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False pretenses. It was an auspicious and fatefyihbing-tossed into the
arms of Jerome Moncourt by a violent storm thathepethe flood gates to
Meg's own raging torment of desire and deceptiamn. Meg's visit to the
glorious south of France was an exercise in duplishe was undertaking a
charade for which she felt wretchedly guilty. Anef Iplans hadn't included
awakening to her own passionate needs with a chaetstranger who had
a well-practiced line of seduction. Especially giderome made it clear he
wanted all of her secrets...body and soul. And tl@atwasn't about to
disclose any of his own!



CHAPTER ONE
'It's the perfect solution. You can go in my place.

Margot Trant's airy remark was followed by a silkericat could have been
cut by a knife.

Meg Langtry cleared her throat. 'Let me get thiaight," she said slowly.
"You want me to go to the south of France next imarid stay at your
godmother's chateau, pretending to be you.' Sheeplagiving her stepsister
a long, steady look. Those are the basic eleménbe scenario?"

'Well, what's wrong with that?' Margot demandede Tdld bag wants

someone to keep her company for four weeks whitedgular slave has a
well-deserved break. As long as someone turns aimiclg to be Margot

Trant, what problem can there possibly be?'

'Oh, none of course,’ Meg returned with terribbmir. ‘'The fact that we don't
even look alike is quite immaterial.'

Margot shrugged. 'I'm blonde—you're brunette." §aee Meg's simply
styled fall of brown hair a disparaging look. Tlanh be easily fixed. As for
the rest—Tante's practically blind—that's why sheeds a companion.
You'll just be a blur.’

'‘Always my ultimate ambition," Meg murmured.

Margot leaned forward. 'Oh, come on, Meg." Her gasharpened. 'You
could do it easily. You'll have no job to worry aiboonce that grotty
second-hand bookshop you work for closes at theoérnlde week. And |
can't possibly get away. You must see that.’

'Why not?' Meg countered. 'l thought Parliaments&@oin the summer.
Surely Steven would give you leave.’

'Probably, if | asked him." Margot's pretty faceswsuddenly intense, 'But
he's just on the point of asking Corinne for a dieo | simply can't afford to
be away at this juncture.'



'l see," Meg murmured drily. However distastefug shight personally find
it, this was what her stepsister had been workingatds, ever since she'd
got the job as secretary to Steven Curtess MBjdheg back-bencher who
was being tipped for junior ministerial rank in thext government.

'‘And Godmother has no right to summon me like thigkt out of the blue,’
Margot went on petulantly. 'Good God, | haven'insker since | was nine.’

'l wondered why I'd never heard of her.'

Margot hunched a shoulder. 'She's my great-autuallz—Dad was her
favourite nephew, and | was named for her. So vadlrdhree of us called
Margaret,' she added triumphantly. ‘Isn't that eoment?’

'‘Amazing.’ Meg shook her head. 'But irrelevant. Valoli it be simpler just
to write and tell her that you can't get away?'

'No, it would be extremely stupid,” Margot snapp&the has no children,
and no other living relative as far as | know. Anchateau in the Languedoc
isn't to be sneezed at as an inheritance. It'sriatipe | keep on the right side
of her." She gave Meg a suddenly limpid smile. tidat you do, on my
behalf.’

'‘No way.' Meg bit her lip. 'Ethical consideraticamsde, we'd never get away
with it.'

'Of course we would. Margot Trant is sent for. Margrant, presumably,
turns up on the appointed day. And you're far bsttéed to running round
after some dreary old lady than I'd ever be. Kesstveet for me, and I'll be
eternally grateful.'

‘That's just the incentive | need, of course,' Magl levelly. She pushed
back her chair. "You're the total limit, Margot. Bour own dirty work.'

'Oh, are you going?' Margot inspected a fleck anfimgernail. 'l thought
the bookshop closed on Wednesdays.'

'It does. I'm spending the day with Nanny Turnerl asually do.'



'Of course, in that sweet little cottage of hersrslwould | say ours?’

There was a pause. Meg's eyes narrowed. 'Brydotiagéas Nanny's for
life," she said. 'My father made that clear befozalied.’

'Yes, but not in writing, sweetie. There's nothiegally binding. Oddly
enough, Mummy was looking into it all the other d@gme friends of hers,
the Nestors, are looking for a weekend place, aiyddhs would be ideal.’

Meg stared at her. 'You're not serious? Nanny adbed cottage.'

'l bet she does," Margot said acidly. 'lt's a \a@girable property.’

'‘But she'd have nowhere else to go.’

Margot's face was a mask of malice. 'There's alwsgsdstead House.
Mummy has friends on the Social Services Committeesure they could

pull a few strings.’

Meg drew a shaken breath. ‘It would kill her to ibea heme. She's
terrific—firing on all cylinders. She can look afteerself.’

‘Then the choice is yours." Margot spoke with cfodlity. 'Go to the
Languedoc in my place, and I'll persuade Mummy ithabuld be a betrayal
of your father's memory to turn Nanny out.’'

‘That would make a difference?' Meg asked wrily.

'Oh, yes, she was awfully fond of him, even if sh@n't go a bundle on
Nanny and her bossy ways," Margot said with inssma®. 'Besides, I'm the
blue-eyed girl at the moment, and | know | can taék round if | want.
Mummy's dying to have a son-in-law in the governtien

And to hell with Corinne Curtess and the childqergsumably, Meg thought
grimly.



'I'll even get her to put something in writing abdlanny's tenure if you get
through the month with Godmother none the wisegrddt wheedled. 'l
need your help, Meg. I've got to stay here and kleepressure on Steven.'

'If 1 do this," Meg said icily, 'it will be for Namy's sake—not to further your
affair with a married man.’

'Oh, don't be so bloody pompous.' Margot stretchedziriously. 'You'll be
getting a whole month abroad in France, all expepséd, at the height of
the season. What more could you want?'

She sent Meg a complacent smile. 'I'll even lend gy car to drive over to
Nanny's. You'll need to practise your driving foakce.'

Meg set her teeth. 'l haven't said I'm going yet.'

Margot's smile became almost cat-like. 'But yod,ghe said. 'Or poor old
Nanny becomes homeless. It's up to you.'

A fortnight later, Meg, much against her bettergechent, was on her way.

She'd intended to stick to her guns, but seeingidmrner bustling round
her cosy home, happily oblivious to the threat pdobg Iris Langtry's
friends, had made her rethink her position.

Iris herself was not too pleased with the barghat had been struck, but
accepted it grudgingly.

'Margot deserves a chance of happiness,' she sigireti Steven is such a
fine man. His wife's one of these vatgmestiovomen, | understand. He
needs someone to work alongside him, and boogtdtitscal career.’

If that was how he saw Margot, it was little wonttee country was in such
a hell of a state, Meg thought uncharitably, as sta@e her unwilling
preparations for the trip. Certainly no one couwrehave described her
stepsister as ‘domestic’. She could barely boikrvat



One unexpected bonus was the acquisition of sonveclwehes, which Iris
insisted on paying for.

"You're supposed to be my daughter,’ she cut 8fegts protests. 'You can't
go looking as if you've dressed at War on Want.'

The new hair colour, too, had been an unexpectedess. Meg's own
natural shade had been softened to a dark blondesubtly highlighted.

She was almost too busy to mourn properly oveclibgure of the bookshop
where she'd worked for the past eighteen monthiewimg the proprietor's
retirement, or to worry about where she'd work onee French escapade
was safely behind her. For the moment, she hadgénmoblems to contend
with.

To her surprise, her employer, Mr Otway, had nodajgalovingly over her
trip. 'Ah, the Languedoc. Land of the troubadoéusd of the Cathars," he
added.

‘Cathars?' Meg questioned.

'Religious sect in medieval times. Believed ab Nfas basically evil, and a
constant search for the light. Condemned, natuyray heretics by the
established church who launched the Albigensiars&te against them.’

Mr Otway sniffed. 'Not just a holy war, of courséhe whole of the
Languedoc was made up of rich states, independeheding of France.
He hated Raymond of Toulouse, the greatest ofdbéhern lords, envied
him his wealth, and the beauty and culture of sennthife. Decided to use
the Cathars as an excuse to move against him,rabchgs possessions, all
in the name of religion.

'‘But you'll love the Languedoc,” he went on moreeafully. 'lt's a
passionate land—a place of extreme contrasts. Waughter, and bitter
tears. Faithful love and implacable hatred." Hespdu 'Fierce sun and
violent storms. The full force of nature unleashefd grinned maliciously
at the look of apprehension on Meg's face. 'It dallyou good,' he said with
severity. 'Shake you out of a rut you're far toangto occupy.'



'‘But I've been happy,' Meg protested.

'‘No, you've been content—a very different thingt Bguarantee, child, you

won't be the same person when you return from #mguedoc.' He gave a
dry chuckle. 'No, not the same person at all.' &téd her on the shoulder. 'l
predict you'll never settle for mere contentmergiagAnd drink "a beaker

full of the warm south" for me," he added.

'Warm south' was putting it mildly, Meg thought,sie sat in a traffic jam
outside Toulouse airport, feeling the perspiratiockling down between
her breasts.

The car she'd hired was like an oven already, hadvwas only at the start of
her journey to Haut Arignac. She'd arrived in Featwo days earlier than
she was actually expected, with the intention ahgmsome sightseeing
before joining the De Brissot household as Madane'se de compagnie.

It would also give her a chance to practise hené¢lreShe'd been the star
pupil at school, and gone on to improve her flueacgvening classes. But
there'd be no opportunity to try out her skilllz Chateau Haut Arignac, as
Margaret de Brissot had been told during the piiekany correspondence
that 'Margot' spoke no French.

'Quite useful really," her stepsister had commenpféthndedly when Meg
protested at the arbitrary decision. 'If anyonesaskkward questions, you
can just play dumb.’

'l don't want to play anything," Meg said bitterly.

She felt wretchedly guilty about the charade she wadertaking. She was
setting out to deceive an elderly, nearly blind vamynand for what? To
further her stepsister's ruthless determinationbteak up her lover's
marriage. And to hurt some unknown and presumatyspecting woman
and her children along the way.



Even the knowledge that Nanny's occupancy of Brgddattage would be
secure couldn't alleviate her profound misgivinigsid the whole affair, and
her unwilling role in it. Damn Margot and her satdiffair, she thought,
drumming her fingers on the steering-wheel.

Then, as if a drain had been unblocked somewheeetraffic moved off,

and Meg realised she was on her way. She procestied certain amount
of care, at first, accustoming herself to the unfiamroad conditions, as
well as the novelty of having a vehicle totallyhsr own disposal. But it
didn't take her long to realise she was on goodsoaith far less volume of
traffic to contend with than in England, and shgdreto relax.

The sky above her was brilliant blue, but as slovelreast she could see
clouds building over the high ground in the fartanee, fluffy and
unthreatening at first, but increasing in mass dadsity with alarming
suddenness.

By the time she stopped to buy food for lunch, shies were a lowering
grey, and she cast an anxious glance upwards asathe her way back to
the car fromthe alimentationwith her baguette, sliced ham, demi-kilo of
peaches and sedate bottle of mineral water.

She'd planned to have a picnic in some quiet §a'd deliberately chosen
a route away from the main thoroughfares, so thateould travel at her
own pace—discover, she hoped, the real France.

Now it looked as if she might be about to discaa@ne real French weather
as well, although it was still very warm, if notwdoright clammy, and those
threatening clouds might yet blow over.

But as a smattering of rain hit the windscreen dbeded reluctantly to
shelve her plans for an alfresco meal, and conatentn finding somewhere
to stay that night. A helpful girl at theyndicat d'initiativein the last town

she'd passed through had recommended a smiadirgeat the head of the
Gorge du Beron, and even marked it on Meg's map.

She found herself following a winding road into @ley flanked by steep
rocky banks which soon grew high enough to calhtbelves cliffs. The



road ran alongside a river, relatively shallow, thasving fast over its stony
gravel bed. Presumably this was the Beron, at whosece she would find
theauberge.

And the sooner the better, she thought with dismaymore water arrived
suddenly, descending like an impenetrable curtamfthe sky, its arrival
announced by a flash of lightning and a resoungimghinous crack of
thunder.

Meg swore under her breath, turning her windscreigers full on, but it
was wasted effort. They couldn't cope with the slfeece of the rain
flinging itself at the car. And she dared not drblend on such a tortuous
road, she thought, applying her brakes and ealsengdr as close as possible
to the side of the road where the rocky overhaegeel to offer a degree of
shelter.

Who could have expected such a change in the wéasite wondered
dispiritedly, although Mr Otway had warned her ttfa@seorageswere
common in the Languedoc, and it was safer to staye's vehicle than risk
being struck by lightning.

She felt cold suddenly, and reached for a jackenfthe rear seat, pulling it
round her shoulders with a slight grimace. A glaatcthe river sent another
chill through her. It was rising alarmingly rapidiyhe gravel banks almost
covered now, and the water lapping greedily atside of the road itself,

already awash in several places.

Not a good place to have stopped, after all, shksezl in dismay. But she
had to stay where she was now, until the rain eadi¢tie at least. The storm
was directly overhead now, thunder and lightningcuoing almost
simultaneously. Meg felt as if she was peering ugloa wall of water.
Maybe it would have been better to have arrivedhenappointed day, and
been met at the airport as Madame de Brissot higohally suggested.

Or would it? That was the straightforward—the selescourse of action
she'd been following for most of her life.



Don't be so boring, she chastised herself mentéflyere's your spirit of
adventure? The car rocked suddenly as if caugatviolent gust of wind,
and Meg shivered in spite of herself, then crietioudear as her driver's
door was wrenched open, filling the car with cald¢dden air.

For a dazed instant she thought the storm itse#f reaponsible, then she
saw the dark, caped figure framed in the doorwgsirgy in at her, and
shrank back in her seat. She wanted to screanhdswocal cords seemed
paralysed with fright.

'‘Are you quite mad?' His voice was low-pitched raitt, and almost molten
with rage. 'Do you want to be killed? Move this naw—at once.’

No spirit conjured up by the storm, but an all knmman and angry male. He
spoke in French and Meg replied automatically i shme language, her
heart thumping violently in mingled alarm and r&lie

'What gives you the right to order me about?’

‘The right of someone who obviously knows this doubetter than you,'
was the crushing retort. 'lt isn't safe to parkemal rockface in conditions
like this, you little fool. There are often langsi Your car could be buried,
and you with it. So move. Quickly.’

However unpleasant he might be, he seemed to krioat lae was talking
about, Meg realised uneasily. Perhaps she'd dotaeltcept his arrogant
and unwelcome advice.

'Where do you suggest | park, then?' she askedlycol

‘There is a safer place two hundred metres fudheFollow my car, and |
will show you. And hurry," he added grimly.

Her door slammed shut again, and he disappearedorent later, Meg
saw the dim shape of a car overtake hers and dwalé slistance ahead of
her, hazard lights blinking. Reluctantly, she tailee key in the ignition,
but instead of the usual reassuring purr into flien the engine she was
greeted with a profound and ominous silence.



Oh, no, Meg groaned inwardly, and tried again. Agdin. But the wretched
engine stubbornly refused to fire.

'What's the matter now?' Her caped crusader, higpde apparently
operating perfectly on all cylinders, reappearesidesher.

'What does it look like, you prat? The blasted wan't start,’” Meg flung
back at him in a savage undertone, while she sedrfdr the appropriate
and slightly more diplomatic phraseology in French.

'So you are English?' he remarked, switching déssty to her language. 'l
should have guessed.’

His tone bit with contempt, and Meg stiffened imayance. Of course, he
would have to be bilingual she thought, feelinghfacolour rise in her
cheeks at the memory of her schoolgirl rudeness.

'What's the problem with the car?' he continueds'it given trouble
before?'

'It's hardly had the chance,' she said wearibynly rented it today. But now
the engine's dead. | suppose some water's gottioplugs, or the
carburettor.’

He muttered something under his breath which Megemot to hear.

‘Leave it here, then,' he ordered peremptorilysimgi his voice above the
crashing of the rain, 'and come with me.’

'l can't just abandon the thing,' Meg protestedidesn't belong to me. And
besides ..." she hesitated '... | don't know yomfAdam.'

'Sit here much longemademoiselleand you may make the acquaintance of
the original Adam— in Paradise.' His tone was aaustou have more to
fear, 1 promise, by remaining where you are thasmfraccepting my
assistance, such as itis.'



He paused. 'And rape, be assured, is the last ttingy mind in these
conditions. Now get out of the car before we bathwah.’

Meg obeyed unwillingly, flinching as the water sedkup through the thin
soles of her sandals. Reaching his car was goibg tike fording the river
itself. She'd be drenched before she'd gone a eoaplmetres. She
wondered glumly what Madame de Brissot's reactionld/be if her new
companion arrived at Haut Arignac with double pnenia.

There was a swift impatient sigh beside her, ardfend herself suddenly
enveloped in his cape, held with disturbing forgaiast his body under its
voluminous folds, as she was half led, half carteethe other vehicle. Her
nostrils were assailed by a tingling aroma of wari®an wool, coupled with

the individual and very masculine scent of his skine was aware too of the
tang of some expensive cologne.

‘Thank you,' she gasped with irony, as she wasstheithout particular
ceremony into the passenger seat.

'Pas du tout he returned. 'Now let's get out of here. Itwaals been a
danger spot.’

Even as he spoke, Meg heard a sound like a lowngfolblowed by a strange
rushing noise. She craned her neck, staring baek dioe gorge, and saw,
with horrified disbelief, a tree come sliding dowroots first, from the
heights above, and land with a sickening crashhenrbof of her little
Renault. It was followed by a deluge of earth atwheas, bouncing off the
bodywork on to the road, like a series of miniatexelosions. A few even
reached the other car, where they both sat stuameédnmobile.

The silence which followed was deafening by congmari And, as if finally
satisfied with its efforts, the rain began to eaffe



CHAPTERTWO

MEG's companion was the first to move, to break theqamoél hush.
He said quietly;Et voila,'and shrugged.

'Oh, God,' Meg breathed almost inaudibly. 'Oh, deed.'

The driver's side had sustained the most damagegsitised numbly. The
crumpled roof was practically resting on the saat the windscreen had
been shattered by a large branch.

And up to a moment ago she'd been sitting thereht-tlgere. If he hadn't
come along when he did—made her get out... Her mlogkd off in shock,
refusing to contemplate the undoubted consequeBbedtried to speak—to
thank him properly this time, and instead, to lerse, burst into tears.

He muttered something else under his breath, tinamg into the seat
beside her, flinging the discarded cape into thekbaf the car, before
reaching into the glove compartment for a packetissfues and a silver
flask.

'Here,' he said curtly, unscrewing the flask's géop'Drink this.'

It was cognac. She gasped, and choked, feelingpii spread like fire
through her cold and shaking body. She dabbed dbe with a tissue. 'My
car,' she whispered. 'My car.'

"You insured the car when you hired it," he remthter. ‘It can easily be
replaced. But not so your life.’

'‘No." She shuddered uncontrollably, then lifted tlask again, taking a
fierce, searing swallow, fighting back the remagntears, and feeling the
trembling dissipate slowly.

'l think you have had enough.' There was a faintesm his voice as he
gently detached the flask from her grasp.



When she was sure she was in control of her veioe,said, 'All—all my
things were in the boot. I—I know it's silly to nin.'

'I'll get them.' He took the Renault's keys from teresisting fingers.
'‘No." Meg grabbed at his arm. 'Leave them, pleasa't risk it..."

'It's all right." His voice was gentler. He pointbdck towards the wreck.
'See, the boot was hardly touched.'

'‘But there might be another landslide.' There veitelightning flashes in
the overcast sky, and thunder was grumbling ardantthe distance like
some outraged but unseen giant. Meg could visuatisee rocks, raining
down on him, crushing him like the Renault.

She found she was looking at him, seeing him pigger the first time in
the sullen light which penetrated the car. She kinatvhe was tall, and she'd
had first-hand experience of the whipcord strergjthis body during that
headlong dash from the Renault, but that was tkenexf it. Now she saw
that he was quite young—not more than the earlgtiési at a guess,
although she was no judge of such things. She dasttha mass of unruly
black hair, and a thin olive-skinned face, thedilné nose, mouth and chin
strongly, even arrogantly marked. And dark fath@wsleyes under heavy
lids.

'l think the worst is past." He shrugged again.dtéated a smile at her.
'‘Besides, | lead a charmed life.'

She could believe it. Nevertheless, she sat rigstigring ahead of her, not
daring to look back, waiting for the clatter ofliiafy stones and the cry of
agony which seemed inevitable. But there was ngtbutt the rush of the

water in the swollen river, and somewhere neahbyshrill song of a bird

announcing that the storm was over.

It occurred to her that he was taking a long tifike turned her head,
peering back, and saw him standing at the redreoRenault, very still, as if
he'd been turned into a rock or a tree himself.



Maybe the boot was jammed, and he couldn't opeshé,thought. But it

seemed she was wrong, because almost at once thedheack towards the
Citroen he was driving, striding out with a travelg in each hand. She
heard them thud as he transferred them to his @eh b

When he rejoined her, he looked preoccupied, lus/ddrawn together in a
frown. She sensed a tension in him that she'd et laware of before, as if
he was angry about something, and trying to hide it

Perhaps he'd only just realised that his act ofagaly had saddled him
temporarily, at least, with an unwanted passenijimg thought with a
certain compunction. Well, she could hardly blanma for resenting the
disruption of his journey. Now it was her turn &assure him.

She drew a careful breath. 'You've been very ksitg' said, 'and | hate to
impose on you further, but | do need a lift to theberge du Source du
Beron. | can get a room there—arrange somethingtabe car too, with
any luck.'

He seemed deep in thought, but at her words hedunis head and looked
at her.

You have a reservation at taaberg®' He sounded surprised.

'Well, no," she admitted. 'But it's where | wasdieg before the storm. It's
been recommended to me.’

'It's very popular with tourists. You'd have donellvto book in advance, |
think." His frown deepened. 'You have no alterreaplan?’

‘Nothing definite," Meg returned. She could haraék him to drive her all
the way to Haut Arignac, she thought. The accidead been a severe
set-back, admittedly, but she was still reluctantitrive at the chateau a
minute before she had to. She summoned up a ghastaile. 'I'll just have
to risk there being a room.’

He gave her another long look. He said softly,isltnot always wise,
mademoisellgto take risks— so far away from home.'



These was an odd note in his voice, an undertomafing—even menace,
she thought, a fairtissonof alarm uncurling down the length of her spine.
Or was it just the shock she'd suffered playingk&iwith her imagination?

It had to be that, because suddenly he smiled ratcharm softening the
autocratic firmness of his mouth, and dancing sdyies.

He wasn't exactly handsome, Meg thought, blinkingeax the onslaught,
but, dear God, he was frighteningly attractive. kil of man she'd never
thought to meet. And she would be so glad to gdteaubergeand see the
last of him, because, the spirit of adventure nibistanding, some
unsuspected female instinct told her that this nepnesented more danger
than any landslide she might encounter.

She saw his smile twist slightly, as if he'd gudgbe tenor of her thoughts,
and was amused by them. He said soflg,avantLet's go.' And started the
car.

It was not a pleasant journey, although it haddpraining and the storm
had rumbled its way into some far distance, allgnarnwatery sun to make
an apologetic appearance.

Her companion was quiet, Meg found, if not positaciturn, but that was
probably because he had to concentrate so hardivangd It was perilous
stuff. The road was littered with fallen debrisdaseveral times they even
had to stop the car to move rocks and tree bramnehéh were actually
blocking the road.

'Is it always as bad as this?' she asked, as he lsack to the car, dusting his
hands on his jeans.

'l have known worse.' He glanced sideways at hbeagstarted the car. 'It
has been alarming, your introduction to France?'

'How did you know that? That it's my first time 8@ Meg pulled a face.
'From my bad French, | suppose.’



He shrugged. 'It was just a guess. | didn't knoat dll. And your French is
very good,' he added drily. 'Remarkably so.'

'Why do you say that?'

'‘Because so many of your countrymen do not botliér our language,’ he
said, after a slight pause. 'They assume thaeyf #ihout loudly enough and
slowly enough we will understand them.’

Meg gave a rueful nod. She'd heard much the saone lier night-school
teacher, a Frenchwoman married to a Brit. 'l thitskto do with being an
island race, and not feeling part of Europe. Mayiegs will improve once
the Channel Tunnel is open.’

'Perhaps.’

There was a further silence. He drove well, Megigid, using the powerful
capacity of the car without flourish, the lean browands in effortless
control of the wheel.

He was simply dressed, but his denim jeans boresgder label, and the
plain white shirt, its cuffs turned back to revealewy forearms, had an
expensive silky sheen. His only adornment was ssidagold wristwatch
with a brown leather strap.

It was difficult to know what to make of him, Melgaught, observing him
under her lashes. He didn't slot into any obvicategory, either social or
professional. But then, she was no expert, shendasdi herself wrily. Her
experience of men was minimal, unless you countedObvay, or Tim
Hansby who collected books on military history, avttb'd invited her once
to London with him, on a visit to the Imperial Wduseum.

Meg had enjoyed the museum more than she'd angdplaut Tim, devoted
only son of a widowed mother, would never be mbaata casual friend. He
still lived at home, and Meg pitied any girl whoght fall in love with him,
because Mrs Hansby was grimly determined to prestey status quo.



Whereas her companion today didn't look as if helccde tied to any
woman's apron strings. But appearances could beptee. He might well
have a shrewd-eyed wife, and a brood of childrad,tanight, over dinner,
he'd tell them how he'd rescued a lone Englishigbdrom the storm,
making it amusing—minimising their narrow escape.

And later, his wife would ask when they were aloN&hat was she
like—this English girl?" and he'd smile and saydi@ary—I barely noticed
her...'

As he glanced towards her, Meg realised she'd atloavtiny sigh to escape
her, and hurried into speech.

'Is it much further to thauberge?'
'‘About a kilometre. Do you find the journey tediBus

'Oh, no," she denied hurriedly. ‘But | realise thati must have things to
do—other plans. | feel I'm being a nuisance.'

You are wrong. It is my pleasure to do this fouyBesides, by taking this
road, | pass thaubergeanyway, so it works out well for us both.' He palise
again. 'My name is Jerome Moncourt,' he added avittuch of formality.
'‘May | know yours in return?'

Her lips parted to say Meg Langtry, but she hesitathe words unspoken.
She'd come here to be Margot, after all, she thoggiitily, and she'd
almost forgotten. But, she supposed, the deceptointo start somewhere.
So why not practise her new identity on this steafigAfter all, she was
never going to see him again. Yet, at the same simewas reluctant to tell
a downright lie. I'm not the stuff conspirators amade from, she thought
with a stifled sigh.

She forced a smile. 'Let's just say—Margueriteg’ ®mporised. It was a
half-truth, after all, and, with luck, it might ladl she'd need.

‘The name of a flower," he said softly. ‘And ofaanbus French queen.
You've heard, perhaps of La Reine Margot who was Iarguerite de



Valois and married Henri of Navarre? She held catiflerac in Gascony,
and was one of the famous beauties of her agew@bavhat they used to
call une dame galante.’

'Meaning?' Meg had moved with slight restivenessnwishe heard the
name. Margot, she thought. Of course, it wouldSiee couldn't get away
from it.

Jerome Moncourt shrugged again. That she enjoyed
adventures—particularly with men other than herblansl,’ he returned.
'Her affaireswere notorious.'

