragged in, she thought painfully. No falsasitbns about looking
radiant in the morning, anyway!



Jacques, on the other hand, had looked the piofurealth as he sat at the
table when she had tentatively made an appearamwasthirs. Freshly
shaved, black curls slicked back but already beggito flop across his
forehead, eyes bright and hard mouth smiling. Sluddchave hit him. And
kissed him. And— Stop it, stop it, she told herethly as her heart began
to thud and pound at the thought that she wouleémnsge him again. She
mustn't think, mustn't feel. She just had to getduigh this day the best she
could and then take stock. Of what, she didn't kndke rest of her life
stretched out in front of her like an endless mgdne. If only he hadn't told
her he loved her, that he wanted to marry hercehtd have tried to pretend
it was just a thing of the flesh and maybe gotBiyt now—

'Oh, God, help me.' She actually said the prayeloondl, her eyes desperate.
She had to be strong for a few more hours at I&us&.couldn't ruin his life
as well as her own.

'OK."' He appeared in the doorway, smiling agairthasigh he hadn't a care
in the world. 'We are ready to leave, yes?'

'Yes.' She stood up abruptly, her dignity gatheoeshd her like a cloak, and
marched past him with her head held high. His @y&e soft on the back of
her head as she walked out to the car, but ontath@pened the door and
settled her inside the same remote, cool mask éievben all morning was
firmly in place.

She sat in numb misery for the first half an hoiterly lost in her own pain.
He had given up. Well, she was glagiad. Of course she was. She just
wished he hadn't done it so quickly and apparemitly such ease, that was
all. She shut her eyes at the unfairness of hegiis. What was the matter
with her? The man had offered to marry her andhatterefused—several
times. What had she expected anyway? He had sael lmefore that he
wasn't the type of man to bang his head againstlWwall, and she couldn't
blame him.

‘Jacques?' Another half an hour had gone by andnees before, when he
had taken her to his home instead of the chatbaue#t that something was
wrong. 'Where are we?'



'Where are we?' He gave her one lightning glandesha knew immediately
that she was right: they weren't going to the chatS&he glanced anxiously
out of the window now, before swinging her headkitachis dark profile.

'Yes, where are we?' she asked shrilly. 'This tke'tvay back.’

'It is the way back to where | want to go,' he sambothly, his voice silky
and soft. 'We are heading for Soane et Loire; dugishelp?’

'Of course it doesn't help,’ she said tightly. &exe you know full well |
haven't the faintest idea where that is.'

It is in Burgundy.' His tone was helpful. 'OK?"

'No, it is not OK.'She couldn't believe it; she just couldn't beligveit was
in quite the wrong direction. 'What about my plane?

'What plane?' he asked innocently.

‘The one | am supposed to catch today.' Driveoadriver, she was going to
hit him in a minute, she thought hotly.

'l told Ann to cancel that when she rang last nidtg said coolly, his voice
bland. 'At the same time | arranged for your sgict be delivered to my
home just after breakfast. | thought it would spil time together if you
weren't able to feel comfortable in your own thirgs

'Our time together?She had given up trying not to shriek, and heezldss
eyes for the briefest moment as the sound revedzkeraund the car.

‘That is most unattractive, you know that, donti’yo

She answered him with a most unladylike oath tlaased him to tut-tut
deep in his throat. 'You can't—' She stopped abrupthis is crazy,
Jacques. What are you going to do? Keep me prismmeewhere until you
get your own way?'



'Exactly." And now there was no amusement or mgckethe swift glance
that burnt across her stunned face. 'For as logases, my love.'

'l don't believe this." She shut her own eyes rleaning back against the
seat helplessly. 'l just don't believe this is leappg to me.' He said nothing,
concentrating on the road with just a narrowinght#f eyes against the
brilliant sunlight outside the powerful car. 'Wka&t Soane et Loire
anyway?' she asked after a few electric momentgitieet away.

