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Lissa wasn't quite sure whether she wanted to mé#rey attractive
Frenchman, Paul de Gue. So she gladly acceptedvhiiation to visit the
family chateau and meet his relatives.

Unfortunately this also involved meeting the auwst€omte Raoul de Gue.
He made it clear the he did not want Lissa marryig the family!



CHAPTER ONE
'ARE you going to marry him?' said Jenny, straighti®point as usual.

'l don't know,' Lissa Fairfax lifted the broochrimats satin bed in the worn
velvet box, with a troubled frown. The late aftesnosun was pouring in
through the big window of the living room of theimall flat and catching
the gleaming stones, as she turned the broochr inamel, and the sparkling
facets gleamed like living fire.

She sighed a little. 'One thing is certain. Thil laave to go back.'

'l don't see why,' argued Jenny. 'Paul has givanasses of presents.
You've never thought twice about accepting anyeft before.’

'‘But this is different.’ Lissa examined the broduér, frown deepening. 'This
is valuable—I'm sure it is. Look at the colour bétgold, and the way the
clasp is made. It looks very old.’

'Perhaps he's showering you with the family heirieg said Jenny. 'Still, it
makes a nice change from flowers and perfume, &odet gorgeous
chocolates that we didn't dare eat because ofdikeatthing we were on.
Oh—and that super lighter. I'd forgotten that."'

'l hadn't." Lissa put the brooch back in the cad®at was too expensive as
well. It's all too much, too soon, Jen. After dNe only known him six
weeks.'

'Some people would say that was long enough.’

'Well, | wouldn't.' Lissa's tone was definite. 'amt to know someone far
better than that before spending the rest of neywiith them. | don't like
being rushed into things.'

Jenny sighed elaborately. 'The most attractive dfnexan I've ever seen,
young and wealthy—yes, he is, Lissa—no one cowe his sort of clothes
or car unless they were loaded, and he wants toyrgau. And instead of
falling into his arms, you say...'



"'l think it over,' Lissa smiled at her flatmaaéfectionately. They had been
together ever since she had come to London, shdrisgipstairs flatlet of
sitting room, tiny bedroom with enough space forotlweds and a
Victorian-style wardrobe, with a kitchenette anuytbathroom. 'l mean to
think it over very seriously. After all, you knewoBer for ages before you
even thought of settling down. | can't just grablRend let everything go by
the board. After all, what do | really know aboutnh—about his family or
his background?' 'Hasn't he ever mentioned anyocHe® spoken of his
mother a few times—and he's made odd referencasbtother. | got the
impression there might be a spot of friction thefe didn't say so, of
course.’

"Your womanly intuition told you so.' Jenny turnkdck to the neglected
ironing board and began to pay minute attentiotivéocuffs of a white silk
blouse. 'Honestly, love, he's the catch of the ,yaad he's just waiting to
drop into your hands. And you get on so well togetiou can't deny that."'

'Oh, vyes, he's wonderful to go out with—charmingitergive,
amusing—everything anyone could wish, but--' Lisaased.

Jenny raised her eyes to the ceiling. 'The girlte/gam on it. Okay, but
what?'

'‘But | can't see him married and settling down towdine just yet. Take that
job of his at the Embassy. He doesn't care abautal.'

'Well, if he's as wealthy as he seems to be, tha@'real need for him to
worry.'

'No, but if you have a job, you should do it, nodtjplay at it." Lissa stared
down at the brooch. 'And now this. | wish | knewesd he'd got it from.’

"You surely don't think he nicked it?' Jenny wasiffied.

Lissa laughed. 'Of course not. But it's so uncharastic of Paul. He's such a
present-day person, and this has definitely anfalays gone by.’



'Show it to Maggie,' Jenny suggested. 'After allatls the good of being a
secretary to a historical novelist if you can'tkgner brains occasionally?'

'She might know, | suppose,’ Lissa said slowlgtill think the best thing is
to give it back to Paul when | see him tonight.'

'Do you think tonight he'll want a definite answel@nny asked.

'l doubt it,’ said Lissa. 'We're going to a padye of those formal things at
the Embassy, | think. Still, it will give me a clwato wear my new chiffon.’

"It would also give you a chance to wear the brga®nny said, grinning.

Lissa shook her head decisively. 'No. I'm just gdim give it back to him
and explain that | can't accept expensive prediwghis when I've only
known him such a short time.'

'Even though he wants to marry you?' Jenny asked.

'Particularly because of that. You know what thay about marrying in
haste,' said Lissa. 'After all, think how many yeypsu've known Roger, and
you went out with him for at least a year beforedwen suggested an
engagement.’

Jenny laughed. 'But Roger, bless him, isn't a gtao®young Frenchman
who wanted to sweep me off my feet.'

'l don't think | want to be swept either," Lissads@flectively, 'and if | do,
I'm not sure this is the way | would want it dofiée fact is | don't know
what | do want. I've never felt so unsure.’

''d say it was spring fever, only spring's ovewneally,' said Jenny. She
picked up the brooch again, and examined it migutesuppose the stones
must be zircons. They're certainly big ones.’

‘They couldn't be diamonds could they?' Lissa ghdperrified. '| wonder if
the French have some strange habit of giving bre®cinstead of
engagement rings.'



They both bent, placing the brooch against théegirtg three-diamond ring
on Jenny's engagement finger, and studying theclosely.

Jenny shook her head. ‘It must be zircons. | mibane just aren't diamonds
that big any more, and the cutting looks diffeteat But it's an antique, and
no mistake.'

'l don't doubt it,’ Lissa said a little despondeniThe problem now is how to
return it gracefully.'

"Your main problem at the moment is getting reaatythe big night out,’
said Jenny. 'l don't know what time Paul is callifay you, but the
immersion heater's been on for ages.'

'Heavens!' Lissa glanced at her watch. 'l had ea itlwas so late. | must
fly!'

Some ten minutes later, her fair hair pinned intdopknot, Lissa lay
luxuriating in hot scented water. She ignored #w that time was pressing
and closing her eyes against the steam, let theesasf the day, including
this latest one, slowly submerge. Margaret Desmbademployer, was one
of the most charming people alive and by no measiawedriver, but when
the idea for a new book was paramount with her démanded total
concentration, and Lissa had to acknowledge timaedPaul’'s proposal two
nights earlier, she had been unable to keep hed mholly on the job in
hand.

Although, as she reminded herself with slightlyful@amusement, the new
book had been the means of her meeting Paul ifirfi@lace.

Maggie was currently engaged on researching baakgréor a novel about
the French Revolution and Lissa had been sentetd-tench Embassy to
collect a promised list of reference books and i@ipgies of the period from
an eminent French historian, with whom Maggie haderb in
correspondence, and who was staying in London fewadays.

Her note of introduction had been handed in thst firstance to Paul, whose
job it had been to conduct her through a bewildgaimay of corridors to the



suite being occupied by the historian. By somenggacoincidence, and
somewhat to Lissa's relief, he was still waitingewlshe emerged, and not
only conducted her back to the foyer, but insisteddriving her back to
Maggie's flat in his low-slung and very expensiperss car.

Maggie had received him amiably, offered him heecs sherry, and
allowed him to stay for lunch, presiding over theatwith the benign air of
an inveterate matchmaker. That was one of the drek#bof working for
your own godmother, Lissa reflected. Maggie wasdpiovery often to take
rather a personal interest in one's off-duty momdmit Lissa knew that it
was precisely this fact that gave her parents, fagsdof miles away in
Devon, such a sense of reassurance.

Maggie was quick to see romance even in the motely situations,
which perhaps explained the extreme popularity esf books, and it was
obvious that Paul had her approval as a suitocifsa.

'l daren't tell her that he's proposed to me.'d.tb®ught, 'or she'll write off
to Mother and Dad and the wedding will be plannefibie | know it.’

Madame de Gue. She said the name slowly, tryimgl&te it to herself, and
giggled. It sounded alien and unreal.

And if she did marry Paul, where would they livaFrance? Lissa's French
was fairly fluent, especially with some recent duag from Paul, but it was
still on a pretty schoolgirl level, as she was firgt to admit. Paul himself
spoke almost perfect English, but he would havatikeds, no doubt, who
might not be bilingual.

She got out of the bath and began to dry hergelfréally loved him," she

thought, 'l wonder if | would be having all thesau@ts. I'd know that loving

him was enough, and would get us across all thegbsi as we came to
them.'

Physically he stirred her as no other man she hiadreet had done, but she
was uncertain whether this was due to genuinenigebr was merely the

reaction of a fairly inexperienced girl to what shespected was a very
experienced young man. Lissa grimaced. Again| gesdmed like a game to



Paul, she thought, and she wondered if she had giveéo his desires,
whether he would still want to marry her now.

It was not a particularly pleasant thought, andpleshed it away resolutely.
Give Paul his due, he had always insisted thainséinctive recoil from his
passion delighted him.

The permissive society, he had made it clear, wainpyable, did not
extend to the woman he wanted to make his wifeh@gh Lissa had no
desire to become part of the permissive society, tifpically masculine
attitude had annoyed her.

‘That's a mediaeval way of looking at it," she hemtested to him once.

He laughed. 'But it is trughirie, and all men feel it in their hearts, even if it
is no longer fashionable to say so aloud. The ¢y marry must be for
them alone. And | assure you that my attitude isitp@ly enlightened
compared with—let us say—my brother.’

Lissa stared at him. 'So, if | had slept with aeotiman, you wouldn't want
me?'

1 did not say that, my beautiful Lissa, but | wdulnaturally
feel—differently.’

Lissa had always felt a spirit of rebellion risg¢him her at this attitude. She
was no women's libber.

'But he must learn that he doesn't own me,' sliehiself.

She fastened the belt of her housecoat and padtedhie bedroom. Her
skin was naturally pale, but flawless, and sheiedpbnly light make-up,
using eyeshadow to flatter the slightly tip-tiltgtey-green eyes that were
her loveliest feature. She brushed her long, alsibstr-blonde hair until it
shone, before winding it deftly into a smooth elggaoil at the back of her
head, with just two curling tendrils allowed to ase and frame her face.
The chiffon dress, a floating cloud of misty blugsgens and violet hung
from the wardrobe door. It was a dress she paatyuliked and Jenny



called it her 'sea nymph' look. Some nymph, Lissaight, slipping her feet
into high-heeled silver shoes. She hoped thatWauld approve. It was the
first time she had ever worn it for him, but shel lgat the impression that
the party tonight was an important one and shedessrmined to look her
best. She was used by now to the photographerghdihflash- lamps Who

attended these affairs, and had frequently beesuibject of their attentions,
although she had never seen any pictures of heastlfally featured

anywhere. She guessed they would mainly be of @ateto French

magazines.

When she was ready, she sprayed on some of harrfeevecent, and stood
back and looked at herself in the long mirror 8ta and Jenny had found in
an old junk shop, and cleaned and polished up.

Her skin gleamed against the deep V of the necldine the full skirts
floated out like cobweb as she turned.

Jenny appeared in the doorway, holding the box thighbrooch.

'‘Gorgeous,’ she said appreciatively. 'And this binowould just be the
finishing touch, you know." She held it againstdedft ‘Look what it does for
this old black jumper. And just think what it woudd for the chiffon! Try it
on at least, there's no harm in that.'

'l suppose not.' Lissa took the brooch and pinhather neckline. Gleaming
there, it seemed to reflect back every sensuowsicat the gown, and she
stared at it longingly.

'Oh, Lissa, you must wear it. It looks wonderfadéhny pleaded.

Lissa nodded ruefully, but as her hands went umfasten it, the door bell
rang.

‘That'll be Paul.' Lissa swirled across the tingiroem and across the living
room to the door and flung it open. She droppeal nimock curtsy'Bonsoir,
monsieur.'

'Bonsoir, mademoiselle'



The right answer. The wrong voice. Lissa lookedarpthe first time and

found herself confronting a complete stranger. Hes wall and very dark.

His hair was black and his thin face was tannede &kpression in his
low-lidded eyes as he stood looking down at Lissa'wnreadable, but a
faint smile played without warmth about his firm atlo.

There was something vaguely objectionable in thg mewas looking her
over, and Lissa lifted her chin and stared back.

"You must forgive memonsieur As must have been obvious, | was
expecting someone else.'

‘That is why | am here.' He took an envelope frasnpocket and handed it
to her. It bore her name and she tore it open avfdeling of anxiety. Inside
was a typewritten note from Paul.

'Lissa, cherie forgive me, but | cannot make it to the party igin
Something totally unexpected has cropped up, ard bbliged to change
my plans. | will see you tomorrow instead and magdor it, | swear. Your
loving Paul.'

'l am sorry to be the bearer of bad news.' Thengtes voice did not sound
particularly regretful. 'Paul was unable to comegelf to explain, and of
course you have no telephone, so | was happy tgeobim.’

‘Thank you,monsieur In spite of her bitter disappointment Lissa diat
forget her manners. 'Won't you come in for a moraéaim Lissa Fairfax as
you have already guessed, and this is my flatmeataydCaldwell.’

He stepped into the living room, and stood lookahthe small room with its
clutter of easy chairs, and the small sofa befloeegas fire. His expression
gave nothing away, but Lissa could guess that reeneaimpressed.

"You have not told us your nantmapnsieuy she reminded him a little tartly,
and he turned, giving her another of those swedpioks from head to foot
that she was beginning to find so disconcerting.



'l am Raoul Denis, at your serviceademoiselleHis dark eyes considered
her again. 'Now that | have seen you | can undaistany Paul should be so
desoleat having to sacrifice his evening with you.'

He paused. 'l have a proposition for ymademoisellel too have suffered
the same fate this evening. My partner has beedesiy overtaken by
illness, and | have a cocktail party to attendhwiite theatre afterwards. As
we have both been left in the lurch, shall we @atteantage of the situation
and spend the evening together?'

Lissa stared at him. 'But | don't know you,' shel@med. 'Paul has never
mentioned a Raoul Denis to me. Are you close fisehd

He shrugged. 'Let us say we have been acquaintdoces very long
time—and he did trust me to come here and delhisrriote. And it would
be a tragedy to waste that gown and all that ragiat home, when all the
world is waiting. And you need have no fears. Realild not be jealous of
me.'

'For your information,monsieuy Paul has no real right to be jealous of
anyone,’ Lissa said a little coldly.

She looked at Raoul Denis in some perplexity. Iswae. She was all
dressed up, with nowhere to go, and his alternatuggestion was
appealing.

At last she spoke. 'Very wellhonsieur | shall be happy to be your
companion. If you will just allow me to fetch my ay.'

She walked back into the bedroom, and closed the denny was sitting on
one of the beds, staring at her.

"You have all the luck!" she exclaimed. 'If thatlieeen Roger, | would have
been condemned to an evening's television.'

'l don't know.' Lissa took her black velvet coat ofi the wardrobe, and
checked over the contents of her silver kid putde.seems polite enough,



and if he knows Paul, | suppose that must makeréspectable. But | can't
understand his invitation.'

'Why not?' Jenny was intrigued. 'He's an absoligie.'d

'Yes,' Lissa said slowly, 'l suppose he is. Butladl time he was talking to
me, though he was civil enough, | felt there wasathing there. That he
didn't really like me. That there was something-+glghtly wrong about
the whole thing.'

'l think you have too vivid an imagination,’ Jersayd decisively. 'l think it's

a most sensible solution. You're both on your owhy not take advantage
of each other's company? If you don't like him, gomn't have to talk to him

all the time. You're going to the theatre, remeriber

'Yes, | suppose you're right. I'm just being a fdaksa put ort her coat and
gasped, 'I'd forgotten—the heirloom! What am | goto do with it this
evening? Where can | hide it?" She gazed round rtioen, a little
desperately. 'There's nowhere really safe.’

'‘Well, it hardly seems worth building a strongroguast for my Indian
necklace and your copper bracelet that Aunt Rosgrsant to ward off
rheumatism,’ said Jenny. 'If you're worried aboukeave it where it is. It
looks good there. | think Monsieur Thing thinkstso. I noticed him giving
it a keen glance as he came in.’

'It seems wrong to wear it, when | meant to giveaitk tonight.'

'Well, at least you'll have the comfort of knowiexgctly where it is," argued
Jenny. 'And Paul will never know.'

'l suppose you're right,' Lissa agreed. 'And tchbeest, | like the way it
looks.' She fastened the silver clasps on her gmatot looking forward to
this evening. He seems rather a chilly mortal.’

'Unlike Monsieur Paul de Gue, for instance,’ Jesaig mischievously. 'I've
got a feeling that Paul will live to bless this eirgy. Seriously, doesn't the
Pirate King out there remind you of someone?’



T don't think so."' Lissa took a last look in thenmi. 'Who were you thinking
of?’

'l don't know. Just for a second—as you openeddib@—he looked
familiar.'

'It can only have been for a second. | don't tHarkiliarity is his strong
point. In fact I'm expecting to be turned into dapiof ice as the evening
wears on,' Lissa said drily.

On her return to the living room, she found Monsieenis standing by the
small sideboard looking at a glossy magazine. & wrae of their landlady's
few personal indulgences that she liked readingaziags that showed 'how
the other half live', as she put it, and she alwmssed these magazines on
to the girls and seemed disappointed that they wetenore interested in
the gala evenings and hunt balls that were larfgalyured.

This particular magazine had been pushed undeddbe when the girls
came home from work with a note attached: 'Wdiytl see this'. Neither
of them had even scanned through it, however, IsecRaul's parcel with
the brooch had also been delivered.

'Don't tell me," Jenny had commented, picking tregazine up from the
carpet. 'Her favourite d”b's just got herself ergkip her favourite chinless
wonder." As Lissa entered, Raoul Denis flung thgamae down and turned
towards her. She was startled to encounter a suoldee of anger in his
eyes, but before she could fully assimilate thisbegin to wonder at the
reason, it had faded, and the mask of rather enignaoofness had
returned.

Lissa smiled rather more cheerfully than she algtdelt. She wished now
that she had turned down his invitation and sgenetvening by the fire with
a book. He hardly seemed likely to turn into a bcompanion from what
she had seen of him so far.

'I'm quite readymonsieur*She turned to Jenny, who was standing behind
her." 'Bye, love, have a wonderful time at Rogdr'suppose you'll be
spending the night there.’



'Well, his mother is full of wedding talk and listgo the small hours, so |
might as well take a nightie and a toothbrush hyesaid, smiling.

Tll see you tomorrow evening, then. Don't forg€g my turn to do the
shopping.'

'Yes, but I'll willingly do it, if you're going ouith Paul,' Jenny began, but
she was interrupted by the incisive voice of Mousigenis.

‘Time is running shortmademoisellel. suggest you reserve these domestic
details for another occasion.’

Lissa kept her temper in check. After all, he wdgemd of Paul's, but she
could feel the colour burning in her cheek as skatwo the door. 'Beast I
she raged inwardly. 'Arrogant beast | How darepeak to me like that? |
wish I'd let him go to this wretched party on hignd'

If Monsieur Denis was aware of her unspoken resentine gave ho sign of
it. They did not speak as they descended the stadsvent into the street’,
where a low-slung maroon saloon car was parketidpavement.

'If I'm going to be miserable tonight at least illviee in comfort,’ Lissa
thought, unwillingly regaining her sense of humoas, Monsieur Denis
opened the passenger door and helped her into fotie @wream leather
bucket seats.

The same rather strained silence persisted inah&c the first part of the

journey. Lissa stole a look at her companion and kgductantly forced to

the conclusion that Jenny was right. 'He is a tstg thought. 'Or he would
be if he could bring himself to smile occasionabyt perhaps he was very
fond of the girl he was going with tonight, andshe'st disappointed and I'm
getting the backlash. But he didn't have to askifrtee didn't want to. He

was under no obligation at all. It can't be tharlRps he just doesn't like
blondes. I'm sure there must be something aboutpersonally that's

annoyed him. He can't be like this with everyonehe would have been
murdered years ago. Well, someone's got to saytborgeso here goes.'



Trying to keep her voice light, she said, 'l believe are going to a cocktail
party, monsieur May | know where?"

‘At Fontaine House.'
'Fontaine Fabrics?' Lissa gasped.
‘That is correctmademoiselleYou know the company?’

'I've heard of it, of coursenonsieur Who hasn't? And of course the designs
are often featured in our magazines. They're gargiebut I'm afraid the
price puts them out of my range. Working girls &whtaine Fabrics don't
go together, I'm afraid.’