‘Then she couldn't have been very happy with tlesrHof Navarre.'

He laughed. 'Oh, he was not faultless, either. Mdiat is why he is one of
the kings that France remembers with affectidn.vrai brave homme.'

'‘And of course in those days all marriages weraenged,” Meg said
thoughtfully. 'l suppose they could be forgiyen $tmaying if they were tied
to someone they didn't care about.’

'‘But what if the marriage had been for this thirgaall love?' His voice was
cynical.

‘Then there'd have been no excuse,’ Meg said firmly

'l am surprised to hear you say so.’'

'Why?' Meg found herself bristling slightly.

Jerome Moncourt hesitated momentarily, then lifted shoulder.
'‘Oh—because that is no longer a fashionable pdiviteav. Easy marriage,

easy divorce. That is the modern creed.

Meg shook her head. 'l don't believe that,' she. sBivorce is never easy.
Someone's always hurt—left behind, especially wthere are children.’



He flicked her a swift sideways glance. 'l did eapect to meet with an
idealist.'

'‘But then," Meg said sedately, 'you didn't expecheet me at all.’

'No?' He was smiling again. She felt his charm holer like a caressing
hand. "You don't think it was fate rather than sth@em which brought us
together?

Meg, uneasily aware of an unfamiliar trembling lve it of her stomach,
managed a laugh. 'I'm Englisimonsieur.l tend to blame the weather for
everything.'

He laughed too. 'And in Franceademoiselleywe say that the marguerite
always turns to the sun. Remember that.' He pal/sed there just ahead of
us is theauberge.'

A sudden surge of disappointment rose up inside dret was ruthlessly
crushed. Was she out of her mind, letting a core@einger get to her like
this? He'd rescued her, and she'd always be grébefinat, but she wasn't
even sure she liked him, for heaven's sake. Heamasnknown quantity,
and she had enough problems ahead of her with&urigtdim into the

reckoning.

It was probably second nature to him to flirt watbery girl he came across,
she thought. She just wasn't used to his kind af,rmoaany other for that
matter.

The Auberge du Source du Beron was a comfortalstdliag building,
probably a converted farmhouse, set at the rean @nclosed courtyard.

Jerome Moncourt drove under an arched gatewaytlh@aourtyard, and
stopped. Meg straightened her shoulders, and heidachand, with a
determined Smile. 'Well, thank you again, and ggedb

'You are very eager to be rid of me," he commentéxi mouth twisting
sardonically.



'Oh, it's not that," she said hurriedly. '‘But faken up too much of your time
already.’

"You must allow me to judge for myself." Jerome aurt left the car, and
walked round to the passenger door to assist Medigbt. 'Go and see if
they have a room,' he directed, smiling faintlyvill bring your cases."

Wide glass doors flanked by tubs of brilliant floaswepened on to a tiled
reception area, where thgatronne gave Meg a pleasant if harassed
welcome.

Yes, there was a room, which she would be hapmhtovmademoiselle,
but there was also a problem. Because of that'destdrm, there was no
electricity. Until the supply could be restorecgria would only be lamps or
candles. As for the dining-roommadamenade a gesture of despair.

‘That doesn't matter,” Jerome Moncourt said overg'8leshoulder.
'Mademoisellas dining with me.’

Meg felt sudden swift colour invade her face, madame,putting her
troubles aside for a moment, lifted her eyebrows roguish and wholly
approving assessment of the situation in genemlJanome Moncourt in
particular. She then became brisk agaimdinsieuwould be so good as to
transport the luggage tnademoiselle'soom— Millot, whose task this was,
being totally engaged in filling lamps—she wouldfbeever grateful.

'‘D'accord.'Jerome smiled at her. 'But first | must ask if skem spared the
telephone. We need to report an accident."

The phone system apparently was in full workingeorderome lifted an
eyebrow at Meg. 'Do you wish me to contact the @uities—deal with the
formalities for you? It would perhaps be easier,nmatter how good your
French...'

Meg said a shy 'Thank you' and allowaeddaméo conduct her up the wide
wooden staircase to a room at the back. The ceniag low, and the floor
uneven, but the furniture gleamed with polish, grelwide bed was made
up with snowy linen and a duvet like a drift of¢tledown. In one corner, a



door opened on to an immaculate shower-room habdiger than a
cupboard.

The small square window set deep in the thick stwak stood open to
admit the return of the sun, and the air, stilllcafter the rain, was heavy
with the scent of lavender. Meg drew one deep e¢areg breathMadame
gave a satisfied nod, and returned to her dutiesgtairs, closing the door
behind her.

Meg stayed at the window. It had been quite a dayg it wasn't over
yet—unless, of course, she wanted it to be. Andasdsan't sure how she felt
about that.

Things like this don't happen to me, she thoughh wewilderment. But
then I'm not myself any more. I'm supposed to begdta Perhaps I've taken
over her life as well as her name. But can | caroy§f?

She heard the door open, and Jerome enter withlubgage. Her heart
began to thud, and her mouth went dry.

'‘Another car will be delivered to you in the momyirhe said, hoisting her
cases on to the slatted wooden rack provided &opthpose. "You will have

to complete an accident report, but you have navagess, so there should
be no difficulty.’

She kept her back towards him, moistening her Wik the tip of her
tongue. 'l—I'm very grateful.'

‘Grateful enough to be my guest at dinner tonigh&€?was standing behind
her, so close that she could feel the warmth frasrbbdy.

She stared at the view as if she was trying to msaat. Behind the
auberges small walled garden, the ground rose sharphywak a wild and
rocky landscape, studded with clumps of trees.réast, presumably from
some underground spring, had forced itself betwwemn of the largest
boulders, splashing down in a miniature waterflpassage marked by the
sombre green of ferns.



‘The source of the Beron," Jerome said at her dbaubhe nodded jerkily,
and after a pause he said, "You do not, of courage to accept my
invitation.'

She knew that. Knew, too, that it would be safer-emsafer to refuse
politely, and, with sudden exhilaration, that slae no such intention.

As she turned to answer him, she caught a glimpisis oeflection in one of
the window- panes, his face dark and watchful,nmdgith grimly set. She
gasped, and her head came round sharply. But it mawe been some trick
of the light, be



cause he looked back at her casually, even witi ganusement.

He said softly, 'Put me out of my misery, MargwerMay | return for you
here at eight?’

She said, 'Yes-I'd like that.'

And wondered, once she was alone, whether thateedly true.



CHAPTER THREE

MEG took a long, luxurious shower, then spent somesidenable time
deciding what to wear that evening. In the endfstegl on a simple honey-
coloured cotton dress in a full-skirted wrap-arostde. She fastened gold
hoops into her ears, and sprayed on some of heufi® Nina Ricci scent.

She studied her appearance frowningly in the chewator, from the
shining tumble of hair, framing a slightly flushéace, and hazel eyes
strangely wider and brighter than usual, down to siender feet in the
strappy bronze sandals, then shook her head.

| feel |like the old woman in the nursery rhyme, she
thought—'Lawks-a-mercy, this be none of I.'

It was daunting to realise that if Jerome Moncdad come strolling into
Mr Otway's bookshop during the past eighteen maoméhsrobably wouldn't
have given her a second look. She still wasn't etmeshe'd agreed to have
dinner with him. It wasn't the wisest move she'drawnade. After all, she
knew nothing about him but his name, and that caudll be an invention.

Oh, stop being paranoid, she admonished hersektiengly. Just because
you're playing a part, it doesn't mean everyoneisloo. And she could not
deny that he'd fallen over himself to be helpfult there could well be
another side to him, she thought, remembering timterving, frozen

glimpse she'd caught of his reflection, and thaeomoment, earlier in the
day, when she'd felt his anger in the car reachooer like a tangible thing.

Perhaps he was one of those people whose moodgezhanseconds, or,
more likely, maybe she was just imagining thinggust don't know any
more, she thought, turning away from the mirrort Be invitation had been
made inmadames presence which seemed to suggest it was abovd-boa
And at least she wouldn't dine alone on her fivetineng in the Languedoc.
She felt a swift glow of excitement.

She caught up her bag, and the book on the hisfatye Cathars that Mr
Otway had given her on parting, and went downstairgait for him. In
Receptionmadamevas conducting a full- blooded argument by teleho



illustrated by gestures, with some hapless reptatea of the electricity
company, but she smiled at Meg and motioned heayotahrough to the
courtyard.

The sun was back in full force, bathing the whaleaain syrupy golden
light, and Meg sat at one of the small wrought-itables which had been
placed outside, sippingpastis,and reading.

It was difficult to comprehend on this beautiful eeing, and rather
depressing too, that the Cathars had believed tidwo be the devil's
creation, and man and all his works intrinsicalyl.eTo escape damnation
they had pursued a strict regime of prayer andiradste, including
vegetarianism, and the leaders of the cult, knosvtha Perfect Ones, also
advocated celibacy in marriage.

Presumably the majority of their followers had ded to be not quite so
perfect, otherwise Catharism would have died ou&igeneration, Meg
thought.

From a modern viewpoint, their creed seemed edcemather than
dangerous, yet armies had been sent to wipe thigitmedface of the earth. A
bit like taking a sledgehammer to swat a fly.

Probably, as Mr Otway had said, it was greed ferribhes of the South
which had sent the Crusaders south, ravaging tieyards and looting the
cities, and religion was just the excuse.

She knew, before his shadow fell across the opee,phat Jerome had
arrived. She'd become aware of the stir at the@dg tables, of the raised
eyebrows and murmured asides as women turnedhbads to watch him
cross the courtyard.

'‘Bonsoir.' This evening, he was wearing well-cut cream troussnd a
chestnut-brown shirt, open at the neck, while tla@enof dark hair had been
controlled, but not tamed.

Perhaps that was a clue to his personality, shedftxerself thinking as she
shyly returned his smile of greeting. That under éixpensive clothes and



civilised manners there was a streak of wildnessting to explode. She
wondered if he was an artist, perhaps. If so, he avaery successful one.
The watch, the car, everything about him spelletdsetious money.

If he'd noticed the interest his arrival had cayusedgave no sign of it, as he
pulled out a chair and sat down, signalling to llbgering waiter to bring
him a drink. She approved of his seeming un- awes®rof his own
attraction. And he wasn't just attractive, eitideg acknowledged wrily.
For the first time in her life, she'd encounterethan who possessed a
powerful sexual charisma that transcended ordigagd looks, and she
wasn't sure how to deal with it.

"You looked very serious just now," he observedjragiwater to higpastis.
"You are not suffering from delayed shock, | hope?'

Meg shook her head, wrinkling her nose slightlyctifally | was thinking
about man's inhumanity to man.’

‘A sad thought for such an evening.' He glancetieatbook, his brows
lifting. 'Land of the Catharshe read aloud. 'You are interested in the hystor
of the Languedoc?' he asked, sounding genuinepyrised.

'Why not?' Meg lifted her chin. Just because stieldyed leaving her car at
his command, it didn't make her a complete idiog thought crossly.

He looked at her for a long moment, the expressiomhe dark eyes
unreadable, then he shrugged. 'As you say—why het&§reed. 'You are a
creature of surprises, Marguerite.'

‘Not just me," she reminded him, feeling oddly dsfee. 'Neither of us
knows the least thing about the other.’

'So tonight,’ he said softly, 'will be a journeydi$coveryhein?'

She bit her lip. That had altogether too intimatag, she thought uneasily.
And his dark gaze had begun its journey alreadgvelting in silent
appraisal down from her face to the rounded cuo¥éer breasts under the
cling of the cross-over bodice.



Meg, about to draw a deep, indignant breath, cleetke impulse. It would
have totally the wrong effect in the circumstancdg told herself tersely.
Perhaps Monsieur Moncourt was completalyfait with the effect he had
on women, after all, she thought with angry derisand was confident of
an easy seduction. Payment, maybe, for helpinguteiVell, don't count on
a thing, she assured him in grim silence.

This was the kind of game that Margot would enjskie realised. A
sophisticated advance and retreat, spiced withakesppromise and sexual
innuendo, from which at the end she would walk av@ynot, as she chose.

And perhaps, just for one evening, it would do @aonito play the game
herself—or at least learn some of its rules. Mayiie is my day for living
dangerously, she thought.

Jerome Moncourt finished his drink and glancedestdmpty glass. 'Shall
we go?' he said. 'l hope your adventure today hva&s gyou an appetite?

'My first experience of French cooking.' Meg smiletyhtly as she pushed
her chair back. 'l can't wait.’

The sun was beginning to set in a blaze of crinesothey drove out of the
valley.

'Oh, how wonderful." Meg craned her neck. 'lt'sngoto be a fine day
tomorrow.'

He smiled. 'No more storms," he said teasingly,slredshuddered.

'l hope not.'

"You were unlucky,' he said. 'lt is more usualtfe storms to come at night.
Sometimes as you drive you see the lightning ptayound the hills, like a
gigantic silent spotlight. We call it trexlairs de chaleurThen suddenly a
fork will streak to the ground, and the world goesd. As you saw.'

'l did," she said ruefully. 'Don't you have any tiggnform of son et lumiere
for the tourists?'



'Perhaps the dawn would suit you better," he Skt trace of pure clear
light in the sky that drowns the stars, beforeghe even lifts its head over
the horizon.'

"You sound like a poet,' Meg said, stealing a saeaglance. 'Is that what
you are?'

He laughed. 'No, | regret, nothing so romantidalgh my grandfather was
deeply interested in the poetry of the region—ibregs of the troubadours
and those that followed.’

'Did he write himself?"

Jerome shook his head. 'He lived on the landhras.which belonged to his
family. Grew his own vines. Adopted the simple.life

'It sounds—good.’

'l think it was, for a time. Unhappily, even thengie life can become
complicated, and eventually he returned to Paris.'

'‘And do you—Ilead the simple life too?'

'When | can.' He slanted a smile at her. 'But rmbgie time I'm an architect.
| used to work in Paris, but our business expargiete remarkably, and
now | am based in Toulouse.'

'‘Back to your roots.'

'As you say. | work mainly as a consultant, adgsan the preservation and
restoration of old buildings—houses, usually, whidve been allowed to
become derelict during the drift from the land e tities, but which are
now in demand again.'

‘Actually, I think that's quite as romantic as pgetMeqg said thoughtfully.
'Repairing the fabric of history.’



His smile widened. 'And actually | agree with ybut | don't tell my clients,
or they would expect me to work for love and natrfmney.'

'‘Are you working on a project at the moment?’

'In a way, although I'm officially on leave.' Haddit seem to want to enlarge
on the subject, so Meg left it there.

'Do you miss Paris?' she asked, after a pause.

He shook his head. 'l wouldn't miss any city,' &ie flatly. 'My family chose
to live there. | did not.'

'Were they from this part of the country origin&lly

'Yes. Our roots have always been here. My grandfatias the first to move
away completely, in fact.'

'Was he never tempted to return?'

Jerome shrugged. 'My grandmother was a Parisiehaeesaid tonelessly.
'She had no taste for the country.’

'‘But you've come back.'
'Yes," he said. 'To the country of my heart. Trecplwhere | belong.’

It must be good to have such certainty, Meg thougtiter wistfully. She
wasn't sure where she stood in the scheme of th8tgsstill lived at her late
father's house, but it had been totally transfortodds Langtry's taste, and
Meg felt like an outsider there most of the timadAshe no longer had a job
to hold her. So, she supposed, the world was h&eoypow. Maybe it was
time she found where she belonged. Put down soots ob her own.

In the meantime, she was beginning to wonder witnergwere going. She'd
presumed he was taking her to some local restawrdaate the electricity
was still functioning, but they were still travalj purposefully, the Citroen



eating up the kilometres. She wished she'd beechivgf the signposts, so
that she could have followed their route on the stahad in her bag.

"You would like some music?' He seemed to havecedtiher slight
restiveness.

'‘No," she denied quickly. 'l like to watch the segn and talk. But you must
stop me if | ask too many questions.’

You're unlikely to ask anything | won't wish tosaver." The dark eyes
flickered towards her, then returned to the ro@&n' you say the same,
Marguerite?'

'Of course,' she said stoutly, crossing her fingeestaphorically. 'I've
nothing to hide.'

‘A woman without secrets,' he said musingly. 'Uidvalble.’

She laughed. 'No, | just lead an uncomplicatedratiter boring life.' Or |
did, she thought.

'Yet you travel alone through choice, and have epde interest in this
region than the average tourist. That is hardly. dahink you have hidden
depths, Marguerite.’'

There was a note in his voice which made her heaptin sudden ridiculous
excitement. She said rather breathlessly, '‘But thep say that everyone's
more interesting on holiday.' There was a briefrsik.

‘Tell me," he said softly, 'why you were so relatt@ answer when | asked
you to dine with me? There is a man in Englandhaes, who might
cause—complications?'

Meg stared ahead of her. Tim Hansby? she thoughtankind of desperate
amusement. She said shortly, 'There's no one.’

'Vraiment?'Jerome Moncourt sounded sceptical. 'l cannot \xelibere is
Nno one you care about.'



She shrugged, pride making her reluctant to adnat tp to now she'd
occupied a fairly undistinguished place on the fshtiat there were only
two people she really cared about, she realised wipang. A retired
second-hand bookseller, and the elderly woman wh&teh the place of her
mother, and given her the affection and comfort bea father, dazed with
grief at the loss of his young wife, had been uedblbestow. For whose
sake she was here in the first place. She swalloeta lot to show for her
twenty years, she thought. Although this was netttme to start feeling
sorry for herself.

And what the hell? she argued inwardly. It's naghia do with him if |
prevaricate a little. Although why she should wishappear marginally
more interesting than actual reality was sometlshg didn't want to
examine too closely, she thought, biting her lip.

'Does it make any difference?' she challenged. itAitation to dinner
hardly constitutes a major breach of faith.’'

She took a breath. 'For all | know, you could beried.’
'Would it matter if | was?' he tossed back at her.

That sounded like hedging. Her heart plummeteddisaay as acute as it
was absurd.

'l think it might matter a hell of a lot to your f@j' she said curtly.

‘Then it is fortunate she does not yet exist.' €veas a note of mockery in
his voice, mingled with something else less easietopher.

'Fortunate for her, anyway,' she muttered, seffguast at the relief flooding
over her making her churlish.

He clicked his tongue reprovingly. 'That's not kifdu don't think I'd make
a good husband?'



'l can't possibly tell on so brief an acquaintankteg kept her tone short.
She knew he was laughing at her, even though lpsesgion was serious,
almost frowning.

'‘But you have an ideal? What qualities should hssess? Would you
require him to be faithful?'

Meg twisted the strap of her bag in her fingeld wlant him to love me, and
only me, as I'd love him," she said at last. 'lpage that takes care of most
things.'

'It is certainly sweeping,' Jerome said, after happause. 'And if, in spite of
that love, another woman intervened—tried to téke paragon away from
you—what would you do then? Make the sacrifice?Hiet go?"'

'No," she said, fiercely. 'I'd fight for him witlverything | had.’

"You would be ruthless?' his voice probed softlge any weapon?"

'Of course.' She hesitated uncertainly. 'Why do aslkume all this?"
'‘Because | wish to knovma petite,'he said softly. ‘It is part of that journey
of discovery | mentioned—to find that you wouldHtgike a tigress for

love.'

Again that odd note in his voice. Meg felt hers#liver. He noticed at once.
"You are cold?'

'Oh, no."' She forced a smile. 'Hungry, perhap<e’' thbught of her picnic
lunch, crushed in the car.

'You've been patient long enough. Now you shalieloe’ He turned the car
suddenly off the road, and on to a track leading/rdoll. Meg braced
herself as the Citroen swayed and jolted over stand deep ruts.

There's actually a restaurant down here?' sipeda¥ hope there's another
road out, or people's meals won't stay down fog.lon



'‘Not a restaurant.' Ahead of them, bathed rosécipithe sunset, there was a
straggle of buildings, a chimney from which smokeailed lazily in the
still evening air.

‘Then where are we?' They seemed to be in the enioidhowhere, she
realised with alarm. And isolated too. There wasether cars around that
she could see, so it couldn't be a very populabéshment.

‘This is my house.' The mockery was back, full @rghe familymasl was
telling you about.’

He paused. 'l decidetha bellethat we would dine at home tonight. Enjoy
our mutual discoveries in private.' He let thaksim, then added silkily, 'l
hope you approve?’



CHAPTER FOUR
THE silence in the car was almost electric. Meg wgislriher mouth dry.

How could she have been such a fool? she askeelheansh agonised

disbelief. She should have listened to her misgwsjrbut instead she'd
trusted him—because he was the first attractive to@mow any interest in
her, she flayed herself savagely—and now here &% w some kind of
ghastly trap.

This is my housdere, in the back of beyond, miles from anywhered-a
she didn't even know where 'anywhere' was.

"Will you walk into my parlour?" said the spiderthe fly." And she'd done
exactly that. A nightmare coming true.

Her hands curled into fists in her lap.

She said, keeping her voice cool and even, 'l 4edmve lost my appetite.
Will you take me back to theuberge please?’

There was a silence, then Jerome Moncourt shrugigediark eyes agleam
with amusement, as if he knew exactly the thougimd fears churning
under her calm exterior.

'Of course—if that is what you prefer,' he agreqdably. 'But Berthe will
be desolated if you do not at least tastedassoulet.’

'‘Berthe?' she questioned.'My housekeeper," he '&fid. and her husband
Octavien have lived here, looking after the house e vines, since my
grandfather left. Now they look after me." He pedhtowards the house.
'See?"

A man had emerged from the front entrance, and stersding hands on
hips, watching them curiously. He was of mediungheand stocky build,
his face as brown and wrinkled as a walnut, theiiable beret pulled on
over his shock of white hair. He had bow legs, ardtooping moustache,



and bore no resemblance to the kind of sinistectmian who'd collaborate
in kidnap and rape, Meg decided, feeling suddedtiyoreassured.

'Will you risk my dining-table now?' Jerome Moncbuenquired
courteously. 'Or shall we eat here, in the car?’

Put like that, it did sound ridiculous, Meg adnttte herself, as she got out
of the car with all the dignity she could muster.

'All the same,’ she said, as they walked towardsitiuse, 'you should have
told me we were coming here.’

'Perhaps | did not dare. You might have refused—-&mslvoice gentled, 'l
so much wanted to see you tonight.'

It was the perfect answer, she thought. Perhapssaltoo perfect, as if this
was a well-practised line, her head reminded héreasieart began to thud
against her ribcage. But then she surely didmiktshe was the first young
woman to feel her pulses quicken and her body gfeverish with
excitement at the smile in his eyes?

And she'd been stupid to think he'd ever needsrt¢o rape, or any kind of
force, she told herself wrily. His tactics wouldflae more subtle, and just as
dangerous in their way. He was still the spided ahe the fly, and she
mustn't forget that.

But his web was a delight.

The house was built on two storeys, the roof titefhded terracotta, sloping
gently down to the storage buildings which flanke®eneath the roof, the
stone walls were washed the colour of rich creaark dyreen shutters
guarded the windows, and a golden climbing rosedfla triumphal arch
over the square doorway.

The door led straight into the main room of the $guthe ceiling low and
dark-beamed, the floor flagged. At one end thers avéarge fireplace, its
massive hearth empty now. On either side of it batered leather sofas
confronted each other. Opposite the entrance, dldaers gave access to a



courtyard bright with stone troughs filled withwers. In the corner, a spiral
staircase led to the upper floor.

At the other end of the room was a magnificentateiiey table at which two
places were laid, and six high-backed leather sh&ipart from a well-
filled bookcase, and a bureau overflowing with papéhere was no other
furniture. The effect was uncluttered, but it atseated a very masculine
environment with few soft touches, Meg thoughtslas looked around her.

'Is this the project you talked of?' she asked;hsay sight of some timber
and other building materials in a corner of thertgard.

He nodded. 'One of them. I'd thought of extendioglthe side of the yard
at the back, converting one of the barns. | watdgarovide myself with a
place to work, and also some guest accommodatiati:\i2 decided against
that now. To provide the space | need would speiMthole feel of thenas.'

'Do you entertain a good deal?' She tried to saasdal.

‘At the moment, not at all. I've been too busy.' péeised. 'My first task
when | came back here was to remodel the upper. flevanted to start on
the kitchen--" he pointed to an archway, througitivivieg could glimpse a
scrubbed table and an old-fashioned range '—buhB8evouldn't allow it.'

Meg sniffed appreciatively at the savoury garlidepma emanating from
the other room. 'l think most cooks prefer a faaniftove.'

Octavien had preceded them into the house. Novppeaaed in the kitchen
door, frowning portentously, his wife behind himepag over his shoulder.
Berthe was a head taller than her husband, gauatsimapeless flowered
cotton dress. Her hair, iron-grey streaked witlvesil was pinned in an
uncompromising knot on top of her head, and., &ee fwas unsmiling and
suspicious as she openly looked Meg over.

Meg heard Octavien mutter something that soundé&d, liAnother
Englishwoman,' but she might have mistaken thehhpasoishe used. In
any case, it was no business of hers what nattgriak other women were
that Jerome had brought here, she thought, littexgchin, and she had no



doubt there'd been some, no matter what his wohledide might be.
Perhaps, unlike his staff, he had a penchant feidgoers.

‘The food will be a few moments yet. Would you likesee the rest of the
mas?'Jerome asked.

'Yes, that would be fine." Meg smiled at the unoesve faces in the kitchen
doorway. 'It all smells so wonderful," she saidFiench.

But there was no softening. The couple turned amished back into their
domain, with only the clatter of saucepans andals a reminder of their
presence, as Meg followed Jerome up the spiratat®. It emerged onto a
narrow landing lined with beautifully made woodempboards.

'It was a maze of tiny rooms, all opening out afteather," Jerome said.
'‘Now there is just a storage-room and a new bathroext to it." He threw
open a door on the other side of the landing. 'thedrest is mine.’

No frills here either, thought Meg, stepping intooam which occupied at
least two-thirds of the available first-floor spacehe whole rear wall

seemed to be glass, allowing a panoramic vieweitboded slopes of the
valley and the tall crags beyond.

At the far end, skylights had been let into thef toanaximise the light, and
here Jerome had a working-table, a vast surfaceredvby plans and
drawings. Apart from a tall chest of drawers, thdyoother piece of
furniture was the bed—more than kingsize, with etately carved head
and footboards, and a coverlet in shimmering bk gold brocade.

There was something barbaric about it, thought Megnething which
made the bed, quite deliberately, the focal-pointhe room. A kind of
personal statement, whose message she'd pretgraei

She studiously transferred her gaze to that amavieg instead. 'lt's
breathtaking," she said. 'l can understand whyhamithe wall made into a
window.'



Jerome came to stand beside her. 'And there isi@natlvantage. You see
that tall peak?' He pointed to a jagged outlinaregjahe pale evening sky.
‘That is almost due east. From my bed, | can wdtehdawn break.' He
paused. 'In the right company it can be an ingpmdt

To her fury, Meg felt her face warm at the imagewords had evoked.

Jerome lifted a hand and stroked a finger geritigeringly down the curve
of her flushed cheek. He said softly, half to hithse€'Oi deus, oi deus, de
I'alba tan tost ve." "

'I—I don't understand.' Meg felt her breathing ggged as the caressing
hand found the lobe of her ear, and the sensitWamn of her throat, then

moved to fondle the nape of her neck under thersafts of hair. She knew
she ought to stop this right now—step back outapige—but something

kept her rooted to the spot.

