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about this book


   


   



The Marquise de Solange looks in the countryside for pretty girls she can take with her to Paris and present as her nieces. In this way the farmer’s daughter Marie Callière arrives in the French capital and gains the favour of Louis XIV, who makes her one of his mistresses. Marie dreams of taking the place of the current royal mistress La Vallière, whose popularity is waning.


   
But then the nobleman Tristan de Rossac arrives in Versailles. A man who has no respect for anything or anyone, not even for the property of the King ...




   PROLOGUE


   


   Juliette Marquise de Solange sat with a stiff back on the chaise longue in one of the boudoirs of Palais Collignard. She was more than angry with the Comte de Saint-Croix, who had ordered her to come here. But it was out of the question to refuse a wish of the King’s nephew. And even less so when a pile of unpaid bills was waiting at home.


   No more than three metres away from her, the Comte lay on the broad bed with two girls. All three of them were naked. The brunette was sucking his erect rod with fervour while the dark-haired girl was sitting on his face with her slim back facing the Marquise. The rings on the Comte’s fingers glittered in the candlelight as he dug them into her full buttocks.


   The smell of sex and heavy perfume and the moaning of two people filled the room. The Marquise was able to see the black-haired girl’s face in the mirror on the chest. Her eyes were closed, and her eyebrows resembled fine lines of ink on her pale skin. Her lips were like pallid rose petals. 


   The Marquise knew that her name was Christine, because she had bought her off her parents three months ago for a handful of livres. She had then handed her over to the Comte de Saint-Croix a month ago for a hundred times that amount. And today he had ordered her to come there so that she could see the girl’s failings with her own eyes.


   The brunette changed her position. She crawled across the bed, squatted over the Comte and impaled herself on his hard member. As soon as he had disappeared completely inside her, she began to slide up and down on him, rotating her pelvis and moaning even more loudly than before. 


   The Comte took his hands off Christine’s bottom and pressed her torso backwards until she was leaning on the brunette. She let herself be manipulated as if she were a doll.


   “Get hold of her breasts, Belle. Rub the nipples until they’re hard,” he ordered. “I want the bitch to come.”


   The Marquise tried to maintain an impassive expression. All this had nothing to do with her. She was just an intermediary.


   Belle obeyed without interrupting her movements. She rubbed and pulled the rosy nipples until they were red and swollen, while the Comte insistently attacked the smoothly shaven crack with his mouth and tongue.


   Christine’s eyes remained closed, and not a sound passed her lips, while the other two groaned and gasped. 


   “Get off me, both of you,” the Comte finally shouted in irritation, roughly pushing Christine to one side. She remained motionless on the bed. 


   Belle slid to the end of the bed and gave the Comte a seductive look through her thick eyelashes, which, however, had no effect. He turned over and kneeled between Christine’s thighs. 


   A merciful creator had given Thierry de Saint-Croix the looks of an angel. Golden hair surrounded the smooth, perfectly drawn lines of his face. The candlelight showed off his muscular back and his long limbs, and made him look like one of the figures of gods in the oil paintings which decorated the drawing rooms of Versailles. But at that moment anger distorted his beautiful visage into a sardonic mask. 


   He thrust into Christine, supported himself on his hands beside her head and carried on pumping. Droplets of sweat appeared on his back, and the veins and sinews of the muscles on his upper arms stood out.


   The Marquise turned her head away in disgust. She knew what would happen, why he had brought her there, and she did not feel at all comfortable about the upcoming dispute.


   At the foot of the bed Belle started to stroke herself. Her right hand was in her lap, while her left massaged her breast. She didn’t care about the Comte any longer; she surrendered to her own desire. Her head fell backwards, and her features became soft. She moaned so deeply and throatily that the Marquise thought she was feeling her arousal in her own body. 


   Belle’s thumb circled around the aureole of her erect nipple and repeatedly brushed its hard tip. She spread her legs wider and thrust her fingers inside herself in the same rhythm with which the Comte was burying his member in Christine. She came more quickly than he did, and then finally slumped down exhausted onto the bed, while he still needed a few thrusts before ejaculating. 


   The Marquise braced herself for the inevitable. When the Comte got up from the bed she straightened her back. He stood in front of her, covered in sweat, his member still stiff and shining.


   “You saw it. With your own eyes. The bitch doesn’t come. It doesn’t make any difference what I do.  She lies underneath me as if she were dead,” he said breathlessly. “I want you to take her back. And get me one who is as enthusiastic as Belle.”


   “You wanted a virgin. Untouched. Unknowing. That is what I brought you. Nobody can say in advance whether a girl who is still untouched will enjoy erotic games” She refrained from adding that it also depends on how a man introduced her to such games. “When I introduced you to Christine you liked her very much. She cannot be compared with Belle.” The Marquise hesitated for a moment and then ventured to say something which was only based on her many years of experience. “Belle is a lady of pleasure who is paid for her services. She is experienced. And she has had more than one man.”