It is true we supply mainly to couture houses,abeeed. 'After all, if our
fabrics were to be put on to the mass market, Waayd no longer have that
exclusive quality which is their main value. Howgwee are not indifferent
to the demands of this market, and we have ceplaims, although | would
have thought in many ways it was plentifully supglalready.'

He reached down and touched a fold of chiffon pegpiom her velvet coat.
‘This design is most charmingar exemple.*

"You surprise memonsieurl didn't think you had noticed.' Now why did |
say that? Lissa wondered miserably, and waitecteviept by another icy
blast.

"You are mistakenmademoiselleYou will find that | miss very little." His
voice was almost affable, but his expression wagias as ever.

It was almost as if he was warning her about somgttBut what? They
were complete strangers, and if there was anycpisti mercy, they would
never meet again after this evening, so what cdaddprompting his
extraordinary attitude?

And Paul? She bit back a smile. What would he malkéer sardonic
companion? Just shrug, probably, and order somamhgne.



The car drew smoothly and noiselessly to a haltthedloor was opened by
a commissionaire. Lissa was helped out and condubteugh wide glass
doors into an enormous tiled foyer, empty but fdruge white reception
desk, holding several telephones and the latestitchboard and intercom
systems. The decor was bare to the point of atstére plain white walls
relieved only by what Lissa at first took to beywgood abstract paintings,
but what she realised were actually framed priht®me of Fontaines' most
successful designs.

Monsieur Denis guided her past the lift, his hanalfy gripping her elbow.
Lissa was acutely conscious of his touch for aaeahe could not have
explained even to herself.

‘The party is being held on the mezzanine,' heagx@tl. "You do not object
to climbing a few stairs?’

'Of course not.'

At the top of the short flight, a white quilted doaced them. Monsieur
Denis held it open for her to pass through and tteaye into a gallery
crowded with people. The party seemed to be irsfuihg, and laughter and
chatter ebbed and flowed on all sides, with thenkihigy of glasses.
Deft-footed waiters carried trays of glasses andapas between the
chattering groups of people.

'May | take your coat, madam?' A smiling woman inlack dress appeared
at her elbow.

‘Thank you.' Lissa undid the clasps, and was imatelyi aware of whose
hands were slipping the coat from her shoulders. f8tnd her pulses had
quickened, and was furious with herself.

'What would you like to drink?' Monsieur Denis il
‘A dry sherry, please.' She forced herself into posure as a waiter hurried

up in answer to his nod. He ordered her sherryaamidisky for himself, then
turned back to her.



'A cigarette?' He offered her the slenderest odl gakes.

‘Thank you.' Lissa opened her bag and producetligmeer. He took it from
her and sent the little flame soaring with a pssdtiflick of his thumb.

'How clever.' Lissa smiled at him, deliberately maeming her nervousness.
'l can never get it to work for me first time.'

‘The mechanism is a little stiff, | think." He exiawed the lighter, black
brows raised. 'A pretty toyres elegantl compliment you on your taste.'

'l am afraid the credit is due elsewhemgnsieur It was a present from a
friend.'

'‘Ah,' he said, and there was a note in that moraddgl that sent hot,
indignant colour flooding her face again. At thaiment the waiter returned
with thrir drinks, and she was obliged to take heith a murmur of thanks.

More people were arriving all the time, throughcedin the centre of the

gallery which Lissa guessed led' to the lifts tiey bypassed. She was
surprised when each of the newcomers was loudlgwarsed by a master of
ceremonies, stationed at the door.

'No one announced us,’ she thought. 'We cameonghra side door. | hope
to heaven he's not a gatecrasher or somethingftridikke that, but he spoke
of Fontaines as if he belonged to it. It must beight.'

She turned to look for an ash tray and a tall mather bald, with glasses,
came hurrying towards them.

'Raoul, my dear fellow! So delighted you could makeWe don't get
together nearly often enough for my liking. Why mtdyou give us more
warning? Helen would have laid on a dinner parhe'Sjust looking for an
excuse.'

'Helas, | must return to Paris very soon." Monsieur Denas actually
smiling at last, a genuine smile that lit up hisgfaand made him look
younger and incredibly attractive. How old was h&3a wondered. Early



thirties, surely. He was slim for his height, batlboked wiry and he moved
with a kind of whiplash grace.

There was something about him, just as Jenny hdd@aly a resemblance
so fleeting that she couldn't relate it at all. B&doly some film star, she
thought. Lissa herself rarely visited the cinemat, lenny and Roger went
regularly. In fact Jenny always declared it was &@gesemblance to Steve
McQueen which had attracted her in the first plaggain, this was a
resemblance visible only to Jenny, Lissa thoughisedly.

'Mademoiselle Fairfax, may | present to you Maxnss, the managing
director of Fontaine-London.’

As Lissa and Prentiss shook hands, Monsieur Damsraied, This isn't a
full-scale visit, Max. | had one or two items gb@rsonal nature to deal with.
In the autumn | shall have time to spare, and toyeonne of Héléne's
excellent dinners.’

‘All is forgiven, then,' Prentiss said lightly. dmiled at Lissa. 'What do you
think of our latest design?'

'l haven't seen it,’ Lissa glanced around. 'Is\iiat the party is all about?'

'My dear child,’ Prentiss took her arm, 'you'verbsadly neglected. What
are you thinking of, Raoul? You keep this lovelgature exclusively to
yourself, and you don't even show her the reasothéocelebration. Shame
on you! Come, my dear.'

He led Lissa along the gallery, chatting amiablg @&alling greetings to
people as they went. A small dais had been sealiydy along the gallery,
and he paused. There you are,' he said. 'OuttaBacchante.’

Lissa breathed, 'Oh!" She was looking at a cascddmaterial like a

shimmering waterfall of green and gold, spillingllEssly on to the white
carpet of the dais. Vivid splashes of colour likenfes glinted here and
there.



She turned to Prentiss. 'lt's—fabulous. Theresther word. But surely you
don't just put out one new design a season?'

'Oh, no, we are not as exclusive as that," Presiised. 'We show the full
range privately to certain invited buyers. But ahalways selected to show
the trend we are following in any particular ramjelesigns.’

'l would love to see the whole range.’ Lissa's ayeme.
'I'm sure it could be arranged,' said Prentigkhdve a word with Raoul..
'Oh, no, please.’' Lissa flushed. 'l wouldn't drednmposing..

'‘Nothing of the sort,’ said Prentiss. 'She woulde'timposing on anyone,
would she, Raoul?'

Lissa realised he had come silently to stand bebel®. She glanced up at
him quickly and saw that he was looking amused.

'She may certainly visit the design rooms it shehws,' he said. '‘But | hope
you are not suggesting Bacchante for her, thougdy.M would kill her
colouring.'

'‘Undoubtedly,’ agreed Prentiss. 'l was thinkingenorterms of Midsummer
Night—those deep blues, with silver undertones—egjathat hair, eh,
Raoul?"'

“Merveilleux’'Raoul Denis drew deeply on his cigarette and Lisssiaware
that he was watching her intently, and felt a blasteping into her cheeks.

'Oh, please,’ she said, laughing a little nervaukly too tantalising.’

Prentiss patted her hand. 'Well, we won't tantal@eany more, but if you
do come—and | hope you will—make sure you see Mitser Night—and
Venetian Glass. Just ask for me, and I'm sure lymave no trouble getting
in.'



Lissa looked at Raoul Denis inquiringly as Prentiisaed away. 'Is security
So strict?'

'Of course.' He glanced around. 'There are seoguigyds on duty now—to
stop unofficial photographs mainly—but no one wogleess. There have
been times when our designs have been piratedakéenb chances now.’

Lissa stared at the material on the stand. 'lite dqpeautiful,’ she said slowly.
'It's like the whole spirit of spring—golden anawging and innocent.'

'‘But with a touch of savagery underneath,’ her comgn agreed a little
mockingly. 'Rather like a woman, wouldn't you sang belle?'

The brilliant dark eyes flickered over her, linggyion her shoulders and (he
slender curves revealed by the deeply cut necklinesa had an
overpowering urge to pull the edges of her dregstteer over her breasts. In
spite of herself her hand went up, and brushedhag#ie hard unfamiliar
shape of Paul's brooch. It gave her an odd senseasturance, and she
forced herself to stare back at this disconcersimgnger, who seemed so
bent on tormenting her.

'Mr Prentiss is charming,’ she commented, keepingdice steady. 'Do you
know all the people here?'

'No, why should 1?'

Lissa felt baffled. 'Well, haven't you come here neeet anyone in
particular?'

'No, it was a coincidence the design party beinghis particular evening
when | happened to be in London. | know the Lonbounse is being run
well, so | need concern myself very little.'

Lissa could not keep sarcasm out of her voice t'frhest be a great comfort
to them. What precisely do you do that makes yosuwh importance,
monsieur?'



'l do very little," he said indifferently. 'l am maging director of the French
house, but that is nothing. It was my grandfathieo was the important one.
Fontaine was his creation, which is why our faméjains the controlling
interest.’

Lissa said nothing for a long moment. Then she spigktly, 'l must
apologisemonsieur.’

'Why? You could have had no way of knowing. Apoé&sgare unnecessary.'
He glanced at his watch. 'l think we have doneduty here. It is time we
were leaving for the theatre.’

Lissa would have liked another drink, several dsiitkfact to nerve herself
for the rest of the ordeal ahead, but instead shemored, 'Yes,
submissively and allowed herself to be steeredhé¢odbor, where her coat
appeared as if by magic. She waited for a momeiiev&aoul Denis made
his farewells, then they walked together towardsdairs.

'l have arranged for us to take a taxi to the tlegaRaoul Denis said.

'‘But why aren't we going in your car?'

'l prefer not to cope with your English parking Ipiems. I've ordered it to
meet me at youappartementater tonight,’ he said. 'We will have dinner
after the theatre.'

Lissa's heart sank. She had intended to plead gablea after the theatre,
and leave him to his own devices for the rest efetening. But it looked as

if she was going to be robbed of her early nigherall.

'‘Courage, ma belle'Was she just imagining that note of malicious
amusement in his voice? The night is yet young.'

Eternal would be a better word, Lissa thought hey twalked through the
glass doors into the coolness of the early sumnmmieg.



CHAPTER TWO

To Lissa's amazement, Raoul Denis seemed to undddigal of sea-change
as the taxi drew away from Fontaines. He did nagpé her with any more
barbed remarks as they sped through the West Bddylen he mentioned
the play he had selected for them to see, she alahtkd.

‘That's wonderful I' she exclaimed. 'I've been \wanto see that for ages.’

She had tried to persuade Paul to go with her varakoccasions, but he
claimed that straight theatre bored him, and hdemed the intimate
cabarets in the night clubs to which he usuallktoer.

It was an excellent production and the play itse#s stimulating and

thought-provoking. During the interval, Lissa founerself in the bar and

realised with a start that she and Raoul Denishiesth arguing for fully ten

minutes about the effectiveness of the confrormtabetween two of the

major characters which had led to the first actatar She also realised that
during this argument she had totally forgotten houch she disliked him.

She faltered with what she was saying and lookipg found he was

laughing, and wondered uneasily if he could readh@ughts.

'Have another drink,' he said. 'Yes, we hawe. The bell hasn't gone yet. |
think that little one who plays the daughter héstare, don't you?'

Lissa, sipping her vodka and tonic, agreed.
'Do you go to the theatre much in Pangnsieur?she asked.

'Very little, | regret,’ he replied. 'Most of my ae time is spent in the
country at my house there. My mother is to somerevdn invalid, and | like
to be with her as much as | can. Tell me,' he adahectpectedly, 'does your
English reserve and conventionality insist on thisnality, or could you not
bring yourself to call me Raoul?'

Lissa nearly choked on a mouthful of her drinkwls on the tip of her
tongue to remind him that the formality of the emegnto date had been
imposed by him, but she overcame her resentment.



'I'm not as prim and conventional as all that,'sdud with a slight smile. 'I'll
call you Raoul.'

'Splendid,’ he approved. 'And | call you what? &8s

'It's Lissa—short for Melissa, actually. My motHelt very poetic when |
was born,' she said, talking nonsense to coveemméarrassment as he gave
her another of his searching looks.

'‘And have you inspired no poetry since? | cannbebe Englishmen are so
lacking in soul," he said.

Lissa, feeling herself blushing again, was thanifiaén the bell rang at that
moment signalling them back to their seats.

During the second act, she knew he was watchingniest of the time, and
she concentrated all the more fiercely on the stigeas this scrutiny and
the general oddness of his behaviour during theiegehat was making her
so nervous and on edge, she told herself.

As they moved through the crowded foyer after teefggmance, Raoul
Denis asked, 'Have you any particular preferengestaurants, or are you
prepared to leave the choice all to me?"

'Quite prepared,' Lissa smiled at him. 'l warn ybanjoyed that so much
that | shall expect nothing but the best.’

'Soit." He sent her a swift glance. 'l trust you will fittte remainder of the
evening even more enjoyable.’

Again Lissa had a sense of vague unease, but dsdted inquiringly at
him, he began once more to talk of the performaineg had seen, and they
were soon involved in a discussion which occupledtéaxi ride to the quiet
but very expensive restaurant he had chosen. Dhestavere set in alcoves
round the walls, and the entire room was lit bydtes, which lent an air of
mystery and intimacy which immediately appealetligsa.



‘Though it makes me feel as if | should whisperthé time," she said,
leaning back on the luxuriously upholstered berezt.s

'Why?' Raoul, sitting close beside her, soundedsachu

'Well, you can't really see who else is here,' eskgained. 'It's the sort of
place where people have trysts and exchange sécrets

Raoul bent towards her until his mouth brushedehaer'lf you have a secret
to confide,ma belle consider me youronfident.'

Lissa, disturbed by his proximity, moved hastilpdaher hand caught a
glass, sending it clattering across the polishdidetan to the thickly

carpeted floor. A waiter hurried to retrieve it—kilg unbroken—and

brought her another glass, while she sat, flusmetamgry at her lack of
poise.

He did that deliberately, she thought, but why? &Ahd wished with all her
heart that the evening was over.

As the meal proceeded, Lissa realised that RaounisDienowledge of food

and wines far outweighed even Paul's, whom sheus@d to regarding as
something of an expert. The meal was delicious,thadservice was swift
and unobtrusive. Lissa leaned back in her seanfgelarm and relaxed, as
coffee and brandy were served.

'A cigarette?' Raoul asked.

'No, thanks. It would spoil that wonderful foodheSturned to smile at him
and found to her surprise that he seemed to hathelraivn to a distance.
But that was idiotic. He had not moved. She cldsedeyes momentarily,
and when she opened them again he was watching her.

'l think the time has come for our departure,' &id softly, and signalled to
the waiter.

‘This is the perfect place to end an evening,'d_&sd dreamily.



'Or even to begin it," he said, helping her to asd putting her coat round
her shoulders.

As they crossed the pavement to a waiting taxsd.stumbled slightly, and
Raoul's hand was instantly under her elbow.

'Take care,' he warned, and helped her into the cab

Lissa collapsed on to the seat and again closedyss:. The cab felt stuffy
and the list of fares and regulations which facedvras oddly blurred.

'Oh, God," she thought. 'I've had too much to drirks is terrible!
‘Are you all right?' he asked as she pulled hetegkther and sat up.

'Fine," she lied, smiling carefully. As her minded back, she realised she
had unwittingly drunk far more than her usual modasmount—sherry
before dinner and a glass of wine with a meal. @lneaxd been drinks at the
party, she recalled, and the vodka at the theat@ wine in the food at the
restaurant as well as with it, not to mention that brandy.

Coffee, she thought. Black coffee and bed as sequossible.

Maggie would certainly look a little askance if tssrcretary turned up for
work the next day with an obvious hangover.

The taxi drew to a halt in front of the terracedig®where the girls had their
flat, and Lissa quailed at the thought of the tlights of stairs to her front
door. Raoul paid off the driver and glanced upstneet.

'My car does not appear to have arrived," he reetarks there perhaps a
telephone in the house?'

'Mrs Henderson doesn't have one, but there's abecalljust round the

corner.' Lissa hoped that she was not slurringuoeds. She waited for him
to say goodnight and go and look for the phone bakhe showed no signs
of leaving. Eventually, .she felt forced to askpoWd you—er—Ilike some

coffee?’



‘Merci bien.'He took the latchkey from her unresisting handfatet it into
the lock.'"En avant!'

Lissa was thankful to find herself at last alon¢hie peace and quiet of the
kitchenette. Raoul had left her to make the coffde he telephoned. She
set out pottery mugs on a tray and plugged in #regtator. Her head was
beginning to clear as she carried the coffee thia@rgl set it on the table in
front of the gas fire.

'l lit the fire. | hope you don't mind.' Raoul Denwas standing by the table.
He was holding Mrs Henderson's magazine, but aslstarted pouring the
coffee, he put it down and came to sit on the sofa.

'No, it was a good idea. It always gets chilly @pehlate at night, even ifitis
officially supposed to be early summer.' Lissa bdlperself to sugar and
passed the bowl to Raoul, who declined it withighslgesture.

'Did you arrange about your car?' she asked.

Tes, a tiresome misunderstanding. It will be heesently.’

‘That's good,' she said, without thinking.

‘Je suis desoliDo you wish the evening to end «o soon?"

'l didn't mean that,' Lissa began, leaning forwtardut her mug back on the
table. She was determined that he should not néedlagain. Certainly he
seemed very much at his ease, stretched out wothe

'More coffee?' she asked.

'l thank you, but no.' He replaced his own cupwvds delicious, however.'

'So I've been told,’ she smiled, thinking of Pawhp invariably expressed
his appreciation in extravagant terms.

It was as if that smile lit a fire in Raoul.



'‘Mon Died' His voice sounded suddenly hoarse, but whetheas anger or
some other emotion, she could not tell. Beforelsmt a chance to protest,
he had reached for her, drawing her roughly insoanms and silencing her
with his mouth.

When at last he raised his head, his eyes burned ddo hers, as she lay
bruised and breathless in his arms.

'‘Bon Diey Lissa, do you know what you are doing to me?hétered. He
bent to her again, but this time his mouth caressiederish path down her
throat and searched the soft hollows between hek aed shoulders.

Lissa's pulses were pounding violently. The roorarawand she felt every
nerve ending in her body throbbing insistently.v@8loher hands, which at
first had been braced against his chest, crepo ubasp his neck, and her
fingers twined in his hair. Murmuring endearmentshis own language
against her parted lips, he began to slide théachffom her shoulders. Her
body arched towards him instinctively, welcoming hiouch. His grip
tightened, and the soft chiffon tore beneath hislsa

Something hard and metallic tinkled to the flood aolled a little way. The
brooch—Paul's brooch.

Lissa was suddenly, sickeningly aware of what wagspkning to her.

'‘No!" She tore herself out of his arms, catchingiapse of herself in the
mirror over the fireplace, her hair falling roundrhbared shoulders, her
dress torn almost to the waist.

'Oh, you brute! You devil... how dare you!

'‘Dare?' He stared up at her. His eyes glitteredhaldoked as dangerous as
a black panther. Lissa was horribly aware of hangete isolation. The
couple in the flat below were on holiday and MrsnHierson was too far
away to hear any cries for help. And he knows Jevmyt be back tonight,
she thought help lessly. He must have plannedhialideliberately.



'l was under the impressioma bellethat we had come to an understanding.
Surely you are not trying to pretend that | am fing to avail myself of
your— services?'

'Services?' Lissa almost choked. 'You don't meamd-can't imagine that
... that | would let you..

'Until a moment ago | had every reason to think$is. eyes went over her
in insolent appraisal and she felt naked underghize. 'As far as | am
concernedma belle by accepting my invitation tonight, you placediyself
at my disposal. | regret that you do not see fikéep your part of the
bargain. | am still more than ready to keep mine.’

'Get out,' Lissa said between her teeth. 'Get owtlefore | call the police!

'How do you propose to do that?' he asked. He keaiplarshly. 'l would not

be so ill advised as to. call the police if | wgwai. The English police are
not fools, and they would know what to make of arygpwoman who allows

a man to wine and dine her for the evening and ttadis "Rape” in her
appartement. Besides, you are unharmed, except perhaps for yout
dress—and your pride.’

He picked up his light overcoat from a chair andked to the door.

'‘Bonne nuit he said, with a slight bow, and was gone.

Lissa rushed to the door and locked it, then ledre@dorehead against the
cool white-painted panels, listening to his foqtstgoing downstairs. Her
breath came in great shuddering sobs, and sherstlivlently.