‘Lunch.’ The deep voice was unforgivably unconcgrne

'‘Lunch?' She sat bolt upright again. 'Then wherig uge're going? What's
our final destination?'

'‘My family's little log cabin in the mountains,’ baid calmly. 'That's where
we were when Emile—' He stopped abruptly. 'Thabus hideaway, our
retreat,’ he continued smoothly after a few secohdd passed. 'No
telephone, no TV—heaven...'

'‘And where, exactly, is heaven situated?' she ask#dd enormous
self-control as she forced her voice a few tonegiadhan it wanted to be.

‘Savoie, in the French Alps.’

She shut her eyes and said nothing. There wasngothisay, after all.

They lunched at a charming hotel built next to al@oesque church with a
wonderful backdrop of mountains and forest behamd, an enchanting vista
of deep valleys with colourful meadows from theiggnroom. The stealiu
poivre melted in the mouth, and tlenanas au kirsch—resh pineapple
chunks soaked in kirsch liqueur—was out of thisldior

By now the tension of the last few weeks, the trawhher dash to France,
her lack of sleep the night before and the presehdacques still so firmly
in her life had reduced Sandi to a mindless robai walked and talked and
obeyed almost without question. She was utterlyaagted, mentally and



physically and emotionally, and Jacques knew #&nging at her anxiously
once or twice when they were back in the car difteir meal.

'Here.' He drew into a small lay-by on a windin@aahat overlooked a
massive monastery, which was sleeping in the bda4ot sun and

surrounded by orchards and sweet- smelling meadde/adjusted her seat
into a reclining position. 'Go to sleep. It willkeaus some time to get to
Savoie—we have to go through Burgundy first, arehtRhone—and you
look awful.'

'Huh.. .'It was all she could manage, and withicoses of lying back and
shutting her eyes she was sound asleep, her Haigfen riotous abandon
about her face and throat and deep mauve shadoasingt the
honey-coloured skin under her eyes.

When she next opened her eyes, dazed and lighetideain the hours of
much needed sleep, it was evening and they wem@aqiung the region of
Savoie. The evening was mellow with dusky goldemskine, fresh pure air
streaming into the car through the open windowsthadbanks at the side of
the road and the meadows beyond alive with brilliaitd flowers. 'l—I
must have fallen asleep,’ she murmured as shegi&tdigo come fully
awake.

'Like the proverbial log—except logs don't snodacques glanced at her
with a wry smile and his words brought her joltungright.

'l do notsnore,'she stated emphatically, hearing his dry chucklh &
feeling of helpless panic. This was too cosy, tooce... The word Jacques
objected to so much mocked her, but it was true,tebught painfully. It
was all too, too nice and he mustn't think— "You'tkeep me in this log
cabin for ever, Jacques, and you must know theme ishance of anything
permanent between us,’ she said quickly.

'Must 1?' He didn't seem in the least perturbetieaglanced at her briefly
through narrowed black eyes.

'I mean it,' she stated flatly. 'This is all—all—'



'Ridiculous?' he put in helpfully. "That is the wWoyou would normally
choose, is it not?'

It is ridiculous,’ she said tightly. "All this is ridilmus. We are ridiculous—'

'No." Now the car swerved off the road and cama talt overlooking a
picture-postcard village behind which snowcappedumi@ns rose
majestically into the vivid blue sky. 'Not us. Téieuation may be—but that
is your fault, not mine.'

His voice was angry and throbbing with something dialn't dare question,
and for the first time that day she realised thatdontrol she had thought so
steel-like was only skin-deep.

You are going to stay at the cabin with me, Saawali, you are going to talk
to me, dammit. | am not going to make love to y@leasurable though that
would be for both of us, it would confuse the issgat now—and we have
the rest of our lives to enjoy each other's bodies.

‘Jacques—'

'‘And so we are going to talk—really talk. You aerg to open up that little
Pandora's box and tell me all about your fearst gaguish, your feelings of
humiliation and pain, the grief...l want all of igH-of it right out in the open
where | can see it and deal with it, and you wdl Heealed. | am not lan,
Sandi—I think you could probably travel the whofédtee world before you
found a skunk like that again—but | am not a miedeer either, and | can't
help you until you communicate with me.’