   The Comte did not respond to this answer. Instead he replied: “I commissioned you to get me a willing virgin. And you brought me a cold, dead fish”.


   “No, I did not,” the Marquise replied with a forced calm. She could not afford to lose the Comte as a customer, but of course she wanted to save face. “But as we have known each other for many years, I am prepared to bring you another girl and will not charge you more than my expenses for her. However, if you want to get rid of Christine you will have to do it yourself. I am not responsible for that.”


   “When?” he growled impatiently, ignoring what she had said about Christine. 


   Paris was baking in the summer heat. The thought of having to travel across country in a small and stuffy coach, stopping in every village, made the Marquise de Solange shudder with distaste. “Give me a few weeks, Comte. I’ll see what I can do.”




   CHAPTER  1


   


   



“Marie, stop gawping and get on with your work.” The voice echoed across the field. Marie gave her sister Elaine a resentful look and pushed the cut grass into a pile with the hay fork.


   At the same time she watched a four-horse carriage trundling along the road from afar. It was a rare event for such a pompous vehicle to come to Trou-sur-Laynne, and Marie wondered what significance it might have. The coach driver had presumably taken the wrong direction at the fork in the road after Le Puy; after all, there was nothing here which would make it worthwhile for strangers to come and see. The landscape could not be described as impressive, or possessing any charm. It was just flat. No woods, no lake, no bubbling springs. Nothing but fields and meadows as far as the eye could see. 


   And in the middle of all this was Trou-sur-Laynne, a collection of modest dwellings for which even the term village seemed exaggerated.


   Marie wiped the sweat from her brow with her arm. On this September day the sun was beating down from a clear blue sky. Since the beginning of the week she had been harvesting the hay for the winter with her sisters and brothers. The summer spent in the fields had bleached her blonde hair and given her skin a caramel golden hue which made her green eyes glow like precious emeralds.


   Her brother Antoine put down his basket alongside her. “The heat is killing me. Have you still got some water?” He looked intently at the bottle on a cord around her neck.


   Marie passed it to him. “There’s only a little bit left. Leave some for me.”


   “Of course.” He grinned and pulled the cork from the bottle before drinking greedily. The water ran out of the corners of his mouth, down his chin and over his naked chest.


   “Hey, that’s enough – you promised not to drink it all.” Marie tried to wrench the bottle from his hands, but he held it out of her reach and turned it around so that she saw the last few drops falling onto the ground.


   “Bad luck, little sister, the bottle’s empty now." 


   Marie stared at him. Tears of anger welled up in her eyes and she clenched her fists. She hated him. She hated her whole clan. And had done her whole life. Working from early till late. Never enough on the table to be really full up. Never having anything just for herself. Always sharing, sharing, sharing. The dress she was wearing had already been worn by her four sisters. Every time she put it on she was afraid the brittle material would tear again. The skirt had been mended so often that the original colour was no longer recognisable. 


   Antoine shouldered the basket and walked away. Marie bent down angrily to pick up the bottle he had carelessly thrown away. The haymaking lasted until sunset, and by then her throat would be as dry as the grass at her feet.


   Marie straightened her back and held the fork more firmly. Why had she been so stupid as to give Antoine her water? She knew him. She knew what to expect from him. Mockery, disdain and nastiness. Certainly no gratitude.


   She had to learn to stop having pity on people. She had to become just as hard as Antoine and the rest of the clan. Only in that way would she be able to survive. Nobody should be able to hurt her any more.


   She raked the dry grass into a pile with a sweeping movement and blinked away her tears. Nobody should have the power to hurt her any more. Nobody… nobody… nobody…


   Her back hurt, and her mouth was as dry as sawdust, but the sun was still mercilessly high in the sky. Marie wiped her brow with her forearm again and looked along the track. The heat made the air shimmer, so she squinted to be able to see the approaching vehicle. 


   But it wasn’t a mirage: the cart pulled by an old nag turned out to be that of her father. He was whipping the old mare as if he wanted to win a race, and shouting incomprehensible words.


   Marie dropped the fork, lifted her skirts, and ran – along with her four sisters − towards her father. Something bad must have happened, otherwise he wouldn’t have appeared here in the middle of the day. 


   The cart stopped, and her father shouted hoarsely: “Get on, get on, there’s no time to lose!”


   She climbed onto the back of the cart behind Simone. Her sister Elaine sat behind the box. “What’s happened, papa? Is something wrong with maman?”


   “No, no, my dears, she’s fine.” Marie couldn’t remember ever having seen her father so excited. Martin Callière was a prudent man who had accustomed himself to looking long and hard at every aspect of a matter before coming to a decision. His stoic temperament meant that he could not be pushed into making hasty decisions, and that he stuck to his opinions.