'It's a line from a troubadouma belle,an aubade,a song of dawn,
lamenting the swift passage of his night with heloked." He leaned
towards her, and murmured the translation, hisdlp®ost brushing her ear,
'"Ah, God, ah God, but the dawn comes soon.™

Meg's flush deepened. She tried to move, to rdsesblatant persuasion of
his caress, because his fingers were on her bagkfotlowing the supple
length of her spine. Urging her, she realised)dt®, towards him. And into
his arms, pinned against his body.

Jerome bent and took her mouth with his, coolly andurriedly, almost
guestioningly.

At the first silky contact, Meg's eyes closed. &iehis lips move on hers,
coaxing them apart, felt the sweet fire of his wm@gainst hers as she
capitulated helplessly. Letting the kiss deepentting her mind—nher
will—spin into oblivion, as he drained all the swmeess from her mouth.

Jerome Moncourt lifted his head, and little deditsiced in his eyes as he
looked down at her. She stared back at him daz&dlying that he was



going to kiss her again, knowing that she shouldiste-now, this
minute—break free from whatever thrall he was wegwround her...

Then from the bottom of the staircase they heamthBecalling, Monsieur
Jerome—vous etes seratid the spell was broken.

Jerome's smile was faintly crooked. 'One appetitetane,mignonne.He
took her hand, and pressed a swift kiss into thepmaking her whole
body shiver in delight—in shameful anticipation.

She was trembling inside, her head light, her taily weak. As she went
down the spiral stair, she stumbled slightly, ans lmand caught her,
steadied her.

‘Take care,’ he warned on a note of laughter, gerifiectly aware of the
havoc he'd created. Which, of course, he was. Heansophisticated man
with a whole battery of sensual expertise at himmand. And she was a
total novice.

As her untutored response to his kiss must hawk lh, she reminded

herself bleakly. He'll think I'm a piece of cake—pashover, she thought,
gripping the narrow rail until her knuckles turnetite. She needed to hang
on. She couldn't afford any more slips, she toldélé swallowing. She also

needed some food. It had been a long time— arfifeti-since breakfast.

A good meal would put fresh heart into her. It wballso allow her a
breathing space to decide how to deal with thisemilly disastrous
situation.

Downstairs, Berthe was placing a steaming turegheitable, with a platter
of bread next to it. She indicated with a jerklad head that Meg and Jerome
should sit at the table, and began to ladle theostinocreamy concoction
into pottery bowls, one of which she dumped in froihMeg.

She'd had more graciously served food, Meg thowgtit,faint amusement,
but she knew after just one mouthful that she agufdult the cooking. The
soup was delicious with a delicate flavour she dmt immediately
recognise.



‘Tourain toulousain,Jerome told her when she enquired. 'Garlic soap. Y
like it?'

'It's fantastic,’ she said honestly. 'Please telitliz so. | don't think she
understands me.'

'I'm afraid she does,’ There was a touch of wryirekss voice. 'Berthe, you
understand, has held a long and privileged positiony family. Sometimes
she and Octavien take advantage of this. You muestse them.'

Maybe she could take advantage of it too, Meg thgugse Berthe's overt
disapproval of her presence to make a strateghdvatval at the right time.

The soup was cleared away and replaced by a ridgtymterrine,
accompanied by a tomato salad, rich with virgin@lbil and fresh basil.

'l thought you mentionedassoulet\Weg said wonderingly.

He smiled at her. 'That is still to come.' He pauher red wine from an
unmarked bottle. 'From my own vines," he said.

Meg was beginning to think she couldn't eat anotheuthful when the
cassouletarrived, served in a big earthenware pot. It wadsr@avn and
bubbling mixture of haricot beans, sausage and edirmacon with garlic
cooked in layers around a large joint of pork.

Yet somehow she managed to demolish the platefoinkehanded her with
yet more bread, although she regretfully declined@nd helping. She also
refused more of the full-bodied, and, she suspetgéthlly potent wine.

The meal was rounded of with a tart, in which ssvof thinly sliced apple
had been cooked under a light glaze.'l don't thidieg said reverently as
she put down her fork, 'that | shall ever move agai

He laughed. 'Ah, but you will," he said. 'You lgmlactice in eating, that's
all.’

'‘By the end of my stay | shall be like a barrel.'



‘That will depend on the length of your stay.’

Of course, he thought she was here for a conveadtiarcation only. She
wondered what he would say if she told him she staging for a month.
Not that she planned to tell him.

Ships that pass in the night, she told herselfluésly, as coffee was placed
on the table by the surly Berthe, who then withdrew

Meg watched her go with mixed feelings.

'She and Octavien occupy quarters on the otherddithee kitchen,' Jerome
told her softly, interpreting her expression witfuriating accuracy. 'If you
scream loudly enough, they will hear you.'

‘Thank you," she said shortly. That's—very reasgur

'On the other hand,' he said, 'you may not wiskcteam.' The words, and
their implication, seemed to linger in the air, astte felt that betraying
colour steal into her face again.

Margot wouldn't have sat here blushing like antidehe berated herself.
She'd have flung back an answer—amusing, provagdtie outcome of the
evening already decided in her own mind.

And not the decision Meg herself had reached...

'Some cognac with your coffee?’ His voice cut axtes confused jumble of
thought. 'It will be quite safe,’ he added withoaich of derision as she
hesitated. 'Alcohol is only used by the clumsytheruncaring, as a means of
seeking a woman's compliance.'

Meg stared down into the dark swirl of coffee. that what you look
for—compliance?' she asked in a low voice.

'Perhaps that is the wrong word." He frowned slygltihe dark eyes fixed on
hers, his voice low— almost mesmeric. 'When | make to a womanma



belle,| demand her full response—to know beyond doudt she feels as |
do—wants what | want. Passion must be shared,i®miorthless.’

There was a brief silence. In spite of herself, Meg aware of her body's
involuntary reaction to his words, could feel happhes tautening with
excitement against the clinging fabric of her drés®w, dry-mouthed, that
he could not fail to notice that either.

'l don't think passion on its own counts for muahyway,' she countered
with a touch of desperation. 'It should be pagahething else- something
deeper, and more lasting.’

‘A very moral point of view." His mouth twisted.rd yet one has to start
somewhere, and usually it is with the kind of phgsenchantment that we
discovered, just now, in my room. You don't dengtth hope?' he added
mockingly, his gaze lingering on the betraying gtrof her breasts.

'On the basis of just one kiss?' Meg managed tesinkier tone with an
inflexion of amused scorn worthy of Margot hers@&eally, monsieuryou
may be very attractive, as I'm sure you know alyebdt perhaps you might
be overestimating your appeal.’

'You think so?' he asked, silkily. 'Well, one kisshardly grounds for
judgement, as you say, so let us see...'

He rose from his chair, and came round the tabhetdn what seemed to be
one lithe, totally predatory movement. Meg foundsk# lifted from her
chair into his arms, and carried across the rooon®of the sofas.

'Let go of me."' Meg struggled, pushing at his chest frantic fists.

'Presently,’ he said softly. 'When | have completgdexperiment.’ He sat
down, holding her pinioned across his body, onalhaisted ruthlessly in
her hair, making it impossible for her to move. feh&as no gentleness
either, this time, in the lips which plundered hdafe seemed savagely
determined on enforcing a response from her, twesahe supposed
breathlessly, his wounded pride. She'd made himyamgd this bruising,
burning possession of her mouth was to be her pmast.



Well, she could fight that with her own rage at éssumption that she'd be
another easy conquest—an apple ripe to drop frentrée into his careless,
outstretched hand.

Damn him, she thought raggedly. Damn him to hell.

At last, with a groan, he tore his mouth from hévkarguerite." The word
was almost a sigh. 'Alieu, this is not the way."

He-bent, tracing the swollen outline of her lipghwihe tip of his tongue,
while his hand lifted to pull aside the concealialgl of the honey-coloured
dress and cup one lace-covered breast in his iegers.

The suddenvolte-face from aggression to beguiling and seductive
tenderness sent Meg's head reeling. She found lheisking into his
embrace, cradled against the lean warmth of hig,detting her lips caress
his in turn with shy invitation. He gave a soft gnoof satisfaction, then
lifted his head to watch her face as his thumbkstiothe suddenly
tumescent nipple, sending a sensation of mingléd grad delight shafting
through her body, making her gasp helplessly anealengly.

No one had ever warned her that desire could lee thiks, she thought
dazedly. So swift and all- encompassing, making gleaf and blind to
everything but the primitive urgings of your nevelywakened body.

When his mouth returned to hers again, she welcohsedkiss with
eagerness and anticipation, her lips parting invalaly, her tongue moving
against his in instinctive eroticism. She felt Honsen the bow at her waist
which fastened her dress. She lay, quiescent ylesrfexed on his face, as he
parted the dress, pushing the edges aside sodltatutd look at her.

The fragile scraps of underwear were an enhancepofeher nakedness
rather than a covering for it, the dusky aureofdsen breasts clearly visible
through the flimsy lace bra, and the white V of haefs shadowed by the
darker, silky triangle beneath.



Jerome drew a sharp breaffiu es toute bellelie muttered unevenly, his
caressing hand slidingfrom her breast to her thngime lingering gesture of
possession and promise.

At his touch, her body melted, and she arched tdsviaim in mute yearning,
pleading for his tutelage in all the ways of love.

The sudden shrill of the telephone shattered tHdegointimate silence

which surrounded them with devastating effect. dtsvas if someone had
actually physically intruded into the room. Shockeak to her senses, Meg
pulled herself away from him and sat up, draggiegdress into place with

shaking hands.

He reached for her agaiMoucementhe said hoarselySois tranquille.’

'‘No,' she said. And, 'No," again. "You must anstvédr Berthe will hear it,
and come. Won't she?'

'Yes,' he conceded with husky reluctance. He gotpushing back his
dishevelled hair and walked to the bureau, snagchymthe receiver. He said
curtly, '"Moncourt," and paused, his face freezmtg blanknessC'est toi?'
His tone softened perceptibly. 'Yes, | came back ¢lrening.’ He listened
for a moment.Ma chere|l can't talk now. It's impossible.' His voice sdak
a murmur. '‘We'll speak-tomorrow. Yes, | promise.’

The tenderness in his words seemed to cut intolMeghe lash of a whip.
One minute she'd been half naked in his arms, stigsad herself in self-
disgust, on the brink of losing all self-respect+entrol. Now she was
hearing him talk to another woman—someone with wherwas clearly on
in- intimate terms. Someone he'd been preparedttays—with her.

It brought home to her in the plainest possiblengehow little she knew of
him. And, more tellingly, the totally transient ptashe occupied in his life.
A painful lesson, but one she'd needed to learn.

A one-night stand, she thought, wincing. That wasatwshe'd have
been—all she'd have been, and yet she'd nearlyedld to happen. Had let
herself be taken almost to the brink, and beyorht Tvas what she was



going to ultimately remember to her shame—how esdm/d made it for
him. How stupidly, naively willing she'd provedShe choked back a sob as
she tried to refasten her dress, her fingers clumyhaste.

Jerome said, 'Yes, very soon. You have my waArdientot.'

Back turned towards him, she heard the phone gondow its rest.
Mastering her voice with a supreme effort, she,s&iou can call her back
right away, because I'm leaving now. Is there all¢axi service | could
use?'

He came to stand behind her. His arms wrappedigietlyt His mouth
grazed the side of her throat. He said quietlggrlsorry. | wasn't expecting
any calls this evening. No one was supposed to Hriwad returned.’

As if that made it better, she thought bitterlygding herself from his
encircling arms. This other girl had probably bé&emg for the moment—
couldn't wait any longer.

She said lightly, "You're clearly irresistiblel Bave you to get on with your
busy life, while | enjoy the rest of my vacation.'

Jerome caught her arm, turned her to face him.ditg 8t's not what you
think. She's a friend— that's all.’

Meg shook her head. 'It's really no concern of mstee said, avoiding the
dark intensity of his gaze. 'lt's been a pleasaahiag, but it's over, and |

simply must get back to thauberge.l have to make an early start
tomorrow.'

‘Then don't leave at all." His voice was huskyayShere with me,
Marguerite. Watch the dawn in my arms.’

For a moment, her mind saw the huge bed with msdie cover lit by the
first shimmer of daylight over the eastern hilledaher heart lurched in
temptation and longing.

Oh, God, she thought, what's the matter with me?



'‘No." She detached herself from his grasp with aeikrmination. 'l—I
can't.'

'Why not?' he urged. 'When it's what we both want?"

'‘Because,’ she said slowly, choosing her words wvatle, 'you would be a
complication | don't need.' She tried to smile € Bmple life, remember."’

'Oh, no, Marguerite.' He shook his head, his mowtbkting. 'With you,ma
belle, nothing would ever be that simple.' His voice leaed. 'So why did
you agree to dine with me tonight?'

Meg looked down at the floor. ‘It was wrong of mk&now. | suppose 1—I

didn't want to be alone this evening. It's beenramerving day. It's knocked
me a little off-balance—made me behave in a waysttampletely out of
character.'

He laughed suddenly —an ugly sound in the shadoo@t. Au contraire,

| think | have seen exactly what you are. But fbatt—inconvenient
intervention you would be in bed with me nawa belle.You know it, and |
know it too. But go, if you must. Forgive me if didlt escort you in person.’
He strode across the room to the kitchen and stipi@etavien.’

After a brief, tingling pause, the older man appdaxviping his mouth on
the back of his hand. He gave Meg a hostile glame foeneath his shaggy
eyebrows, then turned a questioning glance onrmygayer. Jerome took
his car keys from his pocket and tossed them to. IMademoiselleis
leaving," he said curtly. 'Please drive her to wuberge du Source du
Beron.'

Octavien nodded imperturbably. He produced his ptathberet, put it on
his head, and went out to the car.

Meg picked up her bag and looked at Jerome. 'Casaye-goodbye?' she
asked past the pain constricting her throat.



The dark face was unreadable. 'We will say revoir,' he said quietly.
'‘Because this is only the beginning." He gave athdéaugh. 'l have not
finished with you yet.'

Meg's heart lurched. That, she thought, is whatthimk. She walked to the
door, holding her head high, trying not to hurrys Koice followed her,
mockingly. 'Sleep wellgcherie—ifyou can.'

Octavien did not even look at her as she got iméocar. He simply started
the engine and sent the Citroen bumping back ugrdok. Meg's hands
clenched in her lap. She still could barely belieteat had happened—or
what she'd almost allowed to happen, she amendeatl farlorn
bewilderment. She might have behaved like a faa far a brief hour or so
she'd been shown passion— she'd known what itevls tlesired.

Now it was gone—like a waking dream banished bycibld light of day.
And she should be glad- grateful for her repridat the ache deep inside
her told a different story.

She thought, 'Ah God, ah God, but the dawn comes,'sand could have
wept with sheer desolation.



CHAPTERFIVE

MEG finished the last morsel of croissant, and refilher coffee-cup. She'd
paid her bill, and Millot had brought her bags dawthe reception area. All
she needed was the hire car to arrive, and she beubn her way.

During the course of a long and restless nightdstecided to abandon her
sightseeing plans and go straight to Haut Arigreaa] the seclusion it
offered. Once there, she would keep her head dsiviout the month as
she'd promised, and return to England, hopefulscathed, at the end of it.

And there would be no more ill-advised attemptadopt Margot's persona
as well as her identity, she told herself, bitireg hp. That was the road to
disaster. She would just have to put the eventiseopast twenty-four hours
out of her mind as best she could, although it eo'tibe easy.

The inexperienced girl who'd driven out of Toulobsel vanished forever.
In her place was a woman, awoken for the first titmber own needs. But
needs that wouldn't be satisfied by someone likende Moncourt—a
chance-met stranger with a well-practised linesidugtion, and a coterie of
other women, she told herself strongly. She desebeatter than that. She
wasn't Margot. She didn't want someone else's man.

But for all that positive thinking she'd foundmpossible to forget about the
girl who'd telephoned last night. Her unknown savjcshe thought with
self-derision, and maybe that was why she coutget'hier out of her mind.

As for Jerome Moncourt—well, he was out of her fitev, and no real harm
done—except perhaps to his sexual pride. She'ddftws reaction to her
departure disturbing, even vaguely threatening. @uhaps he just wasn't
used to rejection, she thought with a faint sighdAhe'd given out all the
wrong signals, after all. I'm not the type for calsancounters, she told
herself. For me there'd have to be commitment,ath bides. And Jerome
Moncourt wasn't that kind of man. Although she'daerde able to figure out
his attitude towards her if she tried till doomsdbéjnlike Octavien, she
thought ruefully, who hadn't uttered a word all ey back to thauberge.
He could be listed as 'hostile'. It was only asdspet out of the car that he'd
broken his self-imposed silence.



'‘Anglaise’ His gruff voice had made the word sound likeresult. 'Go back
where you belong, and leave us in peace.’

There was nothing she'd like more, she'd thougtit am inward grimace,
but she was committed now. There was no turning.bac

'‘Mademoisell@' The waiter appeared at her side. '"Your carns.he

She smiled her thanks, swallowed the rest of hifeepand walked out to
Reception—stopping dead when she saw who was gdiinher in the

foyer.

'‘Bonjour, Marguerite." Jerome Moncourt's smile approveddfien cream

skirt and matching sleeveless top. 'You are dre$sedhe weather. It's
going to be a hot day.’

'What are you doing here?' she demanded hoarsely.

"Taking you to Haut Arignac.' He glanced at hisehatYou said you wished
to make an early start.'

'Yes.' Meg mastered her voice, with an effort. 'Boit with you.'

'l did warn you last night we had not seen thedéstch other," he reminded
her.

'l remember,’ she said tersely. Something elsermetio her. 'And how do
you know I'm going to Haut Arignac?'

'‘Because that was the address on your luggage.'

Of course, she thought, her heart sinking. She, $dalv clever. But that
doesn't mean I'm prepared to accept a lift—or sgsed another minute in
your company. | intend to make my own way to Hatighac.'

'It's quite a distance," he said musingly. 'Evethascrow flies.’

'‘But I'm not going by crow,' she said. 'l have @ted car. Due any moment.’



Jerome shook his head. 'Nwlas.| cancelled it.'

You did what?' Meg's voice rose to a shriek. Stees \aware of heads
beginning to turn in their direction from elsewhenethe foyer, of the
patronne'stwinkling-eyed interest from the reception destold them it
would not be needed,’ he said. 'You'll be requicedomplete an accident
report, but that can be done at your convenienleey have a branch office
in Albi," he added.

'l don't care if they have one on the moon.' Meg slaaking with temper.
"You had no right—no right at all...'

'Shall we discuss that on the way?' He put a hamemuher arm, and
escorted her firmly out of thauberge,and across the courtyard. "Your
godmother is expecting us in time for lunch.’

'‘Godmother?' She was just about to say, What gduer@but pulled herself
up, with a gasp. 'How did you know that?'

'‘Because Madame de Brissot is a client of minen panning an extensive
programme of repairs at the chateau on her behiad.project | told you
about?' He paused, letting that sink in. 'She paken of you a great deal. In
fact | was detailed to collect you at the airpamnorrow, but she was
delighted to know that you'd be delivered to hafe &nd sound, a day early.’
He paused again. 'Besides, there can hardly b&favgot Trants.'

That's what you think, Meg told him silently.

She said slowly, 'Then you must have known— laghtni.' Her voice
trailed away.

Jerome nodded. 'Who you were—what you were—and gestination. All
from those neat labels.’

'‘And-yet you said nothing." And you weren't pleagdtier, she thought,
remembering that frozen figure at the side of theer



Jerome shrugged. 'lIt was more amusing to keep Sieretorted. 'To enjoy
a random encounter, and see where it led." He gawadl®wing her to
assimilate the faint edge in his voice. 'And youeveot being completely
frank either—Marguerite.’

She flushed. 'I'm not obliged to give my life histdo a stranger,’ she
countered. 'Besides, | thought—I hoped that waghat I'd never see you
again.'

'Yet here we are,’ he said softly. He opened trssgreager door of the car
with almost exaggerated courtesy. 'You should Hetened to me last
night.'

'Well, now it's your turn to listen—before | getarthis car.' She gave him a
clear, cold look. It was another denim day, sheicedt sourly, the
beautifully cut jeans clinging to his lean hips &mag legs. The blue cotton
shirt was partly unbuttoned, revealing the bronbedt;darkened wall of his
chest. She felt her throat tighten, and was awaité, shock, of a sudden
moist warmth invading her body.

She swallowed. 'As far as I'm concerned, yesteislayer. In fact, it never
happened. I'm here to work. To be Madame de Bfsssompanion. And |
don't want...' She hesitated.

‘Complications?' he supplied softly.

'Precisely,' she said tautly. "You do your jolb,d8 mine. We'll leave it like
that.'

'Maybe that isn't what | want.' His eyes skimmedbuly, lingering on the

curve of her breast under the clinging top, thed#ge line of her thighs

under the brief skirt. His gaze seemed to touchlikera caressing hand,
reminding her with nerve-shattering potency howy @few hours before,

she'd lain half naked and wholly vulnerable indnisis. And for one perilous
moment the precision of that memory lit a smalhfaof response deep
inside her. Exactly, she realised with dismay, &ld mtended.



She doused it instantly with anger. 'No?' Her effj@shed. 'Then that's
tough, monsieur because I'm sure my godmother wouldn't want megoei
harassed in any way. In fact, if | informed heyotir recent behaviour, she
might even feel inclined to hire another architestie added coldly.

Jerome laughed. 'Threatening nm& belle? don't advise it. And | am not
just at Haut Arignac in my professional capacity IAmentioned, I'm on
vacation myself. Your godmother is an old and deaend of mine, and my
work there is very much a labour of love. So yogoeg to have to accept
my presence, Marguerite—whether you like it or'not.

She moved restively. 'For how long?'

His meditative glance swept her, sending anotheveguof uneasiness
through her body. 'As long as it takes.'

'Meaning?' she asked thickly.

The dark eyes were enigmatic. 'She needs us batigudrite. That's all that
matters. Now will you get in the car, or do you lwis stand here and argue
until we get heatstroke?'

She complied reluctantly. So much for Haut Arignaproviding a
sanctuary, she thought with irony, as the car mof@dard. Jerome
Moncourt's web spread wide, it seemed.

And this could well turn out to be the longest faweeks of her entire life.

They came to Haut Arignac just before noon. It badn a journey filled

with tensions. Not a great deal had been said thgreof them. Jerome had
politely drawn her attention to various landmarksl goints of interest

along the way. She had responded largely in molaidgk, only permitting

herself to betray any real interest when they redc¢he village of Arignac,

from which the chateau derived its name.



It was only a small community, held peacefullyhie turve of a meandering
river. The houses were built from rose-flushed st@nd a huge medieval
church like a small cathedral brooded over the rmquare with its fringe of
plane trees.

Jerome pointed to it. 'Built by the Crusaders amtksgiving for their victory
over the Cathars,' he told her. His mouth twistadslight over-reaction,
since they outnumbered them four to one.’

'From what I've read so far, it was a ghastly cagrpall round," Meg said,
shuddering.

Beyond the village, a faded fingerpost, half- bdrie long grass at the side
of the road, pointed them over an ancient stonggbri There was always
something about crossing a river, Meg thought. fAsach one was some
personal Rubicon, from which there was no turniagkb

Which was exactly her own position, of course. Oshe arrived at the
chateau, she was committed to the part she'd agteedplay,
howeverdistasteful she found it. The die was @axl,she was Margot.

But Madame de Brissot would never know, or suffethe deception, she
told herself with determination.

And the man beside her would simply never know...

Beyond the bridge, the trees closed in like soneemrand sun-dappled
tunnel. The road was climbing perceptibly, and dhafaher she could see
tall wrought-iron gates, standing open between masstone pillars,
crowned with eagles.

Jerome turned the car through the gates on tovae,dshich was broad but
neglected, with moss and grass sprouting throughcéntre of its worn
surface. The trees and bushes on either side neediday back, and the
undergrowth was running riot.

As they rounded a long, curving bend, Jerome brgkady. 'The best view
is from here,' he said.



He wasn't exaggerating, Meg realised, as she lbewafd with a gasp of
delight. The Chateau Haut Arignac was a graciousiityg house, built on a
slight eminence in the middle of rolling parklafile an island of stone in a
sea of grass. It was an elegant rectangle of ashbudt on three storeys, the
severity of its lines tempered by a pepper-pot toateeach end, and by the
broad raised terrace which surrounded it. The fagethy pink of the roof
tiles contrasted with the grey stone walls, andt#levindows on the two
lower floors were masked by white shutters, likesed eyelids, as if the
house drowsed in the midday sun.

Jerome parked below the terrace on a square pagrawel. He motioned
Meg to go ahead of him up the broad flight of shalkteps leading to the
main entrance.

The air was hot and very still, and her heels seeimecho as she crossed
the stone flags. As she got nearer, she saw th@nhéés comment about the
best view had been slightly ironic. The chateaacadle was altogether more
elegant at a distance. Close to, it was apparextt ttke paintwork and
pointing of the masonry needed renewing, and sewéithe ground-floor
shutters needed repairing, and were hanging frem timges.

In fact, it was all rather run-down. Maybe Margqistential inheritance
wasn't the gilt-edged security she'd imagined aleMeg thought drily.

As she reached the heavy door, it swung open, aedf@und herself
confronted by a small roly- poly woman in a darks¥, her eyes twinkling
in welcome.

'‘Come in,mademoiselle. Madam®ld me to keep watch for you." She
looked past Meg, her smile widening to a beam. '8ieur Jerome.'

'Ca va,Philippine?’ Jerome looked at Meg. 'Margot, teiMiadame Lange,
who keeps house here.’

She's got a job on her hands, Meg thought, her desting a faint but
pervading odour of damp. The hall itself was loity painted ceiling rioting
with rather grimy gods and goddesses. The wallewpanelled in dark
wood, and hung with pictures which seemed mainlyeortraits. The de



Brissot ancestors, no doubt, Meg thought as shdedaacross to a pair of
double doors.

Philippine threw them open with a flourish. ‘Madesetie Margot is here at
last,madame.’

Fighting back her trepidation, Meg walked into tbem. She found herself
in a largesalonoverlooking the gardens at the back of the holise French
windows leading to the terrace were ajar, but thetsers were half closed to
exclude the fierceness of the sun, and Meg hadédotp discern her hostess.

Margaret de Brissot was sitting in a striped sahair beside the empty
marble fireplace, a slight upright figure in a naik dress, with snow-white
hair arranged in a formal chignon. Her face waskeddy a pair of tinted
glasses, and a silver- topped cane rested aganshair.

She held out a commanding hand. 'Welcome to HaignAc, my dear
child." Her voice was clear and crisp, belyingftlagjility of her appearance.
‘A little more light now, Philippine, if you please

The other woman opened the shutters, and sunligbdéd in, revealing,
with less than kindness, the faded grandeur ofrdloen. Meg's hand was
taken with surprising firmness, and she was dragwmdinto a swift, formal

embracemadames papery-cheek placed fleetingly against hers.

'It has been a long time, my dear. Too long, andat | blame myself.' She
sighed faintly. "Your mother and | were never—c|osed after your dear
father's-death | made little effort to maintain aegl contact between us.
Which | have come to regret, with the passage maeétiMy companion
Sylvie's absence seemed to offer an opportunityhieat-the breach.’

'She never liked me.' Iris Langtry's pettish woedfioed in Meg's mind.
'‘Never thought | was good enough for her belovegthae,.'