'l don't want help.' Her eyes were blinded by tears

'Well, 1 do." His voice was gruff and husky. 'Besau can't face the thought
of letting you go now I've found you. It might belhwith you, if we don't
get this thing sorted, but it would be utter tortmerthout you. | love you,
Sandi; | need you. The least you can do for mgouf love me as you say
you do, is talk to me.’



'‘And if that doesn't change anything?' she askekidmly. 'If | still don't feel
| can trust you, marry you? What then?'

"You will." He looked at her with a wealth of lowe his eyes, his dark,

handsome face serious and intent. 'l can't belséave found each other
against all the odds only to have it fall apartdoefit's even begun. | won't
believe that.'

‘Jacques—'

'No more words, not for now. We will find the capbime will have supper
and we will sleep. Tomorrow is a new day.’

And the next day, when she awoke in the beautddroofedgite and
walked out onto the wooden balcony that overlookieel crystal-clear
waters of the shimmering lake just yards away, witithing but distant
cowbells to disturb the peace of the timeless Adpialley, she remembered
his words. Tomorrow was here—now. The thing was s¥e brave enough
for the soul-searching Jacques had spoken of?

And so a bitter-sweet, disturbing, painful and ncabtime began. A time of
long walks hand in hand through Alpine meadows pedvevith carpet upon
carpet of wild flowers, of swimming in their owncbeded lake through
long, hot summer days, of horse-riding along narroauntain paths on
mounts borrowed from the small riding school-cumrfan the outskirts of
the tiny village from where they fetched their fpadd of evenings spent on
the veranda of the cabin with the air graduallyliogpas dusk filtered into
the scorching blue sky.

And through it all Jacques was true to his wordydsel holding her hand
and brief, controlled kisses there was no lovenmlaithough Sandi invited
it time and time again as her love for this pratdyng man who had turned
her world upside down grew deeper and deeper. favdys very slowly,
she found herself beginning to talk of everythihgttheld her bound.



It was traumatic, frequently harrowing for both tbem, and there were
times when Sandi raged and shouted at him forrmukter through it, but...it
was helping. More than she would ever have dreassiple.

And still Jacques kept his distance. She had lgagcaased to worry about
her work—what Ann had told them she had no ideathnt all seemed in
another world, another universe. But sttill she couldn't say the words
Jacques wanted to hear from her heart. Somethisghetling her back,
keeping her from taking that last step of faithd as they neared the end of
the first week she felt she never would.

'Enjoying it?' Jacques's voice was lazy as he glnat her through
narrowed black eyes.

'Uh-huh." She smiled back as her hair blew in algolcloud about her
tanned face. They had decided to try and find aiquadarly enchanting
valley that Jacques remembered, accessible ontypseback, and now, as
the horses picked their way carefully along theemdountain path with
steep gullys on both sides, she wondered how luisgould go on. Because
she couldn't change; she knew that now. She caydrrmarry again; it was
too big a step of trust—even with Jacques.

And then it happened. One moment they were drinkirige pure, clean air
laden with a thousand summer scents, the sky d deep blue above them
and the horses lazy and contented, and the newrtadl, Swisting snake

slithered across the path in front of them, sendiath horses demented.
Sandi felt herself begin to slip as her horse kane with a frantic neigh,

made one desperate clutch at its mane, and thehashgone, falling onto

the path for one brief second before the forceesffhll took her over the

edge of the gully towards the ravine a hundred he&iw.

Somehow her hands clutched at a small prickly tzutdw feet down from
the edge of the path as she fell, and althoughfedhéhe sharp thorns tear
into her flesh she hung on with all her might as shreamed Jacques's
name.

‘Sandi?'He was peering over the edge in the next momadtshe saw him
shut his eyes for an infinitesimal second at tightsof her clinging to the



bush which was the only vegetation for miles onttael granite rock where
nothing survived the heat of the day. 'Thank GoeefKstill. I'm coming.’