   “Why did you come and get us now, papa? It’s nowhere near evening yet,” Véronique commented.


   “Because it’s important, ma petite. Heaven has sent us an angel who will change all of our lives.”


   Marie responded to Elaine’s questioning look with a shrug of her shoulders. It was not like their father to be secretive in this way, nor to believe in heavenly forces. But whatever it was that had driven him out onto the fields, they would find out very soon.


   Simone leant towards her and whispered: “Do you think he fell off the roof?”


   Marie suppressed a giggle. “Maybe the horse kicked him too.”


   To their amazement, other carts with equally excited drivers were also coming towards them at great speed. They reached Trou-sur-Laynne in a fraction of the normal time. Their father parked the cart in front of the largest house of the village, which belonged to the farmer Luc Serrant. 


   Marie was surprised to see a number of carts already parked in front of the building. In addition, they also spotted the large carriage they had seen from the meadow. The horses had been unharnessed and had presumably been taken behind the house to the trough. 


   Along with her sisters she climbed down from the cart and looked at her father expectantly. Instead of an explanation he walked past his daughters and opened the heavy wooden door. “Hurry up, we’re not the first, but fortunately we’re here before most of the others.”


   Marie still couldn’t make any sense of all this, and the expressions on her sisters’ faces revealed that it was not different for them. A woman was seated at the polished table of the farmhouse parlour. She was sitting with her back to the light of the window, so one could only see the silhouette of her curls beneath a broad-brimmed hat decorated with feathers, but not her face. 


   Other girls from the village were standing around in a group looking towards her. There was a strange unfathomable atmosphere in the room. But the strangest thing was that nobody was saying a word. 


   “I’ve prepared the room, Madame la Marquise. It’s ready whenever you need it.” Françoise, the wife of Luc Serrant, came out of another room and stopped in front of the table. “Is there anything else I can do?”


   “That’ll do for now; I’ll call you.” The woman’s voice sounded full and her pronunciation cultivated. She nodded her head to indicate that Françoise could leave. 


   More girls pushed their way into the room – in the meantime there must have been around thirty of them who had made their way there. Or rather, who had been brought by their fathers. The woman at the table sipped at a glass of wine and then stood up in a smooth movement. Her brown silk travelling dress rustled quietly as she walked towards the girls and stopped just in front of them. 


   The cut-out had a thick layer of cream-coloured lace underneath which also covered her neck. The white make-up on her face made her features appear rigid and mask-like, and her vermilion-coloured lips and cheeks unnatural. Instead of eyebrows two thin black lines arched across her forehead.


   She was smaller than most of the girls, but her good posture gave her an impressive appearance. “I am the Marquise de Solange. I have come because I want to offer some of you a chance of a better life.” She paused and let her words sink in to those present. “Wealthy and aristocratic families in Paris are always looking for able maids and servants. They appreciate the hard work you country people have a reputation for, and your honesty and unspoilt nature.”


   Marie’s heart started to pound. Paris. The name was music to her ears. Could it be that she was not condemned to spend her life in this miserable hole? She listened attentively to the Marquise’s words as she paced along the rows of girls.


   “That is why I am looking for able and respectable young women. I offer them the chance to start a new life in Paris.”


   Murmuring could be heard, and hope and fear appeared in equal measure in the girls’ faces. The Marquise lifted her hand, and immediately there was silence.


   “I can’t take all of you; I cannot even take half of you," she announced, taking stock of the young women. “I can only take three of you at the most to Paris and accommodate you in aristocratic households. That means that I will have to disappoint very many of you and that I have to choose very carefully."


   She took a step back and folded her arms. “All those over the age of twenty may go.”


   There was silence for a moment, then just under half of the girls turned and left. They included Elaine and Véronique. 


   Marie clasped her hands together and waited for what the woman would say next.


   ”All those who have ever had smallpox or St. Vitus’ dance may also go.”


   The Marquise de Solange remained silent until four girls had left the room. Her eyes took in the remaining dozen. She suppressed a sigh. These strenuous tours through the country were making her ever more aware that her bones were ageing as quickly as her face. 


   She had a headache from the journey in the stuffy coach. This time it was worse than ever. And it appeared that she wouldn’t find a suitable girl in this place either. That meant she would have to put up with the awful swaying carriage for even longer. 


   She stepped closer to the first girl, reached out a gloved hand and lifted her chin. Her features could hardly be described as even averagely pretty. The girl next to her had rough, large-pored skin and a plump nose from which the ends of black hairs poked out. The next girl had three incisors missing, which didn’t stop her from grinning broadly. Another one had pale, doughy skin the colour of dumplings. 