Eventually, as her self-control returned, she wal&iewly to the bedroom

and threw herself across her bed. She felt numyetdher throat ached

fiercely and her eyes pricked with tears.

Bitterly she blamed herself for agreeing to gowitith him in the first place.
Yet Paul knew him and obviously trusted him.



The most shaming part was that she herself had@dlat. She had made no
effort to resist—had not even wanted to resist tiie memory of Paul had
been forced back into her mind, almost by accident.

Paul! If he knew! She shuddered and buried her ifa¢ke ivory-coloured
quilt. Would the Denis man tell him? Somehow shelded it. But he must
never find out. He would be incredibly hurt, anghtly so, that she could
behave like that with a man who was not only angfea, but whose \lhole
manner from the beginning had betrayed a strangkdficontempt for her.

The worst of it was that she was still consciousiof. It was as if the
pressure of his lips and hands was a lesson teatlearned, she could never
forget. She sat up slowly, raking the silky masgalke hair back from her
face, her eyes brooding. She looked down at hardogss with revulsion,
then jerking at the fastenings, stripped it off dhehg it to the floor. She
would throw it away and make some excuse for issghpearance. It had
been her favourite, but now the sight of it wasaarable.

It was chilly in the bedroom, and she put on hackland silver housecoat,
before wandering restlessly back into the warmtlthefliving room. She

looked round, wishing with all her might that Jenmgs not staying the
night with Roger and his parents. Normally Lissd ha objection to being

on her own, but now she desperately needed tcahfe@ndly voice, and not

have to sit alone with her thoughts.

A hot drink of milk and a couple of aspirins. Thaas the answer—and
some noise. She picked up the transistor radigtitvg the controls until she
found some quiet, rather sentimental music, andechit into the kitchen

with her while she heated her milk.

She returned to the living room and set the millwd@n the coffee table,
still littered with the cups she had used for ceff@th Raoul. Then she went
over to the sideboard for the aspirin. Her eye ezaght by a message on the
pad there in Jenny's writing. ‘Maggie popped in after you went, full of
beans, full of mystery too. Something wonderful happened, but she's
going to tell you herself tomorrow. Be good. Love.



Lissa frowned a little. This was getting to be ghtifor mysteries and she
would welcome a little plain speaking from now &e put the pad down
and picked up Mrs Henderson's magazine.

It might not be the most stimulating reading inwwld;'but that was all the
better if it helped her put the evening's eventsobher mind and helped her
get to sleep. As she sat down on the sofa withfié)l open on her lap, and
she saw a corner of one of the pages had beeredskby turned down. Not
only that, but someone, presumably Mrs Hendersad,darefully outlined
one of the pictures on the page in blue ballpoant. p

'What in the world...?' Lissa looked down unbelngly. The occasion that
was being reported was a dance at the French Eynbasse weeks ago
when she had first started going out with Paul. Amete they both were,
standing together at the foot of a staircase, qubitevious of the fact that
they were being photographed. There was a paragrhpht them too,
referring to Paul as a 'playboy diplomat' and dbswy Lissa as 'his latest
girl about town'.

As if she was something rather nasty in the Citgsa thought, her sense of
humour reasserting itself. So this was what Mrs déeson meant by her
cryptic note! How awful, she thought, hoping thatane else she knew had
seen it.

Her thoughts stopped there with a vivid memoryeafrgng anger in a man's
eyes, and the magazine being thrown down conteraphyio

That must have been what made him so angry, Lesdesed, but it certainly
did not explain why it affected him like that.

It was beyond her, she decided, as she drank sheflher milk. She could

only be thankful that she would never have to keé Denis man again as
long as she lived. And if Paul mentioned him, sloell just have to change
the subject.

But the thought brought her surprisingly little dom, either then or in the
long hours that followed before she finally drifteto an uneasy sleep.



Lissa did not feel particularly refreshed when theezing of the alarm
brought her unwillingly back to wakefulness the tnaorning. As she sat up
to switch it off, she sniffed experimentally. Themas an unmistakable
odour of coffee, and even as she threw the cotegs and investigate, the
bedroom door opened and Jenny walked in smiling tvib cups on a tray.
It was then for the first time that Lissa realighat the other bed was
crumpled.

'Soyou didn't stay at Roger's after all?' she exataim

'‘No, his mother wasn't feeling too well—some vithig, | think, so he
brought me back here late. You were dead to thédwBry the way, you
owe me thanks for doing the washing up.’

'Washing up?' Lissa stared at her, puzzled, thexemgbered, crimsoning,
last night's debris still left in the living room.

'‘And you'd left the gas fire on," Jenny said reprgly. ‘Whatever was the
matter? Surely the Pirate King didn't have that Imeftect on you?'

Lissa sipped her coffee, trying to avoid Jennyzeghut it was no use. Jenny
came and sat on the edge of the bed, and gaveldrwg,aeven stare.

'‘Come on, tell me all about it. Was it lucky or wehy that | returned last
night?'

Lissa put the cup down on the small chest of drawet separated the twin
beds, and her lips trembled.

'Oh, Jen," she mumbled, 'it was awful'" And in Hragaccato phrases she
outlined the events of the evening, leading upisaattempted seduction.

Jenny sat open-mouthed with astonishment. 'But dseavriend of Paul's!
He brought that note. What kind of a man is hedbave like that to his
friend's girl?" .



'He didn't actually say they were friends, but atdjuaintances,' Lissa said
miserably. 'Perhaps he dislikes Paul and was trgirdp something to hurt
him.'

'‘Are you going to say anything to Paul?’

'Oh, no!" Lissa gave a quick shiver. 'What couséhy? That ... creature was
right—he could have had me. He nearly did, if diiabeen for that brooch.
Oh, heavens, I've just remembered! It fell off, dwd probably lost it He
probably took it with him for "*spite. Oh, Jennyhat am | going to do?"

'Drink the rest of that coffee before it gets caddjd Jenny calmly. 'And stop
worrying about the family heirloom. | found it ohet rug. | just avoided
stepping on it, and it's safe and sound back iitties velvet box. | was right,
you see, to persuade you to wear it. Otherwisé thimat | might have found
when | walked in...' She sighed and cast a pioois &b the ceiling, and Lissa
gave an unwilling chuckle.

‘Jenny,’ she said, after a slight pause, 'how ddfeeel with Roger?”

Jenny put down her cup and gave her a straight I¥oki mean when we're
kissing, and making love and all that?"

'Yes.' Lissa drank some more coffee. 'It's an aeliekek asking you, | know,
but | can't judge what | should feel with Paulhbaght everything was
perfect—but last night..." she paused and the caamne into her cheeks. 'l
didn't know anyone could feel like that.'

'Men like Raoul Denis should either be locked upusely, or be made more
readily available to us all,’ Jenny said, grinnine took Lissa's hand. 'l
can't tell you about Roger and me, because it wdLidean anything: All |
can say is that when you meet the right man, ykodiv. There won't be any
doubts. But don't be deceived by some Continendahéd who's probably
had more women than we've had hot dinners. That'ome. Passion is a
thing apart. Don't mix the two until you're suretioé first one.’



Lissa sighed. Tm not sure of anything any more nkhau for rescuing the
brooch. | shall feel worse than ever about retuyitimow. What am | going
to say to him?'

'What you planned to say last night before thet®ikang took all the wind

out of your sails. That it's too expensive a giftthis stage in your
relationship, and that you have to get to know moch better before you
can even consider marriage.' Jenny cast her eyesaien. 'Would you like
me to come along as prompter?’

Lissa laughed. 'No, I think I'll manage the words®the action starts. Now
I'd better start getting dressed or | shall be'late

She even managed a second cup of coffee and abtmast before, dressed
in a light cream woollen dress with a matching cahie set off for the
underground. She felt more cheerful when she atrateMaggie’s flat. Her
godmother had been left a wealthy widow some ybafsre, but even so
she earned a more than adequate income from hepepular books. She
was a tall woman with naturally waving grey hamdastill very attractive
although well into her fifties. Lissa adored haut bften felt she could not
have been the easiest person in the world to littewhen her husband was
alive.

Maggie, when she was engaged on a novel, had adiagending most of

the night covering sheet upon sheet of paper irshrall neat handwriting

for Lissa to transcribe the following day. Trimarbright red jersey suit, she
swung round from her desk as Lissa entered. 'My, dbank goodness
you've come at last!

'I'm not late, am |?' Lissa asked, puzzled, andagd at her watch.

'No, of course not. Didn't Jenny give you my mes®ag

'Why, yes, she left it on the pad. What's all thestary?

'Firstly, is your passport in order?’

'Yes.' Lissa stared at her. 'What on earth ...?'



'‘Not what, ducky, but where," said Maggie triumpghariHow would you
like to spend the next month or so staying in an€nechateau that was
actually looted at the time of the Revolution, aab only saved from being
burned to the ground by a few loyal peasants?'dgdbeaip smiling. ‘And
that's not all. Many of the papers relating to tivae have been preserved
very carefully, including a diary kept by the old@te—until they marched
him off to be guillotined. And we've been invitedrhake what use we like
of all this material.'

'Oh, Maggie!" Lissa's eyes sparkled. 'It's likeeath. What could be better?
How did it happen?’

'‘Aha!' Maggie waved her finger. 'The old Comte lbst head, but his son
kept his and got away to England with most of @naify jewels intact. He
married a wealthy English heiress and when thireggrned to normal in
France he went back and restored the Chateau, ahé lson, who had
another son. .

'l suppose this family tree is leading somewhéissa said, grinning.

'Indeed it is, ducky. To one Monsieur Paul de Guem we have to thank
for this invitation. Darling boy! It was like a kdirom the blue.'

'Paul owns a chateau?' Lissa said incredulously.

'Well, his elder brother, who is the present Codaesue, actually owns it,
but of course it's Paul's home too. His mothesliteere and Paul apparently
wrote to her when he heard | was planning a boautathe time of the
Reign of Terror and suggested his great- greatdypapa's romantic
adventures could make a marvellous book—and sheedgi've had the
most charming letter from her, endorsed by the @drhself. Well, what is
it, dear? | thought you'd be delighted.’

'l am delighted—for you," Lissa said with a forcadile. It's just that... do |
have to go as well?’

'Of course. You're my secretary. | couldn't possibanage without you.
You're used to my ways and you know how that begagplewriter sticks or



unravels its ribbon all over me every time | gomedesides, | thought that
you and Paul—well, it seemed ideal.'

‘That's the trouble.' Lissa moved to the desk agab to straighten some of
the papers that littered it. 'It's too ideal. | egpyou'll think I'm mad like
Jenny does, but | haven't made up my mind yet aBaut. | don't know
whether it will work. It rather seems as if thigitation is just more pressure
on me to say yes.'

'On the other hand, seeing him on his own groumdagiainst the rest of the
family might make up your mind for you. People amere themselves in
their own homes. You might like him better with sorof the foreign
diplomat glamour knocked off him," Maggie said sigipgly.

'l thought you liked him.’

'l do. I think he's a charming boy, but his biggestible' is that he thinks so
too.'

Lissa smiled a little wanly. 'Perhaps you're riginid after all, he won't be
there all the time. He has his work to do.’

'l wouldn't count on that keeping him away. He nered to me recently
that he had some leave due. | think he intend® tguide, philosopher and
friend on this visit.' Maggie gave her a shrewdgk 'It's getting you down,
isn't it? You have a peaky look. A few weeks abredbdo you the world of
good, whether the handsome Paul is in attendaneetor

'Yes,' Lissa sighed. 'Oh, Maggie, why can't lifesbaple and spelled out in
black and white for us?"

'‘Because it would be no fun if it were—and talkatmput spelling things out,
why don't you pop the coffee on while | try andtsmme of last night's stuff
out for you?'

Maggie had spent a long and fruitful night, andshisyped steadily until
noon. She had paused for a cigarette when the ghoher elbow rang. She
picked up the receiver and gave the num@irie?'



'Oh, Paul, it's good to hear from you!

'l am afraid you won't be so pleased when | tell ydhat | have to say. |
must postpone our date for this evening—sometheg dome up. | am
ringing to see if you are free for lunch insteadheTittle Italian place
in—say, half an hour.’

‘That'll be fine.' Lissa tried to mask her disappient.

'‘Au revoir,then.'

Lissa replaced the receiver and finished typingsiheet she was engaged
on. It was the second time Paul had broken a diétteer, and she felt oddly
disconcerted.

'How funny,’ she thought wryly, 'if all the timen'wondering if | want to
marry him, he's wondering exactly the same about me

Paul was at the restaurant when she arrived.

'I've ordered dry martinis. | hope that's what yeanted," he said, helping
her off with her coat.

'Perfect,’ she assured him. A waiter arrived feirtbrder and they spent a
few minutes wrangling amicably over the respectiverits of ravioli and
lasagne.

‘Not that it really matters,' Lissa said when thaiter finally disappeared
with his order. 'All the food here tastes marvedibu

'C'est vrai This is one of the places | shall miss most wiheave.'
"You're leaving London?' Lissa stared at him.

'Within a week or so.' He laid his hand on herst Yu see how | arrange
things. | must return home, so | pull strings andliissa comes with me.’



'l wondered what lay behind this sudden passiorhigtorical research of
yours,' Lissa said drily.

'Do you blame me? Ah, | think you do a little. Bhink, cherie,| want you
to see my home—the estate— and meet my familyd Inoged it would be
as my fiancee, but | accept what you say, andwalk patiently for you.
Maman knows nothing except that Madame Desmonds&hbooks she so
greatly admires, is to stay with us and that heregary will be with her. She
is happy. Madame Desmond is happy, because shbavil the Chateau to
look over—and the papers. | am happy, so why shoatdyou be a little
happy too?'

Lissa laughed. 'Tll try and be a little happy,haligh actually | feel
shattered," she confessed. 'l had no idea you livedchateau. Has it got
turrets and dungeons ?'

‘A few," Paul said airily. 'Much of the original ikding Was destroyed at the
time of the Revolution, you understand, and whenrHge Gue returned to
France he decided he'd had enough of the styleeainicien regimeand so
had the peasants, so he rebuilt the living quarteesstyle he considered
modern.’

'A man of diplomacy," Lissa smiled. '‘Are you liken? Is this why you
entered the Diplomatic Service?'

'‘Non!" Paul shrugged. 'One has to do something, andthiyfbusiness did
not interest me.'

He broke off as the waiter arrived with the meahaf they were served and
the wine was poured, he went on, 'Anyway, thatlis\er now. It has been
decided that | am to return to St Denis and leaw to manage the estate.
Jacques Tarrand is growing old, and his only sos lked in Algeria
during his military service.'

'Will you like managing the estate?' Lissa sippedwaine.



"It will be better than being an office boy at tBmbassy,' he said, and Lissa
felt a touch of compunction at the way she hadcgséd him to Jenny for his
attitude to his work.

'Perhaps this will steady him and give him a seigmirpose,’ she thought.
'He really is very sweet, but so young for his age.

As they ate, Paul told her a little about the Caaténigh on a wooded hill
outside the village, which was situated on the basfka small river.

Lissa wanted to ask about his family, but decidetdte press the point when
he did not volunteer any information. After all,esthought, she would be
meeting them soon, and would be able to draw herawmclusions.

It was the thought of his family that brought themory of the brooch to
mind, and she hunted in her handbag for the flaetease.

'Paul, please don't be angry, but | can't acceptftom you. It's a lovely
present, but it's too valuable to give me as thatgad at present. If ever we
come to—an agreement I'd be proud to wear it, drutie time being | think
it would be best if you kept it.'

Paul's fingers closed over hers as she handedkigase. 'My lovely Lissa,’'
he said. "You are the only girl | can think of wivould have done that. You
are very strong-mindedherie Many women would have kept the brooch, |
think.'

Lissa's eyes were stormy. 'l am not many womea,rstorted. 'Are you in
the habit of handing out expensive gifts like ttatevery girl you come
across?'

'‘Mais non,'Paul smiled placatingly at her. 'That was a veecgl gift, only
for you, my Lissa. The brooch is very old. It is@mg the jewels that Comte
Henri took with him when he fled tleans-culottesand it is always given as
a betrothal gift to the bride of the second sonhat is it,cherie are you ill?'

'No," Lissa gulped down some wine, and the colagaln to return to her
cheeks. 'Paul, that was unforgivable of you. Yoousth have told me what



the brooch was—its significance. You must have kmbwould never have
taken it at all if | had the remotest idea...'

'Precisementand that's why | didn't tell you. I'm sorigherie' Paul looked
like a scolded child for all his sophistication asedf-assurance. 'As soon as
| made up my mind | wanted you for my wife | wrateMaman and asked
her to send me the brooch. It arrived after you tioétime that you wanted
more time to consider, and | could hardly send atko without some
explanation.’

'Oh, no,' Lissa said bitterly. "That would have ntesm loss of face. | quite
understand.'

'Yog are angry with me.' He stroked her cheek sangly. 'Don't be angry
with me,ma petite What fault have | committed but wanting you tooain?'

Lissa gave him a level look. 'l meant every wosdid, Paul. And when |
come to the Chateau, it will be as Maggie's segreteo more. I'll have to
trust you not to make life too difficult for me.’

'Difficult?' Paul grinned at her disarmingly. "'Whgou come to the Chateau,
my Lissa, the sun will shine for you and a millimses will thrill the air with
their beauty. I tell you now—you will never wantleave.'



CHAPTER THREE

A WHIRLWIND three weeks later, Lissa and Maggie were clutcl@agh
other's hands and laughing nervously as the placled above Le Bourget
where Paul was to meet them.

'Flying would be heaven, if it wasn't for the goinag and down," Maggie
remarked as the aircraft taxied to a halt.

'Amen to that,' Lissa said devoutly. 'Look, | cae #aul. He's waving to us."'

Paul was suntanned and smiling when, the custochpassport formalities
at an end, he greeted them and helped to stow Itlggage into a cream
Citroen estate car.

'New?' Lissa ran her hand appreciatively over tm@aaculate bodywork.

'Oui." Paul gave a petulant shrug. 'l preferred my otteet but this is
supposed to be more useful for my job.'

Lissa glanced at him a little anxiously. This wastf Paul's spoiled child
act, and not the most pleasing side of his charaaliough it was rarely
seen. Usually his behaviour in front of Maggie \wasgfect, but on the whole
Lissa decided it might not be a bad idea if herngotther got a more
balanced view of his nature.'

As the journey progressed, however, Paul became ainaerful, and by the

time they stopped for lunch at a smallbergewhere the tables were set
outside under striped awning in the warm sunli¢fn, atmosphere was as
light-hearted as Lissa could have wished for frst fiisit to France.

She was aware too of admiring glances from sontieeofnen already seated
at adjoining tables. One of them was quietly strungnon an accordion, and
Paul and Maggie roared with laughter at Lissa'samlssment when he
suddenly struck upAupres de ma blondevith everyone joining in the

chorus.



They ate some excellent home-made pate, followedfigassee of chicken
and mushrooms and toasted the success of the rawirbein ordinaire.

'Bless you both," Maggie smiled at them. 'l think rgally ought to drink a
toast to your brother, Paul—to Monsieur le Comté=dee, who has kindly
given us the freedom of his home.’

They drank, but Lissa was disturbed to see Paahsality give way to a

sudden scowl, while he only perfunctorily raises ¢iiass to his lips. Was it
his brother* she wondered, who had made him gebfithe low-slung

Italian sports car which had been his pride and gy replace it with the
'more useful' estate?

‘There's obviously been trouble of some kind," deeided ruefully to
herself. 'l just hope it's all blown over by theaé we get there.'

Maggie was easygoing herself and needed a congemalksphere to work
in. It would be disastrous as well as embarrassitigir stay at the Chateau
was to be punctuated by family rows.

They drove on steadily towards St Denis, throudlingpowooded country,
the car windows down, revelling in the mellow wanof the day.

'We will be there before tea,’ Paul told them. '@bs, we keep up the
English custom, although Madame Grand'mere no lolinges with us. She
prefers the climate at Antibes.’

"Your grandmother is English?' Lissa asked.

'‘AbsolumentHe threw her a quick smile. 'It is a family traalit for de Gues
to marry English wives. A tradition | hope to follg he added in a much
lower voice.

So much, Lissa thought, for all his promises tattieer simply as Maggie's
secretary, nothing more nor less, for the duratidmer stay. She was aware
that Maggie was smiling indulgently and tried teegent a facade of
indifference.



