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Marry in haste...

India had married Brad after a whirlwind romanceane discovered
his deep, dark secret just too late. Result: ditexidfrom the groom
before the wedding day was over.

Brad refused to accept that their marriage wasltiga and followed
his bride to France -- but there he treated hgustsa trophy wife.
India had, had enough. Somebody somewhere must kmewuth
about Brad Carbe -- and soon she would, too.



CHAPTER ONE

'You may kiss the bride..." The vicar's kindly ssmblurred out of
focus as India slowly turned her head, lifted hgrseto meet Brad's
smoky, enigmatic blue gaze.

'l love you,' she mouthed shakily; her own eyesewstarry, bright
green-blue with emotion.

'‘Good...' The husky response held just enougheésdlsing to bring

a flush to her face. She gazed at him, mesmeridesly might have

been alone in the church; she stared at her netbahds and every
detail of him imprinted itself on her mind in thsdlit second; she saw
the intensity of his lidded gaze, the strength f features, the

straight dark hair worn longish, brushing his aglthe hardness of
his jaw, the way his lean cheeks creased into gernsual male

dimples at the sides of his wide mouth when heesihalk her...

‘Do you love me?' She winced, feeling idiotic. Hakle really
whispered that? They'd just been pronounced manwvafej for

heaven's sake. Rather late in the day to seekurams®! But the
impact of their marriage ceremony had left her wedtk nervous
happiness, hopelessly vulnerable. The broodingf-csatained
qguality in Brad's dark face softened; a hungry pssise look kindled
as he gazed down at her.

'Kiss me and see...'

The murmured exchange was for their ears only;réve barely
restrained passion of the kiss which followed wasegsed by the
patiently waiting vicar, the wide-eyed choirboyswayly amused
best man and an affectionately envious bridesmaimi-tenmention
the hundred-strong congregation in the fashion&blghtsbridge
church.



Breathless, heart pounding, India dazedly got fthinothe ritual
signing of the register; she was hardly conscidasmgone's presence
but Brad's. She was Brad's wife. She was Mrs Braich€€ And her
new husband—dark, saturnine, watchful, charismbad, kissed her
publicly to demonstrate the passion which boundthegether. The
buried niggle of insecurity had vanished. She watkwg on air,
floating down the aisle to the joyous tumult of angmusic, barely
feeling the chilly English August weather as they mto the shiny
Rolls-Royce and were driven to the lavish reception

'If it wasn't for keeping your mother happy, I'dplags this and haul
you straight off to Antigua,' Brad drawled huskitythe privacy of

the car; the blue gaze was heavy-lidded, his glingmile softening
the hard lines of his face. She laughed and toubisethce, and he
pulled her to him and kissed her again. Meltindgpi;mmarms, she felt
the hunger in him, and shivered inside.

It was a small, delicious shiver of anticipatiomged with

apprehension. But it was an enjoyable apprehensias to do with
being Mrs Brad Carne, and the breathtaking prospédctheir

honeymoon on a luxurious island in the Caribbead the thought of
what might take place between them in the darkniaty of their
marriage bed.

It was just the tiniest hint of apprehension. ltswéaa premonition.
Right up until the moment when everything went vgoshe had no
premonition of disaster.,

'Who in hell designed a wedding dress like thisddBteased later.
They were in their hotel suite after the receptidmnging to go to
the airport. His hard fingers were slightly unstead her bodice,
brushing the trembling swell of her breasts as hesthed with the
tiny, silk-covered buttons.



'‘What's wrong with it?' she whispered, smilinghdught you liked
it." The long cream silk bridal gown had a sweethe&®ckline,
arrowing down into her softly rounded cleavage, tadsilk had just
the faintest blush of peach, which made her ligleskin glow like
the same fruit.

'Sexy enough to drive a man insane, and impostiemove...' He
laughed, smoothing the blonde hair from her face ghze turning
her limbs to water. He'd discarded his elegant gmeyning suit and
stripped down to grey and white striped silk bosieorts, revealing
his tanned, athletic body to undeniably good eff@tte kindling
desire in his eyes made her knees go weak.

India realised she was feeling ridiculously neryalse wanted him
so much that her throat had dried and her heart @a@ag
inexplicable things, but surely, with a plane ttcbathey didn't have
enough time now to make love, did they...?

'‘Maybe the designer has strong feelings about emiastity?' she
ventured with a husky laugh.

'So do I,' he murmured, bending to kiss the cuhdebcately flushed
skin at her neck. 'In this particular case, it stddne abolished as soon
as possible.’

'‘Oh, Brad...' The urgency of their plane flight Bedo fade as waves
of helpless longing washed over her.

The telephone beside the bed gave a shrill ringudBticked a
long-suffering glance at the ceiling, sketched &kgurrender in the
air, and went to answer it. She struggled withthatons, succeeding
at freeing one more, and watched him, admiringstoping width of
his shoulders, the smooth strength of his backhédistened to
whoever was on the other end of the phone he rakedingers



impatiently through the lock of dark hair which hiadlen over his
forehead. Then he murmured a brief reply and putndihe receiver.

'‘What is it?'

'‘My best man with some minor crisis,' he said vaitblight frown. 'l
won't be long...'

Pulling on the casual trousers and shirt he'd labent to change into
for travelling, he dropped a swift, hard kiss on m@uth and went to
the door.

'If you're not out of that dress when | get badkrip it off you.' His
smile glinted at her before he disappeared.

When she heard the knock at the door a few minatess she thought
it was Brad back, without his key. Instead, hedésmaid, Lucinda,
stood there, dark-haired and ravishingly pretty her peach
bridesmaid dress. She held a large brown envefoperi hand.

‘Mysterious package for you.' She came into thenraod dropped
the envelope on the dressing table, glancing rabadotel suite in
teasing surprise. 'What have you done with your hasband? You
haven't mislaid him already, have you?'

'Curtis rang with some problem. Brad nipped dowthalift to sort it
out. Whatis that, Lucy?"

‘Just delivered by hand—and very urgent, accordiog the
receptionist.' Lucinda eyed her with a mixture oy and affection.
'‘Oh, wow, you lucky devil, being married to thdivine male. The
way he looked at you, the way he kissed you atltze... Oh, Lord,
India, | nearly died! That was the most romanticddiag I've ever
been bridesmaid at!'



'It's the only wedding you've been bridesmaid stytiit?' India
teased.

'‘Well, yes. Mind you, I'm getting on pretty welltwiBrad's best man.
Could be me next, marrying another hunky Americdhanaire!'

'You surely can't know whether Brad's friend Cusgia millionaire or
not? You only met him a few hours ago,' India laedjhwrenching at
another button.

‘Do you want some help with that?'

'‘No, I'm nearly there...' India made a rueful faeed glanced
nervously at her reflection. Her green eyes wereewwith
suppressed excitement, her heart-shaped face frémdabte long
corn- blonde ripple of her hair. 'It's these dtttle buttons.

'Here, let me." Her friend took over the procediBead should be
doing this, shouldn't he?'

India, appalled at herself, felt the warm coloweg up her neck and
into her face, and Lucinda shook her head dishealigy.

The blushing bride! Like a throwback to Victoriaimés!" She
laughed lightly. 'Don't tell me you're still feefjshywith him? India,

sweetheart, | know you've had your problems, daebiv you haven't
known him very long, but quite apart from the feett youmusthave

been to bed with him already you've worked togetfagr in-day-out
for the last few months, for heaven's sake—'

‘Lucy, you're a good friend and I'm very fond otiydut would you
please mind your own business?' India cut in, uirit firmly. The

blush was fading now, thank God. She took a shaggth and tried
to get her nerves under control.



'OK, OK, but just ask Auntie Lucinda for advicené&eded.' Her
friend nodded to the bulging manila envelope. 'forcheaven's sake
open your post! I'm dying of curiosity.'

India, edging with difficulty to the dressing taplacked it up and
examined it dubiously. It was marked 'For the utgdtention of Mrs
Brad Carne', but there was no address. It had i@smtfal’ written on
it, in thick black felt-tip, on the top left-handmmer. She'd never seer
the handwriting before.

'‘Not a letter-bomb, do you think?' India laughed.

Lucinda laughed too, finishing the unbuttoning asidling the
wedding gown off India's slim, creamy shoulders.ddubt it,
somehow. Unless Philip has decided on psychopa#ivenge for
being dumped for Brad.'

Philip Sefton-Brook was the 'well-connected' youngn she'd been
engaged to before Brad Carne had roared dramgtio&dl her life a

few months ago and turned everything upside dowerdd been no
contest, comparing Philip with Brad. Strangely eagtgushe'd

detested Brad at first, but then somehow he'd nethtgtake over,
and now nothing seemed complete without him...

'l don't think Philip has quite that much aggressio him.' India

spoke casually as she ripped open the seal, stttiagn on the chair
at the dressing table, tipping the contents ofaheelope onto the
polished mahogany surface, 'And anyway—' She stbppeuptly.

She leafed slowly through the sheaf of papers wiviaé now spread
out in front of her. There was a letter, anonymduug,accompanied
by official-looking forms, records, a certificatphotographs. She
stopped breathing and went very still.



'Lucy..." her voice sounded like someone else'skyufar off '..
.could you go and.. .and see if Brad's finished dusiness with
Curtis?'

'Sure... India, are you OK? Is it that letter?"

Her friend's dark head appeared in the mirror, rewes suddenly
anxious. Defensively, without knowing quite whydia shuffled the
papers together to hide their content from hentfie curious eyes.

'Yes... l... | just need a few minutes alone...'

When Lucinda had gone, she jumped up and lockeddbebehind
her, then she scanned the papers again, her heantohg. How
long she sat there, staring at them, she didnWwkiiBut eventually
she realised that. she was crying. Uncontrollaiygterically.

Appalled at her lack of control, she snatched kyjéreath. It was
years since she'd cried like this, stifling thersbin case anyone else
heard. She was crying so hard that each time st control it,
breathe deeply, she felt that shuddering jolt ob&om in her solar
plexus.

Finally, she stopped crying and stared at hersetie mirror of her
dressing table. The reflection gazing back was dtranger—a
stranger in her half-on, half-off silk wedding dsesTears had
wrecked her carefully applied foundation and blusemudged her
grey mascara. In thirty minutes—no, less thanrtbat—she was due
to be leaving for the airport, to fly off on honegam with Brad. She
was the wife, as well as a key employee, of rotgingh, self-made,
wealthy, transatlantic art dealer Brad Carne. Feaitelp, for worse,
richer or poorer... This was meant to be the pddkeo happiness.
Perfect. The perfect dream-ending to an impetuows &ffair...

She glanced down at the strewn papers again irohand then
squeezed her eyes shut. This was a bad dream.oBldn’t think



properly. It had to be a sick joke, didn't it? Hoowuld she believe this
of Brad? But it was so precise. And how wail she know Brad...?

Had her mother, and other people Who'd voiced agonabout her
marrying Brad, been right all along? She had af misdon of her
mother as she'd looked that morning at home, dagigtwell dressed
in her slate-grey and beige silk Mondi suit, withffecoloured bag,
hat and gloves, coming down the sweeping staircdisthe tall
Knightsbridge house. On the surface her motheblead totally won
over by Brad's charisma, but deep down India susddbat if her
mother had had her way the man waiting at the ¢htims morning
would have been Philip...

Now it was too late. She stared down at the slimd tiinger on her
left hand, the encircling band of heavy twenty-foarat gold and the
matching solitaire diamond ring alongside it, fiagjhfire from deep
within the stone.

She was Mrs Brad Carne. And she'd just found cait she didn't
know her husband at all.

Trembling, gripped by panic now, she began to weiggght out of
the heavy dress, her fingers awkward on the shpfadaric. Flushed
and tear- stained, she finally faced her reflectigain in the mirror.
She stared at herself, tallish and narrow-boned|iimbds long but
softly rounded, her green eyes blurred with tefwes warm curve of
her mouth trembling.

Her nerves jumping, she washed her face in theaptezn suite
bathroom, dragged a brush through her long, wairyunal it flowed
in a thick, corn-blonde river down her back. Sheswh on black
trousers and flat black leather pumps, a cottonppmand khaki
cotton jacket, grabbed the envelope and stuffedatthe bottom of
her tapestry travel-bag. She checked on moneypdssport, credit
cards.



She drew a long, calming breath, even though steshaking so
wildly that she felt feverish. Adrenalin pumpedadtgh her veins as
she felt the pressing need to escape before Brad back up to their
room. Any second now, he could walk back in. Shddiot face him

now. Shehadto get away...

Her palms damp, she unlocked the door, then stopmedthing
rapidly. Could she do this? Could she seriouslykwak on Brad, just
a few short hours after making the ultimate comrnaiirto him in
church? But she had to get away. She had to haneett think. She
had to clear her brain, work out what to believe...

She slipped into the corridor, leaving the doorropad the silk
wedding dress in a discarded heap on the floor, euadie a
panic-stricken dash for the service stairs leattnipe back entrance
of the hotel...

She made the decision to head for the chateau almibisout
thinking. She drove straight to the coast, choseféry over the
tunnel, and kept on driving on the other side ef @hannel. It was
early August and she had plenty of daylight lefttfee journey. Her
little white Renault gobbled up the miles. Mostloé way she had to
make a concerted effort not to drive much too fast.

As she travelled west, and whenever she let hed think about the
flasco she'd left behind her, it was Lucinda's tieacthat haunted.
She'd bumped into her friend in her dash for thé@stWhen India
had declined to reveal the envelope's contents; had demanded to
know whether Brad was already married. Had he ¢oshmitted
bigamy,for God's sake? Or maybe he was a serial killer?

When the answer had been an anguished no, Lucgduared India
certifiable even to contemplate running out on smmeeas gloriously



virile, stunningly sexy and fabulously rich as Br@drne. Nothing
that she could possibly have read in that lettedccqustify such
behaviour.

'l know..." India had said tautly. 'l just can‘téahim. | need time,
Lucy... Lucy.. .please, just tell him that I've olgad my mind.

'‘Changed youmind? A few hours after marrying the man? You'r
insane! Howcouldyou do this, India? To someone like Brad?'

The question niggled her as she drove. No, it dddenthan niggle, it
tortured her. Howcould she 3o this? Her disappearance woul
humiliate him, leave him looking a complete foohdAthen it would
anger him, and his anger was something she daredven think
about...

Surely, surely, she couldn't, be frightened of him now? She love
Brad. Or she thought she did. If love meant thigkathout someone
twenty-four hours a day, breaking out in hot srsvehen he came
near, melting inside when he touched you...

But whenever she thought about him touching hettlstheght about
those photographs in the envelope. And then apasticky feeling
gripped her. She drove on autopilot, knowing thHa should be
stopping for a rest and a meal on the way, but woes with
urgency. It was ridiculous but she couldn't ridsadr of this feeling
of.. .of pursuit,as if she were the quarry, being hunted.

She checked the rear-view mirror all the time. Avpdul motorbike
roared past her in the fast lane, and she shivaoéehtly. For a split
second she'd imagined it was Brad. She was goirtg Brad didn't
have a motorbike now.

But that was how they'd met—that first embarrassimegting just
before he took over the art gallery where she wabri&he'd been
leaving the gallery one Friday night and had hey s@atched by a



mugger. Unwisely she'd tackled him, and been knibcte the
pavement in the scuffle; then Brad had roared toréscue on his
Harley- Davidson, hauling the youth away, restoiteg to her feet,
calmly, handing her the stolen bag. The youth liadoiff.

Through her haze of fear and anger, she'd focusedhen tall,
athletic-looking rescuer with wildly mixed feelingShe'd registered
a dark face, longish dark hair, deep-set blue dyas], aggressive
features; that first sight had hit her almost a¢ently as the mugger's
kick on her shin.

He hadn't looked to be on the side of the angelbjg black leather
jacket and jeans, with his powerful motorbike sldwat an

emergency angle halfway across the pavement aaitthyftaunting

gleam in his eyes, he'd looked just a tiny bitsem. But, worst of all,
she hadn't liked the things that were happenifgirstomach simply
because he was standing too close for composure...

She'd been so shaken that she'd snapped at hirsivaitheful lack of
gratitude, accusing him of being a 'Hell's Anggjikante’; fate had
ensured that she paid for her graceless behavi@asguse on the
following Monday morning she'd discovered that hasvher new
boss...

She could see that moment in her mind's eye adlyigs if it were

happening now. Instead of the Hariey-Davidson, paitted a sleek
dark blue Porsche by the kerb, and then strolléal time exclusive
Bond Street art gallery in an immaculate dark grely; he couldn't
have looked more different, but, having thoughtudbom non-stop
all weekend, she'd have recognised him anywhere.

She'd wanted to die on the spot. He'd raked a mgcgaze of
recognition at her, from her long blonde hair to $mart black court
shoes, taking in the short black skirt suit andge®n silk vest- top
en route.The smoky gaze had lingered at the hollow of leavage,



and she'd felt her nipples shiver and tighten. ipPkilemerald
engagement ring had seemed to burn in silent caitvagher finger.
She'd sharply caught her breath. Then he'd laughddheld out a
lean, tanned hand.

'If it isn't the damsel in distress,' he'd mockettlg. 'Don't look so
apprehensive, Miss Campbell. I'm one of the gogs gremember?’

Pulling herself together, she'd shaken hands with A small fire
had seemed to flare in her palm as he'd touchedsheld snatched
her hand away, then felt ridiculous. What was ibwbhim? she'd
thought. He was in his early thirties, at leastyears older than she
was. He was annoyingly patronising, and slighthyster still, even in
his designer suit. And yet...

His laugh had revealed even, white teeth, with qungt tooth slightly
chipped. The small imperfection had seemed to adastcharisma.

'l felt dreadful all weekend,' she'd said stifflydidn't even thank
you;..'

'‘Don't resign,' he'd teased, and his husky WesstQwaerican accent
had melted her insides. 'lI've checked out your emrgdls, Miss
Campbell, and | need you at the gallery. Apart frmmasty temper
you have the right background, the right attitudel dahe right
gualifications; in fact, you'rexactlythe person I'm looking for...'

On theautoroute a horn blared, making her jump in fright. Indic
suddenly realised that she hadn't noticed a sisg@post or

recognised a single landmark for the last few miléke was a
menace on the road, she told herself crossly. Amut®a, she'd fall

asleep at the wheel.

She stopped for a set-menu meal at a hotel- restaghe knew on
the way. The delectable food—hot terrine of sotélegl salmon with
spinach sauce—was wasted on her; she hardly ths&ite couldn't



relax enough to enjoy food. Every dark blue cat #hawed to pull
off the road into the car park made her tense prefpension. Every
time the restaurant door opened her stomach chuanedshe wanted
to sink into her chair and disappear.

She drank three cups of strong black coffee, gaditll and gave in
to the primitive urge to run again. Stay calm, kapt telling herself,
twisting the ignition key in the steering columrthvshaking fingers.
Why should Brad follow you td the chateau? Why dthdne follow

you anywhere? After what you've done to him todeys more likely
to wash his hands of you completely. .. But shegwd her foot down
on the accelerator even so; fear was trickling doemspine like ice.

The flat, straight northern roads gradually twissed climbed into
the rugged, spectacular green of the Brittany agaitte. Then, in the
distance, she saw the chateau against the evekyinigissstone turrets
tipped by circular rose-eyed tiles. She felt a cheaf relief. She was
nearly there. The chateau wasn't very big, but ustfour fat turrets,
one at each corner, and creeper- clad walls itddgkst the way a
fairy-tale castle should look.

Her family had bought it in a semi-ruined statéefih years ago,
when she'd been six, and had lavished money omoith ftheir

seemingly endless supply of inherited wealth teoresit to a luxury
second home, cared for by a married couple as keaper and
gardener. And it was called Chateau des Anges|eCaisthe Angels.

That name had fired her imagination as a child. Ma@njured up a
place of safety and retreat, a haven for her cedfushattered
emotions. She couldn't relax until she was safetiiimthose thick
walls. And, even then, she was sure she wouldepsionight.

When Madame Fleurie, plump and motherly, openecetitgmous
wooden door and welcomed her with surprised smibesl



exclamations, it was all she could do not to bréakn in the lofty
hall and howl like a baby...

* * %

It was not a night she would have cared to refgaep came only
after what seemed like hours of tossing and turtnirgd then her
dreams disturbed and terrified her so much thawsiies with a jolt

in the early hours, leaping up in bed in her shadoircular turret

room and darting nervous glances into the darkr&ss put the light
On, climbed out of bed in her sleeveless whiteoroitightdress, and
went to open the shutters.

It was black outside—no moon. An owl hooted in #@od which
ringed the chateau's grounds. She leaned on tlod #ie small, deep
window embrasure and stared uneasily at the slgepiench
countryside. It was a warm night; the air sang ithillion cicadas,
sawing away in the darkness; it smelled of Francélead of warm
earth and wild herbs and pine. She strained hey iey@ the shadows
of the courtyard below, hearing her own heart thnglédgainst her
ribs. Nothing. Nobody was prowling around down éhé¥o one had
pursued her. This panic was irrational...

Stiffly, like a sleepwalker, she closed the shsti@nd went back to
bed. Huddled under the sheet, her last thoughtrédiaally falling
asleep was that, in the light of the evidence stiscovered today,
Brad's words on that long-ago mooring in the aftegahad been
chillingly ambiguous.

‘You have the right background, the right attituded the right
gualifications; in fact, you'rexactlythe person I'm looking for...'
Now she was his wife—Mrs Brad Carne. And she hadstbkening
suspicion that she'd been used in some ruthlese gaan he
specialised in. In which case, he'd find her, follwer.. .wouldn't he?



The sense of shivery unease wouldn't go away. Amehvshe woke
in the morning, and went to open the shuttersfitbething she saw,
making her blood run cold, was her new husbandtnigint-blue
Porsche, pulling quietly into the dusty courtyafdne chateau...



CHAPTER TWO

ROOTED to the spot, India wondered how it was possibléetd a

shudder of fear and a surge of pleasure simultaheoWas she
going crazy? Down there in the courtyard, steppoug of the

low-slung sports car, was the man she loved, the she'd been
obsessed with, night and day, since their firsttmge nearly ten
months ago. The man she worked for, doing the masting job she
could have dreamed of. The man she'd stood witheadltar, sworn
to love and honour. The man she'd run out on finad blind panic,

yesterday.

Squeezing her hands into small fists on the windohvshe stared at
him. Even from this relatively safe distance, Brvaas a compelling
sight: tall and lean, with the swath of straightkdlaair flopping over
his forehead, self-contained, tough-looking.

"Today, though, the tough, quietly self-possessedfaontainment
that had drawn her to him like a magnet seemedrtoher legs to
quivering jelly ..and set her heart thudding forrenbasic reasons
than suppressed desire. Her throat had dried; shdd dhardly
swallow. She was frightened, she acknowledged sinB@cause she
wasn't sure that she knew him, that she'd evelyrkabwn him,
because she couldn't be certain that his air af tointrol didn't hide a
dark, savage side to his nature, and becausdlateay she'd treated
him yesterday he must be angrier now than she'd ssen him
before...

While she watched he bent to take a dark grey jdckm the seat,
straightened easily and slung it coolly over hisuttler. He was
wearing jeans and a collarless long-sleeved ba&iga khirt, with the
sleeves rolled, the neck open. He cast a comprifeeg@ze over the
chateau. Then he raised his head and looked dtrgight the turret,
straight at her bedroom window, as if he sensedthere. She



stepped back quickly, her pulses jerking. This mdisulous; she had
to get control of herself...

She released her fists and thrust her fingers girdwer hair. She was
wound up inside like a spring. How had he knownnshe find her?
She hadn't told anyone where she was going. Hgdshguessed
Telepathy? Were they bound together by more thamaaiage
certificate and a ring?

Fight or flight. Could she hide, take the back vay, rim away
again? No more running away, she advised herdelftli; she'd
have to face him. But maybe she could prevail oddnse Fleurie to
stay close at hand...

She grimaced at her pale reflection in the mimod plunged into the
bathroom to shower. When she emerged, swathed rinwhée
towelling robe, she found herself standing in aftsbé brilliant
sunlight pouring through the open shutter, anchadadinked against
the light she saw Brad, in the dappled shadow efathner, closed
shutter, sprawled comfortably in the chair on the dide of the
window.

'‘Did Madame Fleurie let you in here?' Her voiceckeal with shock.

'‘No. | persuaded her that you'd rather be surpfiSédre was no
expression at all in Brad's voice.

A hot wave of emotion followed the fainting feelirfshe clutched the
robe closed as if her life depended on it. To lwerdr, she realised
that she'd begun to shake. It was as if her lindakahfever; even her
teeth were chattering. She couldn't see her redlecbut she must
have looked ghastly, because Brad stood up, stoftly across the
bedroom, and caught her by the arms.



‘Are you ill? India?' There was a hint of rough cem in his voice
now. Stiffly shaking her head, she' tried not towrow much his
closeness affected her.

'No..." She quickly shook her head again. 'No,namill...'

'So you didn't discover you'd got some fatal diseakicken out of
telling me?' The wry note of humour made her feeheworse. But,

risking a quick look into his eyes, she realisedt #he'd be wrong to
think he saw any joke in the situation. There wasua glitter in the

smoky gaze levelled on her face. Brad wasn't jugiya He was

coldly furious. Mustering all her dignity, she wgigd free of his

hands.