   The Marquise suppressed a shudder and turned to the next girl. She was taller than her customers liked – they preferred small, delicate women.  Nevertheless, she stood so erect that the outline of her full breasts could be seen under her thin dress.  Her skin was as tanned as that of all of them here, but that blemish could easily be remedied. She reached for the girl’s chin to examine her face. Traces of dirt revealed that she had just been working in the fields. 


   The shining eyes did not avert their gaze, which surprised the Marquise. She was used to encountering humility, fear and hope. If this girl felt any of those she was concealing it masterfully behind a large portion of arrogance. 


   She let go of her chin. “Go to the room and wait for me there. And wash your face in the meantime.”


   Marie picked up her skirts and did as she was told. She didn’t know if this was a good or a bad sign. In the room there was a bowl and a jug of water. Françoise had even left a precious piece of soap there. 


   After Marie had washed her face she touched her hair. Her plaits had loosened since that morning, of course. She wished she had a comb and enough time to make herself presentable. But she possessed neither, because the Marquise entered the room and closed the door behind her.


   “What’s your name?” she asked, while she began to take off her gloves.


   “Marie. Marie Callière.” She hoped that her voice sounded firm and self-confident.


   “And how old are you Marie?”


   “Eighteen.”


   The Marquise nodded. “Good. Get undressed, Marie.”


   At first she thought she had heard wrong. But as the woman was looking at her expectantly she started to unbutton her dress and slipped the wooden clogs off her feet.


   “Your chemise and underskirt too,” said the Marquise beside her.


   Marie tried to conceal the trembling of her hands while she obeyed and undid the cord of her underskirt.  She stood there with her head lowered and her arms dangling uselessly on both sides of her naked body.


   The Marquise walked around her silently, but did not touch her. Marie’s mouth felt terribly dry. She could feel her face blushing red out of shame as much as hope. 


   “Let your hair down.”


   She raised her arms obediently and reached for the clips which held her plaits in place on her head. She spread her fingers and ran them through her thick hair until it fell onto her shoulders and breasts.


   The Marquise observed the girl’s movements while she leaned on the posts of the bed. She tried to suppress her arousal and folded her arms so as to resist the temptation to touch the high breasts with their erect pink nipples. Marie had a perfect body. Under her silky skin she had firm flesh, muscles toned by working in the fields and no loose fat like many of the daughters of aristocrats who were used to sitting around all day. 


   She moved with a natural grace which had not been taught. Her face, now free of dirt and dust, was like a painting by Peter Paul Rubens. A heart-shaped mouth with a full lower lip above a round chin. Her nose was small and delicate, and her eyes were large and of an almost unnaturally intense green. Her gaze was neither empty nor guileless.


   This girl was not stupid. That could be an advantage, but also a major disadvantage. “Can you read and write, Marie?” she asked.


   “No, Madame la Marquise. My parents do not have the money to pay the priest to instruct me and my sisters in this skill. My brother is learning, but we girls are not. None of the girls here can read or write,” she added hastily to emphasise the fact, and then continued talking. “But I’m very good with a needle, I help to plait my sisters’ hair and am often in the kitchen to help my mother.”


   The Marquise remained silent and suppressed a smile. If her instincts were right, this girl would never hold a needle in her hands again, and would certainly not slave in a kitchen. She decided to proceed to the conclusion. “Are you a virgin, Marie? Have you ever let a man between your legs?”


   The girl lifted her head in astonishment.  “No, of course not. What sort of girl do you think I am?” She then continued more quietly: “My father would have killed me if I had had anything to do with one of the boys in the village.”


   The Marquise had heard such claims and similar ones often enough, and often enough they had turned out to be a pack of lies. The temptation of going to Paris had moved many a country beauty to generously forget all those who had made themselves comfortable between her legs. However, her customer was fussy and would only open his purse for a virgin.


   “Lie on the bed, Marie. I’ll check whether you’re telling the truth,” she said without further ado.


   All the colour left Marie’s face. In her mind she went through every meeting with Léon, every kiss and every touch. He had promised to wait until they had married. He wanted to speak to his father when the time was ripe. What they did was just harmless petting and none of it was a reason not to be able to stand upright and proud before the altar when the time came. 


   She didn’t know what the Marquise wanted to examine, whether she could tell that Léon had stroked and touched her body. Or whether she could tell that Marie had done the same in cold and lonely winter nights. She knew about physical love; she had seen pigs and goats mating and assumed that it was not much different among humans. But she didn’t know what it was really like. And what the Marquise wanted to examine was even more of a mystery.


   She lay down on the bed uneasily. Her fingers gripped the sheet. She concentrated her gaze on the low ceiling of the room.


   “Open your legs, Marie.” The Marquise had walked over to the bed and waited until the girl slowly opened her long legs, at the top of which there was a dark-golden fleece. The sight stoked her desire again, but she pulled herself together. If the girl had spoken the truth, there would be enough opportunities for charming dalliances before she led her to her final destiny.