Maggie dozed for a while as the car sped on ansilfislt herself getting
drowsy after the excellent meal, but she foughtdteepiness away when
Paul told her that St Denis was only two kilometesy.

'We go down now into the valley," he explained.é@an hardly see the
Chateau from the village because of the trees] it stop at the bridge
where there is a view.'

St Denis was a delightful village, with narrow st and tall houses, their
stonework washed in pastel colours. There was # smaaket in the town
square, which was ringed by plane trees, and Paal'swas instantly
recognised and became the focus for good-natutedtian. Paul drove
slowly, keeping a careful eye on the throng of peoghildren and animals,
and giving smiling waves to the many greetings taae his way.

'‘Now | know how royalty feels,' Lissa said as tlae threaded its way out of
the square and through another narrow street. fithhegd a corner and the
river was before them—a placid rather shallow af§@anned by a sturdy
stone bridge. Paul parke'd a little way from itl &relped Lissa from the car.

'‘Allons-yhe commanded, and led her on to the bridge. Bdfereghe road
curved upwards into a dark mass of trees. Lissavield his pointing finger
and caught a glimpse of grey towers rearing abbgarassed trunks. She
was filled with a strange breathless excitememntals like all the fairy tales
she had ever known—uwith the castle crouching almaseen among the
clustering trees—a place where one might find flee[8ng Beauty, or even
Bluebeard, who had been the Frenchman Gilles dg Riasa recalled with
some amusement.

She turned to Paul. 'lt's out of this world! | ¢amait to see it close at hand.'

'We had better go. My mother becomes anxiousifi lexen a minute later
than she thinks | should be," Paul said. His affeette tone and the smile
that accompanied the words gave Lissa a slanthiofiitst time on Paul's
regard for his mother. She had been feeling @ litdrvous about meeting
such a formidable lady as a French countess, avéormal business terms,
without the added anxiety of her tenuous relatignstith Paul. Now the



Comtesse de Gue suddenly seemed alive, and reatrsarpof emotions
and affections rather than simply blue blood aaditron.

The road ran along beside a high grey wall for saliséance before the
great arched gateway came into view. Paul swungdhander the archway
and drove round the broad gravelled sweep of demelosing formal
flowerbeds, statuary and even fountains which ¢ethé stone steps up to
the main door of the building. The steps were feah&n each side by a wide
terrace with a balustrade fronting long windows ehbhiLissa supposed, led
to the main rooms. How lovely, she thought, to bke &0 step through the
open Windows on to the terrace on warm nights.h&slsoked, she noticed
that someone—a girl in a white dress—had done ggbcithat and was
standing looking down at them. She appeared to diehing their arrival
intently, but she made no attempt to wave or dttresr attention.

'Viens, cherie.You are day-dreaming,’ Paul sounded amused. 'Madam
Barrat is waiting to greet us.'

Lissa saw a plump white-haired woman in a darksdstgnding smiling at
the top of the steps.

'Is she the housekeeper?' she asked. Madame Bakatl altogether too
homely and welcoming against her splendid backgtdorbe any kind of
chatelaine.

'She is that, and more," said Paul. 'She cameet€tlateau “hen my father
was a child. Sometimes when my brother and | witle Bnd had been

punished for some crime, she would give us bonbhadgell us of Papa and
his misdeeds when he too was small.' He laughexv We loved her for

that!'

Madame Barrat greeted them warmly, and told theat Madame la
Comtesse awaited them in tpetit salon.

'Is my mother alone, Therese?' Paul asked causafiping an arm around
Madame's waist as they entered the large stongethdhall with its
sweeping staircase leading to long galleries abbigsa tried to absorb as
much as possible of her surroundings without sgei@o obviously.



'Paul, it's enchanting," Maggie declared, gazinmdoin sheer delight. 'If |

can't give these puppets in my head flesh and bidate I'm here, then |

don't deserve to write another line." She glantsome of the pictures. 'Are
those family portraits?’

‘A few of them,' said Paul. 'Our most valuable ymies and other heirlooms
are kept in a special gallery on the first flooshill show it to you myself
first thing tomorrow.’

Madame Barrat paused before one of the doors.

'‘But Madame Desmond is to see the gallery tonigtansieur Paul,’ she
said. 'When Monsieur le Comte arrived from Paris thorning he ordered
that the gallery heating should be switched on teefimner.’

'My brother is here?' Paul's tone was furious.

‘Certainement Madame Barrat returned placidly. ‘And he too vasight a
guest.'

She threw open the door and ushered them intoma ativactively furnished
with sofas and chairs covered in brocades in motdalirs. A woman was
sitting in a high-backed chair by a small fire ltagzin the heart, and she
immediately rose as they entered. Paul steppedafdiwand carried her
outstretched hands to his lips before kissing hexek. She was a tall
woman, still slender, with a lively if not convemrially pretty face. Her grey
hair, blue-rinsed, was drawn back from her face asmooth bun, and she
wore an exquisitely cut dress in hyacinth blue.

Paul performed the introductions with his usuabag, but Lissa saw that a
trace of the sullenness encountered earlier in#yehad returned. She was
relieved that he introduced her to his mother symgpd Mademoiselle
Fairfax.

'If everyone is being introduced, | suppose | hatids present myself." The
drawled remark came from the window. A girl wassliag there, framed
by sunlight. She was small and dark, and wore aveless white dress,



impeccably cut, highlighted only by a gold broothhe high neckline. She
was the one who was watching us just now, Lissiisezh

She looked pretty and expensive and well-groomed, lassa, under her
scrutiny, felt that her clothes were creased by jtweney and that her
make-up needed a complete overhaul.

'‘Dominique!" Paul sounded completely astonishechat\are you doing
here?’

The girl smiled at him, pouting a little.

"You don't sound very pleased to see aheri. Your brother invited me for a
visit, and naturellementwhen | heard he was also to have as his guest
Madame Desmond, the famous novelist—I could naisef

There was nothing in the words themselves to gifenoe, and yet Lissa
knew instantly that Dominique had never heard ofgijla before that
afternoon, and would have survived without difftguf destiny had decreed
that they never met. She glanced at Maggie ancheawmiling easily and
putting out her hand.

'It's always nice to meet one of my fans,' she. $aidn't you introduce me to
your friend, Paul dear?'

Bravo, Maggie, Lissa thought silently. Lesson Ome manners for
Mademoiselle, and long overdue by the sound of it.

The newcomer was introduced- to them both as DauenVaumont by a
tight-lipped Paul. Lissa wondered if the girl, whad come as the guest of
the Comte, was the future Comtesse, although hait Bands were ringless.
She certainly seemed very much in charge of theatsin, and when
Madame de Gue drew Maggie over to one of the $ofasgin a low-voiced
conversation, Dominique lost no time in twining &Mm arm through
Paul's.



'Viens, cheri,she said, not sparing Lissa a second glance. fhaken to the
terrace and tell me all your news from London. Ydefters were not
exactly— illuminating.'

Paul freed himself with a certain abruptness.

'l think tea is coming. | regret that our stroll shube postponed,” he
observed. '‘Anyway, Dominique, | don't think my aities in London would
be of great interest to you.'

Dominique smiled up at him, deliberately provocatihier eyes glinting
through her heavily mascaraed lashes.

'Oh, how you are wrongheri' she murmured. 'l find all that you do of an
overwhelming fascination, believe me.’

Paul was saved from replying as the door behinddpened and two maids
wheeled in trolleys laden with china and platepastries under the smiling
supervision of Madame Barrat.

To Lissa, she murmured, 'Real English t@a, petite so do not fear. That
will be good after your journeyhein} And the water has been boiled as
Madame la Grand'mere of the Comte taught me well.’

Soon Lissa found herself ensconced on another acdggaming cup on a
small table beside her and a plate with a delicmurgoction of chocolate,
flaked almonds and cream tempting her to forgetpietaly the diet that she
and Jenny had sometimes remembered to follow iddon

Madame de Gue, seated opposite, leaned forwardddréssed her kindly.

'l understand,mademoisellethat you are not simply Madame's secretary,
but also her goddaughter.’

‘That is so,madameé Lissa was uncomfortably aware that Dominique,
sitting nearby, having curtly declined anything @at and drink, was
studying hef from head to foot.



'‘Ah, what a consolation to your parents," Madameed to Maggie. 'lt is
such a worry when these young girls leave hometHercity. My own
daughter Anne- Marie is just such a one. She winka fashion magazine
in Paris. Fortunately she shares appartementvith the daughter of my
cousin, in whom | repose much confidence. Nevegggel am very often
anxious.'

She gave Lissa another charming smile before reemimg her
conversation with Maggie.

Lissa, reaching for her cup, encountered a longcudptive stare from
Dominique and to her annoyance found herself fheslai little. Paul, who
had been standing by the window, apparently dedpduaght, crossed the
room and sat down beside her.

'When tea is over, come for a walk with me," heted: 'l want to show you
the gardens.’

'Oh, Paul,’ his mother broke in, her brows raidea.pauvre!'She has not
seen her room yet, or been able to rest from hengy. There are weeks
ahead to show Mademoiselle all these things. D@xlo&ust her on her first
day with us.’

Lissa smiled gratefully. 'l am a little tired," sheknowledged. 'Do you mind
very much, Paul?'

'Of course it is for you to decide,' he replied; bissa saw that again he was
scowling a little. Some of her excitement and pleasvas beginning to
evaporate, as anxiety returned. She had never Baenhquite so moody
before. He had obviously been annoyed to find mather had arrived
before him, and yet the Comte de Gue had more ftingint anyone to come
and go as he pleased in his own home.

She began to wonder what he was like, but did a to ask Paul. And just
where did Dominique fit into the picture? Lissaided she had been wrong
to put her down as the Comte's future wife. Forthireg her attitude to Paul
seemed pointed, to'say the least, and Lissa felthat Madame de Gue



would have made some special mention of the fdabrhinique were to be
the future mistress of the Chateau.

She felt wretched about the ambiguity of her owsitian and wished that

she had settled matters with Paul one way or therobefore leaving

England. At present, she occupied a kind of no-gakamd, and it was an
uncomfortable sensation. She did not know whetleerdttitude towards

Dominique went as far as jealousy, but she wouldive been human not to
have been annoyed at the other girl's proprietonahner towards Paul.
Surely she wouldn't be as possessive as that wignocouragement, she
thought, and it also seems as if he's been writinger. Lissa wondered if
Paul would have mentioned Dominique to her if skt dgreed to an official

engagement back in London.

Tea was ending, and Madame de Gue rang the bslirronon Madame
Barrat to show Lissa and Maggie to their rooms.

Lissa felt an almost physical relief as the doousgshut between herself
and Dominique, and she adjured herself to get @ @ni herself as they
followed Madame's comfortable figure across thd hatl up the stairs.
She's probably the type who regards other womenragetition even when
there aren't any men around, Lissa thought, regathhe whole seductive
performance they had just witnessed.

They turned left along the gallery and then moviedugh an arched
doorway with a midnight blue velvet curtain loogstk from it with a gold
tasselled cord, along a lengthy corridor, carpétetthe same colour, with
doors on each side. Madame conducted them up anstdiecase which
branched to the right along yet another corridat paused before a door
halfway along it.

‘This is your room, Madame Desmond. The maid whbwait on you is
Mathilde and she has unpacked for you. Mademoigaigax is next door
to you, and the bathroom separates your roomspé lyou have all you
need, but please ring me if there is anything lagki

Lissa could not resist an exclamation of sheergelwhen she saw her
room. The dominant feature was the bed—a smalpfmster, with a white



lace canopy and bedspread. The curtains at theowmtbo were white, but
the fitted carpet was a deep pink—a colour repestedpaler shade in the
silky wallpaper.

When she was alone, she walked across to the winathal stood looking
down into a small walled garden, a riot of earlynsoer flowers. She
stretched her arms above her head and stood sahgueuelling in the
warmth of the sun. Then she took off her light ngargey travelling suit and
the high-necked white silk blouse she wore withigl put on her housecoat
which she found hanging with the rest of her cletire the fitted white
wardrobes with louvred doors which ran the lendtbre wall.

The bathroom was the last word in turquoise and gtdd luxury, with a
white fluffy carpet underfoot. Lissa knocked at Mjegs door.

'Is it all right if I have a bath?' she called.
'Fine," Maggie sounded sleepy. 'I'll have minerldtéeel like a doze now.'

Lissa found that the hot scented soak dissolvedhnafiche tiredness and
cramp from her limbs. She too had intended tofoest while before dinner,
but she felt so refreshed that she changed intorappurple corded slacks
and a thin black wool sweater and decided to gearch of the little garden
she had seen from her window. She hoped ratheilgthiat she would not
run into Paul, after pleading her fatigue earlier.

She thought she could remember the way downsthirs, when she
eventually reached the ground floor she realisesl ledd taken a wrong
turning and was in a part of the Chateau well afwayn the family living
guarters. She could hear voices in the distanak tlas delectable odours
drifting her way told her that she must be nearkibhehen area. She went
along a narrow stone-flagged passage and pulled ageavy door at the
end of it, to find herself facing a square sunnyrtgard with cobbled stones
Underfoot. There were loose boxes on two sides,sange of them were
occupied.



The walled garden was forgotten. Lissa had ridégularly as a child and
she still occasionally hired a horse in Londorhatweekends. She began to
walk around the stable yards reading the nameseath@boxes.

'Mistral," she said softly, pausing before onelsfdie handsome bay who
had watched her approach thrust his head towandshisevelvet muzzle
guesting her caressing fingers for titbits.

'I've nothing for you, love,' Lissa ran her handlup smooth neck. 'I'll bring
something next time— sugar, eh, or carrots. Attlédenow where the
kitchens are—I think.'

The horses in the other boxes were disturbed byltesence and moving
about, and the noise they made hid the sound aedwootsteps on the
cobbles. It did not, however, mask the softly spokeable! in a voice that

Lissa had never expected or wanted to hear agdomgss she lived.

She whirled round with a gasp to come face to faitk Raoul Denis,
standing only a few feet away, his dark face nigith incredulity and anger.



CHAPTER FOUR

HE was the first to break the silence that seemestiédch eternally between
them.

'So, mademoisellg he said coldly. "You have had the actual augdaait
present yourself at this house.’

‘The audacity is yoursmonsieur: The initial shock at seeing him was
wearing off and Lissa felt her temper rising. 'l here at the invitation of the
Comte de Gue himself, whatever the explanatioroaf pyresence may be.'

'Indeed?’ he said. 'And have you had the oppoxtyeitto meet your host?"
There was a sarcastic inflection on the last wondllassa realised furiously
that he did not believe her. She made an effarbtdrol herself.

'‘Not yet," she acknowledged. 'As a matter of flashderstand his being here
is rather unexpected...'

'Certainly, as far as you are concerned,' he saigly.,

'No," Lissa fought to keep her temper. 'Frankignsieur,I'm beginning to
regret that | ever set eyes on this house or atlysopeople in it!

‘Then that is easily remedied.' His voice was'logill arrange at once for a
car to take you back to Paris. No doubt you arealslgpof returning to
London from there without further assistance.'

'How dare you!' Lissa was almost beside hersetfu~¥you have no right to
behave like this.'

'l have every right,' he said. 'lf, as you clairaxtended an invitation to you
to visit this house, then surely | may equally ditw it, if | wish.'

"You invited me?' Lissa stared at him open-mouth&ce you trying to
say—that you..." She paused helplessly, unable tditctiee unpalatable
truth which his words had brought home.



'Indeed yesmademoiselleHe made a slight bow. 'As you seem to have
guessed at last, | am your unwitting host, Raowdeenis, Comte de Gue.’

Lissa felt physically sick. How could she have beenblind, so crassly
stupid not to have known? The resemblance to soendoey knew that
Jenny had remarked on—how could she not have begit tvas Paul the
stranger resembled, although Paul was much ther fafithe two.

Fighting emotions that threatened to overwhelmerflood of humiliated
tears, she lifted her chin and looked at him.

'l see—now,' she said. 'May | ask the reason farr ymasquerade in
London?’

"The answer is obvious, | should think," he said.
'Not to me.'

'Eh bier? Then | will explain. It was, shall we say, broughmy attention
that my young fool of a brother was infatuated wattyoung woman of
whom very little was known. Soon there were pictund journals
containing items of gossip, that did little to rea® me. You were a "girl
about town", | believe, and it was indicated that lonother was far from
being the only man in your life. It was made cleaademoisellgthat you
were a member of your London "permissive society"say the least,
willing to go out with any man with sufficient mopdo pay for your
pleasures. Waits'il vous plait:He held up his hand as Lissa was about to
interrupt hotly. 'At that time | was prepared ta Your affaire with my
brother run its course. We have all been youngfanlish in our time pien
entendy but it seemed in this case you were holding outhfgher stakes
than usual—mar-

riage, no less.' He paused and his eyes rakedimefigure.

‘This," he added slowly, 'l could not allow, so écdled to'intervene
personally. It was time, | felt, for Paul to abanduais flirtation with the
Diplomatic Service too and begin some serious veorkhe estate here for
the first time in his life.'



Lissa's heart was pounding so violently that slteafeif she would choke
with the tumult inside her.

'l see,’ she got out with difficulty. '‘But havingranged for Paul to be
removed from my apparently evil influence, couldptdu have been
satisfied? Was there any reason to deceive meatrattominable way—to
insult me?'

'l must confess to a certain curiosity," he sdithad no real plan for the
evening, and Paul of course never intended thiabuld deliver his note to
you. | acquired it so that | could meet you ands$amy judgement of you.
But what happened was dictated as soon as you dpeeeloor. | saw you
were wearing the brooch...’

‘The brooch?' Lissa repeated mechanically.

'Yes, mademoisellethe jewel presented to our family by Louis XIV whi
traditionally is given to the bride of the secorah f the house at their
betrothal. And you chose to wear it to spend amiegewith a complete
stranger. Can you wonder that the evening was si@easant as you no
doubt anticipated?’

He spoke softly, but there was no mistaking thelitof anger in his voice.
And in this case, Lissa recognised, his anger wsisfipd.

'I'm sorry," she said, her voice shaking. 'l haddea then what the brooch
meant, or even that it was valuable. | Wore it thight against my better
judgement, although | can't expect you to beliéna how, and | was never
happy about it. | did give it back the next dayd amld Paul he had no right
to give it to me without first explaining its sidicance.’

'If it comes to that, Paul had no right to remavieam the rest of the family
jewels without my permission,' the Comte's everr@oeminded her.

'Perhaps,' Lissa tried to calm her quivering sen®sg that is a matter
between the two of you. | am not to blame for that.



'If you had had the decency to remain in Londonasugpt your separation
from Paul, there would have been no need to rasetatter again,’ he said.
'‘But to return to that evening, it seemed my ordyrse as matters had
proceeded as far as an engagement between yow wasvince Paul once
and for all of the type of woman you were. | wontat allow him to ruin his
life as—' his voice faltered a little for the fitsihe—'as I—have seen others
ruined.’

Lissa glanced at him puzzled. The anger had mombniv@en replaced by
a different emotion, a bitterness that she senssdnet for once directed at
herself.

Frowning slightly, he resumed, 'Paul is displeas@tli me at the moment
because | have taken him from a life of idlenerd, lze has to work for his
living for the first time. But | have never givemhcause to doubt my word,
and if | had shown him the brooch, and told hinwds proof of your
physical infidelity to him with his own brother,ahwould have ended his
feeling for you, | think.’

"You—devil,' Lissa said softly.

'It may be better not to start calling each otlemnas,' he said calmly. 'Allow
me to escort you back to the Chateau so that yoyaek your things.'

Lissa's lips parted to utter a protest, or at leaattempt some explanation of
her present relationship with Paul, but before stld speak, a musical
voice exclaimed, 'Ahmes enfantsThen you have met,' and Madame de
Gue joined them.

'Raoul,’ she shook her head at him, frowning pliiyfl might have known
| would find you at the stables. Why did you notreoin to tea to meet our
guests?'

'My business with Everard finished rather laternthia expected,’ he
explained. 'Madame Desmond arrived safely, | ttust?

'Of course Elle est tres charmante, ires gentillMadame said smilingly.
'Only think, Raoul, she has been so good as to aigmy copies of her



novels. And youma petite she turned her gaze on Lissa. 'Do you also write
or are you content to leave such things to youngutier?'