'No. I..."
‘Lucinda and Curtis told me you'd had a mystengtét

She stared at him in horror. The contents of il were etched in
her mind, like words of fire. But she couldn't lgyinerself to tell him,
she realised with a shudder of dismay. How coukPdHow could
she stand here and tell Brad that she mistrustedehi reasons for
marrying her? Worse still, how could she tell hirattshe now feared
for hersafety?

'l don't want to talk about this. Surely you caketa.. .ahint?' she
burst out. 'When people get.. .gktmpedthey don't come chasing
after the one who changed their mind!

‘You're trembling.' He spoke thoughtfully, his mioutvisting as he
studied her. 'If | didn't know you better, I'd iniag you were
frightened of me.'

'l just.. .don't want to be married to you any more

There was silence. It seemed to go on and on.



'‘Now, wait a minute.' Brad's voice held a mixtufeaw anger and
bleak amusement. The look in his eyes was dandggrdask. 'Let's
see if I'm understanding you. Yesterday we got drrAnd either
my sight is defective or you looked like the hagpiaride | ever saw.
A couple of hours later you run out on me at tleepéion, leaving me
looking like the jerk of the century. I'd say yowe me an
explanation...’

'l just told you, | changed my mind. Maybe your egmbstructing
your brain.’

She tensed after she'd said it. The last thingwsiged to do was
goad his temper...

'‘My egois a little fragile right now,' he countered, datg hold of

her upper arm in a grasp which made her freezéamma'So is my
grip on my temper.' His deep voice had hardeneusl'"é not making
sense, India. These last few weeks, since we cktadget married,
you've been radiating warmth and happiness lik#@sunbeam; the
night before our wedding you were all over me...'

'l was nothing of the sort!" Colour washed into twhite face at the
mocking scorn in his tone. He was right, and shexkit; she'd never
had such an intense feeling of love and desirdn@'sl ©iad the night
before their wedding. Her shyness, with its rontdhe traumatic past,
the slight holding back she'd always felt whenaine to physical
intimacy, had vanished. She'd kissed him, resporiddus touch,

touched him back with a passion and a hunger wichshaken her
to the core...

'‘Don't try to fool me.' He sounded more controlliasljf he'd won the
battle over his anger. 'l want to know what thé isgjoing on, India.
Why did you run out on me?'



'l...  need more time.' The words spilled out, hlaé-truth blurted out
involuntarily; emotion was flooding her suddenly;aBl's nearness
was working its usual magic, she had to steel Heis&eep up her
defences. All she wanted was to touch him, to nabeser. Could he
tell? Were the conflicting messages screaming ratthe way they
were silently screaming at her?

'‘More time?' His rugged features held a flickenodlerstanding. "You
mean you're still panicking about sex, India? Y®saying that's why
you left me in that hotel looking like a prize tegk when the night
before last you begged me to make love to youthalway"? I've
tiptoed around this for months, sweetheart; | thwee'd got all this
sorted out. For God's sake, did you imagine I'd tato a monster
andassaultyou on our wedding night?'

The blood had rushed up under her skin again. &nght with her
innate honesty. Should she let him think that—thatvas her
personal reservations rearing their stubborn hegas—until she
worked out what she should do? They'd been dovwsgarticular
track already, worked out the solution, but shdaalways pretend
that the problem still existed.

Shehad panicked about sex, after all, hadn't she? Ndt Bitad so
much, but before Brad, for several years befor&lghet him.

She'd been an ugly duckling in her early to miente That had been
the root of the problem. Painfully thin, too clewar school to be
really popular in class, with a brace on her tetetmporary spectacles
to correct a slight squint, and in constant anxgput spots and
greasy hair, a bout of glandular fever followeddmst-viral fatigue
had lain her low for over a term. The outcome haghba catastrophic
loss of self- confidence and self-esteem.

While her peer group had been out partying and reaxeating with
boys and sex and other such adolescent hobbiéd febed it hard to



shake off the underlying feeling that she was p#id unattractive,
and that by letting herself relax with the opposi& she could only
hope to arouse pity or ridicule; her friend Lucilsdaexy, bouncy
confidence had just seemed to emphasise her owittshongs.

-When she'd metamorphosed into a swan at aroundaglee of

eighteen, the brace gone, the glasses discardedaingrown longer
and thicker, the spots a thing of the past, theoutcious damage
had been harder to repair. A bit like being anareshe'd looked in
the mirror and seen her old, unattractive self evhan it was long

gone.

Socially, she'd grown more confident, but wheneveaelationship

had begun to progress further than kissing shé'dvée body close

down protectively. Sex just wasn't for her, she&dided bleakly. She
didn't feel the right responses, she couldn't refeough even to begin
to try...

There'd been a fellow student on her art-historgree course at
university, but she'd discovered that he was mabvefore it had got
to the sleeping-together stage. Her relationshtp ®whilip had gone
further, but she hadn't felt happy about the platssade, so they'd
stayed strictly within the boundaries she'd setadisty limits...

But with Brad it had all been different. The rigitemistry had been
there, perhaps. But she couldn't exactly pinpoimatvwthat chemistry
was. Maybe it had something to do with his selfrtacnment, his
ability to inspire confidence; after she'd haltygéxplained her
feelings he'd seemed utterly in control, both ohdelf and of the
situation.

Maybe he'd been very, very clever? Once their icglahip had
turned the corner, graduated from mere boss antbge® he hadn't
pushed the physical side. He'd just gradually, owgin worked her
up to the point where she had almost screamed, ek bed! In



fact, the night before the wedding, thetd been more or less what
she'd begged. And then he still hadn't done sal kidd back. He'd
told her that they'd come this far, that now theyatt for the official
signature in the book, wait until she watficially his...

She closed her eyes, trembling inside as the iminepisodes
between them flashed back into her mind. He'd bealk, but that
didn't mean he hadn't shown her on numerous octatiat he found
her irresistible; it didn't mean that he hadn'tctoed her, stroked her
and explored her body with an intimacy that shedden dreamed
herself capable of handling, brought her to hefplmgasm without
the threat of total male possession to frightenblaek to square one.

He'd treated her with gentle caution, and yet skie@vn enough to
realise that he was keeping his own desire undgeely constraint
which must have taken every ounce of his dauntaffg sontrol. ..

Opening her eyes, she stared at him. How could @ with such
mammoth self-control be the man described in tlzéfhl letter?
Had she been out of her mind to react the way ad@ h

The sinking feeling of self-doubt hit her almosthasd as the shock
of that letter. But the evidence had been therdylack and white;
how could anyone have fabricated those things?

'India? Tell me. Did you think | would hurt you?r8od's sake, did
you?' He gave her a slight shake, then let heEbe.staggered back,
and sat down abruptly on the edge of the bed.

‘Brad.. .oh, Brad. I'm sorry... I..."

She stopped helplessly. She felt desperate; hén lras racing.
Seeing the information in that letter, in her hygakcited state after
the wedding, and with her own past uncertaintielingeup inside
her, she'd panicked. Now, when he was here witlapain, exerting



that subtle charisma, tying her emotions up in &nhdat seemed
impossible.

There had to be some mistake; but she had to oheickhe facts
before she could place total trust in him agaire &d to find out if it
was true. And until she did that, how could shefessto him what
she'd believed him capable of?

' want answers, India.’'

'Please..." With an effort, she stood up and faoed '‘Brad, will you
forgive me? If | caused you embarrassment yestetaagorry, truly
| am, but.. .but...'

'Forgive you?' he said softly as she hesitatednadaweetheart, do
you think you're going to get away with making alfout of me?"

She stiffened, panic gripping her again. There samething in his
eyes—a cold flame of anger, and in his voice—saftlethal. She
glimpsed his fists, clenched at his sides in sijgnwver. The air of
violent retribution hung like an unexploded bomibAmen them. Her
throat dried in fear.

‘Are youthreateningme?' she heard herself say shakily. 'Is that hc
you react when women upset you? Maybe | did thet tiging to try
to escape!’

‘Maybe the feeling is mutual.’

'If that's the way you feel,' she said, turning pw@hide the sudden
sharp sting of tears in her eyes, '‘why come rusaiintpis way down
through France to find me?"'

'Well, now, it's not every day a guy gets marriad has his new wife
run out on him a couple of hours later. Could itllfelt cheated in
some way? But | confess there were business redsorthasing



after you.' His voice dripped sarcasm. "You wornkrfee, remember?
Or have you decided to dump your career as wealbas husband?'

She swung round and stared at him in speechlegmatcn. Their
barely begun marriage was a disaster, their reistip was in deep
crisis, and all he could talk about wassiness?

‘Do you never stop thinking about business? | ssppbl'd gone on
honeymoon with you we'd have spent our time trgihound private
art collections in the Caribbean for some miscaiaa masterpiece.'

'I'm not sure the Caribbean is all that rich invate art collections.
And, in any case, that wasn't quite what I'd planhrer our
honeymoon.'

The lazy drawl in his voice held a quality that mdter go hot all
over; she bit her lip, glaring at him in frustraticHer sarcasm had
been uncalled for, and she knew it.

Brad was an international dealer in historical ots, with a
reputation for being able to track down missing kgoof art. His
success was self- made, and it was one of thegtabgut him that
she'd respected most. No silver spoon had playpdrain Brad
Carne's life.

Her knowledge of his past was still patchy, but khew he'd been
orphaned early on, lived with foster parents in Aogjeles, founded
his own dealership with the proceeds of a collectod original
miniatures that he'd amassed cheaply from junlestand car-boot
sales, and with a loan from an understanding bHliE.success in
identifying and tracking down missing original werkf art, often
mistakenly labelled as copies, was now so well kmtvat he needed
to get other people to bid for him, in case he weasgnised by other
dealers.

His eyes narrowed speculatively on her pink cheeks.



'‘But since you've clearly decided to trash our rage before it's even
begun, why not get something positive out of thimie fiasco?'

‘Well, absolutely!" She rallied her defences justime, feeling as if
she was walking on quicksand. 'What is the urdamndinessin
guestion?'

'l didn't say urgent. There's a private auctioniognup at a house in
the Avenue Foch in Paris—'

'In August?' She raised her eyebrows. "There'sayolsft in Paris in
August, is there?'

'I'm surprised at you,' he jeered softly. "The lgeoisie leave Paris in
August; the very poor and the very rich stay behitslthe very rich
we're dealing with here. A minor aristocrat is maghimself of his
worldly possessions to seek spiritual peace. it'sngulsive sale.'
Brad's expression was sardonic. 'But there'll Ipediealers from all
over the world crawling everywhere. So my talentedle and
assistant couldn't have run away to a more conuesjgot. There's
something promising in the catalogue. I'll need ryeupertise as
anonymous bidder.'

His matter-of-fact air seemed so unforced that fefieher pulses
beginning to pound with fresh outrage. He assunhed she still
wanted to work for him? In spite of everything?

'‘Not that convenient. Paris is quite a long way east of herease
you hadn't noticed. How did yditnewwhere to find me, anyway?'

'l tied up your relatives and interrogated them.@itnpoint,’ he
taunted. "Your favourite bolt-hole emerged as itkedy destination. |
then rang Madame Fleurie late last night, who cordd you were
here.’

"You must have travelled all night.'



' did.

She gazed at him, her anger beginning to wane agairdid look
exhausted, she registered belatedly. Lines of datideepened the
creases either side of his mouth; there were ddrk#ows than
normal around his eyes. There was a shadow of fggawth around
his square jaw, giving him a villainous appearanbe&h did nothing
for her confidence. But this was all her fault;'dreused him all this
exhaustion and stress...

She suppressed a stab of compunction. She'd helabiee, had she?
How could she have ignored that letter? How cobkllsave blithely
gone on as if nothing had happened, with that tenisformation
circling round in her head? She'd needed space,torthink...

'‘What did you say to Madame Fleurie?'

'l explained that I'd come to join my wife," he rked, an acid note in
his voice. "You know the French. Always sympathaiites affaires
de coeur.'

And toles crimes passionelshe added to herself, her heart thuddir
faster. If Brad were to throttle her now, would lbee cleared of the
crime on the basis of a husband's revenge?

Brad swore under his breath, his gaze narrowinigesrface.

'‘What the hell is wrong with you, India? Why do ykeep looking at
me like that?'

'Like what?'

‘Like I'm a character out of a horror movie. | knbweed a shower
and a shave, and you might have decided I'm thglgson earth you
fancy being married to but | can't be that frighven



'‘No. Of course not...' She made herself act noymfalicing herself to
add, as casually as she could, 'l... I'll showwbere you can shower,
if you like.'

'In here is just fine," he said with a wry facepkihg into theen suite
bathroom. She followed him, beginning to remonstraut he was
stripping off his clothes under her appalled ga2en't look at me
like a shocked spinster, India. We're married, maber? And you
may not have had the full pleasure of my servigets ma‘'am, but
you've sure as hell seen me naked before now.’

Speechless, she watched him drop the soft linehtstthe floor. She
felt mesmerised; she should slam the door, walkyatvat the sight
of Brad's broadly sloping muscled shoulders, mailijglectorals, the
taut, sheeny bronze texture of his skin held hessdike a magnet.
Her throat was dry as sandpaper, her lips too.tbtfegue moistened
her parched lower lip, and the nervous movemenw diis eyes,
brought a faint gleam of triumph. He dropped hiach&o unbutton
the flies of his jeans, and she began to back out.

'Hey, don't go,' he taunted mercilessly, flickingea the last button
and peeling the tight denim down. Her eyes followealuntarily; a
column of dark hair ran down the flat ripple of Biesmach muscles
and disappeared inside navy silk boxer shorts, evhdell-tale bulge
signified no lack of libido, however tired he cladto be. 'Come and
join me, To hell with Caribbean honeymoons. Whodsegaem?'

India felt the blood surge beneath her skin, butihds seemed to be
paralysed. She couldn't move.

'‘Not in the moodMrs Carne?' he persisted cruelly. 'Well, mayb
later, hmm?"

Without batting an eyelid, he dropped the boxertsh@pparently
unconcerned by his highly aroused state, and flicke the shower,



stepping beneath the warm spray and starting hedatoap over the
muscled planes of his body. Eyes wide, her pulsesghing, she

couldn't drag her eyes away from the sight of hiatl, dark and

rampantly male, her gaze flicking from the top wfdhark head to the
wiry coils of dark hair surrounding the virile makss between
aggressive, rock-hard thighs.

He was electrifyingly attractive; she wanted himthwa force of

feeling she'd never encountered before. This knaydehit her in a
series of little shock waves, each one more shagtend compelling
than the last. She wasn't afraid of him. She wasotighly ashamed
of herself for imagining that she might be—asharmkler reaction

to that letter, her lack of trust in him. This maas her husband.
She'd said her vows, promised to honour him...

She loved him—and she wanted him to love herdt'tdimatter right
now what she thought he might or might not havesgishe wanted to
make love with him to such an extent that her wiholgy felt on fire.

Her breasts tingled, shafting urgent, shamelesssages to
somewhere aching and hot in the region of her latelomen; she
wanted to give him everything, in a primitive, ipégable way, to

feel his weight on her, to feel him inside her...

With a choked sob, she undid the belt of the raimkwaalked to the
shower as if pulled by invisible strings. She retbut and touched
him on the shoulder. He'd started to lather his, liging her bottle of
baby shampoo. The suds ran down over his faceharsavept them
out of his eyes as he jerked his head down to &idter. She could
feel tears on her cheeks and dug her teeth intéolar lip to stop

herself from crying.

‘All right..." Her voice was scarcely audible tHat's what you want...'

There was a taut silence. Only the hiss of the shh@nd the clank of
the pipes could be heard.



'If it's what!l want?' he said harshly, his gaze dropping to té hi
peaks of her breasts revealed in the gapped ffdrégraobe, moving
lower to encompass the whole of her—small curvigsty soft, flat
stomach, fluffy blonde triangle between her slirenibling thighs.
'‘What doyouwant?"

‘Make love to me, Brad,' she whispered.
'‘Why?'

'‘Why?' She stared at him in hot confusion. Why? shedesd
silently. Was it for reassurance? Was it to testiéelings, challenge
her own fears? Humiliation welled up, as she suspdte'd intended,
and as she probably deserved.

'Oh, forget it..."' she said through clenched teeth.

She half turned to storm out, and he caught hehanted her back,
pushing the robe down her arms until it fell to le®r, dragging her
backwards under the shower with him, catching anidihg her.

'‘No, you don't,' he growled harshly. 'No more rmgnaway...'

The hot water stung, then relaxed her; with a leskplshiver of
sensuality she let herself lean against him, hek Ipgessed to his
chest.

Body contact was like being struck by lightningoifrthat point on,
all thoughts of the past, her insecurities, theihle envelope with its
contents—everything seemed to wash away with the 6f water
from the shower and the flow of hormones floodieg Ibloodstream;
this might be a huge mistake, but right now nothimgthing could
stop this dark tidal wave of emotion from crashargund her and
dragging her down, down, down with it...



'Oh, baby..." His lips behind her ear, Brad's hupkyr made her
tremble. And he was shaking too, she detectedfferelt emotion
shivering through her.

With soapy hands he traced her softness, cuppingigk, pointed
breasts, rolling the rose- pink nipples betweerntlnisnb and finger
until they stuck out like miniature loganberriesputding her slim
waist and splaying his hands possessively ovewtrmanly curve of
her hips. He pulled her hips back so that theltaes of her buttocks
were crushed against his loins; the sensation mgescribable.

'Oh, sweet, fickle little India...'

The deep, throaty growls were almost as arousimgsasuch, almost
as disturbing as the hard wall of him pressed &fasgainst her back.

'‘Brad.. .please..." Arching her head back, sheaddiser face round to
him, hooked her arms round his neck, impatientlygbo his lips, her
need increasingly frantic. 'Please, | want youwaht you to...'

"To get it over with?' he teased, savagely ruthl&gell, maybe [I'll
oblige...’

She was in his arms, carried from the shower tb#ugoom; then she
was on the bed, and he was covering her with h gt body, and
the urgency surged and soared out of control, sh&él could hear
herself moaning, sobbing with total abandon.

'Is this what you want?' he whispered, his softif@adian drawl

deepening as desire thickened his voice, slidirgyforger and then
two into the secret heat of her feminity, openingr ho him,

separating her trembling thighs to give him actesdl of her. 'Is this
what you're ready for now, you little tease?'

Before she had time to react to the reminder of gefidy, he'd
withdrawn his seeking fingers, dewed with warm musid he'd



briefly probed the hidden barrier with what feldithe impossibly
large thrust of his maleness, and then, with aabgrban, instead of
pushing inside her, instead of taking what sheoft@sing, he pushed
himself away from her, left her cold and shiveriagd horribly,
horribly aroused and hanging in mid-air withoufifalent...

'‘Brad! Oh, Brad..." She was sobbing, curled onsid, her hair over
her face, her forearms pressed defensively up rtaveecheeks. 'Is
this revenge?' she managed, when she'd contra@dieglhenough to
speak. 'Getting your own back?'

'Did you think I'd play stud for you?' His voice svatill thick with

desire, but hard with suppressed, softly savageraigter you stood
me up at the reception yesterday? After you madanan clown of
me?'

'‘Neat trick,' she spat chokingly. "You've certaimigde a clown out of
me!'

Rejection and humiliation hit her, icy and cruek Hidn't love her,
she thought, pain wrenching in her heart; look @t he'd reacted
after the marriage ceremony, when she'd bared ey whispered
her words of love, begged him for reassuranced.lt¢ssaid he loved
her? Hadn't he merely treated her like his neweppassession, in
front of the entire church congregation? She'd Iseeh a fool: naive,
romantic, gullible— every kind of fool.

Bitter words came spilling out. ‘Do you want to knavhy | ran away
from you? Maybe you deserve to know now! Firstlgfldound out
that you've been married before and didn't evémig'

‘India...'

His hoarsely incredulous warning merely spurreddmer



‘Secondly, you were charged with wife-batteringremd you? You

beat up your wife so badly that she was hardly gasable in the

police photos, didn't you? So go ahead...' Shetlatear-wet face to
him, her eyes wide with suppressed pain. 'I'm tve model, aren't I?
I'm the new trophy wife—the kind @fccessoryemale you marry to
raise your social standing. So do whatever it is gfo when you're
crossed, or thwarted, or your sordid liaisons dgao'the way you

planned them—'

'India—

'‘Because, right now, | don't care,’ she finisheskhy, wrenching off
her rings with trembling fingers and hurling thetrhés chest. "All |
care about is that | was stupid enough to be takby you in the first

place!



CHAPTER THREE

'‘WHo told you—about my first wife?' Brad's face had diee
expressionless. He was like a stranger, his ey®sagrd cold as river
water. Abruptly, bitterly, she cursed the impulsedil him.

'l got—a letter,' she told him jerkily, ‘and photaghs, official
documents, details of police charges...’

'Who was the letter from?"
It didn't say.'

'In other words, it was an anonymous letter?' Theas ice in his
voice. The scathing sarcasm made her flinch. ¢t mlade her bravely
regroup her defences. What right did he have ttohé&er like this?
He was the one who should be justifying himselfsmighe?'

'Yes, yes, an anonymous letter!" she shot backkibhgawildly round
for some kind of modest covering, she snatched stieet and
wrapped it round herself; she felt vulnerable, wkéded rejected. And
she wasn't sure how he was managing to turn thestabake her feel
like the one on trial...

' want to see it.'

She turned to look at his closed dark face. Thegsed emotion in
his eyes chilled her to the bone. If she'd thotigat she'd seen Brad
angry before, she realised that this time surpas#iedthers. Her
throat was dry; wasn't he going to deny the acausatWorse still,
assuming it was all true, was he capable of attacker...?

'Yes, I'll show it to you.' On cotton-wool legsgeshent to her tapestry
bag, dug out the envelope. He'd gone into the bathy found a
towel to wrap round his hips. She. watched as meechack; the
white towel was tightly in place, reaching to jabbve his knees. He



picked up the manila envelope. Up-ending it, heogeal the contents
out onto the rumpled red and gold quilt cover.

He sat down on the bed again and leafed methogittaibugh the
incriminating evidence. Holding her breath, shetadifor him to
explain, to tell her how it was all a huge mistatkeat the marriage
certificate, the rather misty wedding photograp®Baid with a slim,
dark-haired girl, the page from police records givay Brad with
assault, the sickening photograph of the girl'se fdistorted with
purple Dbruising related to someone else, to a douk
maybe—someone with the same face and the sameasmBrad...

‘They did a thorough job," he said flatly. Shuffjithe papers into the
envelope, he handed it back to her.

‘They?'
'‘Whoever dug the dirt on me.'

He walked into the bathroom, and she could hearguhing on his
clothes. Then he came out, walked out of the bedrand shut her
door quietly behind him.

She stared at the closed door for a long time. Tse®emed to be
suspended. She realised that she had no idea hawetpret his
reaction. If it could even be called a reaction.atvbnnerved her
most was the absence of emotion. There'd been iokerfl of
expression, no nuance in his voice to convey ha$ tleoughts or
feelings. It was as if she'd been confronting atetth its crimes...

After a while, she picked up her wedding ring amd éngagement
ring from where they'd rolled on the floor. Droppithem into the
bedside drawer, she clicked it shut. Then, a sighkt feeling in her
chest, she got dressed, in narrow beige cottorsérsuand a loose
navy blue over- shirt. She plaited her hair inttorag blonde rope,
pushed her bare feet into beige canvas sneakekeanded down to



find some breakfast. It was very quiet in the chateHer turret
staircase wound blindly down to the main landingd at each turn
she felt her heart jolt in case Brad was waitinghfer there.

On the landing, she stopped, breathing quicklyjofig at her
stupidity; what on earth was she expecting to happBid she
honestly imagine that Brad was capable of lyingvait for her? Of
attackingher?

This didn't make any sense. The information shedns the
certificates, the evidence—it all looked cut anctdirand black and
white. And just now, when he'd looked at the cotseof that
envelope, he hadn't denied anything... But if mdtivas any judge,
hadn't she trusted him enough to marry him? Hathe just half an
hour ago, burned helplessly in his arms and métietdim to make
love to her?

She didn't know what to think, and it was Bradidtfsshe told herself
furiously, for not denying the whole thing, for maitting her mind at
rest. He was being obtuse. Or he was guilty as. hell

He was guilty? Strangely enough, this last possisleemed to hit
her as if it were totally fresh and out of the bllidelt like a kick in
the stomach. Could they really be true, those ¢indi accusations in
that package—that he didn't love her, that he'énkved her? That
he saw women as possessions, and that he was toremdence if
crossed? She felt almost physically sick with cerdn and doubt...

As she crossed the hall Madame Fleurie appearkedrinhof her, and
India jumped as if she'd been shot.

‘Tenez, mademoiseller rather madame,the housekeeper laughed
‘Je m'excusel; did not mean to frighten you. Breakfast is cefénd
croissants on the terragga va aller?’



'‘Oui, Madame Fleurie." India summoned a ghost of aesriiihat will
be absolutely fine. Is... is Monsieur Carne s#id®?’,

'On the terracemadameé The housekeeper vanished back down
the kitchens.

Did she feel relief or alarm? In her numbed stqstairs, she hadn't
thought to look and see if Brad's car had gone.la't known if
he'd still be here or not. But somehow she'd imagjinim jumping
straight into his Porsche and disappearing.

Slowly, she made her way out to the terrace.

It was very warm, there was a heat haze over stamigreen of the
hills even though it was only just after ten. Ciascthirruped and
zinged in the long grass beyond the steps. Thevasnshimmering
through a big plane tree onto the long, raisedterarea, dappling
the paving stones with light and shade.