"You can't come down here—you'll fall; you'll bdléd,” she sobbed in
terror.

'I'm coming down. Just wait a moment.' His headuieared, and within
seconds loose pebbles and dust were falling infdse as he began to
descend towards her inch by precarious inch, usiagew small footholds
and slight indentations in the rock-face as he came

'Go back, Jacques; please go back. We'll bothleelikivou can go and get
help—

"You won't hold on much longer." She knew that, that thought of him
dying too was unbearable. 'Now, keep calm and dotxas | say," he said,
with a control that was formidable.

‘Jacques, the bush is beginning to loosen.' Skeaus&d in terror as it gave a
little, but in the next moment he had grabbed hestwhis flesh hard and
firm on hers.

'Let go. Let go of the bush now, Sandi, and | gét you up.'

'l can't." She was crying, almost hysterical witlarf and the pain in her
lacerated hands and the thought of trying to clupbthe sheer rock-face
with only a few niches in which to put her feet dteleding hands were too
much for her.

'‘Give me your other hand,' he said calmly, his @a@ttong and cool. 'Reach
out to me, Sandi.'

'l can't—I can't let go..." The bush shudderedrangied again as she clung
on, Jacques's hand holding her other wrist in@ajriron.

'If you don't let go it will take you with it. Lego, Sandi.’



'l can 't—I can't!'She had never known that fear such as she wasgesw
could exist. It was numbing her mind, her body dseg her mindless.

‘Then we'll both go together.’ The shock of hisdgdorought her out of the
hysteria, and as she raised her head to look bjprashe saw that he meant
it.

'Let go of me. Save yourself,’ she said faintlis jpointless us both dying.’

'l can't live without you, Sandi.' He spoke withaaty emotion, in contrast to
her breathless sobbing. 'l love you and you lovelméfe, in death, | want
to be with you. | can get us both out of this iiyioust me, Sandi. Do you?
Do you trust me?'

His face was blurred through the tears streamingndber face from a
combination of pain, panic and shock, but as shéii@ gripping her wrist
with steel fingers she knew this was real. This thasend, the ultimate, the
final challenge, and now it was here she wonde@d khe could have
hesitated for so long.

'Yes..." Her voice was a soft whisper through barg, and then she drew in
a deep breath as she reached out with her othel, kanwing they were
both dependent now on the kindness of God and thentain. 'Yes, | do
trust you, Jacques. | trust you absolutely.’

By the time they had inched their way to the pslitwly and painfully, they
were both drenched with their own sweat and smearddgrey dust and
blood from her bleeding hands. They lay for longiatés in each other's
arms without moving or speaking, their hearts paumtke sledgehammers
and their limbs like lead. And then a bronzed,ydivand turned her face
towards his and she saw that he was smiling, lés exarm as they devoured
her tear-stained face.

'l told Ann | was going to make you trust me whateit took," he murmured
softly. 'Can you remind me to watch what | sayhe tuture?’

'Oh, Jacques, | love you. | love you so much,'sshié shakily.



'‘And trust me?' he asked softly.
'‘And trust you,' she promised huskily.

‘Then you may kiss me.' He pulled her on top of,hwolding her very
tightly, and as her mouth sought his the kiss deegpend held. 'And you
will marry me?' he asked against her lips. 'Striaaylay?'

"Tomorrow, if you want," she agreed breathlessly.

'l don't know if | can wait that long," he said fity his voice filled with a
fierce exultation that stirred her heart. 'Oh, myd, my love. I'm going to
make it all up to you. You're going to be lovectliko woman has ever been
loved before, do you know that?"

'Yes..." She was laughing now, her heart and mied &t last from the

shackles of bitterness and pain. And then, as bangd his need of her
against her lips, his mouth taking hers with ackepassion, there was only
the blue sky above and the soaring mountains beyand two hearts

entwined and ready to continue down the road ef libgether at last for

eternity.