   She stroked over the golden triangle and let her fingers slide into the hot wet flesh, taking more time than she would have needed to. Meanwhile she kept looking at the girl’s face. Marie had closed her eyes was biting her lower lip. Every muscle in her body was tense. This reaction was a clear indication that she had lied about her virginity. But the hymen was still intact, as the Marquise was surprised to note.


   She reluctantly removed her hand and stood up. Marie closed her legs immediately and opened her eyes. 


   “You can get dressed again, Marie.” She turned away and went over to the bowl. After she had looked over her shoulder to make sure that the girl wasn’t looking, she lifted her hand to greedily smell the musky fragrance.  


   Only when she heard the girl putting on the wooden clogs did she quickly reach for the soap and dip her hands into the water.


   While she dried them she went back to Marie, who was fully dressed and starting to plait her hair.  “Wait for me in the parlour. I’d like to have a look at three other girls.”


   Marie curtsied and went to the door. Holding the door handle she asked: “Will you take me with you to Paris, Madame la Marquise?”


   Juliette de Solange looked at the young woman who was standing in front of her with her head held high. There was not the slightest bit of humility in her posture. Her gaze was unforced, as if she was speaking to an equal. And as self-confident as if she already knew the answer. 


   For a moment, the Marquise was tempted to say no. Then she remembered the countless unpaid bills on her ebony table in Paris, the Comte de Saint-Croix, and the wonderful fragrance she could still smell in her mind.


   “Yes, Marie, I will take you with me to Paris.”




   CHAPTER  2


     


   “That’s out of the question,” said Martin Callière with an air of finality, and Marie couldn’t believe her own ears. Her father had almost whipped the old horse to death to get her to the Marquise de Solange in time. And now that she really had the opportunity to go to Paris he was suddenly against it.


   “I need every hand in the fields, particularly in autumn. Marie is indispensable, in the house too. And apart from that,” he said, demonstratively reaching for the hand of his daughter and squeezing it, “she’s the apple of my eye. I can’t face sending her so far away. It’d break my heart.”


   The Marquise’s eyes narrowed to small slits. “And which amount would mend your heart again?" she enquired mockingly.


   “A father’s love is beyond lowly haggling.” 


   “How much?” the Marquise asked, unimpressed.


   “A thousand livres.”


   The Marquise’s laugh cut through the silence in Luc Serrant’s parlour. She pushed back the chair and stood up. “Keep the apple of your eye.”


   “Papa!” cried Marie in horror. It was unbelievable. Finally her prayers had been heard. And her stubborn greedy father was ruining everything. She watched the Marquise as she walked to the door and prayed with all her heart that she would change her mind. 


   “Five hundred livres,” shouted her father, but the Marquise didn’t even pause.


   Her hand was already reaching for the door handle, when he pounded his fist on the table. “Two hundred.”


   The Marquise turned around slowly. “A hundred and fifty.”


   Her father blew his cheeks out and breathed out noisily. “Alright. But I want the money immediately.”


   The Marquise stepped up the table and pulled a purse from the depths of her skirt. “And I get the apple of your eye. Tomorrow morning. Undamaged.” At the last word she gave Marie a warning glance. “Bring her here tomorrow at eleven."


   “Tomorrow at eleven, Madame la Marquise.” Martin Callière jumped up eagerly and bowed before gathering up the coins lying on the table.


   Marie, who was watching her father, didn’t know whether to find his behaviour repulsive or whether she should simply thank fate that everything had worked out after all.


   The Marquise sat down again. She had rented the small room where she had examined the girls to stay overnight. She shuddered at the thought of the uncomfortable bed, but it was only for one night. Tomorrow she would begin the return journey to Paris. If not with three girls, then at least with one. 


    


   Marie had hardly opened the door of her parent’s home when she was surrounded by her sisters. “Well? Are you going to Paris then, Marie?”


   “Are you going? Really?” The girls chattered excitedly.


   “Of course she’s going,” said Elaine, who had remained standing to one side and watched the scene with her arms folded in front of her. “Look at her shining eyes.”


   Marie was the only one who heard the bitterness in her oldest sister’s voice. A part of her face had been disfigured by a lumpy, dark-red scar since she scalded it with boiling water as a small child.  Now, at the age of twenty-one she could not go to Paris, nor would she ever be able to find a reasonable husband. She would spend the rest of her days as an unthanked worker in her parent’s house and look after them until they died. Or she did. 


   “You’re right, Elaine. I’ll go to Paris,” Marie replied calmly and looked her sister in the eye. She remembered the pain she had felt when Antoine had turned her kind gesture against her like a dagger.  An inexplicable urge to pass on this pain made her say: “Don’t you want to wish me well, sister?”


   Elaine pressed her lips together and ran from the room. The other girls didn’t take any notice of her. “Really? When are you going? Are they going to pick you up? In a coach? Will you get new clothes? And shoes? Proper shoes?”