The terrace was a riot of trailing geraniums inrg\@&hade of pink,
red and white, tumbling against old stonework, rgglashes of
colour against the ivy-clad walls of the chateau.slatted oval
wooden table and matching armchairs stood ther@,cmnone of
them sat Brad, apparently deeply engrossed inngae&i Mondeand
calmly drinking coffee from a white porcelain muder shoes made
no sound as she approached. She'd grated a chair ©ition before
he looked up and acknowledged her presence.

'‘Madame Fleurie is bringing some more croissahiis.spoke with
cool politeness. The detachment in his eyes madelbed run cold.

'l know. | met her in the hall..." She halted, egehim warily. Pride
made her say, 'l thought you'd be long gone by now.

'‘Long gone?' he echoed, a trace of mockery indisev'ls that what
you thought?'



‘Well, I..."

‘Unlike you, | don't have a habit of running awagnh unpleasant
situations.'

'‘No. | see.' Her own voice sounded clipped and@matscious, even
to herself. 'Does that mean you prefer to hang ratcand exact
maximum revenge on people who upset you?'

‘You may see it that way.' He poured some moresedfito his mug
from the matching coffee-pot, left it black, andka thoughtful sip.

'How am | supposed to see it?' she burst out, ertahinaintain this
unnatural degree of restraint. 'You follow me hédreonfront you
with.. .with facts about your past, and you dou&rehave the.. .the
decency to make yourself scarce while the goingpsly

He put down his mug and regarded her levelly walrowed eyes.
‘Maybe that's because the going is far from goodial’

'‘What is that supposed to mean?’

'It means | have some decisions to make.' He lealosdy back in
his chair, and massaged the back of his neck wi¢hhand. 'l have to
decide whether | have the energy or the inclinatitosalvage what's
left of our damned farce of a marriage.'

Hot flags of colour burned in her cheeks.

‘Youhave to decide?' she snapped incredulouslyaydhat's a little
arrogant,wouldn't you? Not to mention unrealistic...'

'‘Why do you say that?'

'‘Because, as far as | am concerned, our.. .ounagaris finished!
She heard herself hiss the words, then almost gbaut loud.



Fool— stupid, impulsive fool; it might be ultimayetloomed, but it
wasn't finished. It hadn't even started...

'Finished? After what happened just now?' The guwhd was
ruthless. 'I'd say we definitely have some unfiagbusiness, India.'

'If you mean sex, forget it! There is no way | abalver bring myself
to sleep with a man who beat up his first wife!'

‘Liar. Just now you were so hot for me | neededeadxtinguisher.'

There was a longish pause. Heat washed into her fawas true;
how could she argue otherwise? Madame Fleurieeatnvith a tray
carrying more croissants, another mug and anotbiesfiroffee.

When she'd gone, Brad handed her the basket ofsarts
expressionlessly. He added quietly, 'l wonder dah ever bring
myself to make love to a woman who believes me ldepaf beating
up my first wife?'

She looked at him, her stomach contracting.

‘All you had to do was deny it—' she began, thepstd helplessly;
fresh colour crept up her neck, flooded her facgeurthat taunting
gaze.

'Did I?" he mocked softly. 'l just had to tell ythat it wasn't true, and
everything would have been all right? Is that wjat're saying?'

'No... | don'tknow.

'‘No, I'll bet you don't know. If all | had to do waeny it, how come
you weren't waiting for me in our hotel suite?'



'‘Because you'd already decided | was guilty," hgpked with soft
distaste. 'And hell, who knows? Maybe | am. Maybe'ye gone and
tied yourself to a brute who gets his kicks frorlence.’

'‘Brad, what was | supposed to think?' There weaiestehoking her
throat but her eyes were dry. 'Wlaah | supposed to think?'

‘The worst.' His grin was humourless. He took agswfi his coffee
and clicked the cup down with suppressed forceat'$thwhat you're
supposed to think.'

‘That.. .that woman in the photographs.' She fonmedelf to say the
words. Wasshe your wife, Brad?'

‘Yes.'
‘How long were you married to her?'
'‘We were married for two years. | was twenty, slas wighteen.’

‘The certificate says she was called Natalia. |twarknow about
her...'

'OK. Her name was Natalia Suzman; she came fraohdast Coast
merchant-banking family, with interests in thewaarld; she and her
twin sister had an art gallery in Los Angeles;teariage didn't work
out. Period.’

She stared into his eyes, her throat dry.

'‘Why didn't you tell me all this before we got med? Why did you
lie to me?'

'l didn't lie to you. | just didn't tell you I'd ke married before.’



‘Why not?'
'You didn't ask.'

She was breathing fast now. Clenching her fists,ssd carefully,
'‘Don't you think that looks a bit like you had sdineg to hide?' .

'l guess so. But things aren't always how they sémima.'

‘You're driving me crazy..."' Her anguished outbwas wrung from
her. '‘Bradtell me how they are, then! Tell me the truth!

'‘What makes me curious is why you wanted me to n@aketo you,
just now. With your mind poisoned by that anonymtaiter. What
were you thinking about, India? Do bad guys turm&a on? Do you
get a thrill from the idea of sex with a wife-ba&e

‘Brad, for pity's sake!" She went hot and cold; shedek inside.

‘Women write to convicted murderers in prison, tdhey?' He
pursued his line of reasoning with cool analy§iféring themselves
as lovers.'

'‘How dare you...?' She longed to jump up and ramfthe table. She
stopped herself. That was what he wanted; he'th@dittle victory if
he drove her away from breakfast, just as he haghvite'd dragged
her to the point of sexual fulfilment, then huntéd her; Brad Carne
liked to be in control.

‘Brad, | have not invited you to stay here. Thiatelu belongs to my
family...' she said shakily.

'It belongs to me," he corrected her softly.

'‘What..?' Her breath left her lungs in a rush.



'l bought it from your father.’

Shaking her head, she stared at him in horroonitdelieve you! My
father would never sell this place.’

Your father isn't immune to the recession,' hd tar laconically. 'l
made him an offer he couldn't refuse.’

'Why didn't he say something to me?"'

'‘Because it was meant to be a surprise.' Therawlasgerous gleam
In his eyes. 'l bought it as a wedding presenydar. Wasn't that kind
of me?'

In silence she broke open her croissant, spreadhtbutter and set
about eating it with methodical concentration. Biaad bought
Chateau des Anges? Foer! Conflicting emotions made her heac
spin. She'd run away from Brad, and her bolt-h@eitged to him.
Her favourite childhood haunt, the Castle of thg@ls, belonged to
him? Just ashebelonged to him, didn't she? In the old-fashione
eyes of the law, at least...

The coffee smelled good. She poured herself aadged cream and
drank some thankfully; she needed caffeine. Itdslif someone had
anaesthetised her brain.

"'l pack my things and go, then. After breakfashe said finally,
heavily sarcastic. 'l wouldn't dream of.. fofstingmy company on
you, in the circumstances!'

‘India..." Brad's voice made her look up at himyilimgly. "You'l
stay here. You're my wife. Remember? You stood huoreh,
promised to love and honour me.'

She" put down her empty cup and stood up. She hasrgy.



'l didn't promise to obey.'

He shot out his hand and caught her, standingawgyslcovering her
small hand with his. His was large, lean and cap&inking; the
light sprinkle of black hair on his wrist and foreacontrasted with
the loosely rolled sleeve of his shirt.

'‘Maybe we made a mistake,’ he said roughly, 'gettimarried
yesterday. It was too soon. We don't know eachrotledl enough.
But I'm sure as hell not letting you run again. Hetore we've given
things a chance to improve—'

She gave a hysterical laugh.

‘Improve? You've lied to me about being married before. 'Monot
denying that you had police charges brought aggmstin America
for violently attacking your first wife. And now wbve.. .you've
tracked me down here, and you're threatening ineait to leave...'

'‘Calm down, India.'
'‘Let me go.’

'‘No." His smile held a glint of menace which madelmeart thud. 'l'd
rather you stuck around for a while, sweethedraven't gotten you
out of my system yet.'

As he spoke, his thumb rhythmically stroked heremwrist. Her
senses began to shiver with reaction; she thougltiso clever,
knowing hands, the intimate surrender she'd beeavilbog to make,
the dark, hot surge of primitive emotion he turmadnside her...

'‘Brad, don't do that."

‘Do what? Hold your hand? | thought you were OK hwit
hand-holding?'



She stiffened, jerked her hand backwards, foutrdpped in a vice.

'‘How could you sneer,' she whispered, '‘when I é&digbu with all my
secrets?'

There was an electric current between them now; fde
mesmerised.

'So you trusted me?' He was scathing, hauling loser capturing
her other hand. 'Weird kind of trust, don't yownk# To believe so
easily that I'm capable of physically harming a vaoi?

Abruptly, she was flattened against his chest.d3h&'dly snatched a
breath before he'd leaned back against the sitheaéble, spread his
legs, and dragged her between his thighs. Whenopkeed her

mouth again, he kissed her hard on the lips, fgrdis tongue

between her teeth, using his tongue, invadingntpkiossession of
her mouth in a way that mercilessly imitated tiendte sex act.

She shuddered, breathless; her mind was going ;btaek dark
wilderness was taking over again; she pushed lersaly to look
into his face, and she was caught up in the firez of his eyes.

'‘Brad.. .stop!

'‘Brad, stop,' he mimicked her ruthlessly. 'Or Bradoin't stop? Your
trouble, my darling Mrs Carne, is that you don'owknwhat the hell
you want."And I'm beginning to think | never kneawat all...'

'l wanted honesty! | wanted a.. .a husband | coulst!
‘And instead you ended up with a tarnished model.'

She squirmed against him, then wished she hadstddy was hard
and aroused. She could feel him through the caifdmer summer



trousers—the threatening but explicitly excitingesof him. Could
he feel the convulsive little shudders going thiloagr?

She despised herself that he could raise her hieagberature so
easily, just by stroking his cool fingers along bkin. Was she crazy,
or sick, letting this happen, believing all the lghthat he'd attacked
his first wife?

But did she believe it? Her brain hurt with tryitogwork out what she
believed. The shock yesterday, the sickening thbtight the man
she'd married was a stranger who'd lied to het,ltbeacould be not
only a stranger but a violent stranger—it had b&sn much to
absorb; running away had been the only way shi'dldée to handle
it. She'd needed the space to let the possibisi@sin; she'd needed
the time to come to terms with it all...

But now, deep down, did she think that Brad cowadendone it? And
if he hadn't done it, if none of it was true, whadhsent the
incriminating evidence? Who'd fabricated it? Sonwboould have
made it all up, couldn't they? Didn't she owe Baditle more faith?
A little more trust?

She blinked at him in shaky silence. This man wadisband; she'd
exchanged solemn vows with him in church, only tiydour hours
ago. Misery washed over her, and a kind of agonisiokelief. She
suddenly realised that she'd accept any explanatmnexcuse, and
fall on it with grateful relief.

'Let's see how good you are on honesty,' he mdtteoarsely, his
mouth moving on her neck, his teeth grazing hen.skilaybe you
don't trust me far enough to throw me, but you stint me. | still
turn you on. You proved that just now in your rommarturret
bedroom, India. Are you honest enough to admit it?"



A small earthquake seemed to be happening insidélbeface pale,
she lifted her chin and met his smoky gaze, hes @yeery bright,
challenging green. She longed to tell him to gtéd; instead she
heard herself say hoarsely, 'All right, | admit tlo want you; you're
the only man I've ever wanted to make love to me...

'Is that right?' he said softly. 'You know, I'm teted—very
tempted—to just take what's on offer here and odtran.’

'‘Why don't you, then?' It was another voice, notdven, surely? She
wasn't murmuring such bitter words of suppressad, emotion?
'‘Why don'tyou take what's on offer, Brad? We are marrietey afll.
A bride is entitled to consummation, isn't she? Hiong is it before a
non- consummated marriage can be annulled?’

‘Don't push your luck, India.'

Brad's dark face was a mask now. A shiver of fead idown her
spine. But she felt hot, possessed, driven by rfgelishe didn't
recognise.

'‘Maybethat'syour problem," she shot at him unwisely. "You tcda'
it. Is that why you've never made love to me? lrmapoe?
Frustration? You should see someone—a therapisghena'

'OK. That's enough." His voice was savagely rastchi-a deep
growl of menace with just a trace of black humdvou just talked
yourself into a corner, Mrs Carne. Upstairs. Now.'

'Now wait a minute.

Swivelled bodily, her wrists captured together iradBs steel clasp,
she found herself forcibly propelled into the shasof the chateau,
through the cool, airy rooms, up the winding stetaars to the turret
bedroom, thrust none too gently inside and trajipyetthe slam of the
door.



‘Brad, just hold on now—'
'It's time fantasies turned to reality. Get undeess

Her throat dried. She couldn't swallow. Slowly,ldhg her head, she
began to back away towards the bathroom door, heteabody on

fire with humiliation, her pulses pounding with yurand beneath it
all a slither of fear, eclipsing everything else.

‘You can't treat me like this,' she began angHly took a casual step
towards her, and she backed away so hastily teatadhded with the
bedside locker, sending the lamp crashing to ther;flshe began to
lose balance, Brad lunging to catch her. He catghfoot in the
lamp flex; they both crashed to the carpet, lyingré winded. She
found herself trapped there, angry desire flickggimher veins.

‘Careful. Can't have you covered in bruises andusaieg me of
slapping you around..." He was laughing at herrshlsed, outraged.

‘You'repushingme around,' she protested. 'lt probably amourttseto
same thing.'

‘Not in a million years. And I'm not pushing yowand, just rising to
the challenge, Mrs Carne. In every sense of thel wor

His smile unrepentantly wicked, he grabbed her hardi steered it
down to the throbbing male shaft between his legs.

'‘You're unbelievable... You can actually maljekee of this!'

'You issued the challenge, sweetheart.' His smgkg glittered; he
flicked open the buttons on her shirt, found th# s@unds of her
breasts uplifted by half-moons of white lace. 'Oobwards issue a
challenge then run away again. Is that what yoy hardia? A
coward?'



Her lungs felt paralysed.

'‘No,' she croaked, wetting her lips nervously, ifegthe weight of
him pinning her to the soft honey-coloured campetye after wave of
desire surging deep inside her.

‘Are you frightened of me?' His words were tersd; that betray
tension, masked by bravado? She was too breathittsemotion to
analyse it.

‘Not.. .not in the way you think, maybe..." Colamame and went,
heating her face as he stared at her closely.n8wtdo you think |
felt earlier? When you took things so far then geghyour mind?’

'Relax, Mrs Came,"' he rasped, kneeling up, scooparginto his
arms, lifting her to the bed and capturing herehsith a muscled,
denim- clad thigh. 'This time we'll take it all thay...'

She gazed up at him mutinously. His face was fldsihiéh emotion;
he looked as if he was battling with the dark arsgmmering through
his bloodstream.

A small, fierce shudder went through her. She ktieat he felt it as
he pinned her there against the red and gold dives was the
wrong timing, wildly, hopelessly wrong, a disassostart to their
marriage. But hot, erotic stabs of physical hungere assaulting her.

Closing her eyes, she reached up to clutch hingging his head
down to her. Thrusting her tongue between his {estle started
kissing him with trembling intensity. She wantedtank out the last
twenty-four hours; she wanted to lose herself m dlark abyss of
sensuality. If she tried hard enough, she migtt firat it had all been
a ghastly nightmare; she might surface from thghtmhare to find
herself in the heaven she sensed Brad could buildér...



Brad groaned, his taut control beginning to slipeie was a sweet
savagery about their embrace, a quality she hadrcbuntered
before; it made the blood pulse and burn througlvéies. He caught
his breath against her parted lips, and she fett $truggling with
desperate haste, his hand raking down the tautlenakhis stomach
to wrench open the button-fly of his jeans, rid &ath of the tight
denims which were getting tighter by the second.

'India, sweetheart, let's take it slowly...' he texdd, his lips buried
against the ripple of her hair. He smelled of saag musk shaving
lotion; her senses swam.

'l don't want to take it slowly,’ she protested kiys her hands
darting inside the soft linen shirt, pushing it gvft@m his shoulders,
raking her .nails against the hair-roughened hihisachest.

'Honey, cool it just a little,' he coaxed her,gding off his shirt, then
hers, trailing hot kisses across the full swelhef breasts. The lacy
bra undid at the front; easing the hook, he flickeopen. The full
globes of her breasts sprang up to greet him, tigsrrosy and
inviting; she gasped, deep in her throat, and tveled his head and
stroked his tongue across one of those rosy pealsted its
sweetness, watched it tighten to aching hardness.

'‘We're man and wife," she said huskily. 'l donitehto cool it, do 1?'
Haunted by the way he'd stopped before, at thenlasite, she was
terrified that it might happen again...

‘You do if you want to enjoy it,' he soothed thicksuckling at the

other breast and tightening his arms around heeyes closed, she
wriggled in pleasure. 'The first time takes aditthore patience,
sweetheart. I'm having the devil's own job restrgrithe urge to pin

you down and slam inside you like an insensitivel st



She stilled a fraction, in spite of her shiversy lggeen gaze
reappeared apprehensively between luxuriant darkdiel lashes. She
sought reassurance in his expression, and fouktditvas as deeply
involved as she was. The smoke-blue eyes had dedtkera stormy
grey-black, the pupils widely dilated. There waglak flush of
colour on his high cheekbones, tension on the loemaly lines of his
jaw.

'‘Why are you so sure I'm a virgin?' she heard Ifeloéa@t out, her
voice husky.

He looked stunned for a few seconds. Straddling hexathing
rapidly, he inspected her hot face.

‘Are you or aren't you?'

'I'm... I'm not quite a virgin...'

'‘How the hell can you be "not quite" a virgin, ladi
There was a rosy flush in her face, deeper thaoréef
'Philip and | did try it, once..."

'‘Sweet heavens,' he groaned disbelievingly, swestdibg his
forehead as he held himself in check. "You trieohd you're naquite
a virgin? No wonder you dumped the guy. How cordalh't know
about you and Philip?'

'l didn't lie to you—'

'l just didn't ask, is that it? Like you didn't agK'd been married
before?'

‘That's hardly the same thing.'



'India, honey, let's discuss this later..."' Hisraealrawl dismissed the
diversion; his need to relieve the beating hungehis body, his
determination to make love to her fully, for thesfitime, far
outweighed his feelings over her revelation abdutig> she realised.

With a possessive, shuddering movement, he strokeld hands
down her naked body—from her slender throat, dvercurve of her
breasts, down the narrow ribcage and, smoothinthallvay, down
over the flare of her hips, rounded and invitingpeToush of dark
blonde curls at the top of her legs was only juding the delicate
pink of her sex as she writhed and shivered undeohch.

‘You're beautiful,’ he breathed unsteadily. 'Saibga4...'

'Oh, Brad, don't stop this time.' She whisperadagently, her whole
body quivering with need; the sensations he wasisang were
shattering, but she felt so vulnerable...

'Stop? No chance.' With a ragged laugh, he dropgehouth to the
softness of her stomach, moved his lips and tonmytesasing circles
around her navel, traced his tongue lower, inhalihg heady
fragrance of musky arousal; he slipped his handsléenher upper
thighs, probed the satin wetness between; she hisit control

slipping.

The scent of him, the feel of him, the urgentditthriggles she
couldn't help making as he used his fingers and, tbathinkably
intimate and exciting, his tongue, to explore hetr moistness were
almost more than she could take; she heard heyasff and give a
small, choked scream; she could feel her own hbadding like a
piston, hear his hammering in response. Sweat sdekar body,
slick and salty.

He snatched a ragged breath as she reached Wiiogty, found the
hot shaft of his manhood, her fingers caressingh walumsy



inexperience along his throbbing hardness. He dabgh hand,
turned back to kiss her; they were kissing so tiaad it was almost
like making love with their mouths; their tongueenéed with a
hunger that made her senses swim.

'‘Make love to me, Brad,’ she moaned fiercely, thmg her arms
around him tightly. She lifted her hips impatientbyclose the space
between them. 'Now, please, now, now...'

'In a minute, sweetheart, you're not there yet...'
'‘Brad, | love you; | want you now..."

‘India!" It was a low growl. Blind with passion, he partes secret
softness and thrust in; instantly she was tearirayliare of her
smallness, aware of him filling her so completdigttshe almost
exploded with pleasure mingled with a tight, stn@ig pain that
nearly took her breath away. Her sharp intake eéatr, the clench of
her inner muscles, and the tight intensity of lesponse seemed to
rip through him like an earthquake.

'India...?" The thick query was muttered unevemjgiast her open
mouth. 'Am | hurting you? Sweetheart?'

'‘Only.. .a tiny bit..." It was a strangled gasgdf-sab, half-laugh.
"You were lying? About this not being your firsng?’

She held her breath.

‘Yes...'

'‘Why? In God's nhame, why?'

'l didn't want you changing your mind again.’



She was breathless and smiling up at him, starbitgugh.

His face was flushed darkly; with a hoarse laughdiew himself up
onto his hands, still deeply embedded in her bady, paused there,
gazing down at her. He was so gorgeous, she regjiste
distractedly—his muscles bunched in tension, thetaos of his
body like a Michelangelo sculpture, his dark h#pping over his
smoky eyes...

‘Why should | change my mind?' He grinned meltinglyn your
husband; I'm just taking what's rightfully mine estheart...'

‘Brad.. .please.

'It's OK; relax,' he groaned thickly, raking an @emg hand down the
soft curves of her body to seek the crucial tirgaglire zone hidden
at her apex, toying and teasing until she shuddeneth
uncontrollable reaction. 'If | hurt you, it's yoawn fault; you're crazy
but you're sexy as hell; let's at least get thi$ pRour relationship
right, shall we?'

'Sexy? | don't think I'm very sexy.

Her gasp of anxious denial was choked off as hisss&s homed in,
exploring, stimulating her with a skilled intimaeyhich tore that

argument to shreds, and with a muffled shriek shrerglsed in his
arms; the explosion felt as if it might be righsisle her abdomen,
then higher in her solar plexus, felt as if somebaé plugged her
into an electric socket and was pumping thousahpgidering volts

through her. At the same time Brad withdrew andn thierust

savagely back in, invaded her right to her certreweight pinned
her to the bed as she screamed in astonishedershgtrelease,
writhed and jerked in complete abandon, all reagore, leaving just
this intense, dangerous escape from inhibitiongh@ations bubbling
over, the pleasure so intense that she nearly stbpreathing.



'‘What's the verdict?' His drawl shocked her badle#dity as she lay
limply beneath his weight. 'Has the impotent witsater redeemed
some Brownie points?'

'‘Oh, Brad..." She could hardly speak; besides, svosdemed
inadequate.

'Yes?' he mocked. 'Did you know that in Japanesewvtbrd for
orgasm means "I have died and gone to heaven"?'

'‘Please, Brad," she said huskily, 'stop being amgtyme...'

'Is this where you expect to get beaten black dnelibyou don't say
the earth moved for you?'

Tears prickled the backs of her eyes. Her voicechaked.

'l don't think you need to hear me tell you how muenjoyed that,’
she whispered tautly. 'And | don't believe you aled your first
wife. You didn't, did you? Just say yes or no.’'

There was a brief silence.
'No.'

‘Then I'm sorry..." Tear-drenched green eyes gagethto lidded
smoke-blue. I'm sorry | didn't trust you... I'migokrran out on you. |
love you; is that enough?'

He considered for a while, his gaze veiled as kedder with his
eyes.

'I'll think it over,’ he murmured finally, tightemg his arms round her
warm, sated body, his tone bitterly humorous. 'Mawe can paper
over the cracks. Maybe we can't. Meanwhile, welcameour

substitute honeymoon, Mrs Carne. At least we'vadioane thing we



can do while we're deciding whether or not our mge is worth the
certificate it's printed on.'



CHAPTER FOUR
‘THERE was a telephone call for yoonadame.'

India stopped on her way through the hall wherehthesekeeper had
darted out to waylay her.

'For me?' She flapped her old straw sunhat dowh@table, raking a
hand through her sweat-damp hair; her heart 18afais it Monsieur
Carne?'

'‘No, madameA call from England. | have written the name ahd t
number beside the telephone.’

'Fine. Thanks. Is.. .is Monsieur Carne around?’

Madame Fleurie shook her head; her expression vgasedt. \Was
she thinking what a strange honeymoon they werengav hat made
two of them, thought India ruefully. Since the $bahg physical
experience of making love with Brad this morninge $iadn't known
guite how their relationship was going to progress.

He was still angry with her, she knew; his pridel lieeen badly
damaged by her behaviour after the wedding, and Kdesv how
long it would take him to forgive her. But angersa@ne thing; she
hadn't expected this semi-indifference. The closgnthe pleasure
she'd felt during that scorching initiation had a&vated her, trapped
her emotionally; in spite of the sinister lettedats sordid claims, in
spite of her hysterical initial reaction, she wante be with Brad all
the time, she ached to be with him, and they ne¢ale¢dlk, didn't
they? She needed explanations...

Instead, her new husband had coolly announced andsss
appointment with an art collector in Rennes. Hentta@gturned for
lunch.



'He has not come back yet," Madame Fleurie wasigaalmly. 'Did
you enjoy your walk?'

With a casual shrug to hide her misery, India ndd&he gave a brief
smile.