'l used to write children's stories for my friendhen | was small.' Lissa
forced herself to speak normally. She rememberad ®aying that his
mother's health was not robust, and she was anxiouso upset her by
giving any hint of the scene that had just passtaiden Raoul and herself.
''ve never had the urge to see myself in pringquth. | like helping
Maggie—my godmother—with her research, and of eodings invitation
was a wonderful opportunity for her," she addeathessly, very conscious
of Raoul de Gue's dark eyes watching her intently.

There was a short pause, then Lissa rushed inexpagain. 'l hope you
don't mind my exploringinadamel! didn't intend to find the stables. | got a
bit lost, actually, because | was really looking tiee little walled garden |
can see from my bedroom window.'

'Oh la, you English and your gardens!" Madame de Gue kdight was
planted, as you may guess, by Raoul's grandmdstner had—what is the
English phrase?—"green fingers". Anne-Marie teiesgarden when she is
at home, and that of course is not as often asltasish.'

She paused and looked searchingly at Lissa. 'Awesyoe the journey has
not overtired youpetite? She looks pale, does she not, Raoul?’

‘A little, perhaps.' His voice gave nothing away.

Oddly, Lissa found this apparent indifference hatdebear than even his
anger and contempt. She wanted to escapc, to getd#he privacy of her
room and give way to the tears that were agairatbréng to engulf her.

'Poor little one," Madame de Gue looked at her @ssjonately. 'Such a
long journey, and in this heat. Raondpn cher give Mademoiselle Fairfax
your arm back to the house.’

'Oh, no,' Lissa blurted out. 'I—I meamerci bienput I'm all light really. I'll
just go and have a lie down for half an hour, thiebe fine.'



She forced an unconvincing smile to her tremblipg, lthen turned and ran
back the way she had come as if all the devilelhvere after her.

Once back in her bedroom, she gave way to her, t@agds~vhen the storm of
weeping eventually subsided, she knew that, agirchildhood, much of
the emotion that had inspired it had been purgeaya®he was coldly angry
now as she lay face downward across the bed, ¢rdbm design on the
cover with her finger. She had a problem on hediBan

If she did as Raoui de Gue wanted, if she packedreturned to London,

then Maggie at least would demand a full explamat®&he would not let her
secretary go without a struggle. Paul, too, wowdehto know at least part
of the truth, she realised unhappily, and aftet thare would be little

chance of keeping it from Madame de Gue, as Paattion was likely to

be explosive, she thought.

She rolled over on to her back with a groan andgae her hand against her
smarting eyes. If only she had obeyed her instjradtghis trouble would
have been avoided. Paul's attentions had flatteeedso she had refused to
face the fact that she did not really care for bifficiently to marry him.

But why was this suddenly so clear? she askedIhetsdy a week ago, she
had been unable to sort out her feelings for Pand, Jenny had thought
them an ideal couple. To be fair to herself, she mat kept him dangling

through vanity alone, but through her anxiety totlge® right thing and not
make a mistake which might damage both their litessa believed in

marriage, but in marriage for life, not for a fesmtious years.

No, she could not just leave, but on the other hhad in the world was she
to stay? Raoul de Gue had misjudged her, but ifxseehonest, she had to
admit she had given him some cause. Her angeisatrdélatment of her was
heightened when she recalled how nearly he hadcesded in destroying
her relationship with Paul—and her own self-resp&be memory of her
aching response to his lovemaking brought hot hatel colour to her face.
It would be impossible now to convince him that slas not the tarty little
gold-digger that he thought hen And why did shenevant to?



She sat up pushing her hair away from her face.tgvieahe thought of her,
there was no excuse for his behaviour. The arragaicthe man! she
thought, seething. So sure of his own sex appealhi thought she would
surrender without a murmur. And so she nearly baidl, an inner voice. But
only because he deliberately saw to it that shekdnaore than usual, Lissa
repudiated the traitorous thought.

She got up and began to pace round the room, hes arapped tightly
across her.

Whatever happened, she would not be driven awalysant back to London
in disgrace. After all, she reasoned, it was uhjikieat Raoul de Gue would
want his mother to know about his underhand acwit

I'l see Paul as soon as | can and break it to depitly that it's all over
between us,' she thought, and felt a sense of nelig that she had arrived at
a decision at last.

But she decided she would warn Paul not to sayharyto his brother. She
would just let him stew until Maggie's work heresimished, and then she
would tell him herself that his precious family loom and traditions were
going to remain unsmirched.

Having carefully removed all traces of her tealissa took immense care
over her appearance at dinner that night. She daidel to wear one of her
favourite dresses—a full-length square-necked gowa deep wine red

wool jersey. She coaxed her hair into a smooth khtte nape of her neck
and softened the resulting severe line with a phudeeply fringed silver

ear-rings.

When she was ready, she went along to Maggie's muhtapped on the
door.

'‘Come in!" Maggie called cheerfully. 'Well," she iswg round on her
dressing stool as Lissa obeyed. 'You've pulledatitthe stops tonight, my
pet. Going into competition witla belle Vaumont?'

'‘Good lord," Lissa said, appalled, 'I'd forgottdrahout her!



Maggie chuckled. 'How flattered she would be torhieat! | guarantee you

won't have been out of her thoughts much sincesftdaér poisoning the air
with those weird cigarettes of hers.' She stoodsli;my and attractive in a
long skirt and matching over-blouse of blue andidaim£. 'Well, I'm ready

if you are. To the lions, oh, Christian, though wtshould say that, heaven
knows. Madame is an angel, isn't she, and | caittteymeet the mysterious
Comte—whatever his name may be. Paul hasn't medidnhas he?

'Raoul,’ Lissa supplied reluctantly. She saw Maggeyebrows lift in
surprise and went on hastily, 'l—he— we met in 8iables earlier
on—quite by accident.’

'Ho-hum!" Maggie eyed her quizzically. ‘Somethiegst me it must have
been quite an encounter to bring that glint to yeye. Don't tell me about it
now. It might spoil my appetite, and | have a scigpi that the cuisine in this
establishment is going to demand that we complememnth calm minds
and unimpaired digestions.'

Lissa laughed, and they linked arms companionabiyay started on their
way downstairs.

Madame de Gue had not yet appeared in the smal $at cocktails, and
there was no sign of Paul or the Comte eitheraugas glad to note. But the
room was occupied. A dark-haired little girl in segn dress was sitting in
one of the high-backed chairs, feet dangling. Assaiand Maggie walked
in, she slid hastily to the ground and bobbed &sgur

“*Bonsoir, madame. Bonsoir, mademosielidie had a quiet, grave little
voice. Her long hair had been plaited and the pladund into a coronet on
top of her head. It was too grown-up a style fehéd who could not have

been more than seven or eight years old, but oedbugh it suited her,
Lissa thought, and at the same time, with a slgimg, what a wistful little

face.



Maggie, who liked children, and usually attractieeinh to her, took her hand
and spoke to her pleasantly, admiring her dressaakithg her name, which
was Francoise.

Where does she fit into the set-up? Lissa wonddedame had spoken of
only one daughter, and she did not really thinkedsible for Madame
herself to have a child of that age. Besides, sieealmost sure that Paul had
told her his father had been dead for at leasyé¢ans.

At that moment the salon door opened, and Dominigatked in. Her

glance flickered round, taking in the occupantstled room, and her
movement checked slightly for a moment. Lissa gegsgith amusement
that she would have liked to have turned on helrdmewalked straight out
again, but lacked sufficient nerve.

Dominique looked enchanting in an organdie dresls avblack bodice and
many-tiered white skirt, each frill of which wasgedl in black. She looked
like an ultra-sophisticated Pierrette. Franchise leat in admiration of it as
Lissa and Maggie murmured civil greetings and regkiin return a
'‘Bonsoirt that was curt to the point of rudeness. It watorig before
Francoise sidled close to Dominique, who had takeigarette from a silver
box on a low table and was rummaging in her smadkbevening bag for a
lighter.

Hesitantly, Francoise put out a hand and touchedajrthe frills on the
skirt.

"Your dress is beautiful, Dominique,’ she said ghyl
'‘But not for long, with your fingermarks all ovey was the biting reply.

The child's face crimsoned, and she turned immelgiahd went back to the
chair she had occupied when Lissa first saw her.

Lissa was just preparing to give the other girlexe of her mind, when she
encountered a warning frown from Maggie and sulosiddter all, they
were all guests, and Dominique seemed to be afrieltd of the family.



'‘And that's the last thing | could be described lassa thought with an
inward chuckle.

In the inward silence that followed, Dominique wedkwith conscious grace
to one of the brocaded sofas and sat down, wreatnénself in pungent

smoke. Lissa glanced at Francoise, but the chelgks were fixed on the
carpet, and she was biting her lip. It was a rebdiear voices and laughter,
signalling the arrival of Madame de Gue and Paul.

‘Je suis en retardForgive me," Madame smiled round, then held @ut h
hand to FrangoiseViens, petite.'

The child ran to her eagerly and gave her a kexiving a warm hug in
return.

Madame de Gue apparently assumed that Dominiquenadé them aware
of the child's identity, for she made no furthdraductions, but led the little
girl to her usual seat by the fire. This, Lissautpat, was an evening ritual,
because Frangoise pulled out a small footstool fwonter the chair and sat
down on it at Madame's feet, resting her head aghir legs.

'Where is Mademoiselle Firaud?' Madame asked.

'She is having dinner in her room. Another headad&re Francoise gave
her head a little toss of disgust.

'l hope you have been behaving yourself,” Madamearked.

‘Ah, oui.l have been so good that | am going to ask Papawill excuse me
from lessons tomorrow and let me go riding with hirstead.’

Lissa was conscious of a sense of shock. Paul, &tugye cocktail cabinet

mixing martinis, was clearly not Papa. Who else W&se? She knew the
answer as if it had been spelled out for her. Fveegwas Raoul de Gue's
child. But in that case, where was his wife? Whysmfashe doing the

honours as chatelaine instead of his mother?



Paul brought her a drink, and she thanked him witbwift mechanical
smile, not even noticing the look of concern hegjasr.

She could not understand why she felt so distudiethe evidence that
Raoul de Gue was married and a father. There hexdroething at all in their
brief but stormy acquaintance to suggest that leeangthing but single, and
her face burned suddenly. He must have left hie wifParis, she reasoned,
but if so, why was the child here and not with imether?

She took a sip of her drink and noticed with hortlwait her hand was
shaking. She felt a quiver suddenly run along legven endings, and it did
not need Fran”oise's hopeful little cry 'Papatetbher that. Raoul de Gue,
tall and immaculate in evening clothes, had entéhedroom, The child
flung herself at him rapturously, but he did noteate her, merely patting
her cheek and telling her to resume her seat.

Lissa busied herself with a pretence of lookingen bag for a handkerchief
while the Comte was being introduced to Maggie. ®as dreading the
moment when she would be obliged to speak to hiamnag

'‘Good evening, Mademoiselle Fairfax. | trust youehaow recovered from
your journey.'

That was it. No hidden meanings or sarcastic itiles. Just a simple query
by a courteous host, and to her everlasting shassa blushed to the roots
of her hair, and murmured something inaudible piye

Paul, his drinks dispensed, came and sat by her.

'So you have met my dear brother," he whisperazh'tbe overwhelmed by
the grand manner. He can be human, but being th@eCand a successful
businessman as well goes to his head at times.hdwea made a hit with
Maman.'

'She's a lovely person,’ Lissa said with absolmeesity, thankful that Paul
did not probe too deeply into her reactions toGloente. She smiled at her
delightedly.



'l knew you would adore her," he said. 'Lissanet tell her—about us. It
would make her very happy, | know.'

He had taken her hand, but Lissa withdrew it slydrpim his grasp. As she
did so, her eyes met those of Raoul de Gue, whostaasling by the hearth,
one arm resting negligently on the overmantel.d4igse was enigmatic, but
she knew he had seen her swift movement, and todnesr, she felt herself
colouring again.

'Paul,’ she murmured agitatedly, 'not now. Pleksélcan't tell you about it
here, but we'll talk tomorrow.’

'‘As you wish, cherie' Paul's tone was bewildered. 'What is it, Lissa?
Something has happened to disturb you. Tell me.. .'

'No, there's nothing.' She gave him a bright deteethsmile. 'l think | need
some fresh air. Do you think anyone would mindwfdnt out on the terrace
for a little while?'

'Of course not. Shall | come with you?'
‘No, Paul. I'd rather be on my own for a while.'

The inevitable tete-a-tete had better be postponed until they were
completely out of range of the Comte's speculajaze, she thought.

PauL escorted her to the heavy satin curtaindbeen drawn across the
long windows that led to the terrace and openechtfoe her. In spite of her
request for solitude, she guessed he intended k& rmaother attempt to
accompany her, and felt guiltily pleased when Doqua halted him with
an imperious request for another drink.

Even Dominique has her uses, Lissa reflected cgifpas she crossed the
terrace and stood by the wide parapet looking tdsvdéine valley. It was
quite dusk by this time—a windless evening, anagd@tly warm.

Lissa began to feel peacefully relaxed. She leageathst the cool stone and
watched the silver splash of the fountain in therg@ard below.



It was that sudden tingling of the nerves againtiid her she was not alone
any longer.

"You left your drink." His voice was non-committdlhat confrontation in

the stableyard might have happened to two otheplpeon a different

planet, she thought confusedly as she acceptedléss with a word of

formal thanks. He did not return to the salon atepnas she had half
expected, but came to lean on the parapet beside he

'Why do you stare at a view that it is too darkée?' he inquired after a few
moments of unnerving silence.

'l saw the view today. | wanted to see how the nilanges things.' She was
embarrassed at finding herself alone with him amefis with herself for
being embarrassed.

'‘Ah," he said quietly. There was another paus&t'Af things can change in
the course of a day—and a night—can they not?'

Now they were back to the hidden meanings agasga.thought angrily.
She faced him.

'Forgive me, Monsieur le Comte, but I'm a littied of these cat-and-mouse
games of yours. | feel | should tell you that intesmf what was said this
afternoon I've no intention of leaving my emploged returning to London.
I'm sure you realise that to do so will be to inmeols both in some very long
and embarrassing explanations. | expect to belmgsy from tomorrow and
no doubt you will be returning toParis and youribass there. I'll do my
best to keep out of your way while you are herel la@ as unobtrusive as
possible, but...!

She* was interrupted by the certainty that he veaghing, although he
made no sound and his face was shadowed by orteedbll stone urns
standing on the parapet. She stood, her handshednfor once completely
at a loss. How could she deal with a man who sedmeldange his attitude
to her as easily as she changed her clothes?



'Forgive me,' he said after a moment, and by thedr in his voice, she
knew her suspicions were correct. 'But the thooflgbu being unobtrusive,
Mademoiselle Fairfax | find entirely captivatinghd fact isma belle that
you are far too lovely to be anything but obtrusiased | suspect you know
it. It is far ~ too late for you to try and mergea the background now.'

'‘Under the circumstances, flattery from yaupnsieurs merely adding
insult to injury,’ Lissa flashed back at him.

There was another silence. Lissa stood, bitingipeuncertain whether to
go or stand her ground. Although he did not seelmettaunching another
attack at her immediately, she found even his spegsence disturbing and
unnerving. His behaviour too seemed contradictamy, it was infuriating to
realise that she had never known exactly wherevsisawith him from their
first meeting. She had always been at a disadvantagd she was
determined to be so no longer. To run away now dbel another defeat.

She swallowed some of her drink and stared unskeinig the gathering

darkness, desperately conscious of the tall figpwaeging beside her. She
was so keyed up that when he did speak againtattedsand spilled a little
of the liquid from her glass.

'How long have you worked for Madame Desmond?Skedunexpectedly.

Lissa's impulse was to tell him childishly to mind own business, but she
controlled herself.

'l have been her secretary since | came to litemdon two years ago,' she
said, deliberately making her tone as cool as ptesgn order to dissuade
him from further questions. But he appeared ohligito the hint.

'‘And is she aware how your spare time is spent?'

'She knows that | read, visit friends, go to theatine and cinema and wash
my hair,’ Lissa said bitingly. 'Is that what youané"



"You know quite well that is not what | mean.' KN®ice bit back at her.
'Does she know about your— social life? That yoll g@ out with men of
whom you know nothing?'

'How dare you! Lissa flared. 'Of course Maggie wad have dates with
men, and she knows I've been on blind dates inmmg. fThere are probably
few of my generation that haven't.'

'l would assume the reason is not too far to séeksaid. 'l assume it is a
guestion of money. Your salary may be adequateit imatrdly pays for the
kind of high life you seem to enjoy. | suppose thance of a free dinner
every now and then...'

‘To hell with you and your assumptions!' Lissa'geamade her completely
reckless of the consequences. 'What right haveo/bacome a judge of my
actions, and how dare you suppose that I'm shonoofey and need that sort
of dirty—charity? Maggie pays me very well, let nedl you, and if ever |
got into a mess financially | have my parents to tio. | certainly have no
need to let strange men buy me dinner, so thatcdratouy me in return.
Jenny and | live quite comfortably, and no onedwas dared to suggest the
kind of—vileness about me that you seem to. belideany was horrified
when | told her what had happened that night.’

‘You told her about me?' He sounded incredulous.
'Of course | did," she flung back at him. "What gadi expect?'

"You could not imagine,’ he said slowly, ‘that lswaerely some Continental
wolf...'

"You are not the only one to make assumptions, Monge Comte.' For the
first time in their relationship, Lissa felt assifie stood on equal terms with
him. She did not know what reaction to expect,ibutas certainly not the
amused chuckle and murmur @fouche'that came from the darkness
surrounding him.



She stood feeling oddly baffled and more than e liangry. What an
unpredictable creature he was! She glanced towhedsghted windows of
the salon and shivered a little ostentatiously.

'It's getting rather cold. I think I'll go in," slbegan, and was startled to feel
his hand reaching to grip her arm.

'Un moment.he said softly, but with a note of command. Theneonly a
few moments left before dinner and | have sometimmgoprtant | wish to
ask.'

Lissa's former nervousness began to return. Sdebtivifree her arm, but he
would not. relax his grip and his touch was hawargjsconcerting effect on
her. She forced her voice to remain controlled.

‘At your service, Monsieur le Comte.'

He was standing so close to her now that if shesbaduch as swayed their
bodies would have touched. She stood rigid, acatahgcious of him, of his

warmth .and the faint expensive smell of the codohg used.

'Flattering, but scarcely true," His voice was aatic. 'However, it is the

truth | require, as you seem to be in a mood fankness. Are you in fact
engaged to my brother?'

Lissa wanted to fling back a defiant 'Yes," but eivering lips would not
frame the word.

'l am awaiting your replymademoiselleThere was an urgent note in his
voice. 'l must—know.'

She stood staring up at him, trying vainly to réelexpression. Her heart
was hammering, and she felt suddenly weary of sgawith him.

'I'm not engaged to Paul," she said. 'l—I neveehzeen.'

They stood, the silence between them almost taagibssa felt in some
kind of dream. She wanted to step back away froent#fl figure that



seemed poised over her like a hawk ready to swmdpshe was imprisoned
between his body and the balustrade.

Slowly his fingers relaxed their grip and slid uertarm to her shoulder
before coming to rest lightly against the pulséén throat.

'‘Are you in love with him?' He was almost whispgrin

Lissa moistened her parted lips to reply, but at thoment Francoise's
voice called, 'Papa—mademoiselle! Dinner is sefved!

'‘Coming, petite: His voice at its normal level woke Lissa from the
trance-like state that had held her. 'l must gcsime thought wildly.

'Wait," he said, his hand gripping her shoulderirag& ou have not yet
answered my question.’

'l have no intention of doing so.' Lissa tore héréee. 'You have my
assurance that there is no engagement. My emadi@nsy own concern.
And now, please excuse me. I—I want my dinner.’

'‘But of course.' His tone was mocking as he wawadtéwards the salon.
'‘Bon appetit, ma belle:



CHAPTER FIVE

DINNER was not a comfortable meal for Lissa, and she kafgsvwards she
had done less than justice to an excellent meath&g made their way to
the dining room she saw that Paul was trying totgdter side, obviously
bursting with curiosity about the conversation witle Comte. She was
relieved to find that she was not sitting next tm fat the table. 'l couldn't
bear another inquisition,’ she thought.

In fact, she had been placed next to Francoise, wdwsubdued if polite

company. Lissa was amazed to see the child man#gingarious courses
and their complementary wines as if she was a sopaied adult. She was
not sure she totally approved of this facet of Enenpbringing, but she
remembered being told that French children werggltauo behave

impeccably in public, and certainly Francoise wasedlit to her training.