   Marie turned her attention to Simone and Véronique. “I have to go to Serrant’s house tomorrow. The Marquise will take me with her in her coach. She didn’t say anything about clothes, or about shoes.”


   The two girls seemed disappointed, and then Simone said: “It doesn’t matter – you’re going to Paris. That’s all that counts.” 


   “Right,” added Véronique. “My little sister is going to Paris. Maybe you’ll become the maid of an important lady. Maybe you’ll even see Versailles.”


   “Come to the table now.” Their mother was standing in the doorway. “Otherwise Antoine and Etienne will eat everything up.”


   They sat down at the large kitchen table and filled their plates with the contents of the casserole. Their father cut thick slices from a loaf of bread and passed them on. To mark the occasion he had opened a bottle of wine which was now being passed around.


   Everyone was jolly. Only Marie, Elaine and their mother remained silent. Elaine poked around on her plate and hardly ate two spoonfuls. As soon as the meal was finished, she mumbled that she wanted to see if the hens were alright, and disappeared.


   Marie helped clear the table along with the other two girls, and fetched water from the well to refill the large pot over the fireplace. Her mother  stood next to her and put her arm around her shoulder. “I wish you weren’t going.”


   "But maman, what are you saying?” Marie turned around and saw that her mother’s eyes were awash with tears.


   “Paris is so far away. I’m sure everything’s different there. Including the people…”


   “People are the same everywhere, maman,” countered Marie unconcerned. “And you’ll have one less mouth to feed.”


   “I’m worried about you. You’re my youngest daughter; the last child I gave birth to in my life. I wanted to have you around when I’m old.”


   “But Elaine’s here.”


   “Elaine’s not like you. She does everything grudgingly. She finds it hard to come to terms with her fate; she hates herself and everyone around her."


   Marie tried to feel compassion with her mother, but she did not succeed. She wanted to go to Paris and she didn’t care whether she hurt her or not. Claire Callière could not understand her desire to leave. She herself had never left Trou-sur-Laynne. She had been born there, had married the son from the neighbouring farm and borne children herself.


    This was a life Marie did not wish to and could not lead. Not when she had this incredible opportunity. And no-one would take away her chance to do everything better.


   “Maman,” she repeated softly. “I want to go to Paris. Papa has already arranged everything with the Marquise I’ll leave with her tomorrow morning.”


   “I’m worried about you.” Her mother’s voice was trembling.


   “You don’t need to be afraid. I’ll be fine. I’ll make sure I make good use of this chance. Once I’ve found a really well-paid job I’ll send for Simone and Véronique. Maybe I can send you money too. You’ll see, everything will be alright.”


   She hugged her mother tightly, but when she let go of her, the worried expression on her mother’s face had not changed. Nevertheless, she smiled in spite of her tears. “Oh Marie, I do wish it will be alright.”


   “Don’t worry maman, I’ll be fine. Believe me,” repeated Marie and tried to contain her impatience. Why didn’t her mother understand what an opportunity this was for her? Why was she complaining instead of being happy for her?


   “I’ll give Elaine a hand,” she murmured hastily and turned away so that she no longer had to look at her mother’s tearful face.


   Outside she leant against the wall of the house and breathed in deeply with closed eyes. The sun was already low in the sky, but the wood radiated the heat of the day. The sound of crickets came from the trees, and two dogs were barking in the distance. Marie opened her eyes. All of a sudden she became aware of the fact that she was standing here for the last time.


   Simone came out of the door. After she had been silent for a while, she finally said: “I wish you luck, Marie. Make the best of it.”


   “Why didn’t she take you?  You were in the little room with her too, weren’t you?”


   Simone shrugged her shoulders and walked around the house. Marie followed her and took her by the arm. “Why? I’d been looking forward to going to Paris with you.”


   Simone twisted out of her sister’s grasp. “I didn’t have what the Marquise wanted.”


   Marie looked at her in disbelief. “You’re not even twenty, as pretty as a picture and fortunately not as big as me.”


   “Don’t be so obtuse. For God’s sake, Marie, what did the Marquise check you for?” Simone replied impatiently.


   “You mean you’ve …,” she stopped short.


   “Yes, I rolled in the hay with Clement. And I beg you not to tell anyone anything about it. You’re going away, but I have to stay here, and if he doesn’t marry me …,” She stamped her foot down angrily. “How stupid I was. I daren’t even think about what I’ve ruined for myself.”


   Marie remained silent, because she had to digest this piece of news. She would never have thought of that. Simone was always serious and withdrawn. Nobody would have dreamed she would have started a relationship with someone from the village. 


   They were walking away from the house and along the path leading to the barn. “Don’t make the same mistake as me when you’re in Paris. Think about who you open your legs for, or you’ll be back here sooner that you’d wish.” Simone raised her hand and pointed towards the barn door, against which a man was leaning.