'Yes, thanks. | went down into the rose gardens)diur Fleurie has
done a brilliant job; the perfume is so strong ikes you feel
lightheaded. ..'

She took the slip of paper from the telephone tdtidip's name was
written there. She felt a jolt of anticipation. Shtried to ring Philip

earlier, and left a message on his answering marhire had to talk
to him, to explore the growing suspicion thred might have been
behind the delivery of that anonymous package..

She went into the study—an elegant rectangular reoth tall,
voile-draped French windows onto the terrace—anded the door.
The English number took only seconds to dial, amehtPhilip's
clipped, rather strangulated voice sounded on tiher @nd.

‘India! Are you all right? Are you safe?’

She had a quick mental image of Philip's carefedipnbed blond hair
and earnest, rather self- important expression.

'‘Am | safe® What on earth do you mean?' she heard herselisa
calmly as she could. 'I'm on my honeymoon; of celira safe!'

'‘On your honeymoon?' There was a silence. She ¢madthe faint
hiss of the telephone line, emphasising the lagpetch. Finally, he
said slowly, "You mean you're with Brad?"

Did she imagine the hint of disappointment or fraison in his
voice?



'‘Got it in one!" she teased lightly. 'I'm with Bradoneymoons are
normally spent with the person you've just marrkai)ip.'

‘You needn't sound so affronted. You did «m outr@chap you'd
just married,' Philip pointed out infuriatingly.o@d grief, you should
have been around to see his face when he realsed gone a bunk!
| thought he. was going to produce a machine-guhdamtimate the
entire resection.’

‘That's the kind of reaction you expected, wasSki# tried to stop the
hard suspicion from tinging her voice, but it wapéless. Light was
dawning; it had been Philip! He was giving himself away with
everything he said. He was far too concerned forshéety. Far too
surprised to hear she was back with Brad. Farimamsand gleeful in
his description of Brad's fury...

'Sorry?' Philip sounded commendably baffled. "Wd@you mean?'

' mean, didn't you expect Brad to run amok witbthal weapon? Or
at the very least beat up a few elderly aunts?'

'India..." Philip should pursue a career in actsttg decided angrily,
the way he was managing to sound so innocent Mitat are you
talking about?'

‘At least have the decency to own up!" she pradefsteously. 'How
did you do it? Who did you pay to forge those Huerpapers, invent
that sordid story? And@hydid you do it?"

There was another silence—a blank one.
'‘Have you gone mad, India? I've really no idea wHat

'‘Don't try to fool me any longer,' she cut in fjatl admit you had me
frightened for a while, but not any more. | belieneBrad. He's my



husband, and | love him. Do you hear me? So forget sick little
games, Philip, and leave us alone!

She didn't wait for his reaction; she slammed #reiver down so
hard that it vibrated on its hook.

She was shaking. Letting herself out of the Fremicidows, she went
to sit in the shade on the terrace, flopping batkai wooden
sun-lounger until her pulses had slowed to somgthjproaching
normal. Philip's surprise that she was with Brats $upposed
concern for her safety, his whole attitude hadlgw®en him away?
It must have been him. Maybe he'd got a friend mmefica to check
out Brad's past, discovered that he'd been maboeé&ale, cooked up
this plan to discredit him.

Frowning unseeingly into the distance, she thobglk over the last
few months; her reaction to Brad had been poweidit from the
start, but hindered by intense pride and a fairuwarhof antagonism.
It had all been very confusing.

She'd felt guilty about Philip, but she'd honestigught herself in
love with him. He was the son of family friendsddrad been keen to
develop friendship into something more. Their Kelahip had
begun before she'd gone to university. And thafpunhappy fling
with the married student had thrown her back onlig*hisolid
affection.

Meeting Brad had forced her to see that her engageto Philip was
a shallow parody of an engagement. But, at the dames she'd
shrunk from the raw kind of emotions that Brad dawigger. Philip

had been safety; Brad Carne had been danger. takad around six
weeks of working with him before she'd found tharege to admit to
herself how she felt about him.



They'd travelled to country house sales and artieng; all over
England and abroad. Sometimes they'd gone togetbernetimes
separately. When they'd gone together, Brad hadyalvwooked
separate rooms; she was engaged to another méuwe'drglven every
impression of a deep aversion to personal involveraéany kind.
But physical attraction had sizzled like electrices between them.
It had stayed safely buried beneath the top layeeied hostility,
until the night she'd come back from Dublin.

She'd gone with a mandate from Brad to bid fopowrait of Galileo
by the seventeenth- century- Flemish painter Sonstes; it had been
listed in the sales catalogue as a copy. An Ameriwgaversity had
commissioned Brad's company to find the portraittfeir newly
opened science department. It had rained non-skegg got soaked
three times, and her hotel had seen fit to swittthe heating on the
first day of May.

Having secured the sale, for a fraction of the ngath@t Brad had
authorised, she'd flown back to London in the easlyening,
exhausted. She'd almost lost her voice, had aybiisbre throat and
shivery fever.

To her surprise, Brad had met her off the planedaivén her home.
When he'd realised that her parents were awag#tfhench chateau
for a fortnight and Philip was in Scotland for aekis trout fishing,
he'd insisted on taking her to his flat in an elgddampstead square;
he'd put her to bed in a spare bedroom, plied hi&r lemon drinks
and paracetamol. 'Can't have my staff neglectimy thealth and
getting post-viral fatigue,' he'd teased gently.

'‘Quite," she'd whispered wryly. 'Think of all thekspay | could sting
you for.'

Outside the bedroom window, there'd been lilac tliog in the
gardens of the square; the perfumes had driftée@invindow, along



with birdsong and the distant drone of city traffic the warm May
evening, as she'd lain shivering and sweating th be

After forty-eight hours of being pampered back ¢alkth, she'd been
astonished to find him in the big white minimalistchen, in
butcher's apron, a streak of flour on his cheekygy chopping fresh
basil leaves with a huge chef's knife, preparintaggognocchi with
fresh tomato and basil sauce. A CD-player on a bigdif had been
playing Spanish folk music—a mix of flamenco guisd soft male
vocals.

‘Yeah, I'm a closet chef,' he'd grinned as shethtieely joined him
on a stool at the worktop, in jeans and black paok, watching the
proceedings with admiration. He'd slid one fingeside the loose
waistband of her jeans to demonstrate how muchheige'd lost.
‘And I'd say you need fattening up.'

‘The music doesn't go with the food,' she'd laudgheskily; the touch
of his finger at her waist had made her blush\adro

'So—I like Spanish music and Italian food. I'm Aman; we're
cosmopolitan.'

That night, after the most mouth-watering gnocaid aome-made
sauce she'd ever tasted, with a bottle of Beagjbkiween them, and
a lot of laughter and joke-telling and busines& &hd mounting

sexual tension, Brad had kissed her for the fimet Her intense

reaction had been the biggest revelation of her When Philip had

come back from Scotland the following weekend,&heturned his

ring.

It wasn't that Brad had proposed to her that nightourse. In fact,
while she'd drunk in every detail of his physigapaarance, lean and
disturbingly male in jeans and denim shirt, hiskdaice broodingly
sensual, his eyes so deeply blue that she'd alogidterself in them



without knowing if she'd ever find a way out, itthbeen hard to tell
exactly what was going through Brad's mind. It hast been that
she'd known then that, whatever happened, she rcouldarry
Philip..

She frowned even harder now, striving to recall gbene between
herself and Philip. It was hazy. The only emotiba sould remember
was guilty compassion on her part and rather pompoaeptance on
Philip's, but he must have been brooding, sec@titing revenge

ever since...She was chewing a fingernail—sometising hadn't
done since she was sixteen. Wood pigeons cooedvduene the

rhythmic sound was soothing. In the distance shidclear voices
speaking French—Madame Fleurie's, and was it Bidder heart

leapt idiotically. He was back...

She took a long breath, pushed her hair back fhenimot, damp nape
of her neck and glued a brave smile to her mouté;vgould not let
Philip's mischief-making ruin her chances of happswith Brad.

She'd show Brad how much she trusted him. He nay& had a good
reason not to want to talk about his first wife.dAthere was no way
he was a violent wife-beater. And he couldn't—dwoeildn't—just
want her for a trophy wife—someone decorative, B-lared blonde
to oil his business and social life... His lovenmaki his physical
control, the fierce tenderness he'd shown her, gvauigh he'd been
furiously angry— didn't that prove his innocend®&\s his integrity?

She balled her hands into small fists in her lag, leart thudding.
Relationships needed trust; how would she have ifelhe'd
abandoned her within hours of the wedding becatis®ome false
accusations? She didn't care how much she hadaioswher pride
to get him to forgive her lack of trust; whatevetaok, she'd do it.
Philip wasn't going to be the victor in this. Hoardd he? Howould
he...?



When Brad's soft footstep sounded on the terrdmejwsnped up to
greet him, shaking her hair back from her flusheezef The hard set
of his jaw made her hesitate a fraction; his eyesewhidden by
dark-lensed Raybans, masking his feelings.

She pushed her uncertainty aside. He looked good-hedooked
more than good: he looked wonderful—tall, leankijahandsome,
in lightweight designer suit and black T-shirt. Eyghining with shy
welcome, she ran to greet him.

‘Brad.. .-I've missed you!' It was a husky whispgishe wrapped her
arms round his neck.

'‘How touching.' His voice was wry. He accepted émbrace, but
coolly—an adult humouring a repentant child. 'been gone for just
over half a day and my new wife has missed me. Bmg has my
devoted new wife managed to spend her time whikgssheen
missing me?"'

Did he have to be quite so mockingly sarcastic?

'l went for a walk,' she told him quietly, bitingdk a defensive retort.
He might not be returning the embrace with muclhesiasm, but,
with the heat of his body, the clean male scerti®fskin, the faint
trace of his lemony-musk aftershave, he was hawagffect on her
that he always did; even her toes were tinglinghwigsponse.
‘Around the grounds. You should come with me. Tlseaes old

gazebo | must show you. It was my favourite placa ahild. And the
lily pools are amazing, covered in dragonflies; tbees smell so
sweet | felt drunk... Have you been down there?'

‘Yeah. | took a look over the place before | bouights that it?
Nothing else?'



She hesitated; there was a subtle antagonism abopéa tautness in
his body which deepened her apprehension. Her tekipdled,
despite her determination to be the peacemaker.

'‘What do you imagine I've been doing?' she heardeHetaunt,
half-laughing. 'Entertaining the locpétanqueeam in my boudoir?'

‘Telephoning your ex-fiance in England?' His coalres made her
heart jolt. 'Isn't that what you've been doing—hedgyour bets,
lining up Sefton-Brook? If things don't work outtlween us, you'll
have a safe alternative waiting for you at home?"'

She jerked back, as if he'd slapped her.
‘You're not serious.’

‘You tell me. How many brides of forty-eight houetephone their
ex-fiance on their honeymoon?'

The colour washed and receded in her face. Bradd tdb the
Raybans; his eyes were unreadable even when sl see them
properly. But his gaze was not encouraging; it Wwasarm and
friendly. The smoke-blue had cooled to penetrasimpke-grey.

Abruptly she felt self-conscious and awkward; tredkan the intense
heat had left her hot and sticky, the softly woeetton of her blue
and white flowered sundress was clinging to herybadoulding

damply to her breasts. She was bra-less beneatmeit;nipples
hardened as his gaze dropped to encompass her.

'l can't believe this,' she protested disbeliewin@ind you accusene
of lack of trust!" Pride had gripped her fiercejid Brad wantto
believe her capable of plotting to betray him whier ex? Was he
seeking good reasons to widen the rift between thémnleast you
knew | had an ex-fiance,' she added furiouslyleast | didn't keep
him a secret, like your ex-wife!"



'OK, truce.' Brad sounded warily amused. He satrdow the chair
opposite, stretched out his long legs, regardedvitarheavy-lidded
eyes. 'What were you so anxious to talk to Sefrook about,
India?’

‘Truce?' she challenged hotly. "You can't just emmently whip up an
argument then dampen it down again to suit you! dawou know
| telephoned Philip? Were you spying on me? Listgrat the door?’

'| asked Madame Fleurie if there'd been any mesdagene,’ he said
calmly. 'She informed me that the only telephorkehzd been from
Philip Sefton-Brook, returning your call.’

She wrestled with her pride. Madame Fleurie habusiness telling
Brad about her personal calls. But there again, whguld the
housekeeper have imagined that it would cause @md® And
Madame Fleurie was employed by Brad now, she s@gh&he'd be
keen to keep on the right side of her new emplayer.

Sitting down as well, she hugged her arms roundsher ribcage.
She was so achingly aware of Brad; he made heryafigstrated,
tense, but at the same time it was a physicalteffuirto reach out and
touch his thigh. She looked at him through lowelashes; the
expensive cut of his suit trousers accentuateantlgcular contours
of his thighs. Everything about him was lean, hatlpng—and
arrogant. Her throat felt drier as she draggedelges away, crossed
her arms higher over her breasts. She loved hinhateti him at the
same time, she realised bitterly.

‘Well? Am | going to get an explanation?' He souhds if he didn't
care too much either way. Relaxed back in his ¢chargazed at the
hazy horizon as if she didn't exist.

Stung into frankness, she said finally, 'It was.him

'What was him?'



‘That anonymous letter, the envelope of papers!siime he paid
someone to forge them...'

The lidded gaze narrowed further. Brad's dark f&es a study in
bland lack of expression.

'Did he admit it?'

'‘Not in so many words, but—'

‘Do you have evidence to prove it was him?'
'‘Not exactly, but—'

‘But you've found him guilty.'

She went still, flicked a mutinous glance at himaddme Fleurie
came onto the terrace with a tray of drinks—a batfl white wine,
some mineral water, two glasses; Brad thankedl&@ned forward,
poured white wine into a glass and handed it tealn®o you want
water with it?"

'‘No, I'll have it neat,' she said jerkily. Takingi@, she watched him
pour his own, lift the crystal glass to his moutirink some
reflectively.

"You don't think it was Philip?' she demanded sit la

'‘Hell knows. I'm just intrigued by your guilty- ulRproven-innocent
approach to all of life's little mysteries, Indighat's the way you do
everything, is it? Act on impulse, to hell with sbfacts...'

‘That's not fair; | believe in your innocence! Idg/ou!" She was
shaking inside. Her voice had thickened with emmtiand she
cleared her throat impatiently. 'Brad, are you gdm punish me for
ever? | had a shock. A dreadful shock. That letter, certificates,



papers, coming out of the blue, right after the gonoof marriage... |
panicked; | had to find space to get things cleany head! Can't you
understand that...?'

'l don't see my wedding ring on your finger.'

She stiffened; her eyes shot to her left hanchérhieat of their earlier
confrontations, the emotional whirlwind aftermatshe'd clean
forgotten about the rings she'd hurled at him. The&ye in her
bedside locker.

'I'm happy to put them on again,’ she whispered#ilyud put them in
the drawer by my bed.’

'‘Leave them there,' he drawled. 'Let's not rush samething you
might regret, sweetheart.'

The casual cruelty felt like a blow to the stomaghth a trembling
hand she took another long mouthful of her winel alicked the
glass back on the table.

‘All right." She managed a stiff shrug, her fackep®ut it will take
more than the lack of a wedding ring to break uproarriage, Brad.'

There was a long silence. A muscle twitched inltaelness of his
cheek.

‘Sure. | know.' His drawl was sarcastic. 'You'versthe light, you're
a convert to the eternal truth, and now you'retiighto save our
marriage.'

He pushed his fingers wearily through his dark had turned to look
into her face; his smile was mocking. Pain knifacbtigh her—a
despairing, desperate pain. This was a nightmass Nér marriage
doomed, just because she hadn't known what tovie€lid/as this the



way it was going to be from now on—nher reachingtowppease, to
move closer, Brad repelling her with increasindniegsness?

He might not be physically violent, he might not dpalty of the
charges in that letter, but this was emotional enck; she felt
battered, just as surely as if he'd hit her aradhedace.

'If you hate me, there's no point going on,' sherdhéerself whisper
quickly.

'l don't hate you.' His voice was cool, but with eslge of buried
feeling.

‘Then why are you being sofoul?'
There was a pause.

'Hatred is prowling around our relationship," havded quietly, 'but
not the kind of hatred that might exist between sod me.'

'‘Will you stop being so.. .so smug and philosopRicshe burst out.
'‘What is that supposed to mean?’

'It means that whoever sent you that package onvedding day is
consumed with hatred.'

She looked at him warily.
‘At least | agree with you there.’
‘Do you think Philip Sefton-Brook is consumed whidtred, India?"

‘Well..." She searched her heart, abruptly feeting of her depth.
'‘Goodness knows. He certainly hides it well if fieAlthough he was
angry when | broke off our relationship, afterll.feafter | met you...'



'‘Anger is understandable,’ Brad pointed out withlemk smile. 'But
not pathological revenge.'

'If not Philip, then who?' she persisted angriyhb would hate me
enough to do that?'

'Has it occurred to your egotistical brain that mayhe hatred is
aimed at me? | can think of a few people who duavie me on their
Christmas card list.'

'‘Who? Tell me about them... Brad, we need to talie' gabbled, her
face intent on his shuttered gaze. 'l need to kaloout these people. |
need to know about yoynast.You've kept secrets from me—secret
you should have shared before we got married—bwut Ifrm your
wife and I'm entitled to know; this marriage catvive any more
secrecy, surely you can see that?'

He stood up abruptly, reached for her hand; sheddwerself pulled
to stand too close to him and her heart beganuagbbelplessly.

'‘Not now. Rest assured I'll be making a few engairibut idle
conjecture isn't my scene.' The mocking note desghemaking her
tense in mounting anger. 'Nor is jJumping to conolas. Unlike my
sexy little wife, who seems to spend her time legifiom one dodgy
conclusion to another.'

‘That's not fair..." To her horror, she was stgrtm shake; that black
void of wanting was starting to consume her asuieg her closer,
moulded her to the muscular length of his body.

His. hands ran over her, burning sensuous pattespbnse over her
slim back; his fingers found the smooth bare skiovae the bodice of
the shoestring-strapped sundress, skimmed thetisenserve-ends
along the sides of her spine.



'If Philip had wanted to damage our relationshiggdhave come up
with that poison package before the wedding, n@rafrds,' Brad
reasoned softly, dropping his mouth to her jawkne inserting his
tongue cleverly into the delicate whorl of her e8he squirmed
involuntarily; a wicked shaft of hot desire wasocaving through her,
melting her whole body.

‘How do you know?' she managed weakly.

'‘Because that would have been the action of anationan, and
nothing I've seen about Philip Sefton-Brook tellg ime's not a
rational man. He may be a pompous idiot. But hertegtly rational.'

'So you're saying whoever did it isn't rational?'
'What do you think? Come upstairs, Mrs Carne. Tionded...'
'‘Brad.. .for heaven's sake.'

Stiff and half resisting, but shivering inside whklpless need, she
allowed herself to be led, not to her small tun@m but to the
master bedroom suite on the first floor—the huggh-teilinged
room which her parents had always used.

As he clicked the door shut firmly behind them sadised that it had
been completely altered; where her parents' orgidaan had once
been, a four-poster bed now stood—a glorious Freamigue in
carved dark wood generously hung with rich, healkycuirtains in
muted stripes of dark peach, cream and terraceaita, matching
curtains at the long rectangular windows overlogkime sweep Of
the chateau's grounds; the walls had been coveneelvet—a deep,
peach-coloured velvet—and the luxurious carpetadesp terracotta.
The opulent effect was the perfect foil for thegalet antique mirrors,
numerous portraits in dark mahogany frames andiffeny-shaded
wall- and table-lamps. The whole room glowed withrmth and



welcome; her jaw dropped as she turned to lookratd BHe was
watching her with an unreadable expression.

‘Do you approve?"

'It's gorgeous... | love it! When did you have ttise?'
‘A week after | bought it.'

'‘When was that?'

‘A month ago.’

She absorbed this briefly. Brad had asked her toynham six weeks
ago; they'd set their wedding date for early Augasd Brad had
come over to France on business in late June. Thieeen rumours
of a lost Turner coming to light in a collection anchateau in the
Western Loire; he'd gone in hot pursuit.

Then she'd been despatched abroad on another rassign
authorised to bid for him for a portrait at an aetin San Francisco;
she'd thought at the time that it was strange h#n'haaken the
opportunity to go back to America. So this was wihatl been up
to—refurbishing her family's chateau as a surpviszlding gift,
turning the master bedroom into a glowing jeweh ddve- nest. ..

'‘White linen sheets, scented with lavender,’ henmued. He'd

moved up behind her, burying his lips in her hhad he read her
mind? Desire shook her, even as he raked his hdmas over her
shoulders, feeling the high curve of her breasteuntie fitted

sundress, flicking the thin straps down, twistirg to face him.

'Oh, Brad.. .it really is a lovely wedding preserstie managed
chokingly.



'You think so?' She was naked to the waist, aneyes flicked over
her, darkening with desire. 'lronic that it's tHage you chose to run
to from me.’

Despair returned; she stifled the sob in her throat
'I'm here now, aren't I?' she choked. 'l havemtaway again!'

'‘Have | told you that you have beautiful breast&® smoky murmur
brought goose- bumps out on her skin; he bentge the hollow

between the soft mounds, opened his mouth to traogry kisses

over her, rasping his tongue slowly to taste treelbeof perspiration.
She was weak and shaking; her nipples tingled f$igs explored

around them, kissing and gently biting, arousingrezve-ends until

the need to feel his mouth on the taut, sizzlingkgeof her breasts
was so intense that she gasped and caught his head.

'‘Here,' she managed, her voice strangled. 'Kiskane

'Here...?" His husky taunt was deliberate; verythig he flicked one
sensitised nipple with his tongue, then withdrewwiagOpening her
eyes, she saw the savage humour in his face, techpgrthe tension
of desire, and her colour surged. Tears stungyes.e

‘What are you trying to do?' she flung at him helrswriggling
angrily to escape, finding herself caught and tealbfiMlake me hate
you?'

'‘No..." He folded her in his arms, crushed her jaiyuagainst his
chest; his voice was deep with suppressed emaahshe only just
heard him add, 'I'm not sure | can handle any rhate right now..."

'So let me love you,' she whispered achingly. Btigkback her tears,
she found the courage to lift her mouth to hikiss him with a fierce
feminine urgency which triggered a forceful respons



'‘Now, there is an offer | can't refuse.' His mwgtecomment was drily
ambiguous; his body had tightened; he was pushandgoackwards

onto the bed, moving to pin her there, his eye& darher flushed

face, her parted lips. 'But let's go for accurasyeetheart; this is sex,
not love..."

He muffled her fierce protest with his mouth— slamigging kisses
which switched off her brain, switched on her bashe was glowing
as warmly as the decor in the bedroom as he sttipjpedress from
her. She wriggled self-consciously in the skimpgtection of her

panties, and then the triangle of peach lace welegaway, stroked
sensuously down her legs, discarded. She was allgerand

exposed and burning, burning...

'Why do you have to.. .to be so bitter? Make itr&bu.sordid.. .this
feeling between us?' she whispered feverishly. \Bag weak and
trembling as he stroked her body, firing her sensegking the
unexpected pleasure zones that sent her rocketthgegponse; he'd
thrown off his suit, flung off his T-shirt, and wiée kneeled up
impatiently to wrench off his brief grey silk box&norts her stomach
contracted at the sight of his rampant nakedness.

'Is that how | make it sound, India?' The huskystjoa was breathed
so softly that it sounded like a caress. With aglostroking
movement he traced the line of her body, trailileyer fingers over
the tips of her breasts, over the quiver of hemsith, over the soft
blonde curls at her pelvis, cupping her femininemta. .He slid his
fingers between her trembling thighs, circled thiasingly, with
consummate skill, over the slick, wet nub of hex, gben slipped
lower, investigating, opening with two long, sengtfingers the hot
honeyed core of her, probing possessively deepagusus reaction
shot through her, radiated out like a mini-explasa@ the senses.
'Isn't that the way you described our marriages tmorning—a
"sordid liaison"?"'



She was gasping, almost mindless in the fathomp-ske@suality that
he was creating; she almost missed the ruthless. tau

'‘Brad.. .don't..." She was sobbing without reafjsii—sobbing in
misery, frustration, and blind desire. 'Pleasetddn’

'‘Don't?' he echoed mockingly, abruptly making aeléor himself
between her legs. 'Don't what, my darling? Dostrew my
enchanting littletrophy wife? And risk being accused ohpotence
again?'

‘You're hateful..." Her face wet with tears, shatshed a ragged
breath, pushing blindly at his chest as he thnste her. 'l wish I'd
never married you!

'‘But then who knows how long you'd have stayed tuitie" a virgin
with the last of the great English lovers, PhilipftSn-Brook,' he
jeered savagely, withdrawing almost to the poireafiing her body,
then thrusting in again and again, with just thghtidegree of
gyration to send her over the edge and shriekingpmvulsions of
helpless, shivering climax. The room spun, her nspdn, went
black; his own shuddering growl of release soundsdf it was
tortured from him as he tensed, muscles bunchedjdlent storm of
completion pulsing hotly inside her.

'I'm doing you both a favour, sweetheart,’ he gddeke finally, when

the heavy, sated silence had stretched on for iftag his face from

her sweat-damp, tangled hair. 'Educating you in d@esual arts.
Sefton-Brook won't know what's hit him when yourgoning back
to him...'