Meg said gently, 'l understand.’



Madame de Brissot's fingers tightened on hersst@&dl we abandon the
foolish pretence that we remember each other, agahlour acquaintance
from this minute?"

Meg nodded. 'l—I'd like thathadame.’

The thin face relaxed into a smile. 'Then, perHapgour father's sake, you
would call me "Tante" as he did.'

This was where the guilt began, Meg thought blea&he forced a smile of
her own. 'Of course. I'd like that.'

Madame de Brissot looked at Jerome. 'She's charnsimggshemon cher!
And you are so good to have brought her to me.’

He took her hand and kissed it. ‘It was my plegsueBeve me.' His eyes,
hooded and expressionless, met Meg's, who foundluntary colour
stealing into her face.

'l hope so.Madamelowered her voice conspira- torially. ‘I am relyion
you, Jerome, to ensure that Margot is not borethgurer stay here.' She
turned to Meg. 'He was completely against my ingityou, my.dear. And
he has a point, of course. It is expecting a gleat—too much, perhaps—
to ask a lively young woman to give up her busg kind spend a quiet
month in the country, dancing attendance on aalirstranger.'Meg lifted
her chin. 'Really? Is that Monsieur Moncourt's ¢daged opinion? It isn't
mine. I'm happy to be here with you—Tante.'

Madametook Meg's hand and patted it. 'You hear thatprdef? All the
same, we must try to make her stay an interestieg o

Meg bit her lip. 'l don't require a great deal nfextainment,’ she said with a
touch of desperation. 'Being part of the familygsite enough. And |
certainly don't want to be any further bother torigieur Moncourt," she
added with cold emphasis. 'l know he has his hamate than full already.'

And he could read whatever he wished into that tslieherself, watching
his firm mouth twist with a kind of wry acknowledgent.



'‘But you will have a great deal of spare time th' fimadamepointed out.
'My doctor insists—so foolish—that | rest, morniaugd afternoon.’

Meg said with finality, 'I'll be fine, | promise ywd She smiled at the older
woman. 'All this is so new to me. | know | can fiplegnty to occupy me.'

‘Searching for more traces of the Cathars, perhdpgs¥me suggested softly.
He turned tomadame.'Your new companionma chere,is studying the
history of the Albigensian Crusade.’

‘A sad and bloody period in the history of the Liaedpc. Madame'sdrows
lifted. '"And a curious interest, too, for someoweysung and lovely." Her
expression became faintly roguish. 'Now the troobas—the Courts of
Love—that | could understand.’

'Clearly Mademoiselle Margot has hidden—and unetqoke-depths.’
Jerome's tone was silky. 'l wonder what other sseprshe has in store for
us?' He paused. 'Apart, of course, from her extefeesnch.’

‘Vraiment!" Madame'dace was astonished. 'But your mother's letter, my
dear, stated quite categorically that you couldpéak a word of the
language.'

Meg groaned inwardly. 'She didn't ask me, actuaBye tried to sound
casual, even faintly amused. 'And my marks at dchambmittedly, were
never that good. All those irregular verbs.' Sheigged, pulling a laughing
face. 'l guess she simply—took it for granted tiathing had changed.’

'‘A grave mistake. | am beginning to see that wibn,yma belle,nothing
should ever be taken for granted.’ The dark face seadonic. 'l think the
month ahead of us is going to be fascinating—anstmstructive.'

"You see,madameexclaimed triumphantly, 'l made exactly the righoice,
after all." She turned to Meg. 'Now Philippine vallow you to your room,
my dear, and, when you have refreshed yoursettfi@ hve can have lunch.'

Meg was thankful to escape from tb&lonwithout her legs buckling under
her, or nervousness making her throw up on thedf&ddusson carpet.



Well, she'd had her baptism of fire, and survisste thought shakily, as she
followed Philippine's sturdy form up the graciougesp of



the stairs. But she didn't like herself any thedydor it. The fact remained
that she was an intruder mmadames house, accepting her hospitality—and
her affection—under totally false pretences.

That was quite bad enough. But Jerome Moncourtssgmce made
everything a hundred times worse. A nightmare fwanich there would be

no reassuring awakening, she thought, her thiglatietning with unease. His
whole attitude to her was disturbing—a total enigr®a was it merely

sexual pigue because she'd walked out on him?

For her own peace of mind, she would have to stapihis way as much as
possible, she told herself. That might not be eBayat least she'd have the
evenings to herself when he went back torttas,and his own private life.

She found herself remembering the black and sbieel; and the panorama
over the eastern hills, wondering how many womehwatched the dawn,
there in his armsAh God, ah God...’

The pain that went through her was like a knif@asking and savage,
resembling nothing she'd experienced before isutklen intensity.

She thought, If I didn't know better, I'd almosinth| was jealous. But it
can't be that. It can't be...

And -this time the tremor that shook her was ngtaf, but of fear.



CHAPTER SIX

'THIS is your roommademoisellePhilippine's prosaic words rescued Meg,
snatching her back from the whirling edge of sometonal abyss.

'‘Oh—thank you.'" Her heart still thudding wildly, mevolt against that
sudden moment of wholly unwelcome self-revelatibleg went through
the door that Philippine was holding open.

She found herself in a large square room, madengtdyy an assortment of
heavily carved old- fashioned furniture and a lo@popied bed. The smell
of damp was even more pronounced than it had beenstairs, but the bed
seemed soft enough in spite of its faintly oppressippearance, and the
linen was crisp and fragrant with dried herbs aheokind, she realised
appreciatively.

'l hope you will be comfortable." Philippine fussaalxiously with towels.
‘The bathroom is across the passage.' She pomiesidoor. 'lt is the only
one in this part of the house, so you share it WMitimsieur Moncourt.'

Meg swung round. 'But he doesn't stay here, sur8ly® paused, trying to
moderate the startled sharpness of her tone. 'h+ba has a house of his
own—not far away—doesn't he?"

'‘Ah, yes.' Philippine shrugged largely. 'Sometiheseturns there at night.
Sometimes not.' She glanced around her. 'To samuse of this size in a
limited time, and prepare a list of works, is &taggreat magnitude. Often
monsieubegins early in the morning, and is occupied Vaey at night, so it
is more convenient for him to stay.'

She gave Meg a darting smile. '‘Besidesdamdikes him to remain. She
enjoys much to have the company of a man in thedoance more, | think.'
She sighed sentimentally. 'He is like the son shenhad|a pauvre.’

'‘Really?' Meg kept her voice non-committal, but heart sank like a stone.



'‘Now | must prepare to serve lunch.' Philippinektadast look round, and
pointed to a frayed cord hanging beside the béthere is anything you
require,mademoiselleyou must ring.'

'I'm sure everything's fine." Meg forced a smiléhef own. She'd just seen
that the heavy door sported an ornate lock, complgth key. Rusty,
maybe, but hopefully still functional. Just in cas®nsieur Moncourt
decided he wanted to share more than a bathroa@ripkhherself grimly.

When Philippine had bustled off, she went to haleoé at the bathroom.
There was a bolt on this door too, she saw witisfsation.

The tub was a massive affair, standing on clawifettte centre of the room,
in a kind of majestic isolation. Meg's tentativempallation of one of the

heavy brass taps brought an instant gush of stgawaiter, and she patted
the bath's substantial- cast-iron side.

| think we may be friends, she told it under hexath. She wished she could
sink into its depths right now, and soothe away drewing unease and
uncertainty, but with lunch imminent the best sbeld hope for was a quick
rinse of her face and hands in the large hand-basin

She went back across the passage to collect a,tamgestopped dead in the
doorway with a little gasp as Jerome Moncourt tdriends on hips, from
the window.

He looked, Meg thought angrily, quite un- nervingbthome. "What are you
doing here?' she demanded between her teeth. & gatva hell of a nerve.'

'Don't be more of a fool than you can help," Jeragterted crisply. He
pointed to the corner of the room. 'l've just adnup your luggage. It begins
to be a habit.'

‘Thank you,' Meg said stiffly. 'But I still want yaout of here.' She crossed to
the bed and grasped the bell-pull. 'Or do | havenig for Madame Lange?"



'Summon whoever you wish,' he said pleasantly. ddutt tug too hard or
the whole mechanism will undoubtedly come awayaaryhand, and bring
the whole ceiling with it. Philippine should havanved you.'

'l don't believe you.’
He laughed. 'lt's a possibility. Word of an arctiite

Meg took a breath, relinquishing the rope with opstactance. 'l don't think
I'd take your word for what day it was,' she saithwitter clarity.

'Harsh words." His voice was dry. He looked herrptiee hooded eyes
meditative. 'l think you and | must declare a truce

'On whose terms?' She faced him, chin up, eye&lgggrrefusing to admit
to herself the potency of his attraction. ‘AndHomw long? Oh, don't tell me.’
She gave a small, brittle laugh. 'As long as ietak

'Exactly that. There is a great deal to be accahpll, as you've already
noticed.' He looked around him. 'l hope you'retootdisappointed in your
surroundings,' he went on coolly. 'You'd imagineethaps, something more
glamorous— and definitely more affluent." He shdok head. 'Without

money to halt the decline, a house like this cacobyvee more of a burden
than an asset.’

‘That's hardly any concern of mine,’ she said hrelyq '‘And | don't think
Madame de Brissot would care to have her privdtarafdiscussed behind
her back, no matter how old a friend you might be.’

'l stand corrected.' A faint smile twisted the @m®nof his mouth. 'So you've
never wondered about the future, Marguerite—askedsglf what this frail
elderly godmother of yours might have in mind fer krumbling heritage?
Or why she has chosen to summon you here at ple¢ise moment in
time?'

'‘No," Meg said baldly. 'l haven't.' Yet wasn't tl@gactly why she was
here—to safeguard Margot's mercenary interests@dmscience nudged at



her. Although these seemed to be fading fast, skeoavledged in silent
satisfaction.

Jerome laughed. 'You are almost too good to be mmaebelle. There was a
jeering note in his voice. 'l look forward to theurtherance of our
relationship over the weeks to come.’

'Well, | don't share your sense of anticipationggMifted her chin. 'And we
don't have a relationship, as far as I'm concerrsé added for good
measure.

'No?' He studied her, brows lifted. 'My recollectis rather different."

'Perhaps,' she said grittily. 'l remember—a temgyosadoerration. Nothing
more.' She drew a breath. 'In fatipnsieur) get the distinct impression that
you don't even like me very much.’

'Liking?' His voice was contemptuous. 'What has btend word to do with
the flame of the senses between a man and a wdmaahflight, Marguerite,
your body cried out to mine. And nothing—no dental® regrets—can
change a thing.'

Two swift strides brought him to her. Before shaldassimilate what was
happening and take avoiding action, Meg found lilgpséled into his arms,

pinioned with merciless strength against the hargyth of his body. His

thigh thrust between hers, parting her legs inthamsl devastating intimacy.
Her lost and frightened cry was stifled in her #tras his mouth closed
hungrily on her trembling lips.

The kiss seemed endless—eternal. She couldn'thieremtd sparks of fire
danced behind her closed eyelids. She could heahtinder of her pulses,
like the reverberations of yesterday's storm, tieelblood running thick and
hot in her veins. Reason was suspended. In spitbeddelf she was
transformed into sheer physical sensation.

Jerome's hands slid down her spine, cupping hetodks, urging her
towards him, to the fierce, compelling pressurkisimuscular thigh against
the moist, soft centre of her womanhood.



Oh, God, she screamed wordlessly, as her body dreagerly, greedily
against his, seeking an assuagement she couldroagine. Every fibre of
her being was focused with an almost savage intensi the burn of his
mouth and body against hers, until she thoughtwsisegoing to faint—or
die.

The bed was so close. All she had to do was siok ba to it, pulling him
down with her... And then, with devastating suddesn she was free again.
Jerome tore his lips from hers, putting her awaynfihim almost roughly.
His hooded eyes glittered, and there was a faieerstof sweat on his
forehead.

He said raggedly, 'So let's not talk of aberratiomy beautiful little
hypocrite. Because now we both know better.' Hespduhis eyes raking
her flushed, aroused face. 'Don't weg poule?’

He turned, and strode to the door. Meg watcheddipzes he took the key
from the lock, tossing it almost reflectively irsthiand, as he glanced back at
her. He said, half to himself, 'l think this wilktsafer with me," and walked
out of the room, leaving-her there, bereft, onedharessed to her bruised
and quivering mouth.

It took all Meg's courage to go downstairs agaihe Svas desperately
tempted to cry off from lunch— to plead a headacheome other excuse.
But to do that would be tantamount to admittingllahieved some kind of
victory, and that would be fatal.

She went into the bathroom, splashing cool watenanflushed face, then
got to work with the modest supply of cosmetics'ghought with her,

trying to disguise with colour the swollen contows her mouth, and
shadow the almost drugged intensity of her eyes.tlBere was little she
could do to control the unruly throb of her pulsasthe aching torment of
need he'd awoken in her yet again.

In fact, he'd hardly had to try, she thought wittkind of icy despair
commingled with shame. Now she had to face him—¢bgmd that nothing
had happened. But then, on the face of it, vettg ltad. He'd kissed her, that
was all. A justification of his male ego, which sheounded. A mistake she



would not make again, she thought flatly. She'dedere to be Madame de
Brissot's companion, and only that. From now ordshecome her devoted
shadow, never willingly prised from her side, sheught grimly.

And, in spite of his lethal attraction, there'dlitee Jerome Moncourt could
do about that. And, sooner or later, he'd get tirfdais sterile pursuit of her,
and devote himself to the lady on the telephoneseareone else on his list,
leaving her free to go home at the end of the maanth forget him.If she
could.

Meg stared at her reflection, observing almosticdiiy the wide, troubled
eyes, the tautness along her cheekbones, and ithex gfiher bruised lips,
felt the desolate pang of yearning vibrate deehiwiber, turning her whole
body into a silent sigh of longing.

She thought with a kind of anguish, Oh, please @Eod;t let it be too late.
Don't—don't let me be in love with him.

Head held high, she eventually descended the Spaiusing at their foot to
brace herself as she heard voices fromstiden. Then quietly, she pushed
open the door and walked into the rodviadamewas occupying her former
seat, a hand pressed rather wearily to her forehehde Jerome was
standing at the window, holding a sheaf of papers.

'If you think the work is necessary, then, of ceyursmust be donapiadame
was saying as Meg entered.

He nodded, putting the papers into his briefcaswill work out some
figures and include them in my report,’ he said fidened slightly. '‘But |
shan't be able to get it typed until Marie-Claueleims from her own leave,
and the delay is a nuisance.'

'In that case, perhaps Margot could help ymadamesuggested suddenly.
'She works as a secretary to an English politidiamderstand. She turned
towards Meg. 'You would be happy to deputise forist&€laude, I'm sure,

ma chere?'



Meg felt as if she'd been turned to stone. This avasag neither she nor
Margot had foreseen, she thought, a bubble of higstelling up inside her.

'Margot. You don't answeMadames tone held a hint of reproof, and Meg
recovered herself.

She said coolly, 'l doubt if | can help. You sém, hot really a typist—more
of a personal assistant. Maybe my practical skitbe't be up to Monsieur
Moncourt's standard.’

For a moment, she seemed to encounter that strénogen anger again,
then his smile slanted, and he shrugged. 'l wilhbppy to make use of
whatever skills you have,' he said softly.

'Then that is settled,” Madame de Brissot approidow let us go into
lunch.’

Leaning on her cane, she led the way into the giniom. Meg followed,
aware that her appetite had deserted her. Thedamefercial course during
her final year at school hadn't prepared her tarty@ne's secretary, but that
was almost immaterial compared with the persongligations facing her.

As she sat down, she gave Jerome a burning lookste table. There was
mockery mingled with triumph and something elsdlgakefinable in his
own gaze.

It was almost as if Madame de Brissot was tryinghtow them together,
she thought without pleasure as she drank her Shegsaid, 'When do you
want me to start work? This afternoon?’

'l am not such a slave-driver." His smile slantgdim, twisting her heart.
‘Tomorrow is soon enough.’

Altogether too soon, Meg decided sombrely as Rbiitig cleared the plates,
and brought in a platter of baked fish, supplengtbiegreen beans and tiny
new potatoes cooked in their skins and sprinkldat parsley.



'So tell us,’ Jerome said when they were all serard he had poured out
pale golden wine from a carafe. 'What exactly Aeeduties of a personal
assistant?’

Meg concentrated on removing a bone from her podidish. "They vary,'
she said at last.

'I'm sure they do," he said silkily. '‘But you mbstable to name at least one.

'Well—there's research.' She'd heard Margot mentiat) she remembered
with relief. 'And | help sort out problems in thenstituency.'

'‘And you can abandon such responsibilities to spend weeks here?’
Jerome's brows lifted. 'If | were your boss, | wbnil be pleased by such
desertion.’

Meg stared at her plate. 'l have six weeks' leayeaa," she said quietly.
'How and when | take it is up to me. And it willsobe the summer recess
anyway,' she added, hoping it was true.

'‘Nevertheless it is good of him to allow you toufge me like this." Madame
de Brissot looked faintly troubled. 'l had not reatl what problems it might
cause when | issued the invitation.'

Jerome smiled at her. 'l don't think you need wbhg said silkily. 'I'm sure

our lovely Margot is a paragon among secretaries-tefavaluable to lose.’

His gaze meeting Meg's was like the clash of swbedere some duel. She
almost flinched under the impact. 'Isn't thatrea, belle?’

‘That's not for me to say.' Her voice sounded wagpdeen to herself.

He laughed softly. 'You're too modest.' He learm@vérd suddenly. Like
some predator, she thought with swift breathlessnesiting to pounce. 'So
tell us something about this prince among emplgydesgot,’ he prompted.
'What is he like?'

'l don't think any man is a prince in his secrétaeyesmon cher," madame
put in with amusement. 'Usually she knows him t@tlwather like a wife.'



'All the better.' Jerome's eyes were fixed on Mégshed downbent face,
his own expression enigmatic. 'Such intimate kndgéeshould prove- most
enlightening.'

Meg bit her lip. 'It's hardly ethical for me to diss him," she evaded.

'Oh, come," Jerome urged mockingly. 'You are anfaegds, and nothing
you say will go beyond these walls, so where ishidwen?' He paused. 'I'm
sure nothing damaging will emerge.’

Meg groaned under her breath. She wasn't going tetloff the hook, that
was clear. They were both looking at her expegtaatid, in Jerome's case,
with an odd intensity.

She ran the tip of her tongue round her dry lipshesthought rapidly about
Steven Curtess. 'Well, he's dynamic and ambitioskg¢ began. 'A
realgo-getter and very hard-working,' she adddterdamely. It wasn't easy
to paint a verbal picture of someone you'd seenetavision and heard
discussed in intimate detail all too often but meaetually met, she thought
with an inward grimace.

"Young or old?' Jerome queried.
Meg moved restively. 'In his thirties, | think.'

You're not sure?' Jerome's glance was sceptisaimately acquainted as
you claim to be with him?"

Meg lifted her chin at the faint sneer she thowgiig detected in his tone. 'l
claimed nothing of the kind," she denied cooll\hdfTwas your own idea,
and not one | necessarily share.’

She saw Jerome's eyes narrow slightly. He pauseen 'if you don't know
his age, you'll be aware if he's married or single.

'He's married.' Meg felt her flush deepen, as sbedered whether it was
still true, or whether Margot's devious machinasitiad finally succeeded.



'‘And is he good-lookingPhadameasked indulgently.

Meg shrugged again. 'l suppose—yes.' If you like #ind of thing, she
added silently. Steven Curtesy's rather florid drah handsomeness had
never had the slightest appeal for her.

Madamepatted her hand. 'In your case, my dear, it soasds familiarity
has indeed bred a soupgon of contempt,’ she saidfaint amusement.

'‘Well, perhaps that is not such a bad thing. I$hieeonly person you have
worked for?'

'Yes.' Meg felt on safer ground here. Margot hadegsetraight from an
expensive secretarial school to work for Stevent&dsrin some private
capacity in the City of London just before he'dided to embark on a
parliamentary career.

'So all your experience has been in one milievorde sounded meditative.
‘Then your boss may well be grateful to me for—deyang your horizons.'

Meg said shortly, 'Perhaps," and prayed for a ahahdopic.

'l hope, that he is able to manage without yddadame signalled to
Philippine to bring in the dessert of cheese aadHifruit.

'No one's indispensable," Meg said, ignoring Jel®uoherisive smile.

"You're not afraid that when you return he'll hémend someone else to take
your place?' he asked softly.

Meg shrugged. 'That's a risk I'll just have to take
'‘Another?' His brows lifted. 'You like to live dagrgusly.’

She kept her smile bland, but her heart hammersti@shought, Not until
now.

Within twenty-four hours her ill-advised masquerameild be over, and
herself dismissed from Haut Arignac with all th@oginy she deserved.



Because no one in his right mind was going to belithat the human

dynamo she'd described would put up with her lef@hcompetence even
for a moment.I could bluff, she thought, but fomhlong? In a way, it would

be a relief to be sent away, although her failuas going to cause all kinds
of problems at home. But at least she would be vexhdrom temptation

where Jerome was concerned. If she was going teeeaieart out for him, it

would be safer to do so at a distance.

'You are very quiet,ma chere,’ madamebserved. 'And you look
sad—doesn't she, Jerome?’

'Perhaps she's homesick,' he said, as he peeladpé 'Pining for those
she's left behind.'

'Of course. You must telephone your home, MargeadRure your mother
that you are here and safe. You may use the pimathe ilibrary at any time.
Jerome will show you where it idfadamereached for her cane. 'Now | am
going to my room for this absurd rest.’

'Shall | come with you?' Meg asked awkwardly. Shd ho real idea what
duties she'd be expected to perform.

'‘No, enjoy your freedom while you can. We havedei@ur o'clock, and the
English newspaper comes at that time. | like toehtivead to meMadame
shared a smile impartially between théfbientot mes amis'

Jerome opened the door for her, and she made hesshaly upstairs,
attended by Philippine. Then he turned back to Mémw for the
telephone.’

She hung back. There's no hurry, really.’

'One thing you should know at once is that yourmgotther's wishes are law
in this house. She feels that your mother will erned about you, and that
her mind should be set at rest. That's all thaterst His tone was brusque.

'Yes,' she said quietly. 'l—I didn't think.’



‘Then have the grace to preteiMhdameis disposed to think well of you.'
Jerome paused. 'l would not wish her to be disapipdi—in any way.'

She lifted her chin. 'Nor would |I—believe me.'

‘Then perhaps we understand each other.' His $anile was grim. ‘Come
with me,ma belle.’

As she followed him from the room, it occurred tr that she would go
with him to the ends of the earth, if he asked. &Whishe thought
detachedly, must make me the biggest fool in areati

And she wanted to weep for her own foolishness.



CHAPTER SEVEN

MEG put the receiver back on the rest with a fainhsighe had tried to get
through to her home three times, but each timditieehad been engaged.
She would have to try again later.

The de Brissot library certainly lived up to itsnma, she thought, glancing
round her appreciatively. Apart from the space pamul by the inevitable
French windows, the walls were lined, ceiling tmofl, with books, many of
them leather- bound and dating from other periadbé chateau's history.

She wandered over to the nearest shelf and begglance along it, her
excitement mounting as she examined the content® mlosely. She

dropped to her knees, pulling volumes out at rand@nfingers reverent as
she turned the pages.

One book seemed to have slipped down behind tlezsotm the shelf. Meg
saw that it was a collection of early French pgebyt a more modern
edition than many of its companions.

She began to look through it, searching foratibadelerome had quoted to
her, but to her disappointment it was not incluotethe selection, although
most of the poetry, she realised, was about loy® [&nguage might be
archaic but the message was familiar. Love sodg¥, fulfilled, and, even
more potently, the loss of love—they were all théxe she read the lines,
the grief and yearning that seemed to spring frieenines was as fresh and
poignant as if the outrush of emotion which insgitehad been experienced
yesterday, rather than the far-off days of the Néd&ges.

"You seem very absorbed,’ Jerome's voice remardieicidb her.

Meg started convulsively, dropping the book, as skang round to face
him. He was lounging in the doorway, hands in ptgkeatching her.

She said huskily, "You—you startled me.’

‘Evidently." His mouth twisted in faint amusemeW®re you always so
nervous?'



‘Not usually," she said tersely.

'So it's me,' he said softly. 'I'm amazed. | thaygiu were made of stronger
stuff, ma belle.'

'‘But then,' she said, 'you know nothing about ®Blee saw his smile widen,
and flushed. 'l mean—nothing that really matters.'

'Perhaps we would differ on what those essentral$ a

'l think we'd probably differ on just about evelyitn' Meg retrieved her
poetry book with hands that shook a little, and gptfrom the floor.
'Including my need for privacy. I'd like you to wen the key to my bedroom
door, if you please.’

'l am desolate to have to refuse you,' he said.I'Bunk it is best that | keep
it—as a safeguard, you understand. In your ovesiBea conditioncherie,
you might be tempted to use it, and that wouldbetvise. The electrical
wiring in this house is as decrepit as everythiisg,eand if there was a fire
you could be burned alive while we were breakingmgour door.'

Meg met the mockery of his gaze, stony-faced.nltténk of worse fates,’
she retorted.

'l don't think so." Jerome shook his head. 'Or yas reading about the
destruction of the Cathars taught you so little?"

'Ugh." She couldn't suppress the shudder thathraugh her. 'l skipped a
few pages after the surrender of Montsegur.'

'No one could blame you for that." He paused. 'Vphages are you skipping
now?"'

'Very few.' She certainly wasn't going to tell hghe was hunting for his
aubade.She gestured around her. 'This is paradise. | woiffdnadame
realises how valuable some of these books are?'

His brows lifted mockingly. 'Calculating the assets belle?'



She felt as if he'd slapped her across the faces&id bitingly, 'My interest
is professional rather than personal, | assure iyaunsieur.'

"You continue to astound me, my dear Margot,’ hawted. The
Cathars—politics—and now rare books. Is there mat lio your expertise?'

'I'm no expert,’ she muttered, her face flaminghvgtiilty colour as she
realised how nearly she'd given herself away.d &a-friend who dealt in
antiquarian books. | helped out sometimes.'

'What a fascinating life you lead," Jerome saidlgofAnd what can |
possibly offer to compensate you for the loss-eftémporarily, of course?"

He was still smiling, but there was an underlyimgdmess about his mouth,
and his eyes were hooded again, their expressipngsible to read. Meg
was aware of a shiver of unease. She needed tougetf the room—to
escape from this dangerous proximity. Only he wascKing the
doorway—quite deliberately, she was certain.

"You don't need to offer anything,' she said stgatlitold you—I'm content
in my own company. Besides this—month isfimmdame-for Tante.'

'What admirable devotion to duty.' His voice wasshaflicking her like a
whip. 'l hope you're a good actressa belle,because you'll need to be, |
promise you.'

'‘Actress?' Meg felt swift colour flood guiltily iather face. 'What do you
mean?'

Had that stupid slip over the books alerted him@ thlought, desperately.
Could he have guessed that she was an impostor?iffsw what was he
going to do about it?

His hand captured her chin without gentleness,itgrher face up to his
scrutiny. 'Such blushing innocence.' His tone weasstve. 'But we both
know that's only a facade, don't veberie?'His voice quietened almost to a
whisper. 'What are you doing here, Margot? Whatlinesl you away from



your work—your high-flying career—your many frierds$o live in such
rural seclusion for four long weeks?"'