   “Oh God, it’s Léon,” gasped Marie. “What’s he doing here?”


   “Saying goodbye?” suggested Simone and turned to go. “Don’t forget my advice, little sister.”


   “Don’t leave me alone, I don’t want to be alone with him,” Marie whispered in panic.


   “You’ll have to deal with that alone – you’ve been leading him along for long enough ...”


   “I’ve been what?”


   “You know what I mean.” With those words she strolled back to the house while Marie slowly approached the barn.


   Léon opened the door without a word and she walked past him with an uneasy feeling in her stomach. The barn offered protection from curious eyes, but this kind of intimacy didn’t suit her now at all. She therefore decided to take the bull by the horns before it could corner her.


   "Léon, what a surprise!” she said in a deliberately cheerful way and gave him a radiant smile. “I have some news I was dying to tell you.”


   “I know your news, given that the Marquise is staying in my parents’ house.” His voice sounded cool.


   “Then you already know that I’m going to Paris?” she enquired breathlessly.


   He nodded. “And I don’t like it. We’d agreed that I’d speak with my parents as soon as the harvest was in.”


   Marie’s thoughts seemed to be going around in circles. Léon doubtlessly had a pretty face, and in addition he was the only son of the richest farmer in the village. He had been a goal worth aiming for; the only one within her reach when she had decided to make the best out of her life. But that was before the opportunity to go to Paris appeared. Now the worthwhile goal had become an obstacle in her way.


   “But Léon, those were just dreams,” she said, trying to get out of a corner.  “Your parents would never have agreed to a wedding with me. My dowry is a joke, and anyway, my sisters are supposed to marry before me. We were just dreaming, that’s all.”


   We weren’t just dreaming, Marie. We kissed and caressed each other, we hugged each other, we…”


   “That’s enough Léon, it’s over.” Memories of this kind were the last thing she needed now.


   “For you maybe, but for me it’s not over. It will never be over for me, Marie.” He came towards her quickly and took her in his arms.


   Before she could turn away he was pressing his mouth against her lips and weaving his familiar spell. His tongue slid along hers, circling and teasing her until Marie moaned quietly. Her arms went around his neck as if of their own accord, and she returned the kiss with the same passion which was burning in him.


   Breathing heavily, he lifted his head. “When you kiss me like that it’s not over for you either, Marie.”


   Marie tried to think clearly, but every nerve in her body burned with a desire for his touch. Nevertheless, she must not give in. The words of the Marquise echoed in her mind like those of her sister. 


   She couldn’t miss this opportunity just because of a tiny moment of carelessness. And going by the expression on the face of the Marquise, she might check again next morning to see whether the virginity of the girl she had chosen was still intact.


   Marie tried to escape from his embrace, but he wouldn’t let her go. “Léon, I can’t, please understand me.”


   The passion on his face turned into rage. “You think I should understand you? You’ve kept me waiting for so long now. You think you’re something better, but you’re only the daughter of a hungry peasant, don’t forget that."


   Marie’s eyes narrowed. She dug her fingernails so deep into his upper arms that he finally let go. “The daughter of a hungry peasant was obviously good enough to pass the time with.”


   He laughed cynically. “To waste my time, you mean.”


   “Léon, this conversation is not getting us anywhere. “Goodbye, I wish you the best of luck.” She wanted to get past him, but he stood in her way.


   “Oh no, my dear Marie, you’re not getting away from me that easily.” His voice sounded threatening, and Marie suppressed her rising panic. He wasn’t much bigger than her, but he had a solid muscular body whose strength she would not be able to resist.


   “Don’t touch me or my father and brother will be after you,” she hissed and straightened her shoulders to convince him of her determination.


   “The kitten is showing its claws.” He laughed mockingly. “I bet your father and your brother wouldn’t do anything, no matter what I do with you."


   She gave him a puzzled look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


   “That means that your father has borrowed so much money from my father that your children’s children will have to pay it back. None of your clan will dare to lift their hand against me.” He paused. “And now get undressed. I’ve had enough of your games.”


   Marie felt as if someone had poured a bucket of cold water over her. She looked at Léon through unseeing eyes, incredulous and mortified. Her dream of a better life was melting like snow in the sunshine.


   “You never intended to marry me,” she said bluntly.


   “Do you think you’re the only one who plays games?” he retorted. “I don’t like repeating myself − take your clothes off now or I’ll tear them off you."


   With trembling fingers, Marie tried to open the laces of her dress. She prayed to every saint she could think of to save her. 


   When her clothes were lying on the floor, Léon stepped closer and moved his hand upwards, starting from her hips. “You’re even more beautiful than I imagined.” He cupped her breasts in his hands and rubbed her nipples until they became erect. Then he lowered his head. His hot wet mouth closed around her right breast, while his fingers stroked her left one.