Incoherent with rage, she stared savagely up atldris, taut face;
lashing out with her hand, she caught him fiereelsoss his cheek; a
dark red stain appeared. Brad made no move; hd didah.



'It's no good," she whispered starkly. Even in teaclysmic
aftermath of Brad's lovemaking her misery was lokgsical pain,
lancing deep into her heart. 'l can't win this, taff | say | love you,
you throw it back in my face. If | show that | wamdu, you use it to
humiliate me. I've had enough.'

‘Already? Just one day into our honeymoon, Mrs Game

‘You're so bitter,' she breathed, disbelievinglying unsuccessfully
to extract herself from his weight; he'd pinned p@ssessively to the
bed, and showed no signs of moving. 'Whatever'ssmgad so bitter,

So cruel, it's not just me panicking about thosegations, is it?'

With a groan, he pushed himself off her, and cskapheavily onto
the bed beside her, his breathing ragged.

'‘Could it have been the look in your eyes this mgnwhen |
arrived?' he retorted softly, turning to look at,leebleak smile on his
lips. 'Knowing that the girl | loved and married s\efraid of me?
Could that make me feel bitter?'

Frustration welled up, and with it a panic- strickeeling that this

was all going wrong and she'd never be able toyycthe pieces and
put it back together again. She couldn't deny Ite $iad felt

apprehensive, hadn't she? Those awful photograpbsapparent
authenticity of everything...

'It was your fault if | felt afraid of you," she athback at him. "Your
fault for not being honest with me, not telling @k your secrets,
before we got married!'

'‘Everyone has secrets,’ he murmured implacabtyttirty-two. I've
lived, I've been around, I've done things | regkdtirriage doesn't
mean you turn yourself inside out, bare every pai@pisode in your
past life, India.'



‘Evidently not, in your case! And when you say yeulone things
you regret, are you saying... are you saying th#wse allegations
are true?'

There was a heavy silence. Appalled at herselfyws$iged she could
delete the words. She felt sick with dismay.

'‘What do you want to do, India?' he said finallg;9ounded as if he
was picking his words with care, keeping a tightdn his temper.
‘You're just a kid. Hell knows why | thought younsemature enough
to get married. Do you want to call this whole thoff? Run home to
Mummy and Daddy?'

She turned her head on the pillow, her eyes stiidRead's gaze was
painfully remote, the smoke-blue lidded and cloudeith dark
emotion. He looked like a stranger—a stranger wsemuner body for
sexual gratification; her heart felt as if it wdmat to crack.

The painful prospect of losing Brad, of losing tteance to regain
their happiness was too intense. Pride overwhelmeed

'I'm twenty-one. I'm not a kid. And anyway, | théligou wanted my
help at that private auction in Paris?'

'l did.

‘Then | might as well stay until then.' She heagtshlf give the cool
answer without consciously choosing it. Why had she that,
instead of passionately screaming and shoutingghatwanted to
stay with him, wanted to talk this crazy thing thgt, wanted to go
back to the warmth and bliss of their relationshigfore their
wedding day? She could hardly breathe. Misery washing her
chest like an invisible vice.

'OK. We'll go up to Paris tomorrow. It's a day gddr the auction,
but we'd better go shopping for a whole new wardrab you.'



The amused taunt in his voice made her stare at |
uncomprehendingly.

'‘Why? | don't need a whole new wardrobe!'

'You don't? Well, pardon me, ma‘'am, but what wasghrase you
used this morning?' His drawl was laced with cgtBarcasm. 'You're
my 'accessory female'? The kind of woman I'm in kadbit of
marrying just to jack up my social standing? Ifdvkn't got your
superior breeding, sweetheart, at least I've getlaf a lot of money.
And | imagine that a trophy wife always needs a meaxdrobe...'



CHAPTER FIVE

'WILL you be returning for the festivahadame?Madame Fleurie
was hovering, smiling, in the hall as Brad loadsgirtcases into the
Porsche.

India stared at her blankly. She'd slept badly; brain felt stuffed
with cotton wool.

‘At the end of the week,' the housekeeper promftad.thepardon
ceremony in the villagé/ous vous rappelez pas?'

India nodded, smiling slightly. She did remembeng sand her
parents had often gone to join in—warm summer eng=ismelling
of sweet yellongenet the locals in traditional Breton costumes, an
the quaint ceremony itself: a little wooden andedaing down a
wire with a fuse to light a bonfire—symbolic repamt¢e of sins.

'l don't know. We will if we can.' Her throat tigdmted. 'I'm not really
sure what our plans are at the moment, Madamei€&leur

She didn't know her plans for the next couple afreplet alone a day
or so ahead. The telephone had been going nors®pnorning:

Philip had rung back, loudly protesting his innaoerof whatever
charges she might be bringing; her father had raagng discovered
her whereabouts from Philip, cautiously trying itedfout what was
going on; Lucinda had rung, full of concern, obwalyuhopping with

curiosity about the mystery package and India'sgggndeparture
from the reception.

She breathlessly informed India that she'd beeng®aesore of Curtis,
Brad's friend and best man from America, who wamegntly God's
gift to women and almost as divine as Brad. Cwvas telephoning
Brad direct, with man-to-man support over his cotrr@arital crisis.
There'd also been several calls for Brad, whichl &ken in the
privacy of the study and not seen fit to enlighten on.



'‘Maybe it's a good thing we're going to Paris tqdslye'd told Brad
weatrily, putting the telephone back on its cradjaia after speaking
to Lucinda. 'I'm beginning to feel hounded. How @atyou?'

'Hounded? You could say that." His tone had beat, @most
preoccupied.

It was as if he was mentally cutting her out, fightwhatever he was
fighting, and deliberately excluding her from ihe&ached with the
strain of the conflict between them; she had bdtikgue, she
decided miserably.

They stopped for lunch on the way, atredais routier, she had
chicken terrine and grilled red mullet; Brad chesafood and steak.

Impersonal as a business colleague, Brad steeesdatfiversation
onto neutral business ground; they talked abouptheate art sale,
where he needed her to bid for him. He couldntrdfto be seen at
this particular sale; it was something of a one-afid the millionaire
offloading his worldly wealth was known to be edcenin his
collections. Large numbers of dealers from therm@gonal art world
were reported to be going. If Brad were recognisieey'd suspect
that he'd found something exciting—a 'sleeper'tagas called, a
miscatalogued master—and the bidding would getlgraelated.

‘There's a portrait listed as "Unknown Woman, cistateenth
century"—from the photograph | was fairly sure @s\a rare original
of Catherine Howard,' he told her calmly over ceffé got George
researching it; it could be a Holbein.'

‘Apart from a Holbein miniature in the Royal Coliea, portraits of
Catherine Howard are almost non-existent." Sherfealya spark of
excitement flickering. 'Isn't there a theory thany VIl destroyed
them all in a fit of pique after he chopped herchetd?'



'‘Quite.

‘You'd have thought chopping off her head would enamply
appeased his temper.'

'She'd betrayed him with another man. It was ateqresf honour
and pride.'

‘Yes, of course.. .honour and pride." She put doemcoffee-cup,
fixing a level look at him over the table. 'l sugpofor some men
honour andgoride can never be avenged?'

His eyes narrowed on her determined gaze, but lséndd the
challenge, just waved his hand for the bill.

Sitting in the passenger seat of the Porsche speil powerfully
along theautoroutetowards Paris, she glanced at his forbiddir
profile. She felt as if they were so far apart tihaty could have been
on different planets, occupying parallel time zones

The only thing holding them together was sex. She ashamed at
how fiercely that erotic awareness flared betwdwmt part of her

rejoiced in it, but another part of her shrivelldh pain when he

showed again and again that lust didn't involveloshe wasn't sure
if she dared be in the same bedroom any more.nigist she'd gone
up to her turret room to sleep. He hadn't argupdrtdrom a cryptic

remark about it being a little late to lock hersalfay in her ivory

tower.

'l need a break,' she'd told him furiously. 'l migh your wife, but I'm
not yourwhore;you can't just use me for.. .foratificationwhenever
you want to!'

'l thought the gratification was working both waysid you're the
one who insisted on consummating our marriagel'Bbear that in
mind,' he'd agreed blandly. But his eyes had dadeyn her hot,



indignant face; his smile had mocked her. She'd gm@med a chair
under the doorhandle, then felt extremely melodtanaand childish

when he came nowhere near her room all night. Wstile she'd

tossed and turned restlessly, shivering and bumittig frustrated

longing for him, and loathing herself for her sdlipy...

''ve booked us into a hotel in the Place de la dOate,' he
murmured, citing one of the most expensive and gtams hotels in
Paris as they plunged through the traffic on thislods of the city.
The wide-eyed glance she gave him made him laugtilgh

'‘What better place to show off my latest "accesdemale"?' he
goaded. 'And anyway, Paris is hell in August, pdck&h holiday-
makers, so | thought we might as well be comfodgaBlpring's the
time to come. Don't you agree? Much more romantic.'

'It certainly couldn't be any less romantic thas thsit," she bit out.

'‘Wash your mouth out, Mrs Carne,’ he chided, softithless,
reaching to tweak her chin with a teasing handis"TiB your
honeymoon. Things don't come any more romantic th
honeymoons.’

‘Brad, will you just give it a rest?' she snappgohded unbearably.
She smoothed shaky hands over her navy culotteseatmat her
palms were slightly damp. Nerves. She was jitteeyyous, with her
own husband. This was ridiculous. How had the 8dnébecome so
unbearable?

Through running out on Brad straight after the weddcame the
small voice of censure. She'd broken not one batgalden rules of
relationships: she'd fatally damaged his pride @aking him look

foolish, and she hadn't trusted him. What did stpeet? Champagne
and roses? And did she trust him now? Or was ste@ing a classic



ostrich act, head in the sand, hoping for the b®&k&felt a tight, sick
sensation in her solar plexus. If only she coutd tuack the clock...

Champagne and flowers were both in evidence apdher ushered
them into their spacious suite at the hotel; momam@gtthrown off
guard, she flicked a misty look at Brad.

'Did you order these?' she ventured huskily.

'‘Nope. Standard supplies, | guess.' The negligershboff made her
cheeks burn. He was shrugging off his travellingthats, tossing
them on the bed—casual beige chinos and a lindefac a darker
biscuit colour, loose white T-shirt; she had topsteerself from
turning tail and running out of the room as he Ik casually
towards her, tall, darkly muscled and naked, buivae heading for
the shower.

She sat on the bed, propped against the bolsténema one of the
guidebooks on walking tours around the city, evegywe jangling.
When he emerged, hair washed and slicked wetly,bsmlelling
faintly of musk aftershave, she ignored him. Or ¢ied to. He
certainly gave a good impression of ignoring hastexce. But she
watched him from Under her lashes, incapable ofn¢psher
awareness of him. Brad Carne was impossible torggrmm matter
how angry he made her feel, how tense the atmosbesween them.

He was dressing again, in a fine white linen shmd a lightweight
charcoal suit which was probably Armani, judgingnfr the way it
elegantly skimmed - the muscular slope of his siergl, the leanness
of his hips. When he briefly blow-dried his haidathmen slid on his
dark glasses, resentful curiosity got the bettdrenf

‘Are you going somewhere?’

He glanced at the slim band of his Rolex, his faggassive.



''ve got a business appointment in St GermainRtes in half an
hour.'

‘A business appointment?' She glared at him. 'Afe@@ming?'

'‘Much as I'd relish showing you off, not this tifmEhe slight slant of
his eyebrow mocked her mounting anger. 'You loadtiindia. Have
a sleep while I'm out. And cheer up; we'll headtha fashion shops
in the Rue de Marignan, then treat ourselves &vial dinner at Les
Connaisseurs...'

He managed to imbue the drawled suggestions vad#naaning note
of patronage. She felt her temper flip. Heat sungeder face; she
stood up, heart thumping.

‘Are you trying to impress me or something? Fullrke& For an
orphan raised in poverty in Los Angeles, you'relwelrsed on
European jet- set culture, Brad, but will you das tthrough your
thick head? | donitvantto go shopping! You're treating me like.. .like
a brainles®imbo...'

'Isn't that another definition of trophy wife?' Theol thrust struck
home with rapier accuracy. 'See you later.’

He'd gone before she could drag the breath baokhet lungs for
another protest.

Silence in the room; she sat down again heavilherbed, and stared
at the bottle of Bollinger champagne, the tastgfulavish
arrangement of cream and gold carnations, buttexoad lilies,
frothy white gyposophila and asparagus fern.

Restlessly, she stood up again, went to the win&he.could see the
vast, eighteenth-century Place de la Concorde, thadTuileries

gardens stretching to the Louvre. Here she was)a&of Paris's finest
hotels, on thigarodyof a honeymoon, feeling as if her world wa



ending. Brad's brooding mockery was deliberateltgiray her out,
making her feel more alone than she'd ever féleiife. Why did he
have to be so proud and.. .and such a loner?

He hadn't talked to her. He refused point-blankliszuss his first
marriage. And yet he'd stopped her from packingungb leaving the
chateau when she'd threatened it. Did he wantlbse o he could
punish her for abandoning him? So he could dematestrme and
again his erotic power over her?

Forcing herself to do something positive, she vitiotthe bathroom,
ran a deep bath, hung her smart navy culottes acikt in the

wardrobe, wriggled out of her white body and glahead her

reflection in the long wall-mirror. Slowly she raer hands over her
pale curves; did she look different—now that Bradl hed her into

the dark mysteries of desire? She shivered evakitly about the

way his lovemaking made her feel: warm, and meltamyd so, so
feminine... until the mocking emotional withdrawatl the end, the
cruel verbal put-down...

She pinned her long blonde hair on top of her eatigot into the
bath. The bliss of the warm, scented bubbles sdoliee, but she
couldn't switch off her tortured thoughts; her hraias racing round
like a mouse trapped on a wheel.

Their relationship was going round in circles, shkought
unhappily—each one hurting the other in turn. Sheihiliated him
by running off after the wedding. He'd humiliateer by sexually
rejecting her. She'd lashed back to salve her ptidewn up those
accusations about his first wife. She wasn't soke which he found
most appalling—the allegation of brutality, or tbkaim that he
married women from a higher social level to makefaphis own
poor beginnings...



She groaned, dropping her forehead to her bentskrobaesing her
eyes. If she hadn't panicked, if she'd waited @& thception,
confronted him with that poison package straightyvasked for an
explanation, what would he have done? Would he leydained,
talked about his ex-wife? Unravelled the sinisteystary of how
someone could have forged those documents? How shalknow if
his reluctance to talk was angry pride or guiltpystence...?

What if it was true? goaded a little traitorousoein her head. What
then? Was he a fraud, hiding his violent naturd bietd got what he
wantedHad he used her? Married her for her family's reldgggh
social status?

Frustration flared, a heated pain in her heartBiteel she'd grown to
know and love wasn't the kind of man who could emly attack a
woman, was he? He was brave, fearless—the waybkeid the day
he'd seen off her bag-snatch mugger—but he wasolén or
vindictive by nature™ He was the opposite, in faéloere'd been that
time, for instance, when his Harley-Davidson hadrbstolen from
right outside his exclusive London gallery in Oldrgl Street. The
police had caught a youth racing it around the HEasd, nearly
mowing down a mother and baby before crashing tiioside of a
bridge. The bike had been a write-off, the boy saipgly unscathed
apart from cuts and bruises.

She'd expected Brad to be exultant over the baytuce; the police
had said he was a hardened car thief and joyratesjxteen, and
would be sent to a detention centre. To her swgpBsad had insisted
that the youth be enrolled in a scheme to curlagoyy: two months

of facing up to realities of offending, includingatehing videos of
victims, plus experience of working on cars andebiland racing
them on safe tracks.

When India had asked him about it, he'd said hepayimnsed with the
young and dispossessed; growing up on the tougirepatreets of



Los Angeles had left him with a taste of how easyais to get sucked
down; he wanted to give kids like that a hand wgbead of a kick in

the teeth. That wasn't the attitude of a man wlad bp women, was
it?

She squeezed out the sponge and scrubbed herselt.wshe was
crying, she realised. She had to face it: no matket she felt for her
new husband, their relationship could already lallfadamaged.

Partly his fault. Partly hers. More tears welleall ghe blinked them
impatiently away. No point wallowing in self-pit$he'd thought she
knew the man she was marrying. Maybe she'd nevawkrhim at

all. She might be losing him. Those were the fattshe didn't like

them she'd better think of something she couldlutit, before it

was too late...

‘That one,’ Brad drawled to the elegant sales tassi|as India
emerged from the fitting room in yet another wild&xpensive
designer cocktail dress, this one in a soft grepistple crepe with, a
tight cross-over bodice which only just covered Iveasts. 'And the
red one, and the black.’

'‘Brad, they're too vampish; they're not the kindtlohg | like to
wear...' she began softly. She'd been keepingidhenl her temper
with the utmost difficulty all afternoon. Even thgtushe knew that he
was doing it on purpose, that he was pursuing Wis wnique brand
of revenge, she was finding it hard to cope with tlumiliation of
being dragged from shop to shop like a doll with brain. And
without the badge of respectability afforded by khedding ring,
which still languished in the drawer in her tum@bdm at the chateau,
she had no way of protecting herself from the kmgwsmiles and
haughty expressions of the shop assistants.



They'd done the complete circuit: lingerie and twgdar in the softest
of silks and satins, in colours from oyster to duslrple; sundresses,
suits, silk shirts, casual leggings and separatesldsigners like

Karan, Muir, Chanel, Valentino; matching crocodiandbags and
Italian shoes— some flat pumps, some with the kinBimbo' heels

that made her calves ache; pearl and emerald chaker matching

earrings from Cartier, perfume from Chanel...

'‘Wrap them up,' he told the assistant, ignoringd'sgrotest, flipping
his gold credit card across the table for what sserike the
hundredth time that afternoon.

In the taxi back to the hotel, she turned stiffiygtare at her husband's
implacable profile.

'How could you treat me like that in those shopg la.. .a rich
man's mistress!' she snapped. 'Like some tackyesam being paid
for her favours!

"Courtesan" is stretching a point. You haven'thesl the necessary
degree of expertise yet,' he drawled, flicking @kyglance her way.

‘Very funny. You know what my philosophy is? Dogét mad, get
even.'

'‘Wow." His grin was wolfishly unrepentant. 'Do It ¢éted out with a
wardrobe of Armani suits and sexy silk jockstrapgeh't want?'

'I'll think of something,' she assured him tighttienching her hands
at her sides. 'If you want war, you'll get it.’

‘You're not threatening me with more violence?'

'More violence?"



'‘My face is still recovering from that vicious slgpu gave me.' His
expression was gravely mocking. 'l hope you domkena habit of
knocking your men around, India. Maybe | shoulded®hilip a ring?
Compare notes?'

'Oh, just.. .go to hell" she exploded momentaribyited by his
despicable black humour.

He smiled bleakly as they got back to their hadeln. '"Wear the red
dress for dinner tonight. | want to show off myc¢assory female” to
her best effect.’

'‘Anything you say.' She returned his smile, sweséycastic. 'And
what would you like me to wear in bed tonight? Tpak silk
baby-doll nightie, or the little slinky black shdesg number?’

‘Just the Chanel No. 5 will do.' He grinned. ThHépping down in a
chair with a newspaper, he blithely ignored her.

The restaurant in the hotel was chic and ultraeagve; the waiters
darted around deferentially., soft music playedhe background,

starched table linen and solid silver place sestingre the norm. The
glitterati were dining at every other table. Evenladia realised, she
was turning a few heads in the clinging, dark phkeu-silk dress,

which shrieked 'designer label' with every subteng of her hips as
they were shown to their table.

She'd left her newly washed hair to flow loose dhidk in its

corn-gold ripple down her back; more make-up thasuall
accentuated the sea- green of her eyes, maderiarsoibue of the
full curve of her lips. The high-heeled black coahioes and the
gleam of the pearl choker at her throat added itted fouches of
glamour.



'People are staring at me," she muttered to Bratheys accepted
weighty leather-bound menus.

‘They probably think you're someone famous. Comthittk of it,
you do look a bit like Claudia Schiffer," he toldrimockingly. '"What
shall we eat?'

' really don't care. This is your cabaret actgbimi You choose.’

'Sure, no problem,' he lifted a casual finger drehead waiter and
the wine waiter zoomed in. 'We'll have a bottlelshmpagne; Moet
et Chandon is fine. Pate de fois gras, followethigysalmon with dill
and cream.'

‘Very masterful,’ she murmured acidly. She statduira across the
snowy-white tablecloth. Even warmed by the flickgriight of the
cream candle, his face still looked dark and hhigl features set in
what now seemed this habitual mask of wry mockdiy beautifully
cut dark suit, crisp white shirt, muted dark sikt-all the civilised
trappings of his appearance failed to soften teakbtoughness of his
personality; it was like sitting down to dinner via well-dressed
assassin.

‘Tell me about you and Philip,' he said abruptly.

'‘What?' She stared at him blankly. '‘Brad, you may lmave been
listening over the last few months, but I've algeadld you
everything there is to know about my relationshighwhilip...'

'‘Why did you pretend you'd slept with him?'

She drew a long breath; she was trying to corttinarmth creeping
into her face.

'l told you that too,' she said quietly.



'‘Refresh my memory.'

'l thought you might be less likely to play gamkgau believed it
wasn't my first time." High colour burned in hereeks now; she
could feel it. So much for the sophisticated imagjee reflected
ruefully.

'It wasn't a test of my temper, then?' he hazatdgdy; his eyes
were very intent on her face. 'To see how far youldt goad me
before | broke your nose?"

Her throat had dried. Swallowing carefully, she aged a
noncommittal shrug.

‘Don't be ridiculous...'
‘Are you sure?'

A wave of fury rose inside her. 'Will you stopaterrogatingme? I'm
not sure precisely why | said it! | was in a stfaksituation at the
time; it made me feel less vulnerable, that'sFEdt heaven's sake,
what more can | say about Philip? | realised | Widrwe him when |
met you. | broke off my engagement to him becads@o. | think
this new Philip-obsession of yours is a smokesc¢rgeu're flinging
accusations at me to cover your own guilt!'

'‘My guilt?' His voice was soft but deadly.

‘Yes, your guilt! Whatever you have or haven't demgour ex-wife,
keeping her existence secret from me was a simoésioon. How
about you taking a turn in the spotlight, Brad? Tre¢ about Natalia.'

He narrowed his gaze on her across the table. Tihe waiter had
come with the champagne. The tiny bubbles fizzedlgen her face
as she took the tulip glass and sipped.



'l gave you a potted biography of Natalia the defolke yesterday.
What else do you need to know?'

'‘What was she like? Were you happy together? Hovglde come to
get those bruises all over her face in those pplc#os?’

Brad's mouth thinned as he watched her. He tod&va drink from
his champagne glass.

'I'l answer in the same order. Spoiled and necyok; and she was
beaten up by a thug she owed money to.'

India turned this over in her mind.

‘A thug she owed money to? | thought you said she ftom a
wealthy family? That she and her twin had their awngallery in
Los Angeles?’

His expression was mask-like.

They did. It's a long story, India. Let's say Itias a habit of not
working out the way you think it will.'

She stared at him in angry bewilderment. He wagaml at this..
.this non-communication. She wanted to screamrat khake the
truth out of him. All she managed, in a choked epwas, 'Did you
love her?'

'l thought | did at the time. | was a kid of twenityrad a naive vision
of a happily married future, with children, dogs-etstable kind of
family thing I'd always imagined might be nice.’

‘The reality was different?’

'‘Reality was different.’



'How did you come to be charged with beating hé tier voice was
husky; Brad's flat revelation of a dream gone $@a moved her, in
spite of her anger.

'l found her, lying unconscious just inside the ™ofour apartment.
Her parents arrived while | was standing over Aérey'd always
disapproved of our marriage. They took the oppatturio
demonstrate their disapproval.'

‘They called the police and accused you?"

‘Yes. | wasn't convicted in the end. Though | wathe remand cells
for longer than | care to recall.' The bleak timgdis eyes hinted at
long- suppressed horrors.

'‘But surely... Natalia must have known it wasnli ytl along?'
‘Yes, she knew it wasn't me.'

India felt her jaw drop. 'You mean Natalia was loetately keeping
quiet about who beat her up, while you sat in &tel

‘Correct. India, are you beginning to see why ithisot my favourite
topic of conversation?’

‘But.. .who was the real culprit?’
Brad's gaze was impenetrable.

'Like | said, it's a sordid story. Can we talk absomething else over
dinner?' His smile was bitter; looking into his syshe read the
heartache there, and her own heart contracted.

'It's a truly terrible story,' she said indignantiyour ex-wife sounds
totally.. .untrustworthy and disloyal...'



'‘Whereas, so far, my new one has totally astoumdedwith her
trustworthiness and loyalty.'

There was a pause; the ruthless comparison haldefeeling.

'Look," she managed at last, 'you may be embittaredl cynical

because of your last marriage, but don't | desesoene

consideration? | believe in you. | believe in yaurocence. Doesn't
that count for something?'

'Let's say the jury's still out on that one.' Harngled up as the waiter
arrived with their first course. 'Here's the patet's enjoy our meal,
shall we?'

They were halfway through their main course wheregmensively
dressed couple in their thirties, the epitoméoh chic bon genre,
were shown to a table nearby, saw Brad and camingnoiver to
greet him. They were French but spoke perfect Ehglifhe man
wore an arty brocade waistcoat and bow-tie. The aomvore an
elegant ice-grey silk shirt-dress, her blonde kairvery short and
stylishly. Her understated elegance made India t@eebmfortably
aware of being dressed for male tastes; she cenkkghe man's gaze
flicking over her cleavage.