'Madamesent for me,' she defended.

'‘And you abandoned everything and everyone immelgiaHe gave a soft
laugh. 'One would almost think you were running awierom a situation
you can no longer control, perhaps.'

‘All that's running away is your imaginatiomonsieur.'Meg took a step
backwards, freeing herself from his grasp. 'Not siee why | should have to
submit to this kind of speculation,' she added wjhit. 'It's really none of
your business.'

"You're wrong," he said. 'Anything that affects Mag Marguerite is my
concern, so be warned."'

Meg's laugh was almost brittle. '‘Good heavemsnsieur.'She tried to copy

Margot's insouciance. 'First your man Octavien givee the hard word, and
now you do the same. I'm beginning to regret tleater came here. Now if
you'll excuse me | need some fresh air.'

She headed for the French windows, praying theyladwitube locked, but
the handle turned easily in her grasp.

'l also have regrets.' Jerome's voice followedhagshly. 'l wish with all my
heart,ma bellethat | had never met you. But it's too late now.’

Meg didn't look back, but his words seemed to teda her head as she
went into the sunshine. Too late, she thoughtté@tate for her, when the
wish of her own heart was centred irrevocably atenally on Jerome

Moncourt—who seemed only to despise her.

It was shatteringly hot. Not even the faintest beestirred the air as Meg
went down the terrace steps to the garden. Evamgthehe needed to be



alone, perhaps this wasn't the best place to cortieeiheat of the day, she
thought as she followed a ragged gravelled wak,ceng for shade.

The garden had been allowed to decay in much time seay as the house,
she realised sadly, pushing her way past overhgrglirubs and bushes. It
would need a small army to restore it to order. Bmded a corner and
stopped with a small sigh of pleasure as she sasvenlter path had led her.
In a corner of the garden by a crumbling wall songelong ago had planted
roses, some of the old, exquisite varieties sheeneinered from childhood.

Rosa Alba, she thought, with a pang, Belle de Grispahan, Rosa Mundi,
and so many others. The roses her father had gasroved in his own

garden, nurturing them like delicate children.

Meg lifted her face, breathing in the warm scenthwiostalgia. After her

husband's death, Iris Langtry had rooted up allollderoses, and replaced
them with scentless, disease-resistant hybrids.|&5a trouble,’ had been
her brisk response to her stepdaughter's protests.

Meg sank down on the cracked stone bench. Aftasy&edeing a widower,
her father had met Iris and married her within d@temaf weeks, showering
her with passionate single-minded devotion thategmutly saw no fault. He
was lonely, she thought sadly, or else he mighthaet let himself fall for
her so hard and so fast. And there was a lessiiainvhich she should take
to heart in the current situation.

I'm lonely, too, she thought, and Jerome Moncautté first man to pay me
any serious attention. But he's just amusing hifpaet | must never forget
that. Because I've seen how disastrous a whirlwonthnce can be.

Admittedly, Iris had made her father happy for lde years of his life, and
Meg could only be grateful for that. Her behavioance she was his widow,
with control over his estate, had been a diffenemattter entirely, and
Nanny's cottage was only one example of the was Had ignored or
reinterpreted his known wishes.

Oh, Daddy, she thought sadly, why didn't you patlitn writing, instead of
trusting her so completely? Because if you haduldiwt be here today, on
the edge of breaking my heart. I'd be safe...



The roses blurred suddenly into a mass of glittecolour, and she covered
her face with her hands and wept the kind of shigkacalding tears she
hadn't allowed herself for years, the pain of loesnmingling with her
turmoil of emotion over Jerome.

'‘Marguerite.’

Because she'd been thinking about him, for a moimentoice seemed just
another figment of her imagination. But the lighiith on her shoulder was
all too real, and she looked up with a gasp tohsee dark in the sunlight

above her.

'What do you want?"'

'‘Madameasked me to find you.' He studied her frowniniyhat is wrong?
Have you had bad news from home?"

She'd forgotten about her abortive phone call. &fwed restively,
dislodging his hand.

'It's nothing.'

'‘No one cries like this for nothing." He took anmaxculately folded
handkerchief from his pocket and gave it to heitchiag as she blotted the
moisture from her face. The faint familiar muskhag cologne assailed her
senses, and she fought back another sob, tautieaais regard.

He said softly, 'l don't think you have been whblbnest with mema belle?
Her heart missed a beat. 'What do you mean?'

'"You said there was no one in your life back inryown country. But that
was a lie." His voice hardened. 'Because thoss twar for a man, aren't

they? Answer me, Margot. Tell me the truth thisaim

Words of angry denial rose to her lips, but shepsegsed them. If he
thought she was in love with someone else, it wqarlovide her with a



shield to shelter behind—the excuse she despenagelged to hold him at
arm's length.

She shook her hair back from her face defiantlyg,lanked at him. She said
clearly, 'Yes—I'm crying because of a man. Somddoee. | admit it." It
was only the truth after all. If Jerome chose terpret it in his own way,
that was his business. 'Are you satisfied now?'tblee was a challenge.

'‘Because | have made you confirm what | alreadyiélis mouth twisted.
‘There is, | suppose, a certain satisfaction ih'tha

'So now will you leave me alone?’

He shook his head. 'That is impossible,’ he sArd we both know it.' He
picked up the book of poetry which had fallen te #yrass beside her,
andhanded it to heMMadamesuggests, by the way, that we should go to
Albi tomorrow to settle the business over the car.’

Meg said tautly, Thank you, but | can make my omay. | don't need an
escort.'

His brows lifted. 'How do you propose to get thére?
'l suppose there's public transport?’
‘There is a bus,' he agreed. 'But not tomorrow.'

Meg bit her lip. 'Then I'll usenadames own car. Acting as her chauffeur
was one of the reasons for coming here.’

'Yes, it was,' he said evenly. 'But | wish to assuyself that you are capable
of handling her car safely.'

'How dare you?' Meg got to her feet. 'You know i ciaive. | was driving
when we met.'

'‘No," he said. "You were sitting in a st ' nary, caa bellewaiting for a tree to
fall on you. Not the same thing at all. So tomorgyur godmother wishes



me to accompany you—to ensure that all is well. Aad she is waiting for
you. Unless you wish to continue this pointlessiargnt, you are free to go.'
As she went from him, Meg heard his voice add gofflhis time.’

The shutters had been partly drawn in Madame des&'s room, and Meg
was glad of the extra protection the ensuing dimaé®rded Madamewas
lying on the bed, propped up by pillows, her legsezed by a silk shawl.
Her dark glasses had been discarded, and herdaked tired.

She greeted Meg with a faint smile. 'Come andsinie, petite.'She held
out her hand, closing it firmly round Meg's fingeisis good to have you
here. To give us both this chance to become friebdsyou agree?'

‘Yes—yes, of course.' Meg felt like Judas.

‘That makes me happy.' She was silent for a moridentme, of course, had
doubts. Your lifestyle in England—the gap in ouesgHe felt | should have
consulted him before inviting you.'

'Monsieur Moncourt,' Meg said steadily, 'seemsdwehthings very much
his own way here.'

'His family and ours were always neighbours,’ Tasd@l, after another
pause. 'l was—uvery glad when he returned to litbatas.It has been too

long without a master. And, of course, his arrivels a godsend to me
because it meant | could make real plans, usingxpsrtise, to renovate this
house—to make good the neglect of past years.sBliled. ‘It has almost

rejuvenated me too.' The clouded eyes peered at Meg are wondering,

perhaps, why things have been allowed to slip se-¥ghy there has been no
proper maintenance?'

'It has occurred to me,’ Meg admitted.

'It was not my wish," Tante said slowly. 'But mysband would allow little

or no money to be spent on the upkeep of the hken he realised we
would have no children—that he would be the lasti®line—he seemed to
lose all concern for the place. It was as if hehedsit to crumble away.
There was nothing | could say or do to persuadedtimarwise.’



‘That's a shame,' Meg said warmly. 'How could rer beetreat it like that?'

Tante gave a slight shrug. 'l think, like MadaméPdenpadour it was a case
of, "Apres nous le deluge $he said drily. 'Henri's interests lay elsewhere.’

'‘But it's such a beautiful place—or it could be.’

"It will be." Tante spoke forcefully. 'Jerome is @xpert at restoration. He
will make Haut Arignac bloom again. You'll see.’

'l hope so," Meg said with reserve.

"You don't sound too surma chere.Tante's lips curved. 'Yet you must trust
him. | want you to be friends. It is important teemThere was sudden
urgency in her tone.

Meg said quietly, 'l—really don't know whether teaiossible."'

'Oh, deatr, is it that bad?' Tante's fingers tigbteon hers. "Your footsteps as
you came along the corridor sounded flusteredouigint, and your hand is
shaking a little. Has Jerome been tormenting y®mechant?'

Meg bit her lip. 'You—could say that." Although &heemoved the worst of
the tear-stains, she was gladdamecouldn't see her face.

Madame de Brissot laughed. 'Q&, There was a wealth of fondness in her
tone. 'He is incorrigible, that one. He loves tase So like his grandfather
in so many ways, as well as being his namesalesddthed with a swift sigh.
'‘But, of course, he means no harm. You must belieat And after all to
meet like that—thrown together by a storm—is almostantic, don't you
think?'

Meg bent her head. 'l was really too terrified tdice," she returned.

'‘But you weren't harmed, thank God. And certaiignks to Jerome.'
Madamerelinquished her hand gently. 'The Chinese," shearked, almost
inconsequentially, 'believe that if you save soneéonlife you are
responsible for that life forever after.’



'‘God forbid," Meg forced a smile. 'l can take aafrenyself. And that's what
you should be doing,"' she added. 'l thought this yeaur rest period.’

'It's not easy for me to relax today.' Tante pulittle face. 'To have you
here with me—and my dear Jerome—under this roath@appiness.' She
gave a little sigh. '"My mind is everywhere."’

'Would you like me to read to you?' Meg volunteerdthe paper hasn't
come yet, but | found the most wonderful book oétopin the library.’

"You did?' Tante sounded almost startled. 'Mawkeh#?'

Meg put the book in her hands, and watched ashthdihgers touched the
covers and binding very gently.

She said, 'There is a poem that begins 'Malce amour, ma plaisance
cherie.'Can you find that, my dear?’

She lay back, closing her eyes, as Meg began th eelittle awkwardly at
first, her tongue stumbling over some of the arch@rds and phrases. As
she finished one poem, she went on to the nextideter voice sink lower
and lower, until Marguerite de Brissot's gentleabineng announced that she
was asleep.

Meg let the book drop into her lap, and sat for @mant studying the
patrician face now in repod¢adames bone-structure had defied time, she
thought. There was no doubt that once she'd besnbeautiful. She saw
too the trace of a solitary tear on her cheek.

She glanced down at the book, wondering if it wessrhention of her late
husband, and the reminder of her own loss, whichdaaised the reaction.
Maybe the book had belonged to him. Vaguely inggjuishe glanced at the
flyleaf. There was an inscription, faded, but d&tjible.

‘To Marguerite," it said simply. 'My whole heart. J

Meg stared down at the initial. 'J', she thoughit Blonsieur de Brissot's
name had been Henri.



She closed the book with the uneasy feeling thadsintruded into some
very private domain. The book indeed had a spewgning for Tante still,
but certainly not in the way she'd imagined, slaugint wrily. Judging by
what the older woman had told her, she seemedvi® Igen left to her own
devices a great deal. Had Henri de Brissot negldute English wife in the
same way as he'd disregarded his house?

His English wife...

'‘Anglaise’ Octavien's voice, harsh with dismissal—with remet—came
back to her suddenly. Octavien who'd worked for tbiner—the
first—Jerome Moncourt until he'd left timeasnever to return.

She swallowed, as she remembered some of the wbpusssion and loss
she'd just read aloud. Was that what had happesteel’asked herself in
astonishment. Had Jerome's grandfather fallenve Vaith his neighbour's
beautiful lonely wife, only to renounce her at sgmoet, and cut himself off
forever from all his old ties? She wasn't sure vithatimplications of such
an entanglement would have been, but there'd haee bo easy divorce,
that was certain.

Was this why the first Jerome de Moncourt had Hessed to make a new
life for himself in the city? And was this the reasfor Octavien's bitter
resentment of all things English—that the mastelokied had been driven
away because of his involvement with/amglaise!

It all made a lot of ghastly sense, she told hérsedodingly. And it
explained Madame de Brissot's trust and affection the present-day
Jerome.

'Like the son she never had'. Philippine's worasechack to her. Her heart
missed a beat. And she, of course, was the alroggitten goddaughter. Or
so madamesupposed, at least. A girl summoned out of the It this
particular place, at this particular time. But ¥anat reason?

'l want you to be friends. It is important to me'.



Meg swallowed. Perhaps she was being over- imagediut could there
be a deeper purpose behinthdame'snvitation than even Margot had
figured out?The son she'd never had, and the heldslost touch with
brought together under one roof—as Tante had justtezl. Thrown
deliberately into each other's company for fouglareeks under the hot sun
of Languedoc. Was thisnadame'ssecret plan—a romantic dream to
re-create the past, and ensure that the heritagtaatf Arignac continued
into another generation?

If so, it was total madness—doomed to failure oy aumber of reasons,
the primary one, of course, being Meg's alreadplyaegretted imposture.
And another was the 'old friend’ who'd phoned hinhemas.There'd been
no mistaking the warmth in his voice. There wasadiea deep bond of
affection tying him to this other woman.

But how much did Jerome himself know of Tante'sesog—if indeed it
existed outside her imagination? And, if he knews\e really prepared to
accept an arranged marriage to a stranger in tsdercome master of Haut
Arignac? Having first cold-bloodedly swept her b#r feet into love with
him, she reminded herself shakily.

Yet what did she really know about him? From theyveeginning, he'd
been an enigma—a dark figure conjured up out ofstbem, and with the
same destructive elemental power.

She'd always expected that love, if and when itecéonher, would be a
gentle thing, born from friendship, nurtured by relthinterests—not this
sweeping, headlong torment of heartache and degimeh he, God help
her, didn't even share. That was the bitter trathtsad to hang on to, at all
costs, regardless of any other considerations.

His kisses—his caresses—had not been for her ,abwll'Margot Trant'.
And while she remembered that she could keep liesasiel.

Quietly, she put the book back down on the tabsedaecthe bed, and tiptoed
from the room.



CHAPTER EIGHT

MEeG finished her coffee and polished off the last femambs of the

citron-flavoured biscuit served with it. It had been glat to sit here in the
shade of the awning provided by the street cafe veatch the world go by,
but now it was time to move on, and meet Jeromesrasged, outside the
south door of the cathedral.

She stifled a sigh, feeling a flutter of nervousitement deep inside her.
There had been no way to avoid his company today h@d put in a bid for

independence at dinner the previous night, but Medde Brissot had been
adamant that he should accompany her to Albi—'Risrfirst occasion, my

dear.’

And Jerome had enjoyed her discomfiture. Immedjaéker dinner, he had
bidden them goodnight, and departed, and Meg hexfutly not allowed
herself to speculate where he might be, or in wheasepany, during the
oddly quiet evening which followed.

She had still been seething as she took the raed Arignac earlier that
morning, operating the elderly but beautifully k€ptroen with punctilious
correctness.

Eventually, Jerome had said with dangerous pol#gri# you wish to reach
Albi today, ma belle,| suggest you stop behaving as if | were your
moniteur—and drive.'

The transaction over the hire car had been quiakly amiably completed,
with Meg even being congratulated on her fortuestape.

What escape? she thought grimly. Out of the fryag; into a roaring fire.
During the course of a restless night, she'd ddbatesther her best plan
might not be to bring the whole charade out intodpen, before more harm

was done.

But the thought of the inevitable repercussionset her. She had to keep
silent for Nanny's sake—and also for Madame desBtis, because Tante



would be deeply offended to discover that her ovad-daughter had
actually blackmailed someone else into keepingcherpany, and hurt too.
And there was enough sadness in her face already.

She wouldn't want to learn either that the real ddarwas a mercenary
self-seeking little bitch, in love with a marriecam and that was the reason
for the imposture. Much better to let Tante keep iHesions, as far as
possible, she thought. Except where her own futmith Jerome was
concerned. Those plans would have to be knockedthen head
without-delay. Unless she was just imagining it-alleaping to absurd
conclusions.

But somehow | don't think so, she told herselfivesg. She glanced at her
watch, and signalled for the bill. Before she défar their rendezvous at
the cathedral, she had a phone call to make frerbdloth in the cafe. Tante
had asked her the previous evening with a hinepfaach whether she'd
managed to contact her home yet. She'd been diréztdhe phone in the
salon, tensely aware that Tante could hear every woré @otentially
awkward conversation, but to her relief the lind baen engaged yet again.

As it was once more this morning, she found. How, &he thought. Iris
disliked the phone, and was anyway too cost-consdio make prolonged
use of it. She dialled again, this time to Nannymber, and here there was
no reply, either.

Well, she'd tried, Meg thought with a mental shrag,she hung up. She'd
have to make another attempt at the chateau, Wlilde was resting,
maybe.

Probably because of its stormy past, the cathdé@@imore the look of an
armed fortress than a house of prayer. Jerome eady waiting for her
under the ornate white stone porch on the southdithe building.

'‘Am | late?' Meg asked with a touch of constramshe joined him.
'‘Admirably punctual." He glanced at the huge radkbbuilding behind

them. 'Do you wish to see the famous fresco oL #s Judgement, or would
you prefer Toulouse-Lautrec?'



Meg was taken aback. 'l thought we'd be goinggittdback to the chateau.'
'Why?' His brows lifted. "This is a beautiful clty.

'I'm sure it is," Meg said stiltedly. 'But this ishow—either of us would
choose to spend the day.'

He was silent for a moment. 'Shall we declare arottuce, Marguerite?
While | show you the city?"

He had not, she thought, denied what she'd said. |I8bked at him
uncertainly—saw the dark eyes alive and dancirgsthile that twisted his
mouth, and felt the excitement inside her uncud necklessness.

She said;Soit. So be it. But I'd rather skip the Last Judgement.’

"You don't think your sins would bear inspectioRf?ere was a faint edge to
his voice.

She said lightly, 'Perhaps I'm more of a Cathar-e @inthe Perfect Ones.'

She saw his mouth compress in slight wryness. ke 'Shen I'll take you to
see another kind of perfection.’

The Toulouse-Lautrec collection was housed in thi@i® de la Berbie, the
old bishops' palace.

'It's almost like meeting old friends," Meg saidsae gazed at the famous
Moulin Rouge posters of Jane Avril and La Gouloue.

'You like them?' he asked.

She nodded. 'Yes, maybe because they're so fanBliarif I'm honest |

prefer those we saw earlier—-the ones of his faamlg friends. They're so
much—quieter—and more affectionate, somehow." $teed. 'l wonder

what his life would have been like if he hadn't toeippled by brittle

bones?’



'He  would probably have led a more conventional
existence—married—looked after his estates. Soméhefpassion and
intensity of his work might have been diluted byrdssticity.'

'It would be good to think of him being happy,' M&gjd, rather wistfully.
'‘But happy endings are not always possible. Hayen'tearned that yet?'

No, she thought, as they emerged once more intsuhshine. But I'm
getting there.

He took her to the old part of the town, and sh#aed it with open delight,
as they traversed the narrow streets with theirt@areging timbered houses.
The buildings which spilled down to the edge of theer were all of
rose-red stone, including the great cathedral.

‘The city, of course, gave its name to the Albigemsrusade against the
Cathars," Jerome told her. 'And traces of Cathaliisgered on here even
after the massacre at Montsegur.'

'Yet there's no sadness here,' she said thoughtiilbi seems to be a place
that's come to terms with its past.’

'Everything passes, in time,' he said.

Yes, she thought. And, given time, this senselessstrdctive—infatuation
will be forgotten too. It has to be.

'‘And now lunch,’ he went on briskly.
'Have we got tune for that?' Meg bit her lip. 'Sldolt we be getting back?’

‘At this time of day?' Jerome parodied horror. "Yauwst learn to think like a
Frenchwomanima belle:

His hand was under her arm as he guided her thrihwggfroups of tourists
lingering on thepavement, sending an unwanteddinfhwareness through
her body.



She said steadily, 'l don't think that's necessafgrthe short time I'll be in
France.'

'‘But perhaps,’ he said, 'we can persuade youydasiger.'

She shook her head, not looking at him. 'l domrtkiso.’

"You say that now, but who knows what the fateshawstore for any of us?'
Meg decided to ignore that, and hung back. 'Anywayreally not hungry.’

'Well, | am," he said promptly. "You can sit andtetame.’ His hand took
hers, pulling her along gently but firmly, givingthno choice but to go with
him.

He took her to a small restaurant in a narrow sideet, already steadily
filling up with customers. Meg found herself ingal on a banquette with
Jerome beside her, his lean thigh altogether twgedio her own for comfort,
as they scanned the various choices on the hantkmcarte.

Meg had seriously intended to stay aloof from theceedings, but the
aromas drifting through from the kitchen becameeaasingly irresistible.
Under Jerome's guidance, she found herself comftony a dish of tiny,
delicate ravioli made with anchovies, followed byplatter of succulent
lamb, pink in the middle and flavoured with gaidied rosemary.

'l seem to do nothing but eat,’ she said fainyggentually she put down her
knife and fork.

"You could do with some extra weight,' he said,dhek eyes smiling at her
under their heavy fringe of lashes. 'Not too mudlgourse.'

She felt herself flush, and to cover her confusioeink some of the rose
wine, served with their meal in a little jug.

'How easily you blush," Jerome remarked. 'l hadexpected that.'



Perhaps the wine had given her Dutch courage, beche said, 'What did
you expect?'

He was silent for a moment. 'How can | say? lItttagely true that some of
madame'secollections of you had caused me—concern. hdidwish her
to hope for too much from this reunion.’

"You thought she'd be disappointed?'

Jerome shrugged. 'lIt was a possibility. After gltle had last seen you as a
young child, and her impressions then had been—ahixe

'Oh, dear.' Meg kept her tone light. 'Did | do stimmey frightful?’

He shrugged. '‘She remembered that you were
spoiled—precocious—seeking to be the centre oftaite, demanding your
own way at all times."

'In other words, a complete brat," Meg said wrBut | suppose it's a phase
all children go through." And some of them don'amte, she thought,
recalling Margot's ruthless self-will. 'Surely ydan't condemn me for that?'
She lifted her chin, her eyes searching his f@@ewas there something
else?’

His expression told her nothing. '‘But what elseld¢ddlere be?' he said, after
a pause. 'My sole wish is to protect Madame MaitpieSEhe has had
enough unhappiness in her life.'

Meg stared down at the immaculate white tablecl®@id you know her
husband?’

He shook his head. 'Only by reputation. He has loead for many years.’
His tone seemed to signify that the passing ofdteeHenri de Brissot had
been no great loss.

'l gather it wasn't a very successful marriage g Maid carefully.



'It was a disaster," he said grimly. 'A brief infation which flared up and
died within a year, leaving them tied to each atktmri disliked living in
the country, so he left Marguerite alone at thetedna to manage his
inheritance, while he spent his life at racecoueses casinos. He returned
only when he was short of money. Sometimes thereldvbbe brief
reconciliations, then he would become bored anitesssagain, and leave.'

'Did she tell you all this?' Meg asked with faiotpgrise.

Jerome hesitated. '‘No," he said shortly. 'Notfall.'o

Meg drank some of her coffee. Her conclusions hdmen so far-fetched
after all, she thought soberly. Where else coutdrde have learned the sad

details of Tante's marriage but from his grandfiéhe

She said, 'Tante explained to me why the chateauimauch disrepair.
It's—good that she's decided to do something albbut

'Excellent.' His tone was dry.
'l wonder why she's waited until now?"

Jerome shrugged again. 'l suggest you ask her.'tblie was not
encouraging.

Her fingertip traced the pattern on her saucer. sl a little breathlessly,
'l—get the idea that Tante's trying to—re-creat phast in the present to
some extent." She swallowed. 'Do you know— do yadeustand what I'm

talking about?’

'l think so." The dark face gave nothing away, s oughed on.
'l thought you would." Her mouth felt suddenly dity—must tell you that
what Tante wants is— totally impossible. It can erevhappen.’ She

swallowed. 'l thought I'd better make that clear.’

"There's no need.' Jerome summoned the waitertfaethill.



'l think there is. The whole idea is—was—quite absu

His smile was brief and impersonal. 'Completelycutbus,ma belle Don't
trouble yourself about it any more.’

She said, 'But | had to mention it—because if | enae—work for
you—we'll be obliged to spend a lot of time togethe

'‘As you say.' Jerome counted out notes from hidetyadnd added a tip.
'Starting this afternoon,' he added silkily.

Meg's heart sank like a stone, but she rallied. 'Seant to establish a—a
totally professional relationship from now on.’

'As you have with your employer?'
She bit her lip again. 'Of—course.’

‘Vraimen® You tell me, that in all the time you have workied this
man—this young, good- looking, high-powered man—igawme not asked
yourself what he would be like as a lover? Thaidsatot seen the way your
body moves under the so-demure clothes, or triegvaken the sleeping
fire in you?'

'‘Believe what you want," Meg said shakily. ‘What trying to say is that |
don't—I'm not prepared to be harassed in any wajewim working for
you, and if you won't agree, then the deal's offd Ashall tell Tante why.'

His mouth twisted. "You think she would be outra@édvonder. In view of
her—foolish dreams about the pair of us, perhapgoitld please her to
know that | wanted to make love to you.' The damseheld hers. 'The past
re-creating the present—isn't that your apt phrase?

She said crisply, 'But she might not appreciatddhethat you were simply
amusing yourself— especially if | told her we botad—other
commitments.’



He was silent for a moment, the firm mouth hardgnBut he didn't deny
what she'd said. 'And yoma belle,'he said at last. 'Are you so sure that
you'll be able to maintain this—professional diseduring the hours we'll
be alone together?'

'Yes.' She could feel the thud of her heart agdiestribcage. She thought
achingly, I've no choice. Oh, God, I've got to...

He laughed. 'How certain you are.' His eyes sweptnhockingly. 'Yet |
guaranteema doucethat you will be the first to break this—restraymu
have imposed.' His voice sank almost to a whisgeu will come to me,
Margot, because you cannot help yourself. You kipand so do I’

He'd got to his feet. Meg rose too, facing him. Skl huskily, 'l accept
your challengemonsieur.And | warn you, | shall fight—every inch of the
way.'

'So the truce is over.' His voice was soft. 'Satbéle took her hand and
lifted it to his mouth. She felt, with a jolt, Hiseth graze her soft fingertips in
a swift, sensuous caress.

He said, ‘'Now let us go back to Haut Arignac, asl your resolve.’

And led the way back to his car.

She sat beside him, prey to a total confusion otight and conflict of
emotion, out of which only one thing seemed cledrat-her relationship
with Jerome was not merely a question of self-anlut self-preservation.

Obsessed as she was with her predicament, she datite at first that
they'd turned off the Arignac road.

It was only when they reached the track leading rddav the mas that
comprehension dawned, and she sat up sharply.

'Where are we going?'



'To fetch my typewriter. There isn't one at theteha. Madame Marguerite
still prefers her correspondence to be hand-written

It sounded a reasonable explanation, but Meg sétfe
'Do we have to begin today? Can't you bring it ame¢he morning?’