Dominique tended to monopolise the conversatiod,a@she used her own
language a good deal, Lissa found it rather hafdlimv. The de Gues must
have been aware of this, because they all spokéskngut if Dominique
realised she was being given a hint, she chosgntwre it. She was sitting
next to Paul, and if Lissa had not been feelingtaang up and disturbed she
could have derived some private amusement couttimgumber of times
that Dominique found it necessary to touch hinhegitoy putting her hand
on his arm or leaning coquettishly towards him.|Pauself -was silent and
unresponsive to these manoeuvres.

'l have asked for coffee to be served in the galléaoul de Gue was
saying. 'l hope you are not too tireshadame,to look at our treasures
tonight.'

'‘No indeed.' Maggie dropped her table napkin byiski to the table. 'I'm
looking forward to it.'

Lissa's heart sank. She had intended to pleaddablea and slip away early
to her room, but she knew Maggie would expect bexccompany them to
the gallery, if only to look at the portraits.



The walls of the gallery were white, and each ariwvas individually lit.
Lissa looked with particular interest at Comte Hemho had fled the
Revolution, that killed his father, to find safétyEngland and bring back an
English bride. There was an indisputable familyefikss, Lissa thought,
noting the thin high-bridged nose and uncomprorgisinin of the man in
the portrait. Exchange his high-waisted coat ardatrfor a dinner jacket
and black tie and it could be Raoul de Gue who csteorveying his
descendants with a well-bred sneer. Arrogant brshe, decided, turning
with a feeling of sympathy to the gentle fair-hdigarl in the next portrait in
the Empire style gown who had helped rebuild tingifiafortunes as well as
the Chateau.

'It was a love match. They were utterly devotedaoh other,' Raoul's voice
said behind her. He sounded faintly amused, as duld guess what she
was thinking. 'l bet!" she thought, seething.

There were glass showcases and cabinets set rbangalls between the
pictures, containing miniatures and pieces of Makiahina and porcelain.
The coffee had been set out on a large circulde tabthe middle of the
gallery, which also held, to Lissa's dismay, a nandf flat velvet-covered
cases.

Paul who had disappeared a few moments before bagiecarrying two
large silver candelabra. He put them on the taideliathe candles, then, as
they gathered round the table, the gallery lighestout.

'Forgive the melodrama,’ Raoul said, smiling. 'dalight seems more

effective for these pieces.' He picked up the Istrgé the velvet cases and
opened it. The flames of the candles were pickedngpreflected back in a
new spectrum of light and fire in the diamonds antkralds of the most
exquisite necklace Lissa had ever seen. She cotiglen guess at its value.

'This is the de Gue necklace.' Madame la Comtesseit lovingly from its
satin bed and held it for a moment against therleakline of her grey silk
evening dress so that they could see the effees, 'Yhave worn it—on my
wedding day and on other special occasionshblas it is too valuable to
be seen as often as it deserves.'



Lissa had a sudden disturbing vision of anothetynweiled and mysterious,
with the necklace gleaming on her white gown, waijkio where Raoul de
Gue waited smiling at a shadowy altar. She lool®girdand found she was
gripping the table so tightly that her knuckles avarhite.

She released the table and stepped back out b&theying candlelight, but

her movement had been noticed. Across the tabla)lRayes caught hers
and held them for an endless moment. It was d®if were alone. Useless
now to deny what her clamouring senses were telieg Impossible to

forget, or to tell herself that he had forgotteattshort-lived but magical

fusing of their bodies that night in London, no teatwhat the motive

behind it might have been. Lissa only knew théaieifstretched out his arms
to her now, she would be compelled to go to him.

'‘And this brooch,' said Madame de Gue, 'is alwaysmgto the bride of the
second son. It is a charming piece—though not efgaime value as the
necklace naturellement.’

Lissa looked stupidly at the jewel now being digplh Of course, Paul
would have put it back, she thought. Somehow sHenbaer expected to see
it again. And worst of all, Paul was leaning fordiamiling significantly
and trying to catch her eye.

‘These bracelets,’ said Raoul, his voice totalfyressionless, ‘were given to
the Comtesse of his day by Francois |—regrettaiblys believed, for
services rendered.’

Lissa had not expected to sleep, but physical wessi overcame her
confused and restless emotional state. She awdkedtthe room rosy with
sunlight, and a smiling Mathilde bringing her adkfast tray of coffee and
croissants. Not a bad way to start the day, by megns, Lissa thought
appreciatively, helping herself to cherry jam.

Her meal finished, she showered and dressed andinveearch of Maggie,
whom she found sitting by the window in her bedroengrossed in a
shabby leather-bound book.



Maggie looked up smiling. 'The famous diary,' saiel.s
'As interesting as you hoped?"

'Even more so, | think, although reading and t@ngl is a slow business,'
Maggie said with a sigh. 'I'd certainly like tortkisomeone could still read
my handwriting in almost two hundred years' time.’

'Or even the following day,' Lissa said wickedlyydadodged a playful
punch aimed at her ribs. 'Did you do any work faght?'

'Very little. What there is, I've put in that yeNdile on the dressing table.’

It had been established at dinner the previoug nigther to Lissa's dismay,
that Maggie and she woulduse the Comte's own yid@artheir work, and

the typewriter and other equipment had already bglesed there in

readiness.

LisSa was relieved that the room's rightful ownaswowhere to be seen.
She looked round curiously for any clues to hispeality. Her first thought
was that it was an essentially masculine room,sawdrking man's room at
that, with an immense desk, which came in for atgdeal of use, judging
by the papers that littered it. There was a filicgpinet, and a large
glass-fronted cupboard on one wall, and the othezet were lined with
books. There were no pictures, and Lissa noticedicpkarly no
photographs.

Again she found herself speculating as to what kiralwoman Fran”oise's
mother was—and where she was. Certainly she had m@adnpression on
this rather stark room.

Lost in her thoughts, she started at a light tagherdoor.

'Entrez!" she called, and Madame Barrat appeared, beaming

'l came to see that you have everything you newdlemoiselle.’



'l think so, thank you," Lissa said gratefullys'iery good of the Comte to
give up his room like this.'

'It is rarely used now by anyone but Monsieur, Aeds nearly always in
Paris,” Madame commented. 'Monsieur Paul has his lowveau on the
estate, and Mademoiselle Anne-Matrie likes to Idamework behind her in
Paris.'

'And the Comte's wife?'

'Commer?’ Madame Barrat stared at Lis$A h, non, mademoiselle
Madame was so rarely here. She preferred to Ii\Rans alsola pauvre |
doubt if she ever set foot in this room.'

"You speak in the past.’

'Vraiment, mademoiselleyladame Barrat sighed. 'Madame was killed six
years ago whela petiteFrancoise was onlgleux ans.’

'How awful! | had no idea.' Lissa spread out herdsahelplessly. 'You said
she was killed. Was there some accident?’

‘A terrible accidenttnademoiselle. La petiteas sick and Madame set out to
come to her. Her car was struck by a lorry and Maslavas killed outright.
Quelle horreur! She shuddered. '‘Monsieur le Comte was like a man
distraught. For weeks he would see no one, or atrat had happened to
be mentioned in his hearing.’

'What was she like?' Lissa asked quietly.

‘Tres belle. Tres chicsaid Madame Barrat. 'She was dark, of coursehand
clothes were alwaysfermidable.She worked for a couture house before
they were married—that was how they met. It watelivonder that she
found St Denis so dull after the world ldute couture.’

Dull, Lissa thought wonderingly. She had a vividtpre of Raoul's dark
attractiveness, and Francoise's wistful little fao®d to her horror, felt tears



pricking her eyelids. She turned hurriedly awaynfréMadame's shrewd
gaze and began to sort the papers on the deskeatmiles.

'Will Monsieur mind if | put these on top of thédiriig cabinet for safety?' she
asked.

'He said you were to make what arrangements sedmst to you,
mademoiselleMadame Barrat turned to go and then checked icomaent.
'And Madame la Comtesse hopes you will join her Biadlame Desmond
for cafeat eleven o' clock.'

Lissa found that Maggie had spoken less than tith twvhen she had said
she had done very little work the previous nigtitee was quite enough to
keep her well occupied right up to eleven, and wihengilded clock above
the fireplace struck the hour, she was glad obtieak.

But as she was crossing the hall, she heard PHinigcher name urgently.
He came up to her and took her arm.

'‘Come into the garden for a moment,’ he said rgpidust talk to you.'
'‘But I'm supposed to be having coffee with yourmeof Lissa began.
‘This is important,” he said impatiently. 'l muséesyou in private.’

It was pleasant in the garden, but Lissa, steairgiance at Paul's sullen
angry face, deduced that there were storms inffirggo

'Did Raoul talk to you about me last night?' he deded.

'He did mention you," Lissa admitted cautiously.r Haemories of the
previous day were completely overshadowed by tl@ahant of revelation
in the gallery and its disastrous aftermath.

'Did he ask if we were going to be married?'

'Yes,' Lissa said, puzzled. 'But | told him we wetré



Paul swore explosively under his breath.

'Paul,’ Lissa swung on him. 'l warned you in Lontloat | was coming here
only on the understanding that there were no drbejween us. And— and
I'm glad to be talking to you like this, becauseréis something | must tell
you.'

'‘And-there is something | must tell you," Paul ssédtagely. 'Monsieur le
Comte, my brother, has informed me that he wishes tm marry
Dominique.’

Lissa caught her breath and stared at him.

"You think I'm joking?' he asked. 'It's only toaey | assure you.' He laughed
bitterly. 'Her father is a wealthy manufacturertextiles, you understand.
Raoul has plans for mass market production of sofmée Fontaine
designs. It would be far more convenient for thelsms if the Vaumont
complex was part of the family.’

'‘But that's utterly feudal!" Lissa burst out. 'Hmt expect...’

'‘Can't expect?' Paul echoed. 'Oh, you don't knowbmogher, cherie. |
guessed he was up to something when he followedlgsiunight. | was
summoned to the presence this morning and toldsalgavhat he expected
me to do. | protested, of course, and told him $ waing to marry you. He
said he had your word that you would not be my wife

‘That isn't strictly correct,’ Lissa said quickly.told him we were not
engaged, that's all.’

'Lissa,' Paul seized her hands, his face alight,r'g the only person who can
help me. If | tell him that we are engaged aftér.al

'‘No!" Lissa looked at him, horrified. 'That's otitlee question. All you have
to do is stand up to him.'

'Oh, it's easy to say that," Paul said hopelesébu forget,ma cherelI'm
dependent on him for everything —my food, my clstegen, and my job.'



'Paul,’ said Lissa gently, 'I'm sorry to have toate this moment, but | did
say | had something to tell you. You have to knbat t've made up my
mind about us. Marriage wouldn't work for us, ama éven surer now after
the things you have been saying. I'm very fond ofl,ybut that's not
enough—uwell, not enough for me, anyway.'

'l think | always knew you would say that," Paubtls&le touched her cheek
briefly and regretfully with his lips, then swungay. 'MonDieu! What am
| going to do?'

Lissa watched him, frowning a little. She was frigniaken aback by his
calm acceptance of her decision not to marry hine I$ad not wanted him
to be heartbroken, but she had at least expecte@ seaction, she told
herself.

A number of odd circumstances were now recalldgetanind. Dominique's
possessiveness, for instance, and her mentionttefdethat had passed
between them. An unwelcome suspicion was beginoifigrm in her mind.
Had Paul begun his headlong courtship of hersgifdgide himself with an
escape route from a relationship with Dominiquechihad perhaps grown
less desirable as time went on?

She remembered her own doubts about the speedwith he had tried to
urge her into an engagement. She still believed/d® genuinely fond of
her, but she wondered if the flames of this fondnagyht not have been
fanned by his urgent need to extricate himself fominique's clutches.

'l don't know what you're going to do/ she saithst. 'And I'm beginning to
think that | don't care very much. No one can foree to marry anyone in
this day and age, and you know it. You're a grovamnand you could be
independent if you wanted. You must have given ywather at some time
the idea that you wouldn't object to marrying Doigre. | can't believe he
just dreamed the whole thing up—Ilike another fasliesign.’

The guilty expression that fleetingly crossed Rafalce convinced her that
she had hit a tender spot.



'l admit | found her attractive once, when she caiaek from Switzerland,’
he said. 'But | soon found out what she was rdiig; Lissa, even if you
hated me, and you say you don't—you couldn't wiskee me married to
that little...'

'I'm not sure you don't deserve each other," Lsssd coldly. 'Anyway, |
have more typing to do. Let me know how you sontgh out. | shall be
fascinated.'

'Lissa,’ he halted her again, 'would you consiti&zast pretending to be my
flancee? | would hold you to nothing once the damggs past.’

'‘And when would that be?' Lissa was really angry.n®/hen Dominique
marries someone else, | suppose? And what precisely to do in the
meantime? Just hang about living a lie for yourdhé? You have one hell
of a nervel!'

'Yes," he admitted frankly. 'But | am desperate.’

'I'm not," Lissa said cruelly, and walked away. 3f#s still seething with
temper when she reached the house. She went sti@aigle Comte's library.
The door was partly open and Raoul de Gue wasdntitking on the
telephone. Lissa turned away, intending to retatarlwhen her attention
was caught by what he was saying.

‘That little affair of Paul's has been settled, &dn't see it will cost us a
sou,' he said. 'At one time | really thought he \wamsg to throw himself
away on the little fool, but I think | have beentgiclever.’

Lissa found she was holding the door handle sdlyighat she had hurt her
fingers. She felt sick and humiliated. How easihe had let herself be
manipulated the night before! The contempt in loie® this morning was in
marked contrast to what, absurdly, she had thostylheard last night.

'I'll see you later, thergherie.lt may all work out as we hoped after all. |
must go nowAn revoir.'



She heard the receiver replaced, and turning fiedliy up the stairs to her
own room.

Il make the announcement at dinner tonight,'IRaid jubilantly. 'Lissa,
you're an angel! But what made you change your #&ind

'It doesn't matter,’ said Lissa, her voice soundiikkeg a stranger's. 'Just as
long as you remember that | have no intention afryiag you now or ever.
But I'll pretend to be your fiancee for the next/fi@eeks until we go back to
England, although I hate the idea of deceiving yoather like this.’

'Oh, Maman will understand. I'll tell her all abauafterwards," Paul said
confidently. 'She doesn't care too much for Domueigither.' He laughed
exultantly. 'If Raoul still wants the families toenge as well as the
businesses, he will have to do the honours himself.

'Yes,' said Lissa. How hard it was to make the tesscof her throat work
properly.

'l can't wait to see Raoul's face when this bombgloes off tonight," Paul
was saying gleefully. 'It will be perfect. My sisie coming from Paris for
the weekend, so there will be a real family party.’

Lissa had never felt less like any sort of pamynily or otherwise. Now that
her anger and hurt were beginning to subside, stsewondering if she had
been too hasty. Upsetting Raoul's plans had sedmeibvious revenge, but
it had brought her no satisfaction. Paul was tHg one who was pleased.
And it had done nothing to salve the aching huat thtad been with her all
day. Fortunately she'd had little time to think.dgee had descended on her
like a whirlwind at the end of the morning, and dtel a mountain of
dictation to transcribe.

'l think the air here suits me,’ Maggie had annedrjoyously. 'I'm going to
enjoy doing this book.'



Lissa's only feeling was that the French Revoluhad not been sweeping
enough, in allowing even one de Gue to escapettitietqe.

'Who was it said that revenge is sweet?' she wexddzs she looked into her
dressing-table mirror while she was getting ready dinner. The pale
strained face that looked back seemed to havengtbido with her at all
with the girl who had woken so lightheartedly tharning. 'Will the real
Lissa Fairfax please stand up?' she thought wryly.

She chose a black dress, high-necked and fulleskimvith floating
diaphanous sleeves. 'l look as if I'm in mournisge thought, but it was too
late to change, and Maggie was already tappingeaddor and asking if she
was ready.

‘Not quite,’ Lissa called. 'I'll only be a few mtes!

It was untrue. She simply did not want to havedalgwn and face them all,
including this new sister she had never met, anar liaul drop his

bombshell. But she could not skulk in her rooméewer. She had brought it
all on herself by her desire for revenge on Raoul.

As she was going out of the door, she stumbledsacsomething on the
floor just outside. It seemed to be a large pafle¢ picked it up and took it
back into her room. The paper it was wrapped in @qgeensive-looking,

with grey and silver stripes, and when she lookiedety Lissa saw an
elaborate 'F' motif like a watermark in the silv&mvhite envelope had been
pushed into a fold of the parcel with her nametol contained a card.

"To make amends for the one | tore. R.'

Lissa tore off the paper and the fabric spilled @uter hands and down to
the rose-coloured carpet. It was blue—the deep bfua night sky in
summer, misted with silver like a scattering ofrsté&she could hear Max
Prentiss's genial voice. 'Midsummer Night— agaihat hair, eh, Raoul?’

Hastily, her hands shaking, she bundled the famtcthe card back into the
wrapping paper and pushed the whole parcel into ohehe fitted
wardrobes. It could be found there, after she lwatkgshe told herself.



The salon seemed full when Lissa entered. AnneievBr Gue was a slim
twenty-two-year-old, as dark as her elder brotiwéh a pretty, mobile face.
She had Frangoise on her knee and their headsheet@bsorbedly over a
picture book.

Paul performed the necessary introductions, theériesa to the corner of
the room on the pretext of mixing her a drink.

"You look very palecherie,’ he whispered.

'l feel very pale.' Lissa looked at him in appeRAaul, | don't think this is
such a good idea after all. Deceiving your motbeen for a little while, and
everyone else. And now your sister is here as \&eltely there must be
some other way of making it plain to Raoul—and Daigpie if need

be—that the marriage is off.'

'Lissa, you can't let me down! You gave me yourdugr
'Yes, but | shouldn't have done. | was—upset.'

It was on the tip of her tongue to let Paul knowowbthe snatch of
conversation she had overheard, but she decidethsaga Relations
between Paul and Raoul were already strainedeihed, and life would be
difficult enough before the evening was over withigliing tales.

'‘But you did promise,' he persisted. 'And | wordtchyou to it when this
affair has blown over. | swear it. Please, LissanMn—her heart is not
strong, and when Raoul and | quarrel, she is upbset.way, there will be no
guarrel. Raoul can say nothing.’

Oh, can't he? Lissa thought, twisting her handseraldly together. "All
right,’ she said at last. 'I'll go through with bt for no longer than
absolutely necessary. And | am not going to belaavié| were in fact your
fiancee.' And she gave Paul a long level look.



'‘Mon angé he breathed, and before she could prevent herki$sed her
cheek lightly. Her face flaming, Lissa looked rouldsee if anyone had
noticed. She immediately encountered a look oftegiiig dislike from
Dominique who had just entered with, Lissa saw wilinking heart, Raoul
de Gue. His own glance was enigmatic, but she kmewad seen Paul's
caress. She lifted her chin and returned his gatteandefiance she was far
from feeling.

She was continually on edge during the meal tHedvied, waiting for Paul
to make the announcement. When she saw champaguaghibiin, she laid
down her knife and fork, feeling she would chokeslife took another
mouthful.

‘There is a celebration." Madame de Gue leanedafahto Raoul smiling,
her eyebrows raised.

‘Not that | am aware of," he returned, but Pawdrmipted him, rising to his
feet.

' 'Mais oui, there is cause to celebrate, Maman,' he saidrratbdoudly. 'l
wish you all to drink the health of Lissa—Mademdesé-airfax, who has
done me the honour to consent to be my wife.'

There was a stunned silence. Anne-Marie was thetérlift her glass.

‘Ales felicitations she said a little uncertainly.

'Paul,mon filsl Madame de Gue was smiling, but her eyes werelg@izz
'What a surprise to spring on us like this." Shedd towards LissaMa
chtre,we had no idea.’

'We met in London, ages ago,' Paul said. 'We kriewst at once.’

'We just couldn't decide the best moment to tell g8, Lissa said a little
lamely, trying to smile and play the happy fiancee.



At last she forced herself to look at Raoul de (Blee had expected anger,
contempt, even chagrin. But his face was shadoaghe leaned back in his
chair away from the candlelit table, and she caowitread his expression.

Beside him Dominique was making no effort to disguher fury and
resentment at the turn of events and was speatihgrt in a low-voiced
flood of furious French. As he listened, his fing@dly tracing the slender
stem of his glass suddenly tightened. Lissa swatbdhe could almost feel
the pressure of those fingers around her throat.