‘This is my wife, India,’ Brad was saying smootldyg they all
formally shook hands; the patronising, proprieticg@ge to his drawl
made her hackles rise as he added to the mand&en't speak
much French, but she hakaof other talents, don't you, sweetheart

The man's laughing dark eyes appraised India's aglauns
appearance with visible approval. The polite srmbdee on her lips;
the composed words of social greeting died in heoat. Anger
pierced through her; she didn't even catch the sahBrad's friends
before they retreated to their own table and becabsorbed in



conversation over the menu; the overwhelming fgadibhumiliation
and seething indignation left her almost tremblnti reaction.

'‘How could you, Brad?' she spat. 'Don't you thinis.t .this cruel
charadehas gone on long enough?’

'‘What charade is that?' His eyes were veiled biydiased lashes.

‘Treating me like your prize possession? Dressiagimlike a Barbie
doll?'

‘You can't blame me for living up to expectations.'

'You deliberately implied that | was a brainlessnbo to your
friends—'

‘They're not friends, precisely," Brad interruptedunding bored.
'‘Business contacts. He runs a gallery in Pariss leipe bumping
Into them tonight doesn't jeopardise our chanceshatauction
tomorrow...'

Champagne was an excellent short-term antidoteegpair, India
discovered a trifle hazily towards the end of thereng. And, after
Brad's treatment of her, despair, coupled withtfai®n, was intense
and overwhelming. He'd put her down in front oflhusiness friends.
That petty revenge had left her reeling in furysésing ithadbeen
mere revenge. Assuming it wasn't his true coloarsiog out, just as
that vindictive anonymous letter had predicted...

But, before that, his explanation of the past hadnbsketchy and
unsatisfactory. He'd given her half a story. Wakéeping the rest
from her because it hurt him to talk about it, @céuse it might
incriminate him? This last scenario was too ghastlgontemplate.
Even to examine the possibility privately was tath 6f exactly the
kind of disloyalty which Brad was accusing her @tiilt joined the



grind of negative emotions, weighing her down ligad. Oblivion
seemed infinitely preferable.

A bout of hiccups should have signalled dangeritbwasn't until she
stood up to go to the Ladies' that she realisedstiamight have had
one glass too many. She was playing her role ratedl, she
reflected bleakly; wasn't this how a blonde bimbmuld be expected
to behave—drink too much champagne, totter aromsteadily?

How she made it to the ladies' room and back, shédn't quite
remember; back at their table she tried and faeébcus on her
husband's dark face.

'India? Are you OK?" Brad was frowning; at leaste ghought he
was.

'‘Of course | am..." The room swam in an alarminy.v&rad had
stood up, caught her arm, his glance quizzical.

'Of course I'm OK—' The repeated protest was cutrtsds she
tripped over a chair, almost nosedived to the flddthat a stupid
guestion,' she went on as Brad forestalled thedantj hauling her
against him. 'I've been married over forty-eightitsoand my new
husband despises me; why wouldn't | be OK?"

His hold on her tightened; she was crushed aghiadtank as they
left the hotel's restaurant. The lift rotated srokgly, like a
kaleidoscope, as Brad helped her in; the short walkheir suite
seemed endless.

'I'm OK except that my legs seem to have gone funshe managed
apologetically as she collapsed onto the bed. sl were on but
the room felt dark; she felt as if she was fallimigp a deep hole, with
nothing to save her.

‘Do you feel sick?'



'‘Nope..." The blackness closed in; she was awarBrad gently
undressing her, sliding a nightgown over her héaaking her into
bed. His voice came from a long way off—not harshmgpatient, but
kind, full of concern, sounding as if he cared aldoer. She drifted
instantly into oblivion.

It wasn't until the early hours of the morning thla¢ stirred; she must
have been talking in her sleep, because Brad wasgssomething to
her, stroking her hair back from her face, soottnegas if she were a
child. In spite of everything, she felt a ridicutolittle glow of
warmth and optimism. If Brad could show tendernessybe there
was still hope. The nightmare would end, their mage would be
patched up, Brad would tell her he loved her agand they'd live
happily ever after.

Clinging to this possibility, and hazily prayingathshe'd be fit
enough for the auction the next day, she fell urieasy sleep.



CHAPTER SIX
'SOMEONE outbidyou? Are you serious?"

Brad's mocking expression made her stiffen defehgivihe cafe
under the plane trees on the Champs-Elysees buz#bdlife;

oblivious of the relaxed atmosphere surroundingnthéndia felt
locked in this fraught confrontation following thection.

‘There's no need to be so sarcastic.'" Reachingpdorcup with a
slightly shaking hand, she took a gulp of coff@ée' successful
bidder obviously had inside information about tleetgait. And they
were prepared to go higher than we were...'

'So this isn't your notion of petty revenge?' hguared drily. "'The war
you promised me yesterday?'

'You think I'd deliberately undermine your companpterests?' She
shook her head at him, wincing a little as the tbtither headache
intensified; since last night's unwise encountahwhe champagne
bottle, she'd been deeply regretting her lack ofpirance. 'You
think I'd bethat disloyal?'

His cool shrug spoke volumes. She glared at hinemlmsely; there
was something about his attitude that she didntequnderstand.
She'd left the auction in a state of semi-shodk; was the first time
she'd let Brad down, failed to return with the desiitem. She
expected an explosion of frustration, or at thetlegns of genuine
regret or disappointment. Instead, he seemed faidyback; he was
just enjoying goading her about her failure...

'It's a pity you didn't come too," she said cros3lgu'd probably have
recognised the dealers.

'‘Possibly.’



Quelling the desire to throw something at him,\wieat on doggedly,
‘The funny thing was, only one man was bidding regfame all the
way along. Then | dropped out at the maximum weadjrand this
woman stepped in, outbid the man and clinched ¢ad!'d

‘A woman?' Brad sounded wryly amused.

‘Yes, a woman! In her late twenties, tall, veryngbmous, black and
white check Chanel suit, dark hair.'

Brad took a sip of his coffee, his expression imftimgly bland.
'‘Does she sound familiar?' she probed, frownirfgrat

'‘Maybe.' He signalled for the bill. 'Time we packear cases,' he
added softly. 'We'll head back-to the chateau.'

'‘We haven't even been to the Louvre! And what abbuhose smart
designer clothes you insisted on buying me?' dinated. 'Shouldn't
we stay on so | can flaunt myself around the nigbtcircuit? Gyrate
sexily for a few more of your business contacts?'

She watched his eyes narrow in bleak humour, amppdd her gaze
to her coffee-cup. The warm summer afternoon, #idble of voices,
the clink of cups and glasses, the hum of trathe sounds and
smells and atmosphere of Paris paled into an ubgeddrop to the
taut conflict between them. It wasn't just her hd@at ached; her
heart was aching too. Last night, she'd dared pe llsat things were
changing, but today had been just the same, and gie fiasco at the
auction the cool, tense atmosphere had got evesewor

'Is that what you'd like to do?' he challengeavsty. 'Is this another
side to my wife's nature that I've so far misjudgjed

'‘As you say, maybe wieavetotally misjudged each other.' Her voice
was expressionless. Brad paid the bill, droppifewafrancs into the



saucer as a tip, and they stood up. 'Just goé®w what can happen
when you rush unwisely into marriage, as my mogluented out...'

She could have bitten off her tongue when shetl ikaBrad's eyes
were bleak as they walked back to their hotel.

'I'm thinking of starting the Brad Carne fan clao fothers-in-law.’
He shot her a humourless grin.

'‘Brad, I'm sorry... | didn't mean that my motheesio't like you...'
‘Don't worry, my ego can take it.'

‘My mother thinks you're Mr Bloody Wonderful, if yanust know,’
she said furiously. 'When Dad rang, she was toescvath me to
speak on the phone! You have my mother's unresel@eation! So
stop looking like the martyred hero!'

'OK, OK."' He was laughing at her, she realisedtbdlg. 'So your
mother has a weakness for Americans. Does she ligwyou ran
out on me at the wedding?'

‘No. | just told Dad it was a personal thing... dmak we were sorting
it all out.’

Brad's expression was unreadable as they pushmaptinthe heavy
swing doors of the hotel.

‘Are we?' he murmured as they paused near theti@ceagesk. 'Or
was that naive optimism?'

'You tell me!'

'If we don't trust each other,' he said softly,atvdoes that tell you
about our long-term prospects?'



She stared at him, fighting the choked feelingep throat.

'It tells me we're probably wasting our time,' shanaged, with a
bitter calm that she was far from feeling.

'I'll settle our bill." His tone was unemotional.

Swinging away from him, she dived into the lift aptessed the
button. How could he be so cold? How could he briddess about
the prospect of mending their marriage? He'd moress accused
her of deliberately sabotaging the outcome of tngtian today. He
must have known that would be beyond her conthat bnce the
bidding went over the prearranged maximum the dealld be

abandoned... Except that if the portrass a Holbein original of
Catherine Howard its value would be hard to es&yiaticeless' was
the word that sprang to mind.

If she hadn't been so groggy and, well, to be frawing over, after
the champagne last night, would she have beeneahairthe auction
today? Would she have had the sense to follow her iastincts,
raise the bidding to clinch the sale?

But she couldn't go back and change what had happeamy more

than she could change Brad's lazy, patronisintudéi his apparent
lack of faith in her. If things went on like thiheir marriage wasn't
going to work; it wasn't going to get patched upeTunacceptable
truth felt like a knife in her heart. The turmoif ber thoughts

preoccupied her so much that she got out of thefifthe wrong

floor. When she finally got to the door of theior, she realised that
she didn't even have the room key; it took evesy &&rap of her

self-control not to sink to the carpeted floor daavl like a baby...

* % %

'l think it would be better if we agreed to separabhe heard herself
say the words, in a stiff, polite voice, on thevdrback to Brittany.



They were almost back at the chateau; the jouradyplassed in taut,
hostile silence.

'‘We're on our honeymoon.' He sounded harshly ama#ddugh the
dark glasses hid his expression. 'Nobody separatestheir
honeymoon.'

'If you're just worried about what people will thjrtell them we've
opted for an open marriage,' she retorted tightbouldn't care less.'

A prolonged silence followed. She was almost hgdiar breath, she
realised—trying not to burst into tears.

'If this drastic decision is because you think yetthe Holbein get
away, you can relax,' he said at last, his voigeressionless. He
glanced at her briefly and she jerked her headdeamead his face.
The dark glasses masked his eyes; she could anlyreevry twist to
his mouth.

'‘What are you talking about, Brad?'
‘The woman who bought the portrait was bidding gnbhalf.'

*She felt her jaw drop. Hurriedly closing her mqughe stared at him
in mounting anger and bewilderment.

'‘Brad, you're talking in riddles again,' she mamlder voice low
with suppressed emotion. 'What do you mean?'

'It's not that complicated.' He was gravely mockieg, she realised,;
she felt her cheeks growing pink, fury simmeringtjbelow the

surface. 'The portrait is ours. We've just acquiedh a more

roundabout method than normal.’

'‘But why...?'



'l told you this sale would be full of top dealetsgre was a risk
someone would find out your connection with me, gi@picious

about your bidding for the portrait. Meeting thatiple at dinner last
night increased the risk. The woman was a decalgraw them off

the scent.'

‘A decoy.. She was so angry that she could hardly spealletdy
you didn't bother to tell me about?'

'You didn't need to know.'

'I'm your wife and business colleague and | dide'td to know?
What you mean is, you didriftust me to know!" She clenched heit
hands in tight fists on her lap, swivelling to gat him. "You didn't
trust me with your little ploy; maybe you didn'tezvtrust me to bid
reliably on your behalf. Did you think that I'd bat for revenge or
something? That I'd deliberately miss the sale?"

‘That possibility did cross my mind.' He was impass

"Your opinion of me couldn't get much higher, coitfishe hurled at
him bitterly.

'l figured you weren't in great emotional shape,'tbld her more
gently. 'You'd been under stress lately—'

'‘Whose fault ighat?'
'‘And nursing a giant hangover didn't help.'

She gave a hollow laugh, flopping back in her seatclly believing
her ears.

‘You're amazing, Brad. You honestly appear to kelighat this
little...confessiorof yours will prevent our marriage breaking um I'
beginning to think that you realljo just want a brainless accessor



female for a wife! For total, block- headed arraggnyou have no
equal.'

'l apologise.' He didn't sound particularly apokig€l should have
trusted you enough to let you in on the plan. lukthdvave trusted
your loyalty.'

‘At the very least! Not to mentidmauntingme about losing the deal

‘Unforgivable,’ he agreed drily. 'OK, | confess; mgide took a
hammering when you ran out on me. And trust diglay a big part
in my last marriage. You only confide in people yaist. Maybe I'm
finding it hard to adjust, especially as there'ss& that my latest
marriage is just as big a mistake as my earlier one

Drawing a deep breath, she took hold of her emsti@etting upset
all over again wouldn't help. She had to stay calm.

'‘Can't we just talk openly about things, like twduls?' she
whispered raggedly.

'‘Not while you're still two-thirds a child.'

She stared at him, struggling with her feelings: Héationship with
Brad was like walking barefoot on broken glassa€ouse him of not
trusting her was perfectly justified. When she tduabout it, she
realised that he'd shown distinct lack of trustadding: keeping his
first marriage secret, for a start; holding back thll story of those
assault charges, declining to give a convincing lagtion;

suspecting her of lining up Philip on the sidesdemed hopeless.

But wasn't she nearly as bad? Look at the way skatted to that
anonymous letter, a silent voice goaded. Had sbersterself too
immature to handle the truth—whatever the truthvas



The sun was slanting through the sunroof of thesd¢har, picking out
golden lights in the thick, straight darkness cédBs hair. She stared
at his profile, her stomach in knots, her mindmgci

‘Well, thanks for your faith in me!' she managetedsively.

'‘No problem. It more than equals your faith in rmi@e cool tilt of his
eyebrow made her bite her lip.

They'd just pulled into the courtyard of the chatghe evening sun
was on the pink stone turrets, turning them blcexii-ithe green
creeper shone in the sunset with a foretaste atitismn colour. She
glanced mutinously at Brad's impassive face. 'ltaald just find out
who sent that anonymous letter!" she said bittéFlyat's how this all
started! If we could just find out who it was...'

'So you can finally pass judgement on my guiltroracence?' His
smile was hard and humourless. 'The letter statbdt what's more
interesting, more revealing, is the reactionsiggered, don't you
think?'

He got out of the car, and, scrambling out, shievad him, caught
his arm as he walked to the boot to get their cases

'l know you can't forgive me for not trusting yoBlUt you're so
secretive, with.. .with your private telephone €alhnd your
conspiracies behind my back, and your mystereysointmentslf
you know something, I'm entitled to know it too!'

'India, will you calm down?' He turned, grasped &leoulders and
gave her a slight shake; his voice was level andnously
reasonable. 'If | had answers to everything rigivw,rand if | thought
you'd believe me right now, I'd tell you.'

'‘Would you?' she asked him accusingly. 'I'm wonmdgif I'm thelast
person you'd tell, Brad!



'If 'you get hysterical every time | tell you anytf), can you blame
me?'

She was seething, suppressing her anger with rafittength.

‘That's exactly the kind of patronising answer ¢oming to expect!
She swung stiffly away from him and marched inte thateau
without looking round. Madame Fleurie came smiliogyreet her; it
took all her self-control to muster a polite smileeturn.

As she ran upstairs she heard Brad in the hdlhdehe housekeeper
in fluent French that they wouldn't be needing toeecook them a
meal, that she could take the night off. What didhhve in mind? she
wondered. A meal out in the village? Or did he jwant the coast
clear to pursue their latest bitter row?

Hesitating on the landing, she went into the masdeliroom, with its

glowing walls and sensuous furnishings; she sandawthe bed. She
was trembling, she realised. Shock, fear, angei-thr@e combined.

She was being treated like a fool. Brad appeardahdov more than

he was telling her; he always seemed to hold sangetiack...

'I'm glad you came in here," he said quietly, cigghe door behind
him. 'Maybe you are growing up, after all...'

'‘Brad, don't youdare start insulting me again!" Her heartbeat he
guickened to an unwelcome thud at the tone in biisey even when
he was being rude to her, that husky growl coulghr a physical
reaction...

'l thought you might run up to your turret hideavead lock me out."'
'l wish | had!'

He grinned, watching the colour coming and goingenface.



'You know what | think?' he murmured, coming tolstside her on
the bed. 'l don't think we should separate. | thwekshould work very
hard at staying together...'

'Oh, really?' She tensed furiously as he reacHadyahand to stroke
her hair, his eyes mockingly amused. 'l can't imagvhy. Unless it's
SO you're not inconvenienced by having to seeknises forsex?'

'Do you think I'm so desperate for sex, India?'

She felt hot all over; her pulses were beating lwilder throat was
drying.

'Did | ravish you last night, when you were too @ose to care?'
'No..."

'Did | rush things before we were married, when yare worried
you might not like it?'

The humorous gleam in his eyes was contagioussiBtvouldn't be
seduced by his dry humour again; he used it, combihwith his
sexual magnetism to get what he wanted; he ussdatsmokescreen
to cover up what he didn't want her to*know.

'‘Brad, I'm not interested; you've made it clear glon't trust me, you
don't love me; | won't be used until.. .until ycaecdle to leave on your
own terms.

‘Why would | want to leave—' he had moved closertheout
appearing to move at all, and suddenly she coubdeéthe; her lungs
felt paralysed '—when I've got a constant sourentértainment and
satisfaction right here?'

He kissed her parted lips before she could makelant retort, and
the cool, subtle pressure of his mouth on hers rhadshudder with



furious pleasure from her scalp to her toes. Hedagood; his kiss
made her feel hot and tingling and melting; wagassible to hate
him and love him and want him all in the same s@itond?

His hand slid onto her bare thigh, and she tensddca'd burned her.
She was wearing one of the skirts they'd bougRans—of a short,
wrap-over style in soft blue-green cotton—and a tevhiinen
over-shirt, cool and sleeveless. He was runninghamel up beneath
the skirt, pulling her to him abruptly with the ethand deepening the
kiss with such muted ferocity that she was grippgdesire, pulsing
and insidious, almost beyond her control.

'‘Why are you suddenly so keen on togetherness?mnsimaged to
whisper; she was trying to stop herself from shihgeas he slid open
the buttons on the blouse. 'Is it just pride? Tavprto whoever sent
that letter that they haven't won?' A thought ooedito her, and she
added huskily, 'could it have been your ex-wifeskbdrwho sent it?"

The bitter words blurted out unbidden. She wasmé svhat reaction
she expected, and she held her breath, her hedditiy. Brad drew
back a fraction; the dark fire in his eyes madedesses reel.

'For an intelligent woman, you say some pretty istupings,' he

growled softly. Flattening her on the bed, he texpper there with
one leg, deftly unhooked the fastening of her labyte bra and gazed
at the swell of her breasts exposed to his viewy.ektwife,' he added
huskily, lowering his mouth to the valley betweegr ibreasts, 'is
history. Let's leave her there, shall we?'

‘Difficult if she could be travelling round Européer you, stirring up
trouble everywhere you go.' She ached for his moather nipples
even while she shook with indignation.



'Forget her,' he advised her roughly, strippingskie from her hips,
kneeling over her to survey the result of his actiodia felt herself
burning all over with need, and seething with segped fury as well.

Brad's dark face was hard, his body tautly muscinanis black
chinos and loose dark grey T-shirt. As she staréihahe ripped the
T-shirt over his head, tossed it across the bedsithooth undulations
of his chest and abdomen loomed above her, tenselenand sinew,
gleaming dark gold. She felt her stomach tighteft, varm and
melting and tingly in her breasts and thighs, hotbist and feminine
beneath the small tight scrap of white lace pantiegget about her,
India," he repeated huskily. 'l have...'

'l wish | could believe that.'

'‘Believe it..." He swooped down and kissed henksi his hands
from her shoulders to her waist; he deepened tls, ldelved
forcefully into the dark secrets of her mouth, gdis tongue like a
probe, fencing with hers until she writhed involnily in growing

desire. She wanted his clever fingers on her seghst nipples, the
hot aching place between her thighs; his handsssade her
everywhere but there, and the sensations he arasseded to be
doubly overwhelming, seemed to take her over cotalyleuntil she

couldn't think at all; the bitter resentment meliatb the urgent
flames consuming her...

‘Touch me—touch me here..." She hardly recogniseaWwn voice,
husky and shuddering.

‘Where?' he drawled teasingly, rolling over andpptng off his
trousers, revealing black underpants which mouldeohgly to the
rock-hard thrust of his maleness. 'Show me. Tellwhat you want
me to do, India...’



'‘Oh!" Half sobbing, she grabbed his hand, placedeat one throbbing
breast, arched her body hungrily against his touleh; exquisite
sensations tingled through her like an electricentras he squeezed
her hot nipple in his fingers, smoothed and cupped breast.
Reaching for him, she pulled his head down to Iygrle, gasped as
he took it in his teeth, rolled his tongue acrossmoved with
tantalising slowness to the other side; sweat bmkiteall over her
body; she was shaking, on fire with impatience.

'For a person who wasn't sure if they'd like serai—' he grinned
'—you sure make your mind up fast.’

'l want you...' she breathed, panting for breatianng if he was
teasing her or not.

'You do? Show me,' he urged thickly, his eyes armglef blue
beneath thick black lashes.

With a shuddering breath, she wriggled out of laeelpanties then
climbed on top of him; his body was hard between lags, his

stomach bunched in tension as she began to pdaktticunderpants
from his hips, her throat drying as she exposeddh®gant shaft of
his sex against the coarse black coils of hair.xn@ant's hesitation
made her freeze, glance up at his taut face, sgekassurance.

‘India, honey, you're driving me wild..." His voiegs a velvet growl,
his laugh soft and thick; there was warmth in hesrowed eyes,
gaunt need just beneath the wry humour. With a leaiffnoan of
desire and deep emotion, she dropped her headeotair tumbling
over his abdomen, parted her lips and let the figher tongue
delicately, moistly brush his manhood; the dariegtgre gave her a
thrill of possession, made her feel light-headeith wictory.

With a low groan in his throat, he reached to i up onto his
chest, lifted her by the hips, positioned her die he urgent thrust of



his possession. The knowledge that she'd given diphysical

pleasure that was new, at least to her, was entuglot out any

further inhibitions; the black vortex of sexual g&re sucked her
down and down and down...

'‘Asparagus with olive oil and lemon juice dressifidyad drawled
with a grin as she came down into the huge chatéaben hours
later. 'Followed by chicken cacciatora. You'd ket hungry.'

Slowly, she came across to where he was standwegmassive,
scrubbed pine work-station, lit by an overhead Igyut was strewn
with the detritus of food preparation. Behind hthre top half of the
big stable-style kitchen door stood open, showimgoanlit view of

the gardens. Earlier Brad had showered and dremseédeft her

dozing; the excesses of their lovemaking seembd\e knocked her
out cold, while he seemed to have found the expegiexhilarating.

'l am,' she admitted huskily, stopping beside (e tried to quell
the urge to slide her arms round him from behingsg her face
against his back. Showing such unconditional devotvas possible
In the aroused heat of the moment; it wasn't apgatapin the rational
light of normality. They'd had sex, she remindedsaé with bleak

realism; they hadn't reaffirmed undying love angtrPride and fear
kept her from opening her heart to him, from bagkmthe warmth

of her feelings...

'l remembered that asparagus was your favourite.'

‘Thanks... Mind you—' She risked a wary smile '—si@uldn't be
having Italian food in France, should we?' The lenzvent; she lifted
the rice pan off the burner, found the colander.



'‘Why the hell not?' Brad grinned unrepentantly,ckatg her drain
the steaming rice over the sink. He was wipingwloektop with a
deft, practised hand. 'My repertoire is Italiamothing.’

"Your foster mother's influence?'
'‘Right.’

Tipping the rice into a bowl, she put it to keeprmvaBrad had told
her about his foster home; his foster father hahl@emerican, as far
as he knew, but the wife had been of Italian extvacthey were both
dead now, but, from what Brad said,' it soundefllzsd had a happy
home: poor, but with plenty of love. Coutérlove for Brad get them
through this crisis in their relationship?

They ate on the terrace, with mosquito candlese&pkhe bites at
bay. They even managed to converse in a relaxedakapst back to
their normal easy rapport.

‘That was.. .heavenly," she told him when theylghied.
'It was pretty good, wasn't it?'

‘Modesty being your strong point.'

‘Yeah.'

She met his eyes, and felt herself melting in thesmile. Picking up
her wineglass, she toyed with the stem, watchirgg dandlelight
refract in the red liquid inside the sparkling leagistal. It was very
quiet—just the occasional owl hoot from the treasd ahe
never-ending hum of the crickets in the dark grass.

'l don't know why we were planning to go to Antigf@ our
honeymoon,' she said at last, keeping her void#.lighis is much
more... romantic.’



‘You could be right.'

'‘What's for dessert?' she managed huskily; he oadgrlg at her in a
way that made her stomach hollow and her heartphum

‘You are,' he murmured; reaching out, he hauledter to straddle
his lap. "You'll do for breakfast tomorrow, as well

‘Brad!" Half-shocked, half-melting with longing, she realil that he
was already hard and aroused; the shape of hinexydisitly cupped
between her spread thighs, the sensations asWwehdremouth down
to his, thrust his tongue between her lips, weraskting.