He sent her a brief, mocking smile. "Tonight | sbalstaying at the chateau.
| have a room there. I'm sure Philippine has mesetibit.' He paused.
'‘Besides, the sooner our professional relationségns, the better. I'm sure
you agreema belle.’

He brought the car to a halt in front of tmas,and opened his door. "Would
you prefer to wait for me here?' There was amusémdns voice.

She said curtly, 'Fine.’

As he reached to door of theas,Octavien emerged, and they stood talking
for a moment. It had to be some urgent topic, b&ealctavien was
gesticulating forcefully, his wrinkled face frowmgnwith concern. And after

a moment she saw Jerome swing round and send ta eguigally grim look
back at the car.

She thought, They're talking about me. And a grewmadl of resentment

rose inside her. She opened the passenger dogoamdit, making a wide

and pointed detour away from them, around the aiidlee house, where the
terraces of vines clothed the side of the valleyg stood, staring out over
the neat rows, listening to the whirr of the unsemcadas in the

undergrowth.

She heard a stone rattle on the track behind hdriuaned to see Octavien
coming towards her, a hoe on his shoulder. Hisfeaeset grimly, the dark
eyes suspicious and openly hostile under the gitinows. His reply to her
quiet,'Bonjour,'was a curt nod.

She said, 'Maitre Octavien, it was y@atron'sidea to bring me here today,
not mine. But you need not worry.' She lifted hieinc'l—I know what you



fear, and | want to tell you that—it won't be likefore. Not as it was with
Monsieur Jerome's grandfather.’

She paused, but he said nothing, his expressioenuaturaging. She went
on with a touch of desperation, 'l won't be comlvark here—to the
mas—again. And at the end of the month I'll be retugnio England
anyway, for good.' She tried a small, wintry smilénis Monsieur Jerome
won't be driven away from here—at least, not by me.

There was no softening in his face. He said irhbarsepatois,'Whether he
goes or stays, you bring unhappiness with ymglaise.l know that, me. |
hear, and | see." He nodded. 'You have no business and Monsieur
Jerome should not concern himself with you—or th#esing you have
caused.' His fist clenched, punching the emptyAlways unhappiness,' he
muttered. He gave her a last fulminating look, tivemt on to the vines.

Well, | tried, Meg consoled herself, as she turaedy. She looked up at the
mas, at the big picture window on the upper floor, frevhich she would
never now see the dawn, and stopped dead.

There was someone there, she thought. Someonentgpdkiwn, and then
moving away quickly as if they didn't want to beseShe'd only caught the
briefest glimpse, but she knew it was a woman. AoidBerthe.

Her heart was thudding, leaden against her ribdl, Wkat did she expect,
after all? As she'd said herself, they both had-erotommitments. But to
say it was one thing. To face up to it in realitytq another.

When she reached the car, Jerome was closing tbie lie face set and
preoccupied. And who can wonder? Meg asked hdrgtdfly. She wanted
to say, Weren't you expecting company? And didgshe you a hard time,
when she saw you drive up with me? But pride kepsilent. Better for him
not to know she'd seen his guest at all, let albaeshe cared she was there.
That would be altogether too much of a betrayal.

No wonder Octavien was so unwelcoming, she thoudlet, throat
tightening. Presumably he approves of the ladyimgit the bedroom, and
doesn't want anything—or anyone—to make waves.tlafasl me.



Well, he doesn't have to worry. Because | know nasyond all doubt, that
| have nothing to hope for from Jerome. That | meiid.

And she felt more desolate and alone than sheldbeen in her life before.



CHAPTER NINE
THE atmosphere in the car was loaded—charged withdensi

Jerome, lost in thought, made no attempt to imtiany immediate
conversation, and Meg was thankful for it. It gdnex time to pull herself
together, recover at least the appearance of camgos

How quickly things could change, she thought slyakiinly an hour or so
before they'd been companions, almost friends. thewruce was over, and
the swords were out again.

She stole a glance at him. There was tautnesseny éme of his face. If he
was thinking about the woman at timas,his train of thought didn't seem to
be providing him with any particular pleasure. $bald sense that hidden
anger in him, like some volcano waiting to erupt.

Perhaps her appearance atrtteshad caused some serious breach between
them which couldn't be simply shrugged off. Butttvas hardly her fault.

'What were you saying to Octavien?' His voice brakeuptly across her
troubled reverie.

‘A touch of reassurance, which didn't work." Shesgal, adding carefully,
'‘Octavien doesn't want any re-creation of the paiser.’

Jerome too was silent for a moment. Then he séml, must forgive him.
He was totally devoted to my grandfather from iheetthey roamed these
hills together as boys. He saw only a future of pamonship and hard
work, bringing themasback to life, extending the vineyard—seeing their
children grow up together in turn.' He sighed sharpisappointment has
made him bitter.'

Meg said slowly, 'And he blames Tante for—all ofTibat isn't fair.'

"Why do you say that?'



'She was married. Your grandfather was a single. iviybe he should
have held back—thought twice before becoming in#dlVHe had less to
lose.'

'An interesting viewpoint,' he said softly. 'Yeetmarriage was over before
his intervention. He was not breaking up a relaiop. Now that—that, ma
belle,would be truly unforgivable. Don't you think?'

She said quietly, 'Perhaps none of us is qualtbguhss judgement—at this
distance.'

'Well, Octavien thinks otherwise. He feels thatiygadmother should have
remembered her marriage vows, even if her husbahdad.' He shook his
head. 'Perhaps some of the old Cathar moralily'stigers in the earth and
stones of the Languedoc.’

Meg was silent for a moment. She said, 'But one&skbroken her vows,
why didn't she leave- walk out on the marriage caoe for all? She could
have made a whole new life with your grandfathdreré was no need to
make them both miserable.

'It was not so simple. Perhaps it never is." Hieeavas heavy. 'Henri de
Brissot made it clear he would never willingly hegr go, and that divorce
was out of the question. Family pride was at stakeé, he was prepared to
use all the power of Church and State to force Mari¢e to stay in the

marriage.

'She had discovered, you see, that she was pregAsnmnouth curled. 'And
Henri had decided the child was his.’

Meg stared ahead of her. 'Was that—possible?’

Jerome lifted a shoulder. 'He still insisted on ¢wsjugal rights,’ he said
flatly.

'How could she bear it?"



'She had little choice in the matter. And each titesari reappeared he was
full of repentance—determined to put their relasioip on a new footing,
and make it work. She felt it was her duty to stath him—and try again.
Grandfather could not persuade her to change had.rkie was prepared to
risk anything—any scandal—to have her with him. Buwr prime
consideration was—had to be— the child.

'‘Because Henri could just have been right. That wdmst haunted
her—what swayed the balance in the end.’

Meg touched the tip of her tongue to her dry liBst—there was no child.'

'As it turned out, no. There was an accident— thmate irony. She slipped

on the stairs one day, when she was alone in theehdt almost cost herher
life as well as the baby's." He was quiet for a moim’'Henri, of course,

never forgave her. That was the end of any hop¢éhtomarriage. She had
sacrificed herself and her happiness in vain.'

'‘But what about your grandfather?’

'He swore if he left it would be forever, and heameit, although he didn't
blame Marguerite for the choice she'd made.’

He paused again. 'So he went to Paris first, tHeoaal, to manage a
property in Martinique that had belonged to his Imeot side of the family.

While he was on leave, he met my grandmother, aadena new life for

himself.'

'Were they happy?'

‘They were certainly profoundly content. Perhad th a safer basis for a
relationship that must last a lifetime.’

Perhaps, Meg thought, with a catch in her throat.iBsounded very much
like second best to her— a thought which occupmdsilence until they
reached Haut Arignac.



Jerome, she learned, had decided to establistetmparary office in the
library.

She looked round her. Suddenly the dark, bookédlimalls seemed hostile,
as if they were closing in on her, holding her gmisr. As maybe they were.
She Looked with loathing at the sleek electronpetyriter with the built-in
screen, which he'd brought in from the car andqaan the centre of the big
table.

And that, of course, was to be her instrument dtite in this dungeon, she
thought, her lips twisting.

'I've never used this particular model before,'sdid, watching Jerome plug
it into the power supply. Or anything remotely likeshe added silently.
The typewriter at the bookshop, which she'd usedasionally for
correspondence and invoices, had been a portaldapah machine of
roughly the same vintage as many of the booksablgast she'd felt in
control.

Whereas this thing had a memory, and presumaldyaahsind of its own ...

'It has all the standard features. There shoulddproblem.' He stood up,
dusting his hands, then took a folder from hisfoase. There were pages of
notes inside, in his crisp, incisive handwritingedfs of the stuff, Meg
thought glumly.

'If you could make three copies?' He glanced awaigh. 'I'll come back in
an hour to see how you're getting on.’

Well, at least that was better than having him ditagnover her, watching
her fumble her way to disaster, Meg decided asitioe closed behind him.
Wasn't there a fairy-story about a girl who'd bemrked into a tower, and
ordered to spin straw into gold, on pain of somasgly fate?

| know how she felt, Meg told herself, as she asdedpaper and carbons.
But no magical power was going to perform any ni@s¢o save her, she
soon realised, as the waste basket began to fillitppspoiled sheets. When
Jerome returned, she was still going to be surredmy straw.



Gritting her teeth, she battled to master a keybaedrich required only a
feather touch, apparently, to race away in allddioms at once, with herself
in fruitless pursuit.

The pile of completed pages was still pitifully dhvehen she heard the door
behind her open. She made herself concentrate ahskik was doing, as he
bent over her. There was no actual, physical conyat she was sharply
aware of the warmth of his body close to hersphésith fanning her hair.

Swallowing past her dry throat, Meg risked a swpgtvard glance, and saw
his brows lift. 'Is this all you've done?' His veie/as expressionless.

'I'm afraid so." She gave him an ultra-bright smiletermined to brazen it
out. 'l told you | wasn't used to this type of maet

'Or any other, it would seem.’ There was bite stbne.
'‘And | couldn't find a rubber—or any correctingiflweither.’

'‘Because they're not necessary," Jerome saidegittamt. 'The machine has
a built-in correcting tape. You operate it likesthHe demonstrated briefly.

'Oh." Meg's tone was hollow. 'l see.’

'l hope so.' He paused, reading through one gpdiges. "Your employer is
easily pleased, it seems,'-he commented grimly.

Meg bit her lip. 'He doesn't complain,’ she cowrdenncomfortably. '‘And
|—I warned you | wasn't a typist.'

His smile was brief and humourless. 'Clearly yotineo talents must
outweigh your lack of practical skills." He put tekeet he was scanning
down again, holding her gaze with his. He saidlgofdne dayma belle,
you must tell me exactly what duties you do perftordeserve your salary.'

She said huskily, 'l don't think that's any of ybusiness.'



'Unless | choose to make it so.' There was suddeshhess in his voice.
'What are you doing, Marguerite, wasting your lifiethis way? | don't
understand you. | could swear you were capable ofisch more...'

Meg pushed her chair back, again tautly conscidussoproximity as she
got to her feet. She said, 'I'm sorry if | havéméd up to your expectations.

'Ah, but this is only the beginning,’ Jerome sadtty. He put out a hand,
and smoothed a strand of hair back from her damghéad. It was done
lightly—even impersonally, but she felt the strodkhis fingers shiver

through her bones.

He smiled at her. 'Perhaps tomorrow | can hopedtter things.' The words
seemed to linger in the air between them, ambiguansalising, offering all

kinds of possibilities. Exactly as he intended...

She felt her pulse beat flutter like a bird, witkckement and a kind of
absurd hope. But simply recognising the absurdag tver salvation.

Swallowing, she stepped back mentally from somekbi$he said, quietly,
'Will you excuse me, please? Tante may need me.'

‘At least you fulfil her requirements adequatelgrome observed drily.
‘That's what I'm here for," Meg returned, liftingrfkchin.

'Is it?" The dark eyes flashed at her. 'I hopeMarguerite. Believe me, |
hope so.'

'‘And what exactly does that mean?' she demanded.

He shrugged. 'l don't wantadameo suffer any kind of disillusionment.’
She said unevenly, 'She—means a great deal tagesn't she?

'Yes," he said. 'And not just because of the mai$ter. | would do a great

deal to protect her from distress of any kind.desed. 'So be very careful,
Marguerite.'



She shook her head. 'I'm not going to hurt here' ®hanaged a little laugh.
'Incredible as it may seem, |—I care about her too.

And | envy her, she thought desolately as she pa&stthim, out of the room.
At least, when she loved, she was loved in retuemvy her with all my
heart.

She spent the time until dinner reading Tante'sespondence to her,
helping draft replies, and then writing the lettdrsmselves for Madame de
Brissot's signature. She felt a slight awkwardradseing plunged into the
deep end ofmadames personal affairs like this, but the older womaasw
entirely matter-of-fact about it, assuring her thatas one of the duties that
the absent Madame Aljou took for granted.

But Meg felt miserably guilty as she changed fomdir. It was one thing for
madame'®wn goddaughter to be allowed such a penetratingpge of her
circumstances, but she herself was a stranger,hwh&de one hell of a
difference.

But she now knew for a certainty that none of M#&sgaptimistic comments
about a possible inheritance had any foundatidiach Madames income
was barely enough for her needs, and her onlyass¢t was the chateau
itself. And where the cash was coming from forth# restoration work
heaven only knew. Jerome might have spoken of @ulabf love, but the
carpenters, electricians, plumbers and masons whe'cneeded would
hardly regard it in the same light. They'd wanbéopaid.

But it wasn't her business, let alone her problkgme, reminded herself with
decision, as she reviewed the selection of clothdger wardrobe. By the
time work started, if it ever did, she'd be longig@nd far away.

She dressed with care for dinner, deliberately ipgssover the
honey-coloured dress and the disturbing memoriesviked for the
simplicity of a black skirt, teamed with a whitékdblouse, high- necked and
long-sleeved.

She'd expectethadamemight be down before her, but she foundghn
empty. Now might be a good chance to call Iris agsthe thought restively,



picking up the phone and dialling the code for &nt And this time, with a
certain amount of relief, she heard the numberimggut.

'Yes?' Her stepmother's voice was clear but quesul®Vho is it? What do
you want?"

'lt's—Margot.' Meg hesitated over the name.

'Margot?' Iris's voice almost squeaked. 'Oh, th@ad. I've been nearly
going mad. Where are you, darling?'

'Why, France, of course,' Meg said slowly, all varning antennae on red
alert suddenly. 'Madame de Brissot wanted me tgdatknow I'd arrived
safely.'

'Madame de...?" Iris sounded bewildered for a. nminéou mean it's you,
Meg? Why the hell didn't you say so, instead ofgrding?’

'‘Because that would be difficult in the circumsesit Meg returned drily.
'‘What's happened? What's wrong?'

"You may well ask. It's that damned woman- Steventg3s's wife." Iris
sounded like the messenger in a Greek tragedy's'&fehim, for God's
sake. Just gone off into the blue, abandoning hidren, and making all
kinds of damaging statements to the Press,' shedaddh a little sob of
pure indignation.

''ve had the most ghastly people from tabloid rgap&rs ringing up,

wanting to talk to Margot. | had to take the phoffahe hook, just for some
peace. There've been photographs, headlines awautriangles. It's been a
nightmare.

'Margot's had to go into hiding, poor child. Ance®&n Curtess seems to
have had some kind bfainstorm—Iost all sense of proportion.' Iris laad
angrily. 'Do you know he had the almighty nervedme here to this house,
bringing his children, insisting that Margot lookea them, because there
was no one else? Those beastly reporters had alutbield day over that.



'l told him she wasn't here, but he left them fbstsame, saying he had to go
and look for his wife." Iris's voice was pure ogta'And the children
wouldn't stop screaming. | was at my wits' endjldrthought of Nanny
Truman. | told her it was an emergency, and shescaronce.'

Meg sat down shakily on the arm of the sofa. 'Yaamyou've still got
them?'

‘No, no, Nanny took them down to her cottage, tHaadkven. But he'll have
to make other arrangements. | can't be expectesinot as if | knew where
Margot was, or when she's coming back. Especidgr ghe awful things
Corinne Curtess has said about her in the Pressute half of them are
libellous.'

'l doubt that very much,' Meg said wearily.

‘That's what my solicitor said when | spoke to hins gave another sob. 'I'll
never be able to hold my head up again after &nsl. 'm here quite alone,
having to bear it all. It was totally selfish of M@t to disappear like this,
especially when she must have known what would &apshe paused.
"You've got to come home, Meg, right away. | need, Yo answer the door
and telephone, if nothing else."

'I'm sorry," Meg said levelly, 'but that's quitepassible. I'm also needed
here, and this is where I'm staying. These otheblpms are none of my
making, and | don't want to get involved.’'

Plenty, Meg thought, as she quietly but firmlylesed the receiver, but all
of it was for Corinne Curtess. Although she didttbégether sound as if she
needed it, she thought with a tinge of amusement ®urtess would
undoubtedly be devastated by her husband's adulyetylaunching a
pre-emptive strike through the tabloids, and tramsfg responsibility for
the children on to her erring husband and his esstrwas more of a
masterstroke than a bid for compassion.

But how typical of Margot to vanish once the gogaj tough, she thought,
her lip curling, although Nanny, kind, sensible aodhforting, would be in
her element, of course.



'‘Bonsoir.'Jerome was standing, framed in the open Frenctlomig, glass
of whisky in hand.

So he'd been on the terrace all the time, Meg thbingswift panic. How
much had he heard— and what had she said to girselh@away? She
forced a brief smile as she got to her feet. 'hiliknow you were there.’

'Clearly," he said laconically, strolling into treom, his dark eyes making a
mocking assimilation of her appearance. "What miydmsd discretion,' he
commented softly. 'Dare | offer you a drink beforeu leave for the
convent?'

She nodded jerkily. 'Thank you. I'll have a whiggmouth.’

"You look as if you need something stronger." Hé&zey became more
searching. 'l hope there's been— no bad news?'

'On the contrary,’ she said, with an attempt ditfigss. "Things couldn't be
better.'

And maybe it was true, she thought, as Jerome pgduee drink. Perhaps
Steven Curtess would come to his senses about drisage, at last, and
Margot be taught a much needed lesson. And soar'dhbe some new
scandal or sensation, and life would return to sbmg like normality
again.

Although it was doubtful if Iris would ever forgiveer, she decided, with a
mental shrug. But it was time she moved on anywagm now on, she'd
spend every free moment she had in the libraryi| shé'd mastered that
monster machine sufficiently to apply for an offjob when she got back to
Britain. That was the way forward. The only waygesédded in silent
emphasis, watching Jerome with sudden hopelessehuag) he walked
towards her, drink in hand.

She turned away, staring at the glow of the evesung falling in pools
across the terrace flags, terrified that he woaktirthe self-betrayal in her
eyes. As he came to her side, she took the glassHhim with a murmur of
thanks from her taut throat.



‘Sante.'He lifted his own drink in salute, leaning a slu®il indolently
against the frame of the window. Meg, aware ofskisitiny, felt the colour
rise in her face, and heard him laugh. 'Again, thatedible blush.’

She couldn't think of a single answer to that,lsocntinued to stare rigidly
in front of her. He was close enough to touch,relaéised. If she turned, her
arm would brush against him.

'l didn't know grass could be so fascinating,'ttrenenting voice went on.
Meg bit her lip. 'l was—thinking about somethirghe said lamely.
'‘But not happy thoughts," Jerome observed.

He saw far too much, Meg thought bitterly. She Inaakca shoulder. 'It's just
so quiet here.' She made herself sound faintlyntegde'And I'm used to city
life—things happening all the time."

'‘Ah, yes,' he said meditatively. 'Then we shall ehde arrange some
excitement for you here.’

She tried to ignore the undercurrent of laughteasiing in his voice. She
swallowed some of her vermouth. 'Oh, yes, typingreges for new roof
timbers, no doubt,’ she retorted, her tone brittle.

Jerome laughed. 'But even those could be integgstie said, 'if you use
your imagination to visualise how the house wilbkowvhen everything is
done.’

'Yes, | suppose so," Meg said slowly, thinking baakthe letters she'd
written earlier.

Jerome gave her an interrogative glance. 'Is sangettrong?"

'No," she said. 'At least—I just don't understasiny. Why now, after all this
time?' She took a breath, hurrying on, as his bmmss. ‘| mean, restoring a
house this size is going to cost a small fortumel, &hat's it all for? There
isn't a child— or anyone else to inherit.’



"You think Haut Arignac should just be left to dnepeace?’

'‘No." Meg hesitated. 'Well, perhaps. After all, wdam really afford a home
like this any more? And besides, | don't think Eamas that kind of money.'

'‘And what she has could be put to better use?'€llwas irony in his voice.

She met his gaze squarely. 'Yes, probably. It'g isslated here, after all,
and there must be a lot of sad memories. She gatldway—travel...'

'‘And forget?"
She moved a hand rather helplessly. 'Well—why not?"

'l don't think it's that simple. Love is not alwaysnsient—so easily
dismissed.'

‘After all these years?'

'When the love is real,’ Jerome said quietly, 'toeases to matter. An hour
or a lifetime become the time.’

Meg's hand tightened round her glass. She saidraziedly, 'And if it turns
out to be the wrong person at the wrong time initheng place?’

He said harshly, 'Then it's a tragedy. But it ddedrange a thingna belle
believe me. The ground's as deep, and the sctarisaé 'And you won't get
Madame Marguerite away from here," he went on afigause. 'She's spent
o much of her life here. In fact, Haut Arignac tesome her life, and her
love. Now she wishes pour into it all the accumadapassion of all these
sterile years. Would you deny her?"

'‘No," Meg acknowledged with a sigh. 'Certainly mdten you put it like
that.'

'Or are you considering your own interests, perfapss tone of polite
interest deceived her at first. But as Meg absotthedimplication in his
words her head came round sharply.



'What do you mean?' she demanded.

'‘Madameis frail and lonely," he said with a shrug. 'Sghljou, her usual
companion, is a good woman, but she has no clairheoraffection. Yet
already Marguerite is fond of you.'

Meg tensed. 'l already told you,' she said. 'l dewaht anything from her.'

His voice hardened derisively. ‘I know what youdsdBut anyone can
change their mind. And, in a month, you could achia great deal. Even
persuadenadameo divert what resources she has totally in yoreation.
An old dying house, or a young, lovely woman. lay she scales were
weighted in your favoumna chereMargot.'

Furiously, her hand swung up, but before she cowdéte contact Jerome
seized her wrist in a grip of iron.

'‘Ah, non,'he said softly, and coldly. 'Not now. Not evere iérked her
forward, smothering her swift cry of pain with Imm®uth. He was angry, out
of control as never before, his lips parting heinshwnerciless force,
devouring her—ravishing her. And her rage and meatthed his, her own
demand suddenly as hot, blind and seeking. Harakedbbehind his head,
Meg gave herself up to the dark, stinging raptiite@ moment. Jerome. His
name seemed to sing through her veins. Dear Gavdme!

Oblivious to everything, they swayed in each otharms as if rocked by
some high wind, their bodies moulded—welded togethe

And then, as suddenly, as violently as it had beguwas over. Jerome
released her, pushing her from him almost with issen. He said hoarsely,
raggedly, 'AhDieu,no. Damn you, Margot, what have you done to me?"

He kicked the fallen whisky glass out of his pathgl strode across tlsalon
to the door, slamming it behind him.

There was broken glass on the carpet. It was irmpt#timperative that she
should clear it up, she thought dazedly. She kreaiefully, gathering the
slivers into her handkerchief, wincing as one lated her flesh.



She looked down at the bright bead of blood. Theiwlois deep, she
thought, the scarring eternal. And tasted therssds of her tears on her
bruised mouth.



CHAPTERTEN

THE illuminated dial on her bedside clock said two .aMeg stared at it,
muttered, 'Oh, hell,’ then turned it face downwards

It had been, she thought, quite the worst evenfrigeo life. She had only
just managed to pull herself together, and cleathepmess on the carpet
whenmadameregal in lavender silk, had entered sadon.

'So there you aregetite’ Fortunately oblivious to Meg's over-bright eyes,
and tear-stained cheeks, she seated herself usbat chair, peering round.
‘Jerome is not here yet?'

Meg muttered something indistinguishable.

'Well, it doesn't matter. | am glad to have thiarte to see you alone.' Tante
opened a drawer in the small table beside her sindated a shabby velvet
box. 'l wish to give you this.'

Meg hesitated, uncomfortably. She began, 'Thegaltyrno need ...’

'l think there is,’ Tante said firmly. 'I've nedied you for far too long.' She
pressed the box into Meg's hand. 'Perhaps thisataiie for all the years of
silence-'

'Oh, no.' Meg was aghast. 'l mean—I didn't come lfarthis, really...'

"You don't need to tell me that,' Tante said gerilgvertheless, | wish you
to have this little token, my dear. Don't deny imis pleasure.’

Swallowing, Meg pressed the catch and opened the With acute
misgiving. Against the background of yellowing satihe antique brooch's
delicate tracery of amethysts and pearls glowecteksly.

Meg stared at it, lost for words.

'l hope you like it,' Tante said, at last. 'It Imsgreat intrinsic value, perhaps,
but it once meant—so much to me. Now it's yours.'



No need, of course, to ask who had given it to Meg said, her voice
shaking, 'lt's exquisite— the most beautiful thifhge ever seen. But—
Tante—I can't take it. You—you don't understand...’

'l think perhaps that | do," Tante said, her vgeastle. 'You feel Jerome will
disapprove.’

'I'm sure he will. He—he doesn't trust me, you see.

'‘But that was before he met you.' Tante pattedhlied. 'Don't blame him for
that, mon enfantHe is—over-protective at times, but that isn't sachad
fault, believe me, for a woman to find in a mandAns initial judgement of
you was too hasty—based on hearsay. I'm suredwised that.'

Meg shook her head. 'On the contrary,” she saietlgull think this would
simply confirm all Jerome's worst suspicions.'

'‘And what do | suspect?' Jerome was standing irdtdweway, watching
them.'I have made our dear Margot a small giftnt&asaid. '‘But she has
scruples about accepting it.'

'How admirably moral,’ he drawled.

'So you must tell her that she's being absurdteTardained sternly.

'With pleasure.' He walked over to Meg, and heltdhes hand for the box.
‘May | see?"

Reluctantly, she surrendered the brooch for higaoson.

'‘But it's charming,’ he said, after a pause. Hisseyet hers sardonically,
leaving her in no doubt that he'd guessed the brequrovenance. 'And
ideally suited to what you are wearing. Permit me.'

He took the brooch from the box, and pinned 11 tinéosilk at Meg's throat,
his hand brushing her breast. It was the mostifigebuch, but every nerve
of her body reacted in wanton eagerness. She thoagty, Damn him.



Jerome took a step back. 'The perfect settinggaltesoftly.

Dinner seemed endless. As they were going intaihi@g-room, Jerome
was called away by Philippine to the telephongpmeing them as the soup
was being served. Meg, stealing a covert glandamtunder her lashes,
across the table, discovered a grim set to his Imaantl jaw. Whatever
message he'd received clearly hadn't pleased henhaPps the lady at the
mashad rung to say she was tired of waiting.

She transferred her attention determinedly to Taatel began to chat
brightly about all she'd seen and done in Albi tmairning. From time to

time, she was aware of Jerome's cynical gaze gestirher, flickering from

her swollen mouth to the gleam of the brooch attherat, but he made no
attempt to intervene in her recital, or introduce aternative topic of

conversation.