She got up hastily, scraping her chair.

'Please excuse me." Again she tried to smile. 'lhave a slight
headache—the excitement, | expect. Perhaps youlvpaumit me...'

Madame de Gue was instantly sympathetic, and pemhadot drink would
be sent up;' As Lissa passed her chair, she préssdthnd warmly.

'‘And tomorrow we will have a littldite-a-tite," she whispered with a
conspiratorial smile.

Lissa thanked her, feeling wretched, and was glaestape to her room,
leaving Paul to enjoy the sensation he had caused.

But in spite of the hot drink, sleep would not coraed Lissa found that her
head was soon aching in earnest. She got out aileevandered restlessly
to the window, leaning her head against the conkpalt occurred to her
that she still had not found the walled -gardencivhay keeping its secrets
just below. Tomorrow, it might make a splendid gefdrom Raoul's anger,
Dominique's malevolence and even the Comtessele desa confidential
chat. Lissa shuddered.

'What have | got myself into?' she thought frarycdl must have been
quite mad!'

Then suddenly she tensed. Somewhere near at Havadédhad creaked. As
she listened, a soft knock came at her door—Magwiedoubt, who had
been as surprised as anyone, come for an explanafighis apparent



change of heart. Well, she was entitled to it, ipalarly as Lissa was
supposed to be at the Chateau for the sole pugdaserking on this book
with her godmother, but she wished she had waitéitithe morning.

Listlessly she walked across the room to the d®be was reaching for the
handle when Raoul de Gue's voice, pitched low, ddigdemoiselle!’

Lissa froze instantly. Her mouth felt dry, and $&ened weakly against the
panels of the door for support.

'Oh, no/ she thought wildly. 'l can't face him nbw!

The knock came again. 'Mademoiselle!" He spoke noardly. ‘| know you
are there. Please open the door. | must speakutatyonce.’

Lissa's tired brain reeled. What did he mean byiogro her room like this?
It was still relatively early and the others wenaibtless still in the salon.

She was deeply conscious of her almost transpaightgown, and the
pink-shaded lamp shadowing the rumpled bed witeaulmar intimacy. Her
body began to tremble as memories of that nighioimdon came flooding
back.

Surely he didn't intend to try those tactics on &gain? He couldn't be so
despicable. Although she had come to her sensemjtisie, he must have
known the effect he had had on her, she thoughtdipzHe must have
known it too when he looked at her across the @il the gallery, and
when he had forced her to stand in close proxitoityim on the terrace.

She pressed her hand achingly to her mouth. Itdvbaleasy to open the
door, but she had no doubt what would inevitabliofe. He had told her,
after all, that he would stop at nothing to brepker relationship with Paul,
and he had made it clear what kind of woman heidered her.

‘Lissal' For the first time he breathed her namih & kind of sensual
insistence. 'Open the door now! | must see you.'



She felt the handle move under her fingers aséetine door. In a flash she
threw off the almost trance-like state he seemedd @binduce in her, in
which surrender to him was not only necessary lasirdble. Her hand
closed round the ornate key she had barely nobeéare, and even as she
turned it, the desperate thought came that it naghpurely for ornament.
But there was a sharp click, and she was safeast fteom him, if not from
herself.

She stood breathlessly, her cheek pressed againsirtooth wood, waiting
for him to speak again, but instead she heard fo¢steps going away.

She stood waiting, endlessly it seemed, but the®wo further sound, and
slowly she unlocked the door again, allowing thetftears of over-tense
nerves and confused emotions to run unchecked tewface.



CHAPTER SIX

LissA slept late in the morning. She was awoken by Ni@dghbringing her
breakfast tray with an air of subdued excitemerdtdhing the girl fuss with
the curtains and hang away last night's discardesisd Lissa realised she
had become a person of importance in the househaldl nothing to help
her feeling of guilt.

There was a note on the tray from Maggie. 'WelEkgu | hope you know

what you're doing/ it ran. 'I'm going out with Mawl@ on a tour of the local
beauty spots. | want you to relax and get someucddack into those cheeks.
I'll see you later.'

Lissa laid down the note and poured herself sorffeecAt least she would
not have the embarrassment of having to behavet@omtesse as a future
daughter-in-law might be expected to do, yet shiendit relish having to
spend the day without Maggie's reassuring presaseebarrier against the
rest of the world. She had hoped to be able to ireenkerself in work to the
exclusion of everything else, whereas now it locked she would be left to
her own devices for most of the day. She sigheglgebut at that moment
her reverie was disturbed by a light tap at therdoo

Lissa tensed involuntarily, then relaxed in supis Anne-Marie de Gue
came in. She was carrying a slender silver vastagong three perfect pink
rosebuds, with drops of early morning moisturd stihging to them and

she was smiling.

‘Are you better? | do hope so, and so does Paulvd$emoping quite badly
after you left us last night." Her dark eyes exadirLissa attentively. 'l
picked these from Grandmere's garden. They arg, ddthow, but it's so
sheltered there. The roses come soon and lastdor €he used to say.'

'It's very kind of you," Lissa said awkwardly. Ither circumstances she
would have responded eagerly to this overture fabheast one member of
the family who was not trying to use her in somg .wa

Anne-Marie shrugged charmingly. 'Well, you are Esigllike her so |
thought that roses would appeal to you. They ndtshtion, though. |



haven't Grandmere's touch at pruning time and thelevgarden is
becoming overgrown because | am so rarely here.’

'Perhaps | could help,' Lissa offered a little ghii—I like gardening, and
used to help at home, although I'm no expert.'

Once again she was subjected to a searching lodkheam Anne-Marie
nodded vigorously.

‘A good idea,' she approved. 'A day in the sunaalus both good, and we
can get to know each other." Her manner developstight constraint.
'Paul's announcement last night was rather a shtek—Il— had been
expecting him to marry someone else—I must be frank

'Yes, | know.' Lissa pushed her hair back fromfaee.

"You knew?' Anne-Marie gazed at her, her browsedai¥aul has said, then
...eh bien.'She smiled again. 'It will take a little gettinged to, you
understand.'

'I'm beginning to." Lissa said slowly. 'l hope it®t too much of a
disappointment to everyone.'

'Of course not.' Anne-Marie's tone was warm. '#imsply that she has loved
him ever since they were children together. We gdnN@oped that one day
Paul would realise and ... but there, it is wrooglan everyone's life for
them. Paul has chosen you, and soon you will na branger to us any
more. When do you plan to be married?"

'It's not decided yet," said Lissa. She pushettbakfast tray away and slid
out of bed. 'l think I'll get dressed. Perhaps \aa do some work in the
garden before the sun gets too high.'

‘Certainement Anne-Marie agreed, but with a curious expressromer
eyes. 'l will find out where the tools have beemtkand wait for you
downstairs.' She gave Lissa another encouraginig ssmd disappeared.



Left to herself, Lissa dressed swiftly in a pairabdsely fitting blue levis
with a matching denim shirt. She felt like a conafar as she made her way
down to the hall, but to her relief only Anne-Mawas waiting there.

It was a glorious morning and Lissa's spirits raseshe felt the sun on her
face. Anne-Marie led the way quickly around theesid the Chateau and

along a neat gravelled walk to a gate in a high.Waley passed through and
Lissa found herself once more in the stable areah® had been on the right
track after all.

Anne-Marie darted into an outbuilding and emerge@va minutes later
with a flat wicker basket holding some elderly-loak trowels and forks
and a small pair of shears. She handed this t@lasd disappeared again.
There was a sound of clattering and then she reappetriumphantly
flourishing a hoe, a rake and a small spade.

'Pierre always hides them," she said gaily. 'Hesdue approve of women
gardenings or of flower gardens, for that matter."'

She led the way out of the courtyard and they diine a narrow avenue
where the trees had been allowed to meet overheads like walking
through a cool green tunnel, Lissa thought, anithe@tend of it was a high
grey wall, lichen-covered, with a low arched dooywa

The heavy iron latch, shaped like a lion's headgeaked protestingly as
Anne-Marie lifted it.

Lissa caught her breath. The mass of early sumloenis she had glimpsed
from her window above were now set out in fronthef like a cluster of

jewels in an antique setting. Jostling for attemtagainst the lich- ened
walls, Lissa saw old-fashioned English cottage #wmsvlike lupins and

delphiniums, but it was the roses that took the ayé filled the air with

their scent, grouped in formal beds round a smadrgrown lawn. Beyond

the grass a shallow flight of steps led to a smdibur almost hidden in a
mass of fragrant jasmine.

'It's like something out of a dream/ Lissa saidffsigj the scented air
rapturously.



'‘Mais oui," Anne-Marie agreedEh effet,Grandmere used to call this her
"jJardin des reves—the garden of dreams. If ever she had a prob#erd,
there were many, you understand, when Fontaineldfegan, she used to
come here and sit, and soon the problem would $adethe answer to it
become clear. So she always told us.’

Lissa stood for a moment or two and allowed theped the place to have
its way with her. Then for the first time since d$ta come to the Chateau,
she threw back her head and laughed out loud, ddfmning to the
mystified Anne-Marie.

'Well, the weeds are one problem that won't bel¢éalcgimply by dreaming
about them,' she said, smiling. 'We'd better magiad.'

Two back-breaking but companionable hours latey thade their way back
to the Chateau for lunch, hilariously comparingirthadisters but well
satisfied with the start they had made. As thewasspd to wash and change
before the meal, Anne-Marie reached out and toekd's hands in her own.

'Last night when Paul burst that on us, | did hatk | could even like you,'’
she said, frankly. 'l was wrong. | leap to conabasi—it is a family failing.
We are friends nowjon?'

'Yes, | hope so indeed,’ Lissa said sincerely.

The temptation to tell Anne-Marie the truth aboet Bngagement had been
almost overwhelming as the morning wore on andpther girl had chatted
about life at the Chateau and general wedding plartshe felt it would not
be fair to Paul to say anything to his sister withconsulting him first.

She was puzzled too by Anne-Marie's evident conéernDominique's
feelings. Had Dominique really been in love withuPsince childhood? On
the face of what Lissa had seen, it seemed moktelynl There had been a
possessiveness in Dominique's manner, but velgy dittthe tenderness that
Lissa associated instinctively with a long andhit love. She pondered the
problem while she quickly showered and changedamavy pleated skirt
and a matching blouse with full sleeves arid a ge®pted collar at its high
buttoning neck.



The two girls lunched alone. Madame Barrat, whoesithem explained
that Monsieur le Comte and Monsieur Paul were ouhe estate, and that
Mademoiselle Vaumont had accompanied the two ol@nen on their
sightseeing trip.

'‘Oho!" Anne-Marie glanced mischievously at LisBaul isn't very attentive
for a new fiancé. You will have to take him in hahtsa.'

Lissa smiled briefly. 'l think he would have beeary bored by this

morning's activities," she said. 'And this aftermdaonust see if Maggie has
left any work for me. | mustn't forget I'm her setary first and foremost,
and not on vacation.’

Anne-Marie spread out her hands and looked expedgsat the ceiling.

'‘Grandmere always said the English were not a dstrative raceC'est
vrai, n'est-ce pas&3he murmured.

Lissa laughed and went off to the library. As shepected, there was a
sheaf of closely written pages lying near the tygen so she got down to
work straight away. She had been absorbed in Bkif¢a just over an hour
when the sound of the door opening caused her tagsseund from the
typewriter. She was expecting Maggie, back from dgring, but instead
Raoul de Gue was standing, watching her.

Lissa immediately felt vulnerable, and rose tofieet a little jerkily.

'‘Good afternoonmonsieur,'she said, her voice giving a slight betraying
quiver. He inclined his head courteously, and cur&d to look at her. The
silence seemed to go on endlessly and Lissa feluhsteady heartbeats
must be clearly audible across the room.

'Why wouldn't you open your door to me last nighasked eventually.

Lissa controlled a gasp. 'l would have thoughtath&wer to that would have
been obvious, particularly to yomonsieur.'



'Indeed?' He raised his eyebrows coldly. 'l hopeam not insinuating that |
would have been guilty of attempting to seduce smrmaevho was a guest
under my roof.'

'l am not able to saynonsieurprecisely what you would be capable of,
Lissa said breathlessly. 'However, knowing youwiaes opinion of me,
allowing you into my bedroom is the last thing lwi@ do.'

'In spite of the fact that | made it clear thaatllsomething of great urgency
to say to you.'

‘Nothing that cannot be said here and now.' Lissacbed her hands into
fists in an attempt to stop them trembling. 'l sog® you are angry that
|—deceived you over Paul.'

"You did not deceive me, Lissa. | suppose | malyeal that sometimes, as
you are to be mpelle-sceurNor am | angry. My feelings at this moment, |
should say, are mixed.’

He came away from the door and moved towards hetinktively, she
backed away a few paces. He halted, watching hecusqtively, then
stepped forward again. Lissa, by now feeling intgdfoolish, retreated
again and found herself literally with her backhe wall. She could move
no further. Moreover, she had got herself into men and her escape was
blocked on one side by a wall of books.

Raoul de Gue moved forward unhurriedly until he w@nding less than a
foot in front of her. He leaned forward slightlydaput one hand on the wall
on her other side so that she was completely hennmadd stood in silence
looking down into her face.

Lissa stood motionless, hardly daring to breatlme. f8lt devastated by her
emotional confusion, as every inch of her body darad for his touch.

Why had she let Paul talk her into this ridiculitsiation? she wondered
wildly. She wanted to cry the truth aloud to Radaltell him she wanted

him, no matter what the consequences might be.



Raoul stroked her cheek in the lightest of caresstéshis free hand, then let
his fingers trace the tender line of her jaw anadh He paused for a
moment, and then, still without hurry, undid the ttwo buttons of her
blouse.

‘This prim buttoned-up look does not at all becoyna, as | have good
reason to recall,’ he said coolly.

Lissa swung up her hand to slap his face, but bghtdher wrist easily in the
cramped space and held it.

'l do<not advise it," he drawled. 'l might be fatde retaliate in a way you
would not like.'

'‘And you wondered," she said slowly, ‘why | woutd apen my door.’

'‘And | am also wondering why you ran away from m&t pow like a silly
child. What do you imagine | would do to you heremy own library at this
hour of the day—even if you were not engaged tdonoyher?' He released
her and stepped back.

Lissa rubbed her wrist where the marks of his fiag#ill showed. Her
throat felt dry and painful. Almost whispering, staed, 'What did you wish
to say to me—last nighimonsieur?’

He shook his head, smiling a little. 'In the ca@ght of day, | find it is no
longer quite so urgent, or indeed so relevant.’

'Please go, then," she said, staring at the flBt@ase leave me alone.’

'As you wish.' He turned as if to leave, then sutiglewung back. ‘Allow me

to present my felicitations on your betrothal,'slagd harshly. He pulled her
into his arms, his hands hard in the small of leakbalmost grinding her
body against his own, and for one endless momennbuth took hers.

Then he was gone, moving to the door with that attaristic quick lithe
stride. At the door, he paused.



'Remind me to return to you the family jewels,'sa@l, and went out.

Maggie listened in stunned silence as Lissa poawtdhe whole sorry tale
to her from beginning to end that " evening.

'When you decide to get yourself into a mess, yau 1

don't do it by halves,' she said ruefully. 'My degat, whatever possessed
you to do such a crazy thing? And don't put alllilene on to Paul either.
It's that good-looking wretch of a brother thaghind all this.'

"You couldn't be more wrong,' Lissa said cleatlye'never hated anyone in
my life as | do him.’

'l knew it!" Maggie moaned. She folded her arms@emed resignedly at her
goddaughter. 'Well, | suppose the best thing whneldo pack and get back
to London before Paul persuades you to add an #xich of conviction by
going through the actual marriage ceremony with.'him

'Oh, no!" Lissa burst out impulsively. She bit kipr 'l mean—the book. It
would spoil everything.'

‘The book can take care of itself, which is momntican be said for you,’
Maggie said grimly. 'But | admit | hadn't planned going back so soon.’
She looked heavily at Lissa. 'lIt's not going teebsy for you, though, over
the next few weeks. And | feel badly about decgj\Wtadame de Gue. She's
too nice for that. And as for protecting her for health's sake, | think this
business is more likely to give her a heart attalo&n it all comes out, as it's
bound to eventually.'.

'l know,' Lissa sighed miserably. '‘But at the tihoaly thought...'
'How you could get back at Raoul de Gue in one &s0n,' Maggie said

soothingly. 'Very understandable, my love, but verty sensible. Anyway,
you won't have to face him again for a while. Hpse back to Paris and



taken that sour-faced Dominique with him, so tiieb& no need to taste
your food for poison for a few days at least.’

‘Taken Dominique?' Lissa repeated. There was aieéing in the pit of her

stomach. She recalled with appalling clarity PaeXsaltant remark that if

Raoul still wanted the merger, he would have téhdohonours himself. She
made herself smile. 'He hasn't wasted much time!'

'l doubt if either of them are the type to let tgrass grow under their feet,'
Maggie said drily. 'Oh, Lissa, what have you done?'

It was a question that Lissa was asking herselfenamd more as the days
lengthened into weeks. The book was going well, simelwas glad of the
constant demands on her time and energy that sidpgrefrom too much
self-analysis of her feelings and motives. Muclhef spare time was spent
working in the walled garden, which had soon ltsheglected appearance.
But she worked there alone now, because Anne-Niadealso returned to
her work in Paris.

As the days went on, Lissa found that her relahgne/ith Paul was getting
easier too, principally because he made no attéonjoirce it on to a more
lover-like footing. He seemed content with the laamghey had made, but
he would not agree to end it as Lissa had hopemk Dominique was out of
the way.

‘Not until she is safely engaged herself," he saiel morning as they rode
together by the river. Her new role as his fiantae given her the freedom
of the stables as well as the house and groundsl.iaea would not have
been human if she had not taken full advantage of i

'‘But when will that be?' Lissa asked hopelessly.
Paul-"grinned, 'Not too long nowherie,if | know Raoul.’
'Are you so certain that he will marry her?' Ligseked low in the saddle to

avoid an overhanging branch -and was glad of ansxtor her flushed face
as she straightened.



'Of course. Nothing means more to Raoul than Foetaiunless of course
it's the family honour," Paul explained. 'No sacefis too much to ask—but
for him, not for me."

'Doesn't love come into it?"

'‘Not with Raoul," he said. 'Certainly not sincetdice..." He shrugged almost
regretfully.

He must have loved her very much, Lissa thought @iswift pang. She let
her horse canter ahead. This was not a line ofarsation she wished to
pursue.

And then there was Fran”oise. Ever since the dhad learned of the
supposed engagement, there had been a shy welndmee ¢yes each time
she met Lissa. Usually she was in the charge ofevtadselle Firaud, a drab
young woman who peered at the world through unbéwpspectacles.

Surely the child would be happier at school? It veash an isolated
existence for her at the Chateau, Lissa thought.

One day she ventured to raise the subject witiCtrmatesse, who was sitting
with her embroidery on the terrace. So far Lissé mmanaged to evade any
real exchange of confidences with her, and Madaatk ot pressed the
point. She treated Lissa warmly and appeared dquotgent to let any
relationship between them develop at its own plaisea was half expecting
a rebuff, but to her surprise Madame seized eagerlyer words.

You are rightyma chereput how to convince Raoul?' She sighed. 'He has
laid down his-own rules for the child's upbringeugd | must not interfere, it
seems. But it is hard. At Anne-Marie's old schaloé good sisters would
welcome and cherish the child. And she needs pltagnat her own ag$.'
Madame sighed again. 'And her clothes, cheréEven they are picked by
Mademoiselle, who is worthy, | am sure, but alto-

gether lacking irchic' And she made a graceful gesture.



Lissa was bound to agree. She longed to takettheedirl in hand, to dress
her in jeans and run with her through the woodsghaounded the Chateau,
letting her get dirty and untidy for once. She veahtio take her swimming in
the deep pool below the St Denis bridge, whereillege children splashed
and played and sunned themselves on the rocks. ivtaselle Firaud, it
seemed, did not care over-much for fresh air aedstin brought on her
frequently recurring headaches.

It was one of these headache: that finally gaved_lser chance. She came
running down the stairs late one afternoon cn hay W the garden and
found Francoise crouched on the bottom step, crying

'What is it,cherie?’ Lissa cradled the small body protectively.