'‘Brad, we can't.. .ndbere!' Her gasp was muffled; he was alread
slipping down the straps of her ankle-length greed white silk
sundress, and she was getting hot all over atiitevkry that he was
about to make.

'Sure we can,' he drawled wickedly. 'We're on hamegyn. We can
do it where the hell we like..."

'‘Within reason..." She choked on her laugh, hesgaupounding.
'‘Why do you think | gave Madame Fleurie the nigffit'o

He was pushing her loose, bias-cut skirt up tadips of her thighs,
sliding his fingers along the silky inner curvehafr legs, and then he
found the bare flesh, the lack of the panties widbk'd dreamily
omitted to put on before coming down to find himdagave a low,
sexy growl of appreciation.

'Oh, baby..." he groaned laughingly; he was wrexgkhe zip of his
trousers; bringing her nakedness into abrupt, rbiog4ing contact
with him. 'Oh, sweet India, | just died and wenh&aven...'



'‘Not yet,' she teased, shivering, offering her fgashis kiss, gasping
as he ground his hips up to ram home the unionit féfame...'

‘Until the end of time..." His smoky whisper wasssdtly savage, the
explosion of sensuality which followed so devasmtthat it was
almost enough to fool her that he loved her, tleataspected her as
an equal, that everything in their marriage wasqoér.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE sun was blissfully hot on her back; she stretdreydarms above
her head along the rug and wriggled her stomachemysdnto a more
comfortable position; last night's detente haddmgl on in fiercely
tender lovemaking into the early hours, a longrieand now a lazy,
delectable picnic lunch in the grounds of the chate

A few more telephone calls, most of them for Bitzat] shattered the
peace of the chateau mid- morning; Lucinda had raggin,

enquiring after the honeymoon and complaining tGattis had

flown off to America in a hurry but with promises ¢come back and
see her again; Brad had flippantly suggested tobagave on the
phone bills, they both come and stay at the chatean it into a

honeymoon party. But now, the drowsy heat of therabon, the

humming of bees, the silence, broken only by theingp of wood

pigeons in the trees beyond, were all so sopdhécther eyelids were
drooping.

But she felt afraid to fall asleep again; whatié svoke up to find that
it had all been a dream, her brief wish-fulfilmesft the perfect
honeymoon? She turned her head slowly, and opesreglyles just a
fraction, peering lazily beneath the rim of henté@d straw sunhat.
Brad, in faded denim Bermudas, his torso, armslegsl hard and
darkly tanned, lay supine beside her on the graeart picnic rug.

Somnolent in the afternoon heat, behind them Stbedold stone

gazebo, its mosaic-tiled floor hinting at grandeaysl faded

splendour in every crumbling plaster column; theas an occasional
plopping sound as a frog jumped into the lily pothg; scent from the
roses was heady and sweet, blowing on the liglezare

'I'm glad you liked my castle enough to buy itg shurmured. 'l used
to come here as a child, sit in that gazebo, restdrical novels and
dream girlish fantasies...'



Brad opened one eye, his face solemn.

'‘How old were you?'

'‘When my parents first bought it, | was six. But @eane every year.
‘Tell me more about these girlish fantasies,' lasvtld lazily.

'You know the kind of thing—frogs turning into pces, et cetera.
When I'd seeiThe Sound of Musior the fifth time | used to imagine
that gazebo dance scene here, with some impossblgsome male
as my partner.'

'I'm surprised you didn't have assignations witl the local village
boys,' Brad teased lightly.

'‘No way.' She gave a rueful laugh. 'l told you befd was thin and
gawky with glasses and a brace on my teeth. Alassignations took
place in my imagination.'

'l find that very hard to believe.' He'd rolled omine elbow, his eyes
narrowed to glints of dark blue between dark lasivespecting the
sleek, peachy-olive curves of her body in the lowwt white
swimsuit; she felt the inevitable heat of attracti@ating through her
veins like a drum.

'It's true..." Her voice sounded huskier; if thigygical rapport was so
easy, if he could simply look at her to melt hefledees, why couldn't
they just clear the air between them once andlf®Vdas it because
she was secretly frightened that the air couldntlbared?

She dropped her eyes from that mesmerising gaagedther chin
onto her hands; a ladybird was trundling up the ©ifla blade of
grass just in front of the rug; she focused oheat, mind elsewhere.



It was like being near a time bomb; she longedtler courage to
insist on a frank talk about the past, about hit finarriage, about
who might have sent that anonymous letter, butvwgeterrified of

how quickly everything could fall apart again, hquickly bitterness

and mistrust could come back. It was short-term @nsardly, but

she was clinging onto this truce because she lbwadso much that
she couldn't face the pain of finding it was aslheam...

'‘What were you like as a child?' she teased sdfilyying again to
look at him. 'I'll bet you were God's gift to thelg even in first
school.’'

'l was a weedy little kid who tried working hard f@ while and got
picked on by tough little kids who played truamrfr school,' he said
slowly. 'So then | turned into a tough little kidhavplayed truant from
school...’

'‘And picked on other weedly little kids?' she veedur

'‘Having been one?' He gave her a twisted grin. I'got so tough, |
beat up the other tough little kids who picked lomweedy little kids.'

'‘Right. | think I might have fallen in love with yovhen | was six.’

'I'd have been seventeen.' He grinned, reachiragd to lift the long
blonde hair from the back of her neck, sending tresndown her
spine, '"You could have been a bit young for me.’

'S0.. .you grew up in a violent kind of world," stedlected gravely,
struggling to understand a world which seemed mmdb her own
protected existence. 'But you adapted that violém&ea kind of.. .of
moral framework.'

'What is this—psychoanalysis time?' His smile lzeth on a bleaker
tinge. 'We're not twisting around to the theorytthgrew up in a



tough, violent world, therefore | beat up my finsife, by any
chance?'

'Of course not'Had she been trying to steer the conversation or
those lines? She felt hot all over, furious withdedf, impatient with
him for his touchiness.

'‘We both know we come from different worlds," hedsquietly.
Lying back down, he linked his hands behind hidhéealf closed his
eyes. 'My childhood was a place where the tough avahthe weak
were the losers; that doesn't mean | endorsed thadges. | figured
the weak deserved protection. | didn't go to thghtl schools, the
"right" universities, | didn't have parents witlstack of money, but |
don't have a big attitude problem. | had to figatder to get what |
wanted, that's all...'

'‘Rich children can get bullied as well, you know!
‘Sure they can. I'm not prejudiced.' He grinned.
‘You sound it! And anyway, | really didn't mean—'

‘The point I'm making is that sometimes the poadrfkom the back
streets can't win, no matter what he does,' he aredtily; the glance
he shot at her held a dark gleam of self-mockétg background
haunts him. Even if he's successful, earns a lodaiey, God help
him if he finds himself attracted to a girl fromathother world. If
things go wrong, he's blamed for her corruption dogvnfall; if
things go right, he's just using her to give hirhadkg-up the social
ladder—he just wants a trophy wife; what other o@asould he have
for marrying someone like that?'

'‘Because.. .he falls in love with her?' Her thnoas tight; her heart
felt heavy in her chest. It was all falling apagaan—all her fears and
insecurities, her niggling doubts about his reatives for marrying
her were rushing back; the nightmare was startingvar again...



‘A guy like that?' he mocked softly. 'What would keow about
love?' His lidded gaze was so bleakly shutteretl sha wanted to
scream and sob at him; she felt tears sting thiesbafcher eyes.

'‘Quite... | see what you mean,' she managed ligethambling to her
knees; suddenly she was desperate to be alon&eAsegan to stand
up he reached up and caught her hand; with a lerldragged her
down again, pulled her on top of him, captured haldl her there
with strong arms.

'‘Where are you rushing off to?' His voice was smoggntly

mocking; his chest was warm and hard beneath lkeasts; the length
of his body was lean and male—an irresistible @sttwith hers. She
tensed all over as the helpless sensations crapugh her

bloodstream...

'l thought I'd go back into the chateau, have aveno.'

'‘We haven't finished our picnic,' he pointed outlgo

'I've had enough,' she whispered.

' haven'...'

'I've had enough of your.. .your ruthless analgéwmur relationship...’

'l didn't know there'd been one,' he mocked husKiljzat was an
analysis of a hypothetical relationship.'

'‘Really?' She found it hard to keep the scathistpalief out of her
voice.

'Really. And, speaking of relationships, Mrs Carhsitill don't see
my wedding ring on your finger.'



'‘Leave it in the drawer, you said,' she reminded tmsteadily. 'Don't
rush into something you might regret!

'l never rush into anything; | haven't made thattake since | was
twenty.'

'‘When you married Natalia?' Breathless, she fooffithe waves of
sensuality from her trapped position against B&ite found it hard
to say the name Natalia; she didn't want to thivdud Brad's mystery
ex-wife; saying her name seemed to bring her molclose to them,
breathe life into what was a shadowy, unreal figure

'Did you rush into that?' she added, unable to hetpelf.

‘Yeah; we met at a party, spent the next thirty-hgiurs in bed, and
got married the following weekend.'

Jealousy stabbed through her so sharply that itayasy/sical pain.
'l don't want to hear about hasexyshe was.'

‘You're the one who wanted to know all about mgtfimarriage,
sweetheart,' he chided her softly, pulling her héag@n to kiss her
hard on the lips. 'I'm just telling you how it was-erazy, impulsive,
physical thing. We were officially married for twears, but that's
because | don't give up easily; | knew we'd madistake within six
weeks. We knew nothing about each other. | wagirsgato wheel
and deal, to make money from my own efforts; | washe up, full of
great plans for my future. | was too young to ekeaw what good
sex was, let alone what makes a good husband ooc gife. Now
you..." With an abrupt movement he flipped overtbe rug and
pinioned her beneath him, his smile devastatinigeagazed down at
her. "You are in a league of your own, my darlifgjd met you when
| was twenty, we'd probably have spent the firstehwveeks in bed.



'‘But now you're thirty-two you couldn't stand thecp?' She couldn't
resist the husky tease.

‘Take care,' he laughed softly. "You know what lemegl last time
you questioned my libido...'

'Yes...' She caught her lip in her teeth, her ey@sing with laugher.
'India..." Abruptly the laughter died; dark hungeok over. 'l could
make love to you five times a night for the nekyfyears...'

'In fifty years you'll be eighty-two,' she gigglezhtching her breath
as he raked his hands down her sun-warmed body.

'So? Married to you, I'll be the randiest eightwotyear-old in
history.

Talking seemed irrelevant after that. And evenh#g tompliment
related to lust rather than love it made her fpek&l, made her feel
as if he cared; the tension faded in the suddemngitly of passion
which overwhelmed them both. Brad scooped her ufp, the tartan
rug, and carried her into the relative privacy lué gazebo, and the
rest of the afternoon was a blessedly mindlessdfllmvemaking and
laughter...

Relaxed and squeaky-clean from a long soak in atedebath,

enveloped in a large peach towel, India paddedth@dedroom; she
felt glowing and tingly, partly from sunbathing,rtg from the happy

conviction, the overwhelming determination thahgs were going
to work out with Brad.

Maybe she was being naive; he hadn't told herrth&bved her since
the fiasco of their wedding day. But, in spite eésything, the feeling
was still there—the closeness, empathy, whateverag that had
drawn her to him from the very first moment theg\ét, and had



grown stronger with every passing week. He was #gig@ best
company she could ever choose to be in; he stillenteer feel as if
the world were waiting for her to conquer it, stilhde her feel that, if
she saw him making a pass at another woman, stee@f gealous
rage... If that was love, she was so deeply in thaeit was positively
nerve-racking...

She paused in front of the heavy walnut wardrolsansing her
clothes; they were going out for dinner to a littéstaurant in the
village which was a particular favourite of hers.

The exotic selection that Brad had bought for hadenher heart jolt
for a second; she didn't want to think about hiskay revenge for

her 'trophy wife' accusation; nor did she want ¢éoréminded about
his patronising deception over the bidding at thetian. She passed
over them, selecting a favourite sleeveless si&r@hirt in a soft

shade of slate-green; she'd wear it belted ovemg tream linen

skirt, with flat tan leather pumps.

Things could only get better, she decided opticedly, laying the

clothes on the bed, dropping her towel and reactunthe bottle of
Chanel body lotion that she'd acquired in Parisyldéahey were still
skimming the surface of buried antagonism, but rth@hysical

closeness must lead back to emotional closenesd. hadn't he
opened up a bit more about his first marriage? #mahat if he had
joked tactlessly about his initial wild passion lwilatalia? Wasn't
she crazy to get jealous about something that lead finished for
ten years?

Resolutely quelling all remaining voices of cautishe smoothed the
silky lotion over her body, fluffed on some matahitalcum powder,
slid on some of the lingerie that Brad had bougint im softest oyster
silk, then sat down to dry her hair.



Her skin was tinged with a golden glow from the;salhthe make-up
she needed was grey- green eyeshadow, grey mamudra light
slick of translucent caramel lipstick. It was gaftiate, she realised;
she'd spent longer than she'd intended in the Ba#re'd just be time
for a drink on the terrace before they walked davto the village.

All would be peaceful tonight, but there'd no dobbtpreparations
going on for tomorrow's festivities beginning withe pardon
ceremony in the market square, when crowds would featheir
symbolic angel to shoot down from the sky and brbgut their
annual absolution. Maybe she and Brad could talee ahcient
ceremony as a turning point in their troubled nzeyei. Maybe they
could start fresh, forgive each other every- thieg] totally together
again—the way she'd thought they'd been before ahahymous
letter...

Spirits hopeful, she ran down to the hall and aubdhe terrace;
there was no sign of Brad. She went in searchrof &and eventually
found Madame Fleurie. The housekeeper was in thehda,
preparing a meal for herself and her husband. MomsCarne had
gone out about an hour ago, she informed Indiashe,didn't know
where. There'd been a telephone call from an Ameneoman; he'd
left shortly afterwards.

India stared at the housekeeper blankly.
‘From an American woman?"

'‘She spoke English but her accent was Americangavhe Fleurie
explained with a shrug.

India's mind seemed to have gone numb; ridiculaudetl this
mounting unease, this sense of impending disaster, thought.
Hadn't she just run downstairs with a light-hearsedse of well-
being?



'‘What was in the package which arrived a littlele/laigo?' Madame
Fleurie added, her friendly eyes curious. 'Waspamting?'

India frowned; her brain was racing. If a paintingd arrived,
presumably it must be the portrait.

'l haven't seen it, but weereexpecting a painting to be delivered
Where is it, Madame Fleurie?'

'l saw Monsieur Carne take it into the study...'

It was propped against the antique desk, the thaakkmanlike
packaging suggesting a professional delivery fidalf the packing
was stripped off, the rest covered the portradidrbent to ease the
painting out, pulling it free of the wrapping.

She felt a small spur of excitement, despite elangt the subject—a
girl with long brown hair caught back on top ineavelled French
hood, wearing an ornate sixteenth-century dressdarfk red

velvet—could so easily be Catherine Howard. Therpidwas badly
aged, the surface cracked and scarred; there'duilot thave to be
extensive investigation, X-rays, inspection throwggéreobinocular
microscopes, the whole works, but Brad was raretyny in his gut
feelings...

Turning it round to take a look at the lining cas\am the back, she
saw that a small square of notepaper was lightigksto the back of
the frame—one of those bright pink self-stick nptese began to
read it, then felt a shocked sensation in thefieo stomach, a sick
feeling spreading right through her.

Darling Brad, For old times' sake!
Never forget there were good times as well!
Love always, N. XXX



She read it several times; she felt worse each 8heread it. She
walked slowly to the chair in the window, sat doamd let the sheet
of note- paper fall into her lap. The sense of ingdeg catastrophe
had been vague and formless; now it had assumedra solid
reality. Something was wrong, very wrong, but hexirb refused to
function, refused to focus on precisely why she s@apset...

'‘Darling Brad... Love always, N." Two kisses. Tingial N... The
sick, panicky feeling was getting stronger. Sheddrherself to think
rationally. The portrait had been bought by thekdwired woman at
the auction. The same woman had obviously arrafged to be
delivered here to Brad, and the same woman hatewitis note.

India stood up. Her knees were weak. She walkedootd the
terrace, leaned on the rail, stared unseeinghhatsiveep of the
chateau gardens. The woman at the auction—her Hadebeen
strangely familiar. There'd been something about $tee was more
than just a casual business acquaintance, thablwasus. Talking
about old times' sake, reminding Brad of good times

Realisation dawned like a painful kick in the sofadexus; the
dark-haired woman in the police photo, with theised face.. .the
elegant woman at the auction.. .the initial N..talla?

She was trembling all over. She felt physicallksldad that been his
mystery appointment in St Germain des Pres? Had Bt up with
his ex- wife in Paris? Persuaded her to play dextothe auction?
Conspired with his ex-wife to make her, India, I@tool?

Her head ached as she tried to make sense of #tM&why he was
being so secretive? Was he still emotionally inediwvith his first
wife? Brad's description of his passionate firsetimg with Natalia
echoed in her head; he'd been deeply physicaligciid to Natalia.
Some relationships never really ended, did theyRdps they'd been
one of those impossible couples who couldn't liggether but



couldn't stay away from each other. Was that whidmn't told her
about his first marriage—because of his guilt feggdi, knowing he'd
never really be free of his first love?

She imagined them together in Paris, meeting imeseghile she
waited unknowingly back at the hotel, Natalia eyegrhaps, feeling
sorry for her, laughing at Brad's silly, gullibleasily manipulated
second wife...

A new, even more appalling thought struck her. Aheerican voice
that Madame Fleurie had heard on the telephoneteising, Brad's
absence... Had he sneaked out, just now, whiley&sen the bath,
gone to meet Natalia? After all the intimacy thesfdred last night
and today, her ridiculous feelings of closeness lagldnging, her
unreserved, uninhibited surrender to Brad's lovengpk The sick
feeling abruptly gave way to a- Mounting, burninggar—a red-hot
flame searing her. She didn't need Brad and higsifxto make a fool
of her; she was making a fool of herself...

She felt so choked with fury and outrage that siebdm urge to hurl
something violently;

instead, she marched shakily back into the chatisshed up to the
master bedroom. Snatching her suitcase from thé she began to
hurl her clothes in; the need to get away was olielming.

She'd slung her case into the car and was abdutgderself into the
driver's seat and leave; then she hesitated. 8be&lit once before—
panicked, dashed off and regretted it. This time wbuld wait for
Brad to come back, confront him with her discoveaed her anger,
have a mature show-down... If she didn't, he caatdise her for ever
more of being childish, cowardly, of running awagrh things...

She left her keys in the ignition, her cases andié#he car, and went
slowly back inside. She went to sit in the studye $iadn't realised



how tense and pale she looked until she glimpsedefiection in the
wall-mirror.

She didn't have long to wait; she heard the lowob&rad's Porsche,
the clunk of the door, his unmistakable footstepthe hall. It took a
huge effort to stand up, walk into the hall to ntaet; he looked cool
and relaxed, in black chinos and loose grey silikt,slwary
amusement glinting in his eyes as he absorbed:hsion.

‘Are you OK, India?' His gaze was unreadable aschatinised her
pale, set expression. 'What's happened?’

‘You tell me.' She was so angry that her voice khoo

'I'm an expert in art history and painting conseora not telepathy.’
He was so infuriatingly detached, so mocking that felt the flames
of outrage leap out of control. "Why are you soatipindia?'

‘All right, I'll tell you why I'm upset!" she said a low, intense voice.
'l know where you've been, and | know who you'verbmeeting!

His expression hardened. The blue gaze darkenedhamdwed;
suddenly she felt as if she was being probed lgsarlbeam. Her
heart was thumping; her palms were moist with nerve

'‘Go on.' There was an ominous softness in his voice

She drew a deep, shaky breath; swinging on her Beelmarched
back into the study, snatched the pink note froendbrner of the
portrait. Brad had followed her in; he was behimd &s she swung
round again, unnerving her with his closeness.H s out the note;
her fingers shook so much that it fluttered tofiber. Brad bent to

pick it up, straightening easily, eyeing its comsewithout visible

reaction.



'‘We/l?' She threw the word at him with suppressel@nce. 'Do you
think I'm completelystupid®

'I'd prefer not to answer that question,' he s@opbriefly. 'l think
we're moving into new territory here; I'm being @ésed of doing
what, precisely? Having an illicit affair, withinfaw days of getting
married?’

‘All 1 know is that you've been seeing someone wlgms herself
"N"!I' she burst out, fighting tears. 'Someone whtiscyou ‘tarling

Brad"! Someone you've known for a long time! Soneewio says
she'll love you always! For heaven's sake, it aotiloe moreobvious
if you cast it in pink neon and nailed it to the tf the Eiffel Tower!'

'‘Humour me."' He was dangerously quiet. 'The obveseapes me on
this occasion.'

‘Are you going to deny that the woman who wrotd tinate is the
woman you went out to meet this evening?'

‘No. I'm not going to deny that.’

The colour surged to her face like a leap of flaBlee was hot all
over—hot and trembling and nearly blind with pamadury.

'Fine! So I'm sure you're not going to deny, are, ybat this was the
same woman as the woman you met in Paris? The wanarid at

the auction? The woman who had this portrait dedigle .." she
grabbed it, waved it at him fiercely '.. .and wlamg to arrange to
meet you tonight?’

There was a short, loaded silence. Brad's face dmiklened to
mask-like mockery.

‘There's no point in denying anything while yoérgoying the role
of hysterical inquisitor.’



'l suppose there's no point asking you anything, since you're
congenitally secretive, since you've kept thingsrfrme all along,
since you're.. .you'resingme for some.. .some self- serving reasot
of your own—'

'India, this has gone far enough.'

'Has it? | think you're probably right! | don'tttki you can take me for
a ride for much longer, can you? Whoever sent raedhonymous
warning on our wedding day obviously had my inteyeat
heart—they were warning me about you, weren't tieyihg to tell
me I'd married a man who has no morals, who usesiee-'

'India—' The harsh, grim note in his voice was lmster.

‘Just tell me one thing," she finished unsteadippreciate you can't
stay away from your ex- wife! But maybe you couwdt ime the truth
on onething at least—you are divorced? Or is the reasmnkept
Natalia's existence from me because youligamistas well as...?'

The last words were muffled by Brad's hand, whieltlamped over
her mouth at the same time as grabbing her by hbalder. The

anger in him was almost like a branding-iron; sbeld feel the

searing mark of his fingers on her mouth as he sigumound, began
to frogmarch her towards the hall.

Fury and self-preservation in the form of superharsi@ength came
to her rescue. The portrait still trailed in hdt leand, and with all her
might she kicked back with her heel, made contath Ws shin,

wrenched herself away from the imprisoning gripsamscious of the
unthinkable vandalism of her action, she swundhtey portrait up,
cracked it against the side of his head; thereamasminous tearing
sound, a muttered oath from Brad. The commotioredear time to
run wildly to the front door, down the steps, asrtige dark courtyard
to the car.



The engine started first time; thank God she'dthadsense to leave
her keys in the ignition, she thought. Slamming ¢be noisily into
gear, she engaged the clutch with a violent jexdk stmot out of the
courtyard as if pursued by demons.

The road was dark; it twisted and wound throughrtigged Brittany
countryside. Apart from an ancient Citroen 2CV ggdine other way,
she saw no other traffic. When the bright headégiaime up behind
her, apparently from nowhere, she knew it was Bitagllurch of pain
and anger made her press her foot harder on treteaator. The
Renault was no match for the speed of the Porsdhieh roared past,
then began to slow, forcing her to brake, forciegto stop. Sobbing,
beside herself with fierce indignation, she waitedl he thought she
was stopping behind him, then swerved out and owkrthim,
accelerating away as fast as the small engine ¢akiddher. The road
curved like a dark snake ahead of her; the walm@st edging the
steep drop on her right loomed like menacing giamker lights. The
headlights were behind her again; they flashedewbat the Porsche
seemed to be dropping back.

The next bend was sharper; the steering wheel ogeela mind of
its own. There was a rough jolt as she left thel r@adisorientation
like rolling through space; it happened so quicklyd yet it felt like
slow motion—the rolling, the sickening impact.

The Porsche screeched to a halt on the road aBbeeheard Brad's
hoarse shout, fumbled with her seat belt, manageohdo it, found

she couldn't open her door. Then the passengervada®mwrenched
open, Brad was hauling her bodily out of the cdre Svas being
carried rapidly to the safety of the road aboved®=d with rough

tenderness in his arms. As they crouched therattong raggedly,

the Renault made a noise like a firework explodimng dustbin; then
it burst into flames.



CHAPTER EIGHT

You will live, madame The doctor clicked his bag shut and gave h
a wry smile. 'But drive a little slower in future.'

'‘Don't worry, | intend to.' She felt as if her boggs in one place, her
mind in another. She was lucky to be alive. Brad saved her life.
The irony hadn't escaped her.

She had a headache, some bumps and bruises, bghearvas in the
luxury of white, lavender- scented linen sheetsherglowing peach
cocoon of the master bedroom at the chateau, sdfeand...

Except that emotionally she felt as if she'd fatleegscape from her
ill-fated Renault. And mentally, she had the feglishe was in a
shock replay state, with everything that had hapgden the last few
hours being re-enacted, over and over again, similthought she'd
go mad...