' meant to ask you," Tante said, when Meg atdassed for breath, 'did you
manage to contact your mother?'

'Yes.' Meg sipped some wine. 'l had a—a brief weitt her.'

'l hope she is well." Tante's words were courteatiser than warm. 'She
must be missing you.'

Meg gave a constrained smile. 'She's rather toopied for that at the
moment, | think." She saw Jerome's eyes narrowesiigdas he leaned back
in his chair, but he made no comment.

Meg had no appetite, and did little but push tleeifound her plate, making
Philippine cluck disapprovingly at her when sheactel away.

When they all adjourned the salon;Tante suggested that Meg and Jerome
might like to play backgammon, but Meg declinedrimally, saying, not
altogether mendaciously, that she had a headache.

And | must also excuse myself." Jerome took MaddenBrissot's hand and
kissed it. 'Something unexpected has cropped upte-gquiavoidable, I'm
afraid.'



Meg felt her heart skip a beat. So he intendedb®ydhe summons, she
thought. Well, what else had she really expecteu®ifwas better this way,
she knew, so why did she feel as if she was dyiagle?

"You work altogether too haraviadameold him severely. 'Will you be back
later?'

'l cannot be sure,’ he said, after a pause. 'Atratg; I'll see you in the
morning. Sleep well.’

He turned a bleak smile on Meg. 'l hope your helaglaoon improves,' he
told her expressionlessly, and left.

Tante was all concern, offering pain-killers, anddvvas forced to take one
to avert suspicion, although it was unlikely tceaihte the real ache in her
heart. But she refused to go to bed. The last timrige world she needed
after all was to be on her own to think.

'Such a pity Jerome has been called away," Tantarked, adjusting the
cushion behind her back. ‘It would have rounded yay off nicely if he'd
been able to spend the evening.' Her tone waslgsslebut Meg wasn't
deceived.

She said, 'l came here to be your companion, Tanteyis.'
'‘But you do begin to like him, don't you, my dear?'

That was a tepid description of the torrent of ifeglthat had swept her
away, Meg thought wrily. She said shortly, 'l havesally thought about it.
Has Philippine brought the paper in?'

'Oh, "l don't think | want any news read to me girti All wars and death
and destruction—so depressing.' Tante pulled a fBdeather talk about
happy things.'

'I'll talk about anything you like," Meg said ggntlExcept—except Jerome.
I—I know how fond you are of each other, and howchmwou rely on him,
but you can't expect me to share in your relatign'sh



'Of course not. That would be ridiculous,’ Tantel s&rongly. '‘But you can't
pretend, eithemna cherethat you're not attracted to him, or he to yobheé S
chuckled. 'When one's sight is reduced, other sesesem to grow stronger,
and I've felt this current of emotion that flowsJeen you.’

'He's very good-looking,” Meg said tonelessly. iMally, I'm aware of
that...'

'‘No, no," Tante said testily. 'I'm talking of soimagy more important and far
deeper than just- awareness.'

'l think you're exaggerating, Meg said desperat®dgnsieur Jerome and |
have only just met.’

'‘But what a meeting.' Tante s deep chuckle escagaid. 'And how long do
you think it takes, foolish child, t&know..?' She threw back her head.
'‘Sometimes a look—a word—is all that is necessarjremit's the man who
is meant for you above all others.' There was ehdat her voice.

Meg tried to smile. 'lt's a very romantic idea, bedlity's rather different.’

And what if the man you'd set your heart on didsftare your
feelings—or—even worse- wanted you for all the vgrosasons? she asked
silently.

"You must not doubt or question lovea chere.Tante sounded almost
stern. 'You should seize it with joy when it's offé, or you could spend
your life with nothing but regrets.’

That's something I'm already coming to terms wMkg thought, biting her
lip. Aloud, she said, There's no point in even désing this. You seem to
forget I'm only here for a few weeks...'

'On this occasion, perhaps.' Tante patted her HBaotinow that I've found
you again, child, I don't want to lose you. | hepasee far more of you in the
future.'



Meg felt choked by guilt. | should never have gubithis, she thought
wretchedly. Never. A lifetime won't be long enoughall my regrets.

She put up her hand and touched the brooch. Tmestielt cold, alien
against her fingers. She supposed by right thenoen& now belonged to
Margot. That was Tante's intention, anyway. Butvduld fall into her

rapacious stepsister's hands over Meg's dead [@iihypugh she herself
couldn't keep it either. It's just on loan for theration of my visit, she told
herself bleakly. Rather like everything else.

Jerome did not come back, and just after ten &kcl@ante announced her
intention of going to bed. Meg read to her for alevfrom The Mill on the
Flossthen went along to her own room. She detachebtrb@ch with care,
then hid the box at the back of a drawer in thesirg-table. It must have
cost Tante a lot to part with something so specstile thought sadly. She
hadn't bargained for being taken to the older wdstagart quite so fast. Nor
had she foreseen that Tante regarded this visiteabeginning of a whole
new relationship with her goddaughter.

But that was Margot's problem, not hers, she teldélf woodenly, feeling
like Judas.

And only one of many, it seemed. Because, nowligsavere down, it was
apparent that Steven Curtess was opting to trysand his marriage at all
costs. Which surely meant that Margot would beafat job, and out of his
life too.

Meg had never had the slightest sympathy with Migggathless pursuit of

Curtess, but it occurred to her now, with her neailyakened sensitivity,

that if her stepsister was really in love with hifmen the loss would destroy
her—tear her apart.

Maybe she didn't want to love him, she thoughthBgs, like me, she
couldn't help herself. And she'll suffer for it, lasill, till the end of time.

Sleep proved totally elusive. She lay in the dasknéner mind going in
weary circles, but producing no solutions to anyth@ quandaries which
bedevilled her. Finally, she pushed back the cowlts determination. So,



it was two a.m. She wasn't going to lie here, avaie suffering. She'd use
her insomnia for a purpose.

She put on her robe, slid her feet into slippessieved her pocket torch
from her travel bag, and opened her bedroom doarkrizss and silence
greeted her. Treading carefully, following the tti@am of the torch, she
made her way downstairs to the library. She'd thedbeast and conquer it,
she told herself. It might take her some time toviiace Jerome that she
wasn't mercenary, but at least she could provevsisecompetent.

She pushed open the door, and stopped dead, ratiedtracks at the sight
of Jerome. The desk lamp was lit, and he was gitiinthe table, writing
busily. He stared at her as if she were a ghost) thundled his papers
together, pushing them into a folder.

'What are you doing here?' he demanded.

She wasn't going to tell him she'd come down famecsecret typing
practice. He'd think she'd gone mad.

She temporised. 'l thought | heard a noise.’

'l hope now that your mind is at rest.' Jerome'gesdidn't reach his eyes.
'Yes." She paused. 'l thought you weren't comingk b@night." The
unknown girl must care for him a great deal toreated in such a cavalier
fashion, she thought bleakly.

He shrugged. 'Some of the estimates for the bygjldiark were waiting for
me at themas.| needed to deal with them. Madame Margueritenjgatient

for the work to begin.’'

'Yes, of course." Nervously, Meg tightened the safsher robe. Jerome
observed the gesture with a faint twist of his rhotite picked up his pen.

'Don't let me detain you,' he said shortly. '‘Qthisre something else?’

'No—at least..." Meg hesitated.



'Well, go on.'

She said in a little rush, 'lt's the brooch. | wanit need to explain to you
about it.’

Jerome's brows lifted. 'What explanation is neag8dsladamewished to
make you a gift. It's of no concern to anyone élse.

'l don't think that's true." Meg touched the tiphef tongue to her dry lips.
'It's an old and lovely piece of jewellery—not axbad chocolates. | tried to
tell her | couldn't accept such a thing, but sheldw't listen.'

His smile was wintry. 'She has become used to Warway in most things.
You won't change her in the short time you're here.

‘That's exactly what I'm getting at," she saidmilonly here for a little while,
and I'll wear the brooch for the duration." Shendeebreath. 'But when |
leave | intend to return it.'

Jerome's brows snapped together. 'Return her lgét8hook his head. "You
couldn't insultlmadaman such a way.'

She said steadily, 'That's why I've decided torrethie brooch to you.' She
paused. 'After all, it came from your family origity. Didn't it?'

He shrugged again. 'Undoubtedly. If it had beer 8dssot family piece,
Henri would have sold it and gambled the proceeds.

She nodded. 'So I'll just be sending it back wiigbelongs.'

His frown deepened. 'That is quite unnecessary.brbech is yours now.
Keep it.'

Meg shook her head. 'l can't do that.’

Jerome twisted the pen in his fingers, his dark tsambre. 'Is it because of
what | said to you before dinner?' He moved resiyed had no right...'



Meg lifted a hand. 'There are other reasons tbe 'said quietly. 'Please
don't ask me to explain.'

'Very well." He was silent for a moment. 'Is thabywyou came down
here—just to tell me about the brooch?' There wasda note in his voice.

'l told you—I heard a noise.' Meg was defensive.
'From your room to this?' Jerome asked derisivéhyat's ridiculous.’

Not half as idiotic as the real reason, Meg thou§hie said shortly, 'Well,
something woke me, anyway.'

'Without doubt,’ he said. His tone was bitter,dyss brooding. 'Probably the
same thingma bellethat's kept me from sleep since our first meetidg.'
flung down the pen, and got up, coming round théettowards her.

Meg retreated to the door. She said hurriedly,sbmy if I've disturbed you.
You—you can get back to your work now.’

'Disturbed me?' He gave a short, harsh latigjleu, if that were all. Don't
you know what you've done to me, my beautiful, imahareacherous little
bitch?'

She said shakily, 'How dare you speak to me lilag?th

He flung his head back. 'Oh, | dare," he mockeecaBse I've been in hell,
my lovely Margot. You've turned my life—my plans—tanchaos. | know
what you are, and it makes no difference. | trgeéspise you, and | end up
wanting you even more.'

He topk a step nearer. 'And it's the same for yoan amourDon't pretend.
That's why you're here tonight. Because you ca€pkaway.' He drew a
ragged breath. 'l said I'd make you come to me hane you are.'

'‘No." Meg sobbed the word. 'It's not true. Youhazg...'



'Yes.' He sounded almost meditative. 'Yes, | tHiakn, a little. My battle
was against you, but, God help me, I've endedgigifig myself.’

She said hoarsely, 'T'll go away. I'll tethadamel have to go back to
England—a family crisis— anything...'

His smile was a travesty. 'Back to your lover— icckpup the pieces, if you
can?'

She shook her head wildly. 'l have no lover.’
'‘No," he said. 'That is probably the truth, at.|Bstor Margot.'

'‘And don't call me that." She swallowed. 'Jerorhetd are things about me
that you have to know.'

'l know them already. Before you ever set footnarf€e | knew. | intended
to take you, to prove that you were worthlessie- petite salopewho'd
belong to anyone.’

'What do you mean?' Meg stared at him in angryehglity. "What are you
saying?'

‘The time for pretence is pasta belle Now let's be honest with each other.’
His voice was harsh. 'I'm caught in my own trap,rgderite. You've
bewitched me too—got under my skin, into my bontés.paused, his eyes
raking her. 'But if | take you maybe [I'll be fregaén, and sane.’

'‘No." The word seemed to strangle in her throa¢ t8med to run, but her
foot tangled in the trailing edge of her robe, ahd stumbled. In that instant,
Jerome caught her. His hands were hard as he pheletb him—held her
crushed in his arms. For a moment she resistatlyjdists clenched against
his chest. She felt the heated grind of his boayresg hers through the thin
layers that separated them, the supreme male lerdeeking the surcease
that only she could offer. Was aware, too, of thals shock-wave of
response inside herself, the feminine core of s=otving, melting...



As he held her, he began to touch her slowly, esdilscovering some once
familiar journey. His fingertips circled the shapé her face, feathered
almost tentatively across temples and cheekbongised the fragile arch

of her brows, and the sweet, blunt corners of hautim

And, as he did so, the grimness in his own facabég fade, to be replaced
by taut yearning, while the hard glitter in hisklayes steadied to a tingling
flame.

'Marguerite.' He spoke her name as if it had beemeghed from some deep
wellspring of emotion. And, as if she were turninghe sun, she lifted her
face to his.

When he kissed her, it was the merest brush oliggsacross hers, yet it

tantalised, with a promise of undreamed-of sensabacome. Meg lifted a

hand and stroked his cheek, feeling the faint daspmf sweat across the
high, powerful bone. She could feel the thud ott@artbeat pulsing through
her own body. The raggedness of his breathing wiasesl by her own.

His fierce grip had relaxed. Now, it seemed, he basgly holding her at all,

and she could choose to go—to walk away—if she @rBut her legs felt

heavy, languorous, her body ached as if it stitelibe impress of his, and
the blood in her veins was slow and thick, like nvdroney.

When she moved at last it was only to put her meunth, delicately, her

tongue against the triangle of warm, hair-roughesied at the neck of his

shirt. She breathed him into her, as if absorbingthrough every pore and
fibre, luxuriating in the scent, the taste of himacognising a pleasure that
intensified sight and touch.

Jerome began to caress her, his lean fingers gréfoensupple length of her
spine, and the cleft between her buttocks, befiftiag to delineate the
smooth curve of her hip, sliding the silky fabri€ mghtgown and robe
against her flesh.

She began to tremble, softly, deliriously. She fedt breasts swell, the
nipples hardening into sensuous peaks as Jeromgeartips whispered



across her abdomen, pausing to release the khet siish. The robe sighed
apart, then fell, pooling round her feet.

He looked at her, his fierce gaze dismissing tlve kil of the nightgown,
his face taut with need. A shiver, partly excitemend partly reaction to the
chill of the night air on her overheated skin, through her. She tried to
control it, but he saw, and his mouth twisted ikrnmwledgement.

He said softly, 'No, not here—not like this.'

He lifted her into his arms, as if she were a featkeight, and carried her
back through the shadowy house to the darkenedawii of her bedroom.

He put her down on the bed, and leaned acrossitchsan the lamp. It was
like being caught in a spotlight, she thoughtidgta hand to shield her face.
Down in the tower room it had all seemed so rightratural progression of
events. But the factwas she'd never been nakednh éf a man in her life,
and she felt an unexpected wave of shyness enguld$ Jerome slipped
down the straps of her nightgown.

She shifted restlessly with a faint murmur of negrat'Please—the light...'

His hands stilled instantly, as his eyes searcledlshed face with wry
comprehension. He said, on a little shaken laugh, Dieu, Marguerite,
don't deny me nowna bellel have dreamed of you—like this.’

Gently, he freed her breasts from the tiny cupghefbodice, taking their
rounded softness into the palms of his hands, stieg them there as his
dark head bent to adore them. Meg's lips partedgasp of delight as she
felt his mouth suckle each rosy peak, coaxing theethrobbing excitement
with the stroke of his tongue. His hands brushedrdber body, carrying
her nightdress away as if it had been the meresadhof gossamer. His
mouth travelled downwards too, planting tiny kiskles a trail of sweet fire.
Where he touched, her body blossomed, came to gmexlife.

When his hand eventually parted her thighs, Megeddnn spite of herself.
She was unprepared for the precise sensations whigchxploration of her
most intimate self would engender.



'‘Doucement Jerome's voice soothed her, but she could heaulprise. 'It's
all right, ma bien aimed-won't hurt you.'

He caressed her without haste, every movement efldhg fingers a
pleasure to be learned and savoured. His eyes tedt/ber face, watching
each minute reaction, every flicker of her laskee®ry quiver of her parted
lips and tiny sobbing sigh which signified her slosimost bewildered
abandonment to delight. She was silk, she was fldw@ebody opening to
him like the unfurling petals of a rose.

His mouth possessed her, his tongue creating throrie of acute sensation.
Her mind was empty to everything but this delicgliery of feeling. She

searched out blindly into some region of unknowiagd felt her body

convulse, implode into rapture.

She floated slowly back to reality, saying his nareaching for him.

'I'm here," he told her softly. He took her in &ims, and she felt the warmth
of his naked skin against her own. She presseelh@gainst him, touching
him lightly, feverishly, as her hands roved, leagiihe strength of bone and
muscle that created him.

'You're enjoying yourself?' His grin was amuseddtes, as he lay back
against the pillows watching her under his heady. li

"You're beautiful.' Her voice was husky.

'‘Du vrai! I've never been told that before. And yma belle Jook like Eve
on the first day of Paradise.’

He drew her hand to his mouth, kissing her fingsttgrazing them softly
with his teeth, then guided her with gentle cettadown his body. She was
tentative at first, afraid of hurting him as sheessed the proud shaft, only
reassured when she heard the first harsh groateasyre tear from his
throat. Shyly daring, she bent her head, offeringthe warm delight of her
mouth, feeling his whole body shudder in responsting to give him the
same release that had been bestowed on her.



Jerome moved restively, his breathing quickening.gdid hoarsely, 'Ah,
no, my lovely witch," and lifted her over him, tiands on her hips as he
brought her down to join with him.

She hadn't bargained for the pain. Had imaginetiat that it was more a
myth devised to promote chastity than a physicet. fdow, suddenly, she
knew better, and she cried out as her shocked ssisotked in protest
against his invasion.

'What's the matter?' Jerome's voice was urgent agtbnishmentCherie,
what's wrong?'

Meg sank her teeth into her lower lip. 'l didn'dbkn’ Her voice shook, near
to tears. 'I've never...'

Suddenly he was still, staring up at her. 'Whatyane saying?' His voice
grated with sudden harshne$gais, c'est impossible, ga.’

She felt the first scalding tears on her face. skimry—I'm so sorry. Don't be
angry with me— please.’

He was silent for a moment, then he said quidthg, not angry.' He lifted
her back gently against the pillows, stroking the back from her forehead,
wiping the dampness from her cheeks with the ed¢jeeosheet.

Meg lay, eyes closed, one clenched fist pressedstdeer trembling mouth,
aware of the shift of the mattress as he left gk b

When at last she ventured to look for him, he wasding by the window.
He'd pulled on his dark trousers, but his chest bare. He'd parted the
curtains and opened the shutters, and was staunwlwere the first faint
streaks of light had appeared in the eastern skdlity, he was only a few
feet away, but she felt as if she was looking &t &cross the distance of the
universe.

When he spoke, his voice was almost contempla¥edeus, oi deus, de
I'alba tan tost ve!He gave a brief sigh, then turned to her. 'Now Shiel.
‘Tell me who you really are.’






CHAPTER ELEVEN
THE silence in the room seemed endless.

'l am waiting." The quiet voice might have belonge stranger. 'Clearly,
you are not Margot Trant, so who are you?'

Dry-mouthed, she said, 'Her stepsister. —I'm Meggdoo—Margaret
Langtry. | tried to tell you downstairs, but youdsa-you made me think that
you knew..."

'‘Ah, yes," he said reflectively. 'But we were aiss-purposes.’ He paused.
'‘And what was the purpose of this masquerade?'

'Margot—couldn't get away. She asked me to takelaee.'

"You make it sound so simple," he said with cotohy. 'Why then did you
hide your identity? Pretend to be someone—somethyay were not.’

'l can't really explain...'
Try," he invited silkily.

She felt icily cold suddenly. She pulled the cougrshiding her body from
his sardonic gaze.

'Margot didn't want her godmother to think she daiilbe bothered.’
‘Although it was nothing but the truth.’

‘Not altogether. She had strong reasons for netiga&ngland.’

'Of course,' he said. 'This lover—who never soungigite real when you
spoke of him, for obvious reasons.' He paused. &ffar had reached a

crisis. She did not dare leave, in case he chahgedind in her absence.
She needed to be there to hold him—to keep thepregoing.'



'l suppose so.' But, of course, that was exactly indvad been, she thought
miserably.

'‘And you were happy to be her confederate in this®'contempt grated
along her raw nerves. 'You were so eloquent abgugnandfather, yet it did
not trouble you to help destroy a marriage?'

Meg stared at him. "You know about that?' she agskedvilderment
mingling with her wretchedness.

'l know," he said. 'Corinne Curtess is my cousire Were brought up
together, as close as brother and sister. Whem healast time, it was clear
she was deeply distressed about something. Evéntuaiade her confide
in me.' His smile was grim. 'And that was whenddmae aware, once more,
of Margot Trant.'

'‘Once more?' Meg queried, shakily. 'Oh, | supposdamehad mentioned
her to you.'

'‘Bien stir.' His tone was almost savagely derisive. 'Her godjhdear, the
only person approaching a relative whom she posdessomeone she had
not seen for many years, because she'd felt nmrapith her as a child.
Because she'd seen in her too much of the motleeadisiiked. Someone to
whom, perhaps, she'd been unfair, and should negdegation.

'When Corinne told me about Steven's affair, | pdafor it not to be the
same woman. My cousin was convinced that she hagahtove for Steven,
that she wanted him for ambition—for prestige ofiljze enquiries | had
made only seemed to confirm her fears. No one hgabd word to say for
Mademoiselle Trant. She was hard, selfish, a gadet, concerned only
with her own advancement.

'l was as grieved fanadames | was for Corinne. | could see her loneliness,
could guess why she wanted to be reunited with ghils—to establish a
relationship. And | knew that heetiteMargot was totally unworthy of her."'

'‘But you didn't say anything. You didn't tell het..



'How could 1? Corinne had begged me to say notAbayt her troubles. She
was desperate to save her marriage—convincedithahe, Steven would
come back to her.

'Whenmadamaedecided to invite Margot here, it seemed to nveoitild Kill
two birds with one stone. After all, it could orllg a matter of time before
she betrayed herself in some way—Ilet Madame Maitgusee what she
was really like." His face softened slightly. Tlles of her sight has given
her added perception, in many ways. | relied on'tha

He paused. 'She would also be separated from S@weass. Corinne was
sure he was not her only lover, but could get raprHis mouth twisted
cynically. 'So—I decided to supply it. To estabtitteyond doubt that she
was a tramp, with a penchant for casual affairséducing her myself.'

His voice hardened. 'What | did not take into aectomasl'inconnue—the
unknown quantity. You.'

His words were like a knife going into her hearheSmight have been
playing a part, but so had he. Every touch—eveigskihad been a
pretence, designed to lure her into self-betrdyald just admitted as much.
The lover who'd brought her to rapture in his ahrad never existed. Or if
he did exist, then he belonged to that other githeamas—the girl they had
both betrayed.

She thought numbly, He didn't even want me. Anchedsshe could die.

She heard him say, 'Why did you do it?' and dragggether the remnants
of her pride—her self-respect. Jerome must nevewkhow well he'd
succeeded in his cynical, amoral quest, she thaogigony. He must never
suspect that she was in love with him.

'l didn't feel | had a choice.’ She sounded unaltigrweary even to her own
ears. 'There's more than one kind of pressure.’

'Without doubt." His tone was dispassionate. "Yieuoaut of work, of course.
That was why you were free to come here, yes? Amagbt paid your
expenses.'



Her nails dug into the palm of her hands. 'You maikeall sound
so—mercenary. It wasn't—just that '

Jerome flung up a hand. 'Oh, spare me the reswadsebitterly silent for a
moment. 'l should have known that you were a chidadre were too many
discrepancies—your ability to speak French, youurfa as a typist—all of
it should have told me you were not what you seemed

He gestured impatiently at the bed. 'But what mamietake the charade so
far, you little fool? Did you think you could justearry off the loss of your
virginity?'

Meg bent her head, despair a dull ache inside $iee. said tonelessly, 'l
suppose—I just didn't realise...'

| let loving you—wanting you—blind me to everythahge.
'So—where is youbelle-soeumnow?'

''ve no idea." Meg hesitated. 'You know, of coutbat Corinne has left
Steven—and the children?’

'Yes. She wanted to see if drastic action woulddhim to his senses. Not
that she was happy to leales petitso Margot's tender mercies.'

Meg said shortly, 'She hasn't. The children aré wiy old nanny and quite
safe. And Steven Curtess has gone off after hie.\@86 her ploy seems to
have worked.'

He gave a wintry smile. "Then everything arrangsslfi You, of course,
remain the exception.’

She said, off the top of her head, 'l can lookraftgself. Please don't
concern yourself about me.’

'Don't talk like an idiot," he returned impatienthVe cannot leave things as
they are. There is so much still that we must discu



'On the contrary, | think you've said more than wgio already.' Meg
reached down for her discarded nightgown, draggioger her head, before
pushing back the bedcovers. 'Done enough too, aslied with bitter
emphasis.

She went to the dressing-table and dragged opedrtweer. The velvet
jewel case was in her hand as she turned.

‘This is the only unfinished business betweenal®'said, and threw it to
him. 'And that's the end of it. Now get out.' Sivakowed, fighting back the
tears that threatened to overwhelm her. 'Go bacWlitere you belong,
Monsieur Moncourt.'

'‘Marguerite.' He took a step towards her, and sheiled.
'No." She almost shouted the word. 'Just—go. Aaddame in peace.’

'Peace.’ His laugh was like the cut of a whip. tD&ad, what peace will
there ever be for either of us again?'

She watched his long, lithe stride carry him todber, and out of her life.
She said, again, to the empty room, 'And that'titkof it." Then she began
to cry.

She would have to go away. That was the thoughptieged on her mind as
she went mechanically through the morning rituabathing and dressing.

She couldn't stay, and put herself through theiterdf seeing Jerome each
day, knowing that he despised her, rememberingethosef ecstatic
moments when she'd lain in his arms, and thoughthiey belonged to each
other. What a fool, she thought. What a pathetiellarnidiot.

Well, she knew better now. And somehow she wasggtonhave to face
Madame de Brissot. Her secret was out now, witlergeance, and she
owed it to Tante to tell her the truth before Jezaid.



But that wasn't an immediate ordddladamebreakfasted in her room, and
she would wait to talk to her until she came dowthesalon,she decided.
It would have to be done, although she could imagiie probable reaction,
she thought, setting her teetiladamewould not relish being imposed
upon. She could only hope that Jerome hadn't goé thrst.

But when she got downstairs she learned from Ringthat Jerome wasn't
there—that he'd gone off in his car more than teorh earlier.

'Driving,’ Philippine added with severity, 'likeghvind.’
'Oh." Meg was taken aback. 'Did he say when hetetoening?'

Philippine shrugged. 'He was displeased,' she Sdidrefore one does not
ask unnecessary questions.'

Meg made her reluctant way to the library. She edédd retrieve her robe
before the girl from the village who helped witle tbleaning got to it first.
She folded it up neatly but it was still too bulioyfit into the pocket of her
jeans, and she balked at the idea of carryingdk b@ her room in plain
view. Philippine's button eyes were far too shrewd.

She glanced round the room, the breath catchihginthroat. She found she
was going over in her mind everything Jerome hadltseher. He'd accused
her of bewitching him. 'I'm caught in my own traShe could almost hear
his voice echoing back at her from the walls.ylttr despise you, and | end
up wanting you even more.'

But it was useless trying to dredge some morsiebpé from any of that, she
told herself desolately. Because it wasn't desieecsaved from Jerome but
love. And, in his eyes, she was just as bad as daifgnot worse. Quite
apart from the fact that he belonged to someoree 8lsmething he chose to
ignore. But she could not.

Her best move would be to go back to her room amk.pThen, when
madameasked her to leave, she'd at least be preparediesided.



She saw the document wallet still lying on the¢alhere Jerome had left it
the night before. She'd borrow that to put her nobéAs she emptied the
papers it contained on to the table, a few of tflattered to the floor. Meg
looked them over casually as she picked them upheis said, they were
estimates from local artisans—carpenters, masotigplmbers, and Meg
whistled in dismay as she saw the amounts they askiang. How could
Tante afford anything approaching that kind of mghehe asked herself.