'Mademoiselle promised we would go to the villaggeaty, but now she says
she istrop maladeand has gone to lie on her bed." Francoise sniffed
scrubbing at her eyes with a damp ball of a haratkef. C'est toujours la
meme chosdt is too hot or too far, or the heat makes het k' And the
sobs broke out afresh.

There was an echo of many similar disappointmemtthé child's voice,
Lissa recognised. She stood up briskly, pullinghEcése to her feet.

'‘Well, | wouldn't mind a walk to the village forchange,' she said, smiling.
'‘But | don't want to take a ' tear-stained facdwiie. Run along and wash it
while | change out of these jeans, and I'll seelyene in ten minutes.'

Francoise's piquant little face was suddenly ali§ihte pulled free and was
gone, leaving Lissa to make her way more slowlykbacher room to
change into a cool white sleeveless dress.

She had been looking forward to her time in thelgarand the thought of a
long hot walk down the steep hill to the villageldrack was not particularly
enthralling.

'I'm behaving as a good aunt should,' she toldelfetsly, combing her soft
fall of hair before the mirror.



But the child did not need an aunt. She neededenath Surely Raoul de
Gue was aware of this? Perhaps even at this momeewas making plans
for marriage, to give the child a mother she solypadeded. But would

Dominique fill this particular role as well as #lle others she would be
called on to play as mistress of the Chateau afelafits master?

Lissa dropped the comb back on the dressing tabtescious that her hand
was trembling. Because she had only seen an uapleastagonistic side to
Dominique, it did not mean that the girl was nasgessed of other attributes
that a man like Raoul de Gue would find distinetijgring. Dominique was
good-looking, and if her mouth was sulky, it wascasensual, with its full,
pouting lower lip.

Paul had said love would not come into such a @@esibut Lissa thought
bleakly that passion was a very different mattére Comte would expect
more than a mere business arrangement. And asforrigue, Lissa found

her attitude difficult to fathom. She had, it seeim&anted Paul openly and
without evasion. Now, equally openly, she had tiemed her attentions to
Raoul. It was incredible, Lissa thought, and unwdnand unbidden the
guestion forced itself upon her teeming mind—'Hawld Raoul be only

second-best to any woman?"

Frangoise chattered gaily as they descended théingimoad to St Denis.
Lissa was glad of her prattle. It kept thoughtbat that she did not wish to
be confronted with, and she tried to respond tacthlel with equal gaiety.

It was very hot, and the loose stones underfoagae through the soles of
her sandals, making her wriggle her toes uncontibytaPerhaps
Mademoiselle Firaud's frequent headaches were siathelable after all,
she decided wryly, pausing to dislodge one flirat thad actually wedged
itself under her heel.

She soon discovered that Francoise's wish to gbeoillage was not a

simple desire for exercise. There was a confecati®rshop which sold

sweets and ice cream, and Lissa guessed that towisis establishment was
generally a highlight of the trip.



As they approached the bridge, Lissa saw that tlvere the usual children
playing nearby, and was surprised to feel Fransoiead steal into hers.
Glancing down at the child's face, suddenly robbkeds mobility as she
walked along silently with downcast eyes, Lissdised that Francoise was
desperately shy and awkward with the other children

She noted too that they had stopped playing aneé watching Franchise

walk past almost with an air of resentment. Asa Fran”oise drew level,
one of the children said something in a low voiaed the whole group

laughed. There was an unkind note in the laughtet,Lissa saw Francoise
bite her lower lip to stop it trembling.

'Do you know the girl—the one who spoke?' Lissaedsk

'She is Yvette Monceaux. Her father is the ownertlud epicerie.’
Franchise's voice was stilted.

Glancing back over her shoulder, Lissa saw thatctintren were still
staring after them. One of them, a fair girl, ledmwer and spoke to the
Monceaux child, who frowned and shrugged befoneitigy away to resume
her skipping game with two others.

'Is Yvette older than you?'

'‘By a yearmademoiselleLissa felt the small hand gently withdrawn from
her own, just as she had felt the child retreahiwitherself. But why?
Although she badly wanted to get to the bottomha tinpleasant little
incident, Lissa decided it would be politic to fleeé matter drop for the time
being. All the joyousness had gone out of Franceistep, and she still
looked close to tears.

'Here are the houses at last,’ Lissa remarked.t"fe&ty colours they are,
and how nice some of the window-boxes look. If y@ad a window-box,
what flowers would you grow in it, | wonder?'

'l do not know many flowers," Francoise said dowibtf



‘Then your education has been sadly neglectedsalsaid cheerfully.
'Particularly when your own great-grandmother haslensuch a lovely
garden at the Chateau. Don't you ever go ther&ai®@p

'‘Non.' Frangoise shook her head, and Lissa was glacetsts=looked less
wan. 'Pierre says that flower gardens are Englghraad, and waste soll
that could be used for growing good vegetables.'

A typically French point of view from the Chateabhsad gardener, and a
possible reason for all the past neglect, Lissaghoruefully.

'Yet he keeps the gardens at the Chateau beaytiilie said.

'‘Mais naturellementPapa would not employ him if he did not," Franeois
said practically, and Lissa was forced to laugh.

They spent a pleasant half hour in the village sgjularancoise led Lissa
from shop to shop, all her former vitality restaré¢hlike some of their
children, the village tradespeople appeared ta tnea with warmth and
affection, Lissa thought, feeling heartened.

When she had supervised the purchase of the biggestream that

Monsieur Durand had to sell, Lissa felt she deskesmme refreshment on
her own account. She eased the cuffed necklinemdliess away from the
stickiness of her throat and gazed longingly actbsssquare to the cafe
where the proprietor had set the inevitable snadilets on the pavement
outside in the shade of tall umbrellas. A cup @ teould be more than
welcome, but there would be small hope of that,ksteav.

She decided instead on fresh lemonade with iceifrpossible, and set off
across the square with Francoise skipping besidanhsilent and rather
sticky bliss.

Monsieur Archard brought her drink himself and b ask if she was
enjoying her stay at the chateau. Lissa was aweteelvery detail of her
dress and appearance had been closely studied éayoee they had
encountered, and guessed unhappily that news a&fdhealled engagement
had spread like wildfire. Paul had a lot to ansfeeiin a great many ways,



she thought angrily, as she pretended English ipcehension to
Monsieur's smiling questions.

Her suspicions were soon confirmed by Francoisenviensieur's plump
figure had disappeared back into the cafe.

'Everyone wonders when you are going to mamgn onol¢ she said
candidly, gazing at Lissa over the top of her iogam. 'When there is a
wedding in our family, there is a dc here at theasg as well as the ball at
the Chateau, and at midnight all the guests comendo the village here
and join in the dancing. It happened when Papaietakiaman. Uncle Paul
told me all about it, and how everyone drank chagnpaand laughed and
was happy. Soon it will be your tutmademoiselle.’

'That being the case,’ Lissa smiled at her, 'damit think you could find
something a little more friendly to call me thandéaoiselle?’

'‘Ma tante?'Francoise ventured, putting her head a little 0@ side.

Lissa felt a sudden flush of embarrassment. 'Vitddla little too soon for
that, perhaps. | wouldn't mind if you called merby Christian name.’

'Lissa.' Frangoise gazed at her, obviously startBad Mademoiselle Firaud
would say that was nabnvenable.'

'‘Well, with all due respect, | think we can leaveadémoiselle and her
opinions out of this,' Lissa said, firmly. 'So #sttled, then.'

‘Certainement-Lissa,’ smiled Francoise, her look of mischiehging her
close to real prettiness.

Sitting there in the shade of the umbrella, listgndly to Francgoise as she
pointed out the various village notables as thegtvedout their business,
Lissa failed utterly to notice the sleek dark rg@drés car easing its way
towards them between a cyclist and a knot of gosgiwomen. Francoise
saw it, however, and was on her feet in an insgegfully waving.

'Papa, Papdious sommes ici!’



Lissa's heart froze as she recognised the elegaktigure at the wheel and
realised that he had seen them and that he wadaor@. Dominique was in
the passenger seat.

The car whispered to a halt at the kerb a fewdeety and Raoul de Gue got
out slowly. He was wearing dark glasses so hisesgion was unreadable
as Francoise ran over to him, but Lissa noticed ltbagquietly disengaged
himself from the child's ecstatic grip after a bgeeeting.

'So you have a nhew companion on your excursioasgimarked slowly. He

did not seem annoyed, but rather slightly amused Léssa felt her tension
increasing* She made to stand up, instinctivelychesg for her handbag
which lay on the table near her half- finished gla lemonade. Her arm
caught the tumbler and the remains of the liquidsped on to her dress.
With a little exclamation she fell back on to tleas pulling open the clasp
of her bag to get a tissue. But before she could éine, an immaculately
folded handkerchief was dropped into her lap. Frugiwith herself for her

clumsiness and lack of poise, she muttered a bvafl of thanks and

devoted her attention to her stained skirt. Helirigeof awkwardness was
not dispelled by his reaching down and touching airtbe folds.

"It will wash?' he asked.

'Very easily,' Lissa returned a little unsteadi®t course, he would be
interested in the fabric and its qualities.

'l am relieved to hear it. | wouldn't want to bespensible for ruining any
more of your wardrobe,' he said, coolly straightgni

'Have | to wait here all afternoon?' Dominique'scecsuddenly demanded
from the car. Raoul strolled across and openegdlssenger door.

'Certainly notma chtre We will all sit and drink lemonade and then | will
drive Fran™oise, and Mademoiselle Fairfax back® Chateau. | imagine
the walk down was quite sufficient,’ he added, aing a glance at Lissa's
flimsy white sandals.

Dominique got out of the car with obvious ill grace



'‘And what would they have done if we hadn't arri’eshe demanded.

‘The question does not arise." Raoul held a clairher with smiling
courtesy and signalled to the hovering Monsieuthard.

After sending one rather derisive look at her dr&sminique apparently
preferred to pretend that Lissa was not there.t@itmed to Fran™oise with
vivacity, firing a quick flood of questions thatdsa was sure were mainly
concerned with the schoolroom and Mademoiselle uBiraFrancoise
answered dutifully, but Lissa could see that herheas not in it, and was
amused to see the child trying valiantly to repr@sgawn as Dominique
continued to press questions on her progress ihemsitics.

Lissa did not want another glass of lemonade, bheaitdsd not know how to
refuse it or the lift back to the Chateau withoeemming churlish.. With a
start, she realised that in her abstraction shebbad about to put Raoul de
Gue's handkerchief in her bag, and saw him smilglyaas he reached
across to take it from her. It was that smile ttetided her. She would walk
back to the Chateau if it killed her! She wantedanmurs from him, a man
who thought she would melt at his slightest glaesen though the thought
of that hill and the heat and stones made her wimeevance.

She took the lemonade with a cdlterci' when it came, and went on staring
across the square as if her life depended on it.

'It is dedicated to the Assumption of the Blessaji¥," Raoul's voice said
in her ear, and she jumped.

'What is?'
"The church, in which you seem to be taking suchleorbing interest.' He
had lit a Gauloise and was leaning back on hisrckatching her from

behind those enigmatic dark glasses.

'l was not aware of it,’ she said coldly.



'You gave the impression that you were memorisiagrye stone," he
returned. 'No doubt you were lost in dreams ohtdyepy days when you will
stand before its altar as Paul's bride.’

'No doubt,' said Lissa, nettled, and saw him saxjain.

'l wouldn't bank too much on dreams of that natimetold her too softly for
the others to hear, and she tensed.

'‘Are you threatening me, Monsieur le Comte?'
'Au contraire.Consider it more in the light of a friendly wargih

'Indeed?' Lissa in spite of her growing rage, wias aareful to keep her
voice down. 'Well, I'm sorrymonsieurput | don't believe that friendship is
possible between us.’

"You could well be right.' He studied the burnifmdf his cigarette.

'I'm glad we agree on that at least. So perhapswitlualso agree to
stop—sniping all the time at my relationship withuP'

'l am sorry if that is how you regard my naturdenest in your little affair,’
he said. 'l cannot promise to relax it, howevero fauch, you see, depends
on the outcome for that." He smiled sardonicallyhassaw her glance
uncertainly at Dominique. 'Precisely.’

'I'm sorry too.' Lissa drained what was left in giass and set the tumbler
down a little breathlessly. "You're hundreds ofrgeaut of date, you know.
Autocrats of your type died out in the Revolutionshould have done. One
thing is certain—neither Paul nor | are going tbrsit to being bullied by
you. We have our own lives to lead. And—and | wquiefer to get back to
the Chateau under my own steam, thank you,' shedemdlttle lamely.

'Fortunately that won't be necessary,' he said #mgdifting his hand in a
casual greeting. Turning in her chair, Lissa sawl Raalking along the
pavement towards them. 'In the nick of timmen braveYour lovely fiancee
has just been defending you like an angry tigrestepting her cub.’



'Oh?' Paul looked hot and cross. 'Well, I've jafitdnother angry tigress up
at the Chateau. | wish you'd told Mademoiselle Wirdhat you were
bringing Francoise down here with you, Lissa. Sbefs/inced the child has
been kidnapped at the very least. Fortunately M&dBarrat saw you leave
and calmed her down before she started agitatingdnd

'Oh!" Lissa's already burning cheeks glowed afregth humiliation. 'l
thought—I assumed that Francoise had told heBhe'looked at the little
girl, who sat looking the picture of guilt.

'Hardly,' Raoul de Gue drawled. 'l suspect Framckigew she would not get
permission for the treat and decided to bypass Madkelle altogether.' He
rose with the restrained muscular grace that chenaed his every move.
'‘Come, Francoise. We will discuss the matter andr yapology to

Mademoiselle in the caheir? Paul, you will drive Mademoiselle Fairfax?’

Lissa turned away and began to walk along the pamemShe was

embarrassed and annoyed that her wish to givelé gleiasure had turned
out like this. She had been made to feel bothferieig and thoughtless, and
the fact that Dominique had been a gloating witndisin't help in the

slightest.

Paul caught up with her. "You'll give yourself aatlache cherie,if you
charge about in the heat like this.' He lookedeattith concern. 'Are you all
right, Lissa?'

Lissa sighed. 'l suppose so. | didn't realise Fomecwasn't supposed to
leave the Chateau without permission.’

Paul looked uncomfortable. 'In the old days, it niodd seem>» to matter. And
there is no harm done as she was with you, buissheich man's daughter,
and there is always a certain amount of danger Miagdemoiselle tends to

panic when Fran<joise isn't under her*eye. And #fternoon, she should
have been in the schoolroom with her embroidery.pBlused and looked at
her curiously. 'What have you been saying to Ravdlat did he mean

about your defending me?’



'It doesn't matter,’ Lissa said wearily. 'He wast joeing unpleasant about
our supposed engagement. Don't let's talk abdistdathad about as much as
| can stand today.'

As Paul's estate car wound its way up the hill, gherts car overtook it
easily. Paul sounded his horn and shook his fistack menace, while his
brother responded with a casual wave.

'I've never known Raoul spend so much time at that€au as he has this
month," said Paul, as they followed the other kesugh the gates. 'l wish |
knew why.' He looked worriedly at Lissa. "You'lldge your wordcherie.
You won't let him know that our engagement is anshamtil he and
Dominique ardiances}'

‘No, I won't tell him," Lissa promised wanly. Andem her silently expressed
conviction that Raoul and Dominique deserved edhbrdorought her no
comfort.



CHAPTER SEVEN

LissA'sdreams were troubled that night and she sleptfaflity. It was not
surprising, therefore, that she woke with a sligpddache, and a general
disinclination to go downstairs and face the sitrat

Dinner, the previous evening, had been an awkwayal fall of constrained
silences. Even Dominique had not made her uswahattto monopolise the
conversation, but had confined herself to intimalelv- voiced exchanges
with Raoul de Gue.

And Paul had decided the time was ripe for a litiker-like behaviour on
his own behalf, Lissa recalled angrily. She hadnbeeced, in public, to
play along with this, concealing her rising irritat, largely for the sake of
Madame de Gue, who seemed pleased that this stcangeship by* her
younger son was being conducted along conventloes at last.

Lissa supposed that had she been in love with Pa&ilattentions would

have been the summit of her wildest dreams. Asas,wwhe way he had
leaned over her, his cheek brushing her hairltbédil wine glass or his hand
cupping hers as he lit her cigarette had almo¢dther. And when he had
sat beside her on the brocaded sofa in the salariose that he seemed
almost moulded to her side, it Was all Lissa calddhot to push him away.

The only person who seemed unaware of the underusrrhad been
Maggie, who had excused herself immediately thelmess over to
re-immerse herself in the de Gue family papers. \Bag so preoccupied
with them, and the diary in particular, that Lissed decided not to bother
her at this time with her personal doubts and tiesibShe knew her
godmother had reached a particular phase in hativegrocess, which was
extremely sensitive, and that she needed no outsstierbances. Besides,
Lissa realised ruefully, Maggie's probable reactyuld be that she had
brought all her problems on herself. Lissa felt thés was only partly true.
She argued with herself that she had been fordecher present invidious
position by the vile, contemptible behaviour of Rlede Gue who seemed to
think he had the right to play thgrand seigneurover the destiny of
everyone he came across.



What she did not choose to examine too closely easown incredibly
over-heated reaction to him, quite apart from tmelemiable physical
onslaught he had made on her senses.

She sat up in bed with a groan, pushing the tumhbad off her damp

forehead. She had arranged to meet Paul for tiselumorning ride in a
very short while, she realised as she consultedvhistwatch. It would do

her good to get away from the brooding atmosphéitheo Chateau for a
while, and she could also, she thought, lay downesstrict guidelines for

Paul on their future relationship while she remdimeFrance. They had a
bargain after all, no matter how distasteful it htipave become.

After a quick shower, she hurriedly dressed in lexMis and a black
high-necked jumper and pulled on knee-length bbetsre making her way
downstairs and out to the stables through the &itofuarters as she had
inadvertently done on her first day.

But to her dismay, #ete-a-tetewith Paul was to be out of the question, it
seemed. Paul himself, with a face like thunder, staading by one of the
stalls, tapping”his riding crop against his boat] avatching Raoul helping
Dominique to mount Verite, the little mare thatdasusually rode on their
excursions. The groom, Jean-Louis, stood holdieghtidle of Mistral for
the Comte and Lissa saw that Atalante, a young relaeehad not tried
before, had been saddled for her.

For a moment she hesitated, wondering if she cmiteat to the Chateau
without being seen, and plead slight indispositader, but Paul had already
noticed her and was striding across the courtyard.

‘There you aregherie' he said loudly. "You don't mind if we have compa
for once, do you?'

Lissa felt embarrassed, especially when she enemdha slightly mocking
smile from the Comte, as he leaned forward in &ikle to smooth Mistral's
neck.

"It isn't for me to mind,"' she said sharply, neddbg that smile. 'They are
your brother's horses, after all, and he may heetwhenever he wishes.'



It was a graceless little speech and she wishedsaid almost at once.
Paul's scowl deepened, but he remained silent, Lisgh pretended to
occupy herself in tightening Atalante's girth.

'Which way shall we go, Raoul?' Dominique askede S¥as looking
extremely chic as usual in a silk shirt and supechit riding breeches.

'‘Down by the river—that's the way you usually gan't it, Paul?' Raoul
turned to his brother, who had also mounted byttinis.

An imp of perversity awoke in Lissa. This party wame of her choosing,
she thought. She could at least pick her own rfmstBer morning ride.

She kept her head bent and went on fiddling withginth which was now
adjusted to her satisfaction.

‘Allons, Lissa.Depeche-toi?Paul called impatiently.

'My stirrup's a little too long. I'll catch you ughe called back, and smiled to
herself as she saw the Comte with Paul and Donmendajose behind him
urge their horses to a trot out of the yard.

She waited until the sound of hooves had died amalyglanced round. But
Jean-Louis had disappeared into one of the statisrauld not be around,
Lissa reasoned, to point out to her that she wamygo the wrong direction.

Outside the gates, a narrow rather dusty trackviat the high wall of the
Chateau grounds downwards and out of sight roustigat bend. Lissa
turned Atalante's head in the other direction aodxed the mare, who
seemed nervous after the placid Verite, up thetrawards the woodland
that crowned the slopes at the back of the Chateau.

She felt like a child playing truant as the tredssed round her, and
wondered if her absence had been noticed yet. Stexulated
mischievously on which of the trio would be the mamgry at her
defection— Raoul and Dominique, who would obvioushant to be
alone—or Paul, who for the first time in his lifeopably would find himself
the third member of a party in which two was thé@ompany.



Meanwhile, the