'How are you feeling, India?' It was Brad's voicessky, rough with
suppressed feeling. She turned a bleak gaze towards

‘Great. | thrive on drama. | was never one for iatdie.’

‘True enough.' He sounded grim. 'l should have kneWwat to expect
when | first met you.'

'‘Chasing that bag-snatcher?' Her laugh was sligitterical;, she
put a rueful hand to her temple, where a bruise Bexgnning to
throb.

'You'd better get some sleep.' Brad stood up; bkeld so far away,
so ruthlessly detached from her that her heartraotad with misery;
for a foolish second she wanted to reach out and tb him, tell him
that, whatever happened, she needed him. Pride $&vdrom such



grovelling humiliation. She needed him like shedeska hole in the
head.

A fresh flare of anger heated her body. Somehowdshanaged to
get herself into a no-win trap. If she stayed whé left, it was still

hopeless: Brad didn't love her; he was still inelpar in a love-hate
relationship at least, with his first wife. And h@ould she ever trust
him, when he'd kept her in the dark for so long?

'l suppose | should thank you for dragging me duthe car,' she
managed tightly. "You saved my life...'

'I'd have done the same for anyone,’ he mockedhbrig/e'll talk
tomorrow, India. Right now, you need some rest.’

She glared at him mutinously. His face was a dadsknit was
impossible to tell what he was thinking or feelikte turned away,
and she heard the click of the door as he left. tillththey have to
talk about—the best way of terminating this mockafra marriage?

Whether through exhaustion or some sedative theatdtctor had

given her, she drifted almost instantly into a deepubled sleep.
There was a portrait in her dream; she was standiwhat seemed to
be a church, gazing at it. It was a portrait of diagk-haired woman
she'd seen at the auction—Brad's ex-wife, Natamiling and

poised, in control. The portrait blurred and alterde face became
the battered face in the police photo, with a jaggp appearing

slowly down the centre. The image looming at hecabse so

nightmarish that India screamed and screamed, t@eiad running

and tripping over herself to get away...

‘It's OK, India; it's OK...' Brad was there, in tti&rk, not in bed with
her, but beside the bed; she felt his hands stgdien forehead, heard
that husky, gentle note in his voice, which wrueg heart.



'Hold me, Brad, please..." She wasn't in controlhef words; they
were stupid, betraying words— they came of theimowolition.
There was a moment's hesitation, a soft expletsvéea drew her
against him; he held her crushed against the stoen thud of his
heart until the panicky fears receded and she dsléep again.
Brilliant sun filtering through the shutters toldrtthat it must be late
morning; blearily sitting up and consulting her @ratold her that, in
fact, it was early afternoon. She'd slept all night nearly all the
following day.

She walked carefully to the bathroom. The sightssive in the mirror

was nearly as gruesome as the nightmare: a blazlgayed back
above a purplish bruise on her cheekbone. Bradhblped her out of
her clothes last night and lent her one of histsho sleep in; the
memory of that intimacy shivered through her as stlaeed at her
reflection. Slowly stripping off the navy silk shishe inspected her
body apprehensively for other damage; apart frobmugsse on one

hipbone and a grazed knee, she seemed to be mwuabuuinscathed.

She showered and shampooed her hair, then pubose, floaty silk

sundress—one of the Paris purchases she'd deéheleft behind in

the wardrobe, along with the perfumes and makeulptlad host of
other needless luxuries Brad had forced on hethiags had turned
out, it was a good job she'd left them—nher belogginad gone up in
flames along with her car. Besides, the purpletpment quite well

with the black eye, she decided with a stab ofkbleanour.

Brad came in as she was trying unsuccessfullysguise the injuries
to her face by dabbing on foundation cream withamp make-up
sponge.

She looked at him warily. He was wearing jeans arndose beige
linen shirt tucked into the waist; his dark hawmpped across his
forehead. He looked very dark, very lean—unneryirgftractive.

She clenched , her teeth involuntarily; she digiit to succumb to



his powerful charisma. She hated him for what kde'de to her, for
this travesty of a marriage he'd tricked her ifdodeceiving her and
conspiring behind her back, for making a fool of.he

'‘Why bother to hide the bruises?' His expressios eaddly amused.
'You could always send photos to the police ancelrae charged
with assault. With two battered wives on my recbddbe sure to
serve time.'

She put the make-up down with a shaky hand.
‘That's rather a cheap shot, don't you think?'

‘Maybe. But hey, why worry? I'm already a liar heeat, a wife-beater
and a bigamist. Let's not get coy about anothiée Bissault charge.'

'‘Brad, for goodness' sake!' Her sob was dragged frer; the harsh,
mocking lines of his face held such contempt thatfelt devastated.
She took a long breath to steady herself, and ceatpber face into a
semblance of calm.

‘Do you think | could have a late breakfast befeeeresume normal
hostilities?' she managed lightly.

A weary smile twitched at the corner his mouth.
‘Sure. Madame Fleurie is hovering like a broody. hext's go...'

She accidentally brushed against him as she walkstlhim to the
door; the body contact felt like a shot of adramaHer pulses beating
wildly, she walked stiffly apart from him as theymt downstairs to
the terrace. She sat in the shade; the brilliaddbBeo sun was too
much today.

The housekeeper fussed around with motherly condedma was
deeply touched to find herself confronted by a fedhglish



breakfast—the rashers of bacon admittedly rathéckehn than
traditionally served, and the sausages replacedlibgs of fried
saucisson.

'‘Monsieur Carne gave me instructions," Madame Heconfided
with a conspiratorial smile.

'It's wonderful.' India smiled back, adding dipldmoally, 'Just what |
needed.' Food was the last thing she wanted, shedhought. But
when she started eating she realised that shebhsakigely ravenous.

'‘Good to see you still have an appetite,’ Brad centsed. '

'l haven't eaten since our picnic yesterday aftamnicshe defended
herself tautly.

‘You don't have to justify yourself,’ he mocked tien'l wasn't
implying you should be on hunger strike, India.’

She finished most of the plateful of food, and #raome coffee.
Brad took a mouthful of his coffee, leaning backhis chair. He
looked so cynically detached that her temper kihdle

'l don't know why you're hanging around watchingeat breakfast,’
she snapped at last, her nerves fraying. 'l'd Hamaght you'd be out
meetingNatalia, having more fun at my expense!'

There was a cool silence.

'l would find it very difficult to be out meeting dtalia,’ he said
finally, his eyes intent on her face. '‘Nataliaéad.'

The coffee-cup in her hand came perilously closer&shing to the
terrace. She put it down shakily.



'‘Dead?' she queried, her voice unsteady. 'Are wying that she..
.she had an accident? Yesterday?'

His expression was bitterly derisive.

'l didn't meet her in the village and do away witr, if that's what
your over-fertile imagination is coming up with.estlied seven years
ago, India.’

'‘But—' She stopped abruptly, her eyes locking Wwithscathing blue
gaze, bewilderment battling with mounting anger. dbn't
understand...'

'‘No, you don't,' he agreed mockingly. "You dontlenstand because
you don't have any of the facts. But then whenadittle detail like
that stop you from jumping to your own conclusiofiem playing
judge, jury and executioner, India?'The colour $yodrained from
her face; a cold feeling was gripping her.

'If | don't have thdacts,'she said in a low voice, 'that's because yc
have refused to tell me anything!

'If you'd stuck around on our wedding day, maybenfive felt more
inclined to.'

‘And if you'd been open about your pastfforeour wedding day,
maybe none of this would be happening!

She was breathing rapidly; she thrust an impahand through her
hair, searching his shuttered face. Brad said ngthie'd gone very
still.

‘At least I'm entitled to know what's been going Brad.' Her voice
shook. 'Since you've enjoyed playiggmeswith me ever since | got
that anonymous package—'



'l haven't played any games.'

'‘No? What do you call deliberately withholding thet that your first
wife is dead?"

'l didn't even think about "withholding"” that fadt.all happened so
long ago, India—it's all so far in the past. Thatlsere | prefer to
keep it. | confess it never occurred to me thatd/@uspect | was
sneaking around meeting up with my ex- wife!'

She stiffened at the mocking disbelief in his eyes.

'l suppose you've known all along who sent thatibler package
too?'

He shook his head slowly.

'l found out last night. When | met Naomi in théage.'
'‘Naomi?' She glared at him blankly.

'‘My ex-sister-in-law.'

A quiver of recollection pierced briefly through ethmaze of
confusion. Natalia had a twin sister, he'd said...

'So it was Naomi at the auction in Paris?' she deled slowly.
‘Natalia's twin? The woman who sent the portraigtesthat note?'

‘It was Naomi,' he confirmed wryly.

'‘She sent me the anonymous package?' Her headacheettasyg
worse; prising information out of Brad was like mbing away at a
lump of granite.



'‘Will you stop jumping to conclusions?' Brad stagy] prowled to the
balustrade, leaned against it, his hands in hikgisc'l told you that
Natalia and Naomi had an art gallery in Los Angeledact, it was
Naomi's business—she did all the work while Natpleyed at it and
took time off to enjoy herself. Naomi has been ssstul with the
gallery; we've kept in touch over the years—forfessional and
personal reasons—'

'‘Are you in love with her?' The question was tawnf her lips; the
sick stab of jealousy was so intense that sha fefftysical pain, like a
weight crushing her heart.

'l don't believe I'm hearing this, India!' Brad sded at the end of his
patience; his eyes were scornful slits of bluewiyou imagine I'm in
love with Natalia's twin? Because she looks lik¢aNa, maybe?'

'l don't know!" she hurled at him softly, hatingathmockery in his
voice. 'I'm just your wife, remember? I'm the orfeovknows nothing
at all!’

Brad's features had hardened; his dark face loo&stin stone. His
voice was very flat, expressionless, when he &ld, Listen. Naomi
and | are friends. Just friends. That's all. Weab&e friends because
we had something in common—trying to save herrsidédalia from
ruining her own life...’

'How was she ruining her own life?'
'Natalia was hooked on heroin.'

'She was a drug addict...?" Her shocked words pem/a wry
response.

'l believe that is the accepted description." Hensed harshly
amused. 'Natalia finally died of an-accidental oose of drugs three
years after we divorced. Naomi was in Europe thintim on



business for her art gallery. Curtis tracked hexmoat my request.
That's how she came to be meeting me in Paris laythpg decoy at
the auction.'

'‘Why all thesecrecy?India burst out helplessly; she felt so wound u
that she wanted to jump up and shake the full touthof him. 'And
why did you have to hav&laomito do your.. .your clever little
subterfuge at the auction?'

He eyed her impassively. 'Naomi's presence in leans in handy,
that's all. The auction wasn't the reason I'd eddker down.'

‘Thenwhy?'

'‘Naomi was the best person I could think of to fegaut who'd sent
that poisonous rubbish to the wedding. She mad¢ of telephone
calls, did some detective work among her family &rehds back in
LA. She rang last night to say she'd finally gabafession out of her
father—'

'‘Her father.. .your father-in-law?' India stood naswvell; she felt too
agitated to sit still any longer. 'Natalia's fateent that stuff to me?'

'‘Ned Suzman sent it, yes.'
'‘But why?'

'His own twisted idea of justice?' Brad's face d@sply cynical as he
met her wide-eyed gaze. 'To prevent some othéat#ld female from

falling into my evil clutches? I've never touchedgs, but he blamed
me for getting Natalia involved with them. She waking drugs

before | met her; I didn't find out until after \yet married. But in her
father's eyes she was a perfect little princessapable of

wrongdoing; so who else could have dragged her dowme?’

'Oh, Brad...'



'‘Naomi was the only other member of the family viknew her twin
well enough to know what was going on. Natalia nggadato fool
everyone else.'

'So your parents-in-law thougiou'dgot her onto drugs?' In spite of
everything. India felt a wave of indignation, hotdaintense. 'That
was why they were so keen to blame you when Natalmattacked.'

'‘Presumably. Ned Suzman is the kind of petty aatogho can't face
imperfection in his family. He was probably respbfesfor Natalia
rebelling the way she did.’

India was silent. Brad's words were circling in texad, making
sense, but leaving so much unexplained.

‘The truth about Natalia is pretty sordid,’ he wem bleakly,
watching the bewilderment in her eyes. 'lt doasiake me feel good
about myself. That's why | don't relish talking abd. She was the
wild one of the two sisters. She had a close wmlahip with a drug
dealer; he was her lover, in fact, before we mdrighat it took me a
little while to figure out was that he was her lodaring our marriage
as well. They never broke off their affair..."

'‘Oh, Brad, that's awful..."' The husky responsetaasfrom her.

His gaze was wry as he went on. 'lt was him whd heaup—her
lover. | never heard the precise motive for it—stnmg to do with

money she owed him. But that was why Natalia kejtcabout her
attacker's identity for a while; she let me sithe remand cells while
she mulled over whether to confess the truth aod faprisals from
the drug world, and also whether to face her parfemling out about
her drug addiction.'

'Oh, dear heavens...'

'‘Not a pretty story,' he agreed flatly.



'It's ghastly.'

‘Yeah.' That ironic murmur hid his feelings; thdfduetween them
seemed to be widening.

At last she said slowly, 'l still can't see why ydidn't tell me you
were in touch with Naomi.'

His expression was wearily mocking.

'‘Until | knew for sure who sent that letter, | wdsabout to start
fruitless speculation.' Brad paused, his eyes nang 'Last night |

finally had confirmation. | came to fetch you, tké you to meet
Naomi at the restaurant in the village; | figurbdttif you were ever
going to believe those allegations were false, ouw®s your

suspicious little mind | really was acquitted, ybuaeed corrobation
from a third party, from someone with every reasorside with

Natalia...'

She stared at him, her heart sinking. He'd comk teafetch her? To
take her to meet Natalia's sister? Convince henisfinnocence?
Instead, she'd hurled a new set of accusationsmat h

'l don't know what to say..." She shook her head wrave of guilty
despair. 'Except.. .except that I'm sorry...'

There was a tense silence. Then Brad murmuredliie®e too.'

'l think... | think it would be better if | went blto London,' she said,
on a dry throat.

'‘Now | wonder what makes you think that?' His voA@s ominously
soft. They stared at each other, dissecting blze ga silent battle
with wary green. A pulse was beating furiously iar meck; the
dangerous smile on his mouth made her temper digae.



'l should have had faith in you,' she said tadthstead | began to
wonder if you were guilty of all those things—I laegto wonder if
you could be a wife-beater, if you were in the haifi marrying
wealthy, well-connected girls as trophy wives.. ydu were still
seeing your ex-wife, even! Maybe that means Idad't really love
you enough..." As she said it, she felt as if somaduad stabbed her
through the heart; she was dying, bleeding slowlgdath inside.

‘True.' His tone was unemotional, his eyes hathfaybe it does.’

The weight on her heart intensified; she wantedryp but her eyes
were dry.

'So I'll go...'
'Running away again?' he mocked ruthlessly.

‘There's the small matter of one priceless portpaissibly damaged
beyond repair—'

'‘Don't!" She was rigid with anger. 'You're enjoying thigret you?'

'‘And aside from the ruined portrait there's thesptsl assault charge
| may be bringing—'

'‘What' She glared at him in horror, then detected lineaf taunting
amusement in his eyes. Heat swept into her fagad,Bare you
actually making goke out of the fact that our marriage has.. .he
irretrievably broken down after one miseraieek?'

'It's important to keep a sense of humour.' He pddiack the wedge
of dark hair to reveal a nasty-looking bruise anforehead. 'And I'm
lucky not to have concussion.'



She snatched a ragged breath.' I've said I'm séfimat do you want
me to do—qgrovel for the rest of our doomed martige?' Her
attempt to march past him was blocked by a museutar

‘This evening is thgardon ceremony, remember? We're meetin
Naomi for dinner at the restaurant in the villaghe wants to

personally apologise to you, for her father. Widuypromise me

you'll stick around that long? Or do | have to lg@ in your turret

bedroom?’

She glared at him in frustration. 'That won't beassary,' she said,
with as much dignity as she could muster.

* * *As they drove back from the village at midnigHndia shot

another frustrated glance at her husband. Theytd\taemi, had a
delicious dinner of fresh seafood and fillet steatsawberries and
coffee, watched the symbolic angel light the banfsoaked up the
atmosphere of wood smoke and revelry, and watdhedatughing,

festive villagers—and what had she expected to coft@

First, she hadn't expected to like Naomi, but Natatwin sister was
warm, friendly and genuine. Dark and willowy, igellow dress and
discreet gold jewellery, she'd begged forgivenessher father's
behalf with a charm that had been irresistible. \Bag driving back to
Paris tonight, and had seemed relieved to belibae Brad's new
marriage had survived the muck-raking.

India winced as she reflected on this new shamd'Branpassive
attitude hadn't altered; after their fraught confadion earlier, he'd
left her to her own devices for the rest of themribon. He had an
appointment in Rennes with an expert on picturaragon, he'd told

her pointedly, and had disappeared with the dampg#gdait, with a

wry remark about expecting to find her there whemgbt back.



But throughout the evening with Naomi he'd repdsitsttetched his
arm possessively along the back of India's chappaeently
determined for Naomi's benefit to give the appeaganf being a
close, united couple; the mock-loving touch offfngers, moving on
her bare shoulder, had seemed to burn her skin.

'You'll be relieved that we can stop the pretenoe!hshe said
shakily.

Brad pulled the Porsche into the courtyard of th&teau and turned
to look at her. There was a brilliant moon shinimg the car; the side
of his face nearest to her was in deep shadow.

‘What pretence is that?'
‘That we're blissfully happy newly-weds.’
'Oh, that pretence.’

'I'm surprised at you,' she went on hotly, 'beiog proud to show
your ex-sister-in-law that your new marriage waealy on the
rocks.’

'It wasn't pride. It was consideration for Naonfiéglings,' he said
bluntly, cutting the engine. 'She felt bad enougbua her father's
spite, without seeing evidence that he'd succeddadmi's a nice
girl. I didn't want to upset her.’

India bit her lip; she was doing it again, it sedmehinking the
worst of Brad, suspecting his motives...

'l see. | liked her too," she admitted slowly, Kiry a quick glance at
Brad. 'l didn't expect to.'

'‘No, | could see that.' He was a dark, mockinggtea beside her, in
black chinos and black T- shirt. She quivered \aitlareness, even as



pride kept her coolly reserved. 'l thought it wasdh- and-go when
she gave you a lecture about Philip. Naomi's a calpi
Californian—she can be a bit up-front at times."'

India gave a shaky laugh. She'd said that she'd twatalk to Philip,
apologise for wrongly accusing him over the lettdigomi had
wanted to know who Philip was. When Brad had shat he was
India's ex-fiance, Naomi had looked concerned.dSten earnestly
advised India to make sure that Philip stayed enpiast...

'l didn't take offence. | was quite touched by bencern for your
happiness,' she said lightly. ‘She obviously fednstbry could be
repeating itself—that I'd keep up with my ex-loyike Natalia kept
up with hers...'

‘Yeah.' Brad's eyes were bleak, the twist on hisitmé&iumourless.
'Little does she know you're hoping to head stragitk to London
to hold your ex-fiance's hand.'

Pain speared through her at the casual crueltkingeher head
round, she fixed him with a level gaze.

'If you really believe I'd do that, Ned Suzman whas.'

There was a charged silence. She felt glued tedht terrified that if
she moved she'd somehow signal the end...

‘Then have you decided to stay?' His deep voicesafily hoarse.
'‘Brad.. .do you want me to stay?'
'l guess we could give it a trial run...'

'‘As long as | eat humble pie? As long as | feel/gllong and guilty?'
she protested unsteadily. 'As long as you havetiral high ground?
Is that it? Maybe yowouldprefer an accessory female—a wife yo



can control and manipulate and wheel out for glamsreffect
occasionally.'

'India, no..." He reached out his arm, and shehaated against him.
‘Sweetheart, you're not the only one who feelgygas hell.’

'I'm not?' Her voice was husky, her pulses frafiidaeating. Then
her whole body trembled with response as he behkiased her with
fierce urgency. He kissed her in a way that madeskases spin;
when he finally drew back from her, his eyes wenkavith emotion.

'‘No, you're not. | should have told you everythiddpout Natalia.
About the sordid mess of my first marriage.’

'‘Why didn't you, Brad?' Her gaze was level on Ins,eyes clouded.

'‘Because... | wanted my past to cease to existsddened her face,
his features tense. 'Does that make sense, IndiaPéade me feel so
good. Being with you was so right. The bad stubirmy past felt
more than ten years away; it felt like it happene@nother life. |
thought if | ignored it, it would vanish. But theeze still people
involved who resent what happened, who bear gruaigasst me... |
fooled myself that with you | could start againiwé clean slate, that
you need never know...'

'In other words, you didn't trust me.'

'l didn't want to risk losing you."' His deep voitad thickened with
emotion.

‘You didn't trust me." Her wry whisper brought avlgroan in
response.

'l guess not. Does that make us even? | didn't dusrelationship to
survive the story of my failed first marriage. Rlusvas so painful, |
couldn't face reliving it, telling you about it...'



'Did you love Natalia so much?’

'I'm not sure if | ever really loved her at all-s#was more like
iImmature infatuation, looking back. She damagecdegyy, my pride,
India. My heart stayed untouched. That's been entot vulnerable
since | met you...'

'Oh, Brad..." There was a catch in her voice; hayat was tight. 'l
wouldn't blame you if you hated me! Whenever I'eedted rescuing,
you've been there: seeing off that bag-snatchesimy me through
the flu...’

‘Maybe | should apply for a saint-hood.'

‘Seriously,' she forged on raggedly, 'you were exe@to me when |
drank too much champagne, not to mention saving fram
premature cremation in my Renault...'

'India, sweetheart—'

‘And what have | ever done for you?' she wailed jmjustice of it all
rising up in dire judgement against her. '‘Aparinfraccuse you of
being a violent criminal—'

'‘Not to mention a collector of trophy wives.' Bsadbice held husky
amusement, but she rushed on regardless.

'‘And smash a priceless portrait over your head!
‘And cast doubts over my sexual ability.'

She was half laughing, half anguished. 'Brad, hwisould wipe out
the last few days.'



'‘Maybe we needed them,' he murmured drily; hisdiadrushed her
hot cheek, his gaze darkly intense on her flushed.f'A baptism of
fire? Do you want to stay married to me, India?'

‘Do | want...?' The breath left her lungs in a rashis question. She
cast around in her head for some positive, wholtéeaesture of
atonement; it came to her like a small explosionarfscience.

'‘Wait a minute; stay here!'
‘India..."

She wriggled out of his arms, jumped out of the &&e ran into the

chateau, upstairs to the landing, on up the sttaies <0 her turret

bedroom, wrenched open the bedside drawer, rumma
unsuccessfully.

Spinning round in panic, she met Brad in the dogrihs eyes were
lidded, his expression quizzical.

'‘Looking for something?'
'‘My rings!'

'Here..." He slowly took a small black box from packet and flipped
it open. The two rings winked against a bed of datkvelvet.

‘But how...? | mean, when...?"

'l wanted them repackaged as a peace offeringxiurenured wryly.
'l took them into Rennes today, along with the gaatrt | figured I'd
have some grovelling to do as well...'

'You? Grovel?' she teased huskily. Her heart was@iog.



'If that's what it takes to get my sweet littleghy wife back on my
side.

‘You don't really see me as a.. .a trophy wifeyala?' she challenged,
with a choked laugh.

'‘What do you think?' His gaze was so darkly amubat her heart
flipped over.

‘There have been times these last few days whenstarted to
wonder.'

'I'm sorry. | was angry. | needed revenge.'

'l noticed..." She pulled a face. 'But.. .in chymehen.. .when | asked
you if you loved me,' she managed huskily, 'you kissed me...'

'l didn't just kiss you,' he pointed out, his votbeket. 'l said, Kiss
me, and see.’

She stared at him, her eyes bright.
'‘Oh, Brad...'

'India, | love you; | want an equal partner, sweatth, in business and
In marriage— especially in marriage.

She held out her hands to him; he took out thesrislyd them one by
one onto her trembling finger; his own dark hanoashslightly as he
did so. He drew her hungrily into his arms, andhbat of his body
and the cool tingle of his rings on her weddingg@nwas reassuring
and arousing and felt like coming home, all at once

‘Stay with me; don't you dare run away from me mgaHis words
were uneven against her hair.



'‘Never again,' she whispered shakily. 'Do you thidichoose to be
anywhere but with you? | love you. You know thdt.dlways love
you...'

He lifted his head. A sweep of dark colour deepethedtan of his
skin; she saw his abrupt flare of emotion, andtherat tightened in
response. Tears of intense happiness stung the bablkr eyes.

''ve behaved badly," he confessed huskily. 'Pumgsiou for my
own stupidity. If | forgive you, do you think yoli#ver be able to
forgive me, Mrs Carne?' He was running his handsgher bare
arms, smoothing the silky expanse of her back,elyiss fiercely
possessive as he searched her face.

'‘Mutual absolution?' she murmured, eyes wet wighste'Didn't that
little wooden angel do the job for both of us?'

‘Maybe it did.' The sensual dimples creased his, faat the intensity
of his gaze made her bones melt.

‘Whatever there is to forgive, | forgive,' she ssiply.

"You mean that?' He crushed her to him, with adavbich took her
breath away.

'Kiss me,' she whispered joyfully as she lifted parted lips towards
him, her smile warm and tender, her body archedted surrender,
‘and see...'