   Marie bit her lower lip. She felt her knees going weak and struggled not to concede.


   His free hand slid over her belly and disappeared between her legs. 


   “Please,” Marie whispered, “please Léon ...”


   “Please what?” he asked hoarsely.


   “Please let me go.” Tears were running down her cheeks.


   He lifted his head to look into her eyes. His hand was stroking the entrance to her opening, the place which would make her shudder in a whirring climax within a few moments.


   She withstood his glance while his fingers determinedly continued their work. With a shout she felt her legs giving way and him holding her while she fell against him. She closed her eyes so as not to see his face when he pushed himself on top of her and between her legs.


   But it did not happen. He held her in is arms and waited until she calmed down. Marie opened her eyes cautiously.


   Léon’s face was glowing, his pupils were dilated and he was panting. His fingers dug into her flesh, and his erection pressed hard against her hips through his trousers. 


   Marie swallowed. Never before had she seen such undisguised desire in a man’s face. She had no doubt that the moment of truth had arrived. The playful tenderness of their previous meetings had only been harmless games aimed at this one moment. 


   She held her breath while she waited for the inevitable to happen which would have destroyed her plans for the rest of her life once and for all. 


   Léon blinked, as if he had to find his way in a new situation. Then his hands moved to her shoulders, and he pushed her away roughly.


   “Be gone,” he gasped. “Go now before I change my mind.”


   Marie stumbled backwards and had difficulty keeping her balance. She couldn’t believe her ears, but she was certainly not going to ask for confirmation. She hastily reached for her dress, pulled it over her naked body and grabbed her other things as quickly as she could.  She kept an eye on Léon, but he turned away and leaned against a post with his back to her. 


   She stopped at the barn door. “Thank you, Léon. Thank you,” she mumbled awkwardly and fled outside.


   She closed the buttons of her dress and straightened her hair as well as she could. She still didn’t dare to hope that fate had been so kind to her. But no matter how often she looked behind her, nobody was following. She slowed down and tried to calm herself. 


   At a safe distance she slipped on her underskirt and folded her chemise up so small that it fitted into the pocket of her dress. To her relief, her siblings had already gone to bed. Only her mother was sitting at the kitchen table mending clothes. Her few remaining blonde hairs shone among the grey strands in the dim light of the candle. 


   The familiarity of this picture tugged at Marie’s heart. Her mother had sat at that table doing whatever was necessary since she could remember. Without thinking, Marie ran to her and put her arms around her neck. “I’ll miss you maman.”


   “I’ll miss you too Marie.” Her voice sounded loving. “I had no right to lessen your joy with my worries. I’m sure you’ll be happy."


   Marie nodded dumbly. Now it was her eyes which were full of tears, and there was a lump in her throat making it difficult for her to speak. So she simply pressed her mother’s delicate frame against her and stroked her thin back.


   “And if you aren’t you can come back to me at any time, my daughter.” She stroked Marie’s cheek gently and kissed her lightly. “Don’t forget that. Whatever happens, I’ll always be here for you.”




   CHAPTER  3


     


   Marie pressed her nose hard up against the window of the coach. After days spent in the narrow swaying vehicle, the destination of the journey was finally approaching. The gaps between the buildings along the country road were becoming increasingly shorter, and eventually they were driving along dense lines of houses before they reached the gateway to the city. 


   Her first impression of the city, which she had always imagined to be a shining star, was disappointing. There was nothing glittering about the grey facades, and the little shops they passed looked no different to those she had once seen in Le Puy.


   An evil-smelling smog hung over the city. The wheels of the coaches and carts  clogging the streets sank into the muddy ground. The coach struggled to get up a hill and eventually stopped in front of a house in Rue de Mouffetard, where there was one impressive building after the next. 


   Some distance away, Marie could see the outline of a palace. That must be the Palais de Luxembourg, one of the royal palaces  the Marquise had spoken about. A liveried servant hurried out, opened the door of the coach and unfolded the steps.


   The Marquise got out and went into the house without a word.  Marie took the servant’s hand and leaned on it while she put her foot onto the narrow steps. At their first overnight stop, the Marquise had given her one of her dresses, underwear and a cape made of a thin woollen material. Her old dress had been burnt, and the things which her mother had lovingly packed in a bundle were left behind at the inn.


   Marie followed the Marquise into the house and looked around. Here at last she found the surroundings she had always dreamed of. High rooms, thick carpets and valuable furniture.  She reverently stroked her finger along the gilded frame of an oval mirror.


   “Mademoiselle Callière, I’m Florence – the Marquise gave me instructions to accompany you to your room. If you would follow me please." Florence wore a smart lace bonnet on her light brown hair. She might have been in her mid-twenties. Her dark eyes quickly formed a picture of Marie, but her face betrayed nothing of her thoughts.
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