As she sorted them into a pile, she saw the satteeheads recurring, and
realised that some of the estimates appeared ito dugplicate. Presumably
Jerome intended Madame de Brissot to have one udplg he retained the
other for his records, she thought.

She put the two tenders from Mauristand et File ig side, then stopped,
her brows snapping together. The work being estdchfdr was exactly the

same in both, but the amounts quoted couldn't lhee:n more different.

One of the estimates was asking for hundreds afstdwads of francs less
than the other. And a hundred thousand francs ewaghty worth a thousand
pounds, Meg thought numbly.

She compared the rest, aware that her hands veenbling, and that there
was a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. Thspalrity was more or less
the same in all of them.

She sank down on to the chair. No, she thoughtiéalty. It's not possible.
It can't be.

She found the sheet Jerome had been working oreméering how he'd
pushed it out of sight as she entered, and saiddakhe Marguerite is
impatient for the work to begin.’'

So impatient, she thought, swallowing, and so iingghat she'd accept any
figure without question from the grandson of thenrslae'd loved. And when

the money had been handed over the firms concevoeldl do the work at a

cut rate, and Jerome would share the profit wigmthit wasn't a novel idea,
by any means, but Madame de Brissot would susjpticing, because it was
Jerome—Jerome.



Disillusion rose in her throat, bitter as gall. Ameld dared to take the moral
high ground against her. Her pretence seemed inhbgecomparison, she
thought, pushing the papers away from her in disgiesd dared call her a
cheat. Well, he was a cheat too—a two-timer—bu thas fraud—and

perpetrated against an old half-blind woman whonelaened to love and

respect.

Meg's hands clenched impotently into fists. Hypegshe accused silently.
Thief. He couldn't be allowed to get away withShe'd drive to thenas
right now and confront him, and his woman, threaierexpose him to
madameand to the police unless he suppressed the falispates.

She thrust the papers back into the wallet, andenf@dher room, leaving
her robe on the table. That would have to wait,tebaght grimly. She was
crossing the hall on the way to the stairs whenfiitvet door swung open,
filling the hall with sunlight. And in the midst af was Jerome.

He looked preoccupied, his face tired and drawd,iarspite of everything
Meg's heart turned over at the sight of him. Yauwpst fool, she adjured
herself with contempt.

He checked at the sight of her. 'l hoped | woukls\s®u,' he said quietly. 'We
need to talk.'

'l couldn't agree more," Meg's voice bit. 'l suggesnewhere we won't be
overheard.'

He saw the document wallet, and his face hardehedme to fetch that.
What are you doing with it?"

'Let's discuss it in private.' Meg led the way itite dining-room and closed
the heavy door. She took out the two sets of pagredsslapped them down,
side by side, on the gleaming surface of the bitetaAnd what percentage
do you get, Monsieur de Moncourt?'

His brows lifted in hauteur. 'What do you mean?'



'I mean swindling an elderly woman out of money sie't afford anyway,’

she flung at him. "Tante thinks the sun and moameshout of you, Jerome,
and you're taking her for a ride—fiddling her rotteyou and these others.’
Her voice rose passionately. '‘And ydaretalk to me about deceit.’

His mouth tightened. He took a step towards thketadave you shown her
those estimates?'

‘Not yet.' Meg put herself between him and the iptecpapers.

He halted, his expression faintly derisive as helistd her defiant stance.
‘Thank God for that at least.’

She stared at him. 'Is that all you have to say?'

"You're waiting for me to make some excuse- to mgimyself?' He shook
his head, smiling crookedly. 'Nma belle Think what you choose.'

'And if | take these tonadame?"

'l can't stop you,' he said. 'But | hope that yoanitv It would cause
me—problems.’

"You deserve to have problems.' Her voice shoaku 'feserve to go to gaol
for the rest of your lifeMadametrusted you because of your grandfather,
and you—you traded on that—wormed your way intodwafidence—nher
affection. You're despicable.'

'Have you finished?' He was very pale, and a tigcete jerked beside his
mouth.

'I've barely started. How could you do it, Jerorkigiv could you treat her
like this? You can't need the money.' She spreatlenhands beseechingly.
'Make me understand.'

His voice was quiet ice. 'l think that is impossibAnd why should you want
to, anyway?'



Because | love you, her heart cried out to him.aBse this contradicts
everything | believed about you. Because my dresabraken, and | want it
mended.

Slowly, she bent her head. "There's no reason.’

‘Then may | have my papers, together with a gueeatiat you won't
meddle in this matter?’

Something inside her seemed to die. She said dilty,use your own
words—I can't stop you. But | won't keep quiktadamehas treated me
with nothing but kindness, and | won't repay herdipwing her to be
defrauded like this.'

'Go to her, then. See if she believes you.'

Meg bit her lip. 'But | don't want her to be hurther, and she would
be—desperately.' She paused. 'There is an alteedati

'How enterprising of youna chere.The hooded eyes were coldly sardonic.
'‘Are you going to tell me about it?'

She said, 'l want you to give up the project. Matime excuse tmadame
and let her find someone else—another architect.’

'‘And what happens to me? Do | simply disappear-ea¢toack to Paris like
my grandfather?' He shook his head. 'No, | dontiktlfOctavien could
survive another defection.’

You'll think of something. But in future it mighte best—kinder to
madame-# you kept away from the chateau altogether.’

"You have it all worked out." His mouth curled. tBim afraid your plan
won't work. Because | have no intention of shunrifagit Arignac, now or
at any time to come. Nor wouldadamewish me to.’'

'Not if she knew the truth about you?'



'Point the finger,' he said. 'Tell her your susmis. She may be a little upset,
but it won't last.’

She said thickly, "Your arrogance is unspeakable.’

He shrugged. 'She has more faith in me than yomddjelle that's all. But
at least we have no illusions about each otherayall.’

He walked past her, swept the papers togetherregpidced them in the
wallet. 'With my compliments,' he said, and puhio her hands with a little
bow.

She stared up at him, her wide eyes enormous ipdierface. 'Is—that all?'

'Except for this,' said Jerome, and took her indnms. His kiss was deep,
and without mercy, as if he was trying to burn kisy into her
consciousness forever. Somehow, she found thegsirém endure it—and,
when it was over, to watch him walk away withoultaekward glance.

'Was that Jerome's car | heard a little while alytgtiame de Brissot asked
when, her packing done, Meg eventually joined methe terrace.

'Yes.' Meg's voice was constrained. She might lmevenore illusions, as
he'd said, she thought wretchedly, but how didisdgn to tell this woman
who loved him like a son that he was little bettem a common thief?

She sat down on one of the wicker chairs and guitttriminating wallet on
the small table between them.

'He must have been in a great hurry," Tante musedbrought you some
more typing, perhaps.' She laughed gently. 'Hevés dceener than | am to
see this work started, but that's understandable.’

'It's not more typing.' Meg took tentative holdtbé bull's horns. 'lt's some
of the estimates for the restoration. | thought beayou should see them.'



'Well, that is thoughtful." Tante sounded surprisBdt Jerome has already
discussed them with me." She smiled. 'He brougmupreakfast tray this

morning, as he often does when he spends the iméght and went through
the figures then.’

'He did?' Meg swallowed. 'But he left them with noe,l thought..." She
paused, then plunged on. 'Were they—satisfactory?'

'Far better than I'd dared to hopeladamedelved into the tapestry bag
hanging from the arm of her chair, and producealgefl paper. She handed
it to Meg. 'See for yourselpetite.’

Meg saw. The figures listed in Jerome's unmistakabiting were all the
lower ones.

"You're—sure these are right?' she asked hesitantly

'Yes, Jerome offered to show me the actual quaistiout | begged him to
spare me.' She leaned back against her cushionentedly. 'When my
share of the restoration is paid for, | shall beegoomfortably off. | shan't
know myself.’

Your share?' Meg's voice was hollow. 'l don't quihderstand. You mean
you're not paying for this renovation?' She cauggself. 'I'm sorry. |
shouldn't be asking this. It's—it's none of my bess.’

Madameshrugged. 'But why should | mind?' she saidsttireally a secret,
and you are almost family after all. I'm payingragmortion of the costhon
enfant.Jerome didn't want me to pay anything at all,Ibosisted. In fact, |
made it a condition of the sale.’

‘Sale?' Meg echoed, her head reeling.
Madamenodded. 'The papers will be signed at the endhefvieek. And

Haut Arignac will finally belong to Jerome.' Sheiled. 'My first dream
come true.'



Meg smiled back weakly. No dream for her, she thaugut an actual living
nightmare in full Technicolor with stereophonic adu

She'd jumped to all kinds of conclusions, accusednie quite falsely, said
terrible things— unforgivable things—to him. And hadn't bothered to
defend himself. He could have corrected all heapysehensions so easily,
but he hadn't cared sufficiently to do so. Becaweeopinion of him didn't

matter. That was the sombre truth of it all. It wasnaterial to Jerome
whether she loved him or loathed him, and he chaleg given her no more
positive proof of his total indifference, she thbugiserably.

Madameleaned forward and patted her hand. 'And | séilthother hopes,'
she said.

Meg looked down at her tightly clasped hands. &fraid they're doomed to
disappointment,’ she said quietly.

Madamepursed her lips. 'l thought dear Jerome was gqligiait when he
visited me this morning. | hope you two haven'trbegiarrelling?' She
peered at Meg. 'Are you wearing your brooch today?'

Meg glanced down at her simple cotton shirt. 'Nahwhese clothes.' She
hesitated. 'Tante-madame-there's something you should know...'

'What is it,ma chere?'

Meg took a deep breath, nerving herself, only toirierrupted by the
sudden arrival of Philippine pattering on to theaee.

'‘Pardon, madame—mademoisellder rosy face was unusually solemn as
she looked from one to the other '—but a visite talled.’

'l was expecting no one." Madame de Brissot paustas this visitor a
name?'

'Oui, madame Philippine's worried expression deepened, andelyes
flickered towards Meg in obvious embarrassment.e 'Slays she is
Mademoiselle Trant—Mademoiselle Margot Trant.'






CHAPTER TWELVE

THE silence was deafening. Meg, flushing to the rawter hair, tried
desperately to think of something to say, and daieserably.

'‘But how interesting,madamecommented. 'Please ask her to join us,
Philippine, and bring coffee.’

As Philippine disappeared on her errand, Meg saidenily,
'Madame—you've got to let me explain...'

‘Later, mon enfant: Madamadjusted her dark glasses and turned her face
towards the French windows.

A moment later, Margot appeared through them, atwbds framed
dramatically. She looked incredibly confident amahgorous in crisp white
trousers with a matching shirt in heavy silk. Ate leather belt circled her
slim waist, and her sandals and capacious shobligmwere in the same
colour.

Clearly, Meg thought drily, in spite of her state slhock™ Margot had
forgotten she'd just be a blur and gone for effect.

‘Tante." Margot came gracefully up to the chair dnapped a kiss a few
millimetres to the left omadame'sheek. 'Oh, this is wonderful. Had you
quite given me up?' She looked round inhaling ¢icsiiyy. 'Blissful fresh
air. How anyone can prefer cities...' Her gaze cémeest on her frozen
stepsister. 'Hi, Meg.' She dropped prettily on ne &nee besidmadames
chair. 'l hope you didn't mind Meg filling in forfaw days for me. Such a
nuisance, my leave of absence being delayed léte thope she explained
it all to you?"

'Is that how it wasthadameasked. 'l see.’
"You mean she didn't tell you?' Margot turned ackhd look on Meg.

'Darling, you are dreadful. What on earth were gfonking about? Not that
it matters, | suppose. I'm here now.' She tookteraweeping look round.



'So who precisely is this other young woman I'vel lae pleasure of
entertaining?' There was a note of chilled steeh&mames voice.

Meg got to her feet. She said quietly, 'I'm Margjdrangtry, madame,
Margot's stepsister.'

'Meg's out of work, so | thought a break in Franaght do her good,
Margot added brightly. 'But she's desperate to ffj@md look for bits of
dead Cathar or something, aren't you, sweetie?ushed back tanadame.
'Meg's last job was in an old bookshop, so sheawilyeinto mouldering
remnants of history.'

'Which is possibly why she's fitted in here so walladamesaid drily.

'‘Well, I'm glad she's made herself useful." Margmiered her voice
conspiratorially. 'In the beginning, she wasndlbkeen to come, you know.'

'You amaze me,' saichadame’Ah, here is the coffee. Perhaps—Meg, is
it?—would like to perform one last duty as my comipa, and pour it for
us.'

Meg, stunned at first, but growing angrier by treead, would have
preferred to up-end the coffeepot and its contemés Margot's exquisitely
windblown blonde head, but she complied in brisilence. Her stepsister
was deliberately making her sound like some indigeror relation, she
realised furiously—and as if assuming her identigdgl been some private
idea of her own.

Margot drew her chair up besideadames and began to chat vivaciously.
For someone who'd just been jilted by the man shed, she appeared in
good form, but Meg detected a certain fixity in héare eyes, and lines of
strain and discontent round her mouth.

Livid at Steven Curtess's defection she might kemartbroken she certainly
wasn't. She'd suffered a reverse, but she'd sobadie clawing her way to
the top again. And, in her version, of course, duld be Steven Curtess
who'd lost out.



Meg swallowed her coffee past the lump in her thrAad she, it appeared,
was going to be a loser too. Margot had got heysiofirst with the utmost
skill, and there was no way now in which she caxglain tomadamevhy
she'd practised such a deception, or make amends fo

'Would you excuse me?' she asked, as Margot evbnpaaised for breath.
'l have my packing to see to>She hesitated. 'Adllethere's no reason for
me to remain here any longer."' The words felt #sey'd been wrenched out
of her.

'‘None at all. Madames expression was remote. "There is a taxi service
Arignac. If you ask Philippine, she will telephathem for you. Shall we say
half an hour?"

Meg nodded tautly. 'Thank you.'

Aware of Margot's gaze following her, she held nead high as she left the
terrace, but her legs were shaking under her. €peave she'd prayed for
had not been granted, but what else could shemabsohave expected in
the circumstances? Madame de Brissot was obvialedply offended, and
who could blame her?

She relayed the message about the taxi to Phigppiho was clearly
bursting with suppressed curiosity, collected loderfrom the tower room,
then went upstairs.

In a way, she had to be glad that she wouldn'tgeading another night
there, she thought, averting her gaze determirfeaity the big bed. It held
too many associations—searing and poignant—Jerdrartis on her body,
Jerome's kisses on her mouth.

She shut down the images in her mind with a Igtep of pain. Concentrate
on practicalities, she told herself—and there wemeugh of them. She
supposed, counting the money she had left, thad sle¢ter get the taxi to
take her to Albi, and then find some form of pultf@nsport to Toulouse.
She had the return half of her flight ticket, whigtesumably she could
change for an earlier plane, even if it meant gaingtand-by. With a sigh
she tucked the ticket and her passport into her bag



'Make sure you don't leave anything behind,’ Masgad from the doorway.
She strolled in, wrinkling her nose expressivelglas looked around.

'If this is the guest room, God knows what the castbe like,' she remarked
disparagingly. 'But beggars can't be choosergpase. And it's somewhere
to hole up until the dust settles.' She glanceded. 'l suppose you've heard
about my little local difficulty?’

'Yes,' Meg said levelly. 'But | hardly expected ytoushow up here, as a
result.'

Margot shrugged. 'Where better?' she retorted miantly. 'Did you know
that bitch had sicked her ghastly kids on to uslk &hout the ultimate
revenge.'

'Except that Nanny seems to be bearing the bruhtdf Meg paused. 'And
speaking of that, where does this leave our agreeaimut the cottage?’

Margot yawned. 'God, you can be boringly obsessmmetimes. Let it
stand. Who cares?'

'l do," Meg said harshly. 'In fact | care aboubteoff things. Your godmother,
for instance, and this house for another.'

Margot pulled a face. 'Both crumbling into extictias far as | can see. |
thought the old girl had money.’

She's going to have, Meg thought grimly. You've e@bjust the right time.

She said, 'Nevertheless, it's been the nearegf tbhia home I've had for a
long time.’

'Don't be ridiculous,’ Margot snapped. 'You onlstjgot here.’

'It doesn't always take forever to discover that pelong,’ Meg said. To a
place, or a person, she thought with a pang ofrgfesening. Sometimes a
day, or even an hour. But in her case it had beemtong time, the wrong
place, and definitely the wrong man from the vegrts She should never



have got involved even marginally. Now she had t lppme, and,
somehow, put the pieces of her life back togetigama

Philippine tapped on the door. 'Your taxi is hemeademoiselle And
madamaes waiting to wish you goodbye in tisalon.'

‘Then I'll leave you to it, and have a look rouirgot said. She hunched a
shoulder. 'What the hell do they do for night liéeind here?’

Meg carried her bags down to the hall, where tineedra short man with a
drooping moustache, was waiting to stow them irchts Then, reluctantly,
she went into thesalon. Madamevas standing by the empty hearth, her
hands folded in front of her, her face remote ansimiling. The pose was
studiedly formal. Lady of the house dismissing dtiszctory employee,
Meg thought unhappily.

She said quietly, 'l wish to thank yaunadamefor all your kindness to me.’
She lifted her chin. 'I'm sorry I—misled you asd.dAnd | wish | could have
told you about it myself.’

'l think too little can be said on the mattenvéis thegrande damspeaking.
She held out her hand. 'A pleasant journey, Misgtrg.’'

Meg clasped her fingers, searching in vain for seoféening in the older
woman's face. She said, 'l—I haven't kept the brgoe gave me. | restored
it to Monsieur Moncourt. | hope you don't mind?'

Madamenodded. 'That was probably the best course.’ 8lbased Meg's
hand and turned away with a kind of finality.

Meg murmured something and got herself out of dwam. Philippine was
waiting at the front door, and Meg found herselfjdfed in a hearty
embrace.

'Don't look so sad, little one. Everything arrangsslf in time." Philippine
produced a flat package from her overall pockehwhe air of a conjuror.
'Madametold me to give you this.'



'l think there must be some mistake.'

'No, no.' Philippine shook her head vigorously, #mast the package into
Meg's unwilling hands. It is for you. You must ¢aik. Au revoir.'

Meg forced a smileAdieu,Philippine.’

She didn't look back as the taxi drove away. Shddod believe how

quickly it had all happened. But that had beenpiéern of life ever since
she'd arrived in the Languedoc—a series of liglgnohanges.-From
sunshine to storm, she thought. Passionate lodepassionate hate. And |
can't say | wasn't warned.

She settled back in her corner and looked dowheapackage she was still
holding. She hoped it wasn't money. That in somiedweay would be the
ultimate ignominy—worse than being practically tednoff without a
character, she thought wrily.

She tore off the wrapping paper, and stiffenedsbelief. It wasmadames
poetry book. She opened it at the flyleaf and eegadn the faded inscription.
‘To Marguerite. My whole heart. J.'

Oh, she thought, but how could she bear to let,itadter all this time—and
how can | bear to keep it?

She began to flick through the pages, and the belblopen as if at an
accustomed place. The opening line, with its quepetling, seemed to glow
up at her once moréMa doulce amour, ma plaisance cherighie read,
before it was blurred under a mist of tears. 'Mgsilove,' she thought, 'My
source of all delight.’

Perhapsmadamehad known that words on a page were all that ebe t
would have to remember, and had made sure theytivemght words.

Not anaubade of course. But how could there ever be another?



She was startled out of her reverie by a sharg blashe taxi's horn, and a
muttered expletive from the driver. 'This speciésmnbecile,’ he addressed
the world at large. 'What does he think he's dding?

Looking past him, Meg became aware of a car totatbgking the road in
front of them. Theremust have been some kind atlaot—a tyre blowout
maybe—for it to end up at that angle, she thougbping that no one was
hurt.

And then she recognised the car. Carefully sheedldise book, aware that
the palms of her hands were suddenly damp, andishiack into her seat,
as if willing herself to be absorbed into its waipholstery and vanish.

The car door was pulled opeNous retournons a zeroJerome remarked,
almost casually, over a stream of invective from dhiver. 'Back to square
one. Where we begama belle Out you get, before more traffic arrives.'
Meg glared at him. 'I'll do nothing of the kind.'

His brows lifted. '"You wish to be carried yet agditle turned to the
incensed driver, said something quiet which Megldmwu translate, and
handed him some money.

Meg, scrambling into the road, saw her bags bengaded from the boot.
'What are you doing? Leave them there.' She staingefbot.

The driver shrugged. In view of such largesse v given to understand,
monsieurwas free to block the road and hijack his passsngetil the seas
ran dry. He gave Jerome an approving wink, kissechand at the sky,
reversed into a convenient gateway and drove off.

Meg's hands clenched into fists. 'What the helaio think you're doing?’

‘Taking you home." Jerome tossed her luggage istbdot and slammed it
shut.

‘To England?' This was being seen off the premigtisa vengeance.



'I'd hoped to thenas— you can begin to think of that as home. The ehat
of course, remains Marguerite's for her lifetinie'looked at her with that
slanting smile which twisted her heart. 'Well, gan make a life with me at
Goncaud?'

The sun was warm gold. In the thick grass at tde sf the road, cicadas
were whirring. A breeze stirred the trees, bringimith it a scent of ripe
fruit.

She said, 'No," and, helplessly, This is crazy.'

He opened the passenger door of his car, and Mem.g8he didn't really
have an alternative now that the taxi had gonenaaybe, when Jerome had
recovered from his brainstorm, he'd drive her tbiAl

She said, 'How did you happen to be here?’

'Madame Marguerite telephoned tin@sand told me you were leaving, and
the time of your taxi. | gambled that he'd bringuythis way. Otherwise |
intended to blockade the airport at Toulouse.'

For a maniac, he sounded quite reasonable. Exaepthiat he was saying.
She said,Madametold you? But that's impossible. She's just throns
out.'

He said patiently, 'She thought it would be beftar you to be with
me—until she has had time to deal with Margot.flit&ed a smile at her.
"You are not the only one who can play a pad, belle.'

She was silent for a moment, then she said in # soiee, 'l know what you
did with those estimates—and why.’

' hope you did not share your knowledge withdam@& She has great pride.
She would think | was offering charity.’

‘Butitisn't, she said slowly. 'If everything hadrked out and she'd married
your grandfather, he'd have made sure she was hapgpycomfortable
always. You're just—repairing the damage.'



He said gently, 'You understand. | knew you would.'

Meg bit her lip. 'But you couldn't know," she psitdl. '‘Not after I'd
misjudged you so dreadfully—said all those terribi@gs.'

'Perhaps | deserved them,' he said. 'For misjudgingand saying so many
more terrible things myself.’

'‘But | did pretend | was Margot," she said. 'Noghaan alter that. Whereas
you were only guilty of kindness.'

Jerome pulled the car on to a place where the weigened, and stopped
the engine.

'l was not very kind to younon ange he said softly. 'l thought it would be
SO easy to hate you, for what you had done to Gerihe's so warm, so
gentle, and she loves her husband so much.' Hggau'Although none of
our family can understand why. Then | met you, aheére was
something—some spark I've never known before. Wkheouldn't let you
slip away out of my life, and then | saw the nameyour luggage.'

He shook his head. 'l think it was the worst monoémhy life—to admit to
myself that I'd been attracted to the little bitgho was trying to ruin my
cousin's life.

'l told myself I'd be just as cold-blooded in myguit of you. But every time
| came near you, touched you, it seemed to teapad. | wanted o take you
without mercy, and cherish you for tlest of my life, all at the same time.’

'l don't see anything wrong with that," Meg saichdeely.

'Oh, la." His smile was warm and sensuous as he strokedjerfdown the
curve of her cheek. 'l shall remind you of thatigb.'

'l hope so." Her eyes met his with candour, nottmiaiglen, least of all her
sheer physical enrapturement with him.



'‘And this time | shall treat you with the gentlemegou deserve,' he
promised. 'l should have known from the first yoergvnot Margot.' He took
her hand, caressing her fingertips with his lips.

'‘Because I'm a lousy typist?' she teased.

He laughed. 'No—everything you said—everything gali But | silenced
my doubts—saw only what | wanted to see." His mouthsted
remorsefully. 'Last night, | should have realised ywere untouched. And
when | knew beyond question that you were a virgimd could not be
Margot, | got angry—but angry with myself for beiagblind, insensitive
fool. And, helas,the anger rubbed off on you.'

He groaned. 'At the moment when we should have le@ening how to love
we were screaming at each other." He looked agtaarely. 'Couldn'tyou
have trusted me with the truth before then, Marnge®r

'l wanted to, so much.' She took a breath. 'Butasnit the only person
involved. Margot had blackmailed me into comingeyhwere threatening
to sell my old nanny's cottage and force her intmane, unless | agreed.’
She frowned. 'In fact it could still happen. | ddrust Margot, or Iris for that
matter.’

'She is very old, this nurse, and infirm, perhaps?'

'Indeed, she isn't, Meg said strongly. '‘Othervgbe couldn't be looking
after your cousin Corinne's children at this mirute

‘Then it might please her to live in France andclatier our babies, when
they come.'

Tears pricked at her eyelids. 'l think she'd ldv®©h, Jerome.’

'Of course,' he said softly. 'It all depends on small point—that you love
me as | love you. You haven't said so yet. And,lmeayor you it's too soon.'

'No," she said. 'lt's not too soon. And how stratige we can both be so
sure.’



'We're not the only ones,' he said driMadamewas sure from the first. |
must telephone her as soon as we get torthgand let her know you are
safe with me, and not waiting for some plane tol&mg'

' hope she'll be pleased.' Meg wrinkled her br&kie was very chilly when
| left.’

'She was anxious for you to leave. She could siageMargot's arrival had
added to your tension and unhappiness.’' He grimsiggdly. 'She was not
pleased with me this morning when | told her whamess | had made of
everything.'

Meg worked this out. 'So, when | saw her later, alineady knew | wasn't
Margot?'

He nodded. 'She said, like me, she had always kndWwat the spoiled

ill-tempered child could not have grown into a giflsuch quiet grace.' He
glanced at his watch. 'By now | think Mademois@ltant will have left the

chateau, sadder perhaps and wiser, though | doubhd my guests will

also have left thenas.l hope they don't meet on the road.’

"Your guests?' Meg gasped. 'You mean Corinne? Tthesas her that |
saw...'

'You have sharp eyes.' Jerome sounded amusedhtdband is with her
now. She telephoned timeasthat first evening we were together to say she
was on her way. He joined her yesterday. That wagphone call | took at
dinner. They are now heading for Paris to contitne& second honeymoon
in my apartment there.’

Meg digested this. '‘But how in the world did he Wnehere to find her?"

'He knew," Jerome said simply. 'As | knew just n@vhich gives me hope
for their future together. Although | am more imsted in ours.' He kissed
her gently, but very completely. 'Will you be myfeyiMarguerite, and share
the storms and the sunlight with me?’



'Yes,' she said, and her mouth trembled into aesrtila doulce amour, ma
plaisance cherie.And will you show me another dawn?’

'Every morning of our lives," he said huskily. ‘N&t/'s go home.’

As he started the car, she said, 'There's oneggmhlerome. What are we
going to do about Octavien? When do you think hstip calling me
Anglaise?'

He laughed. 'Probablypnon amourat our son's christening.'

And he was right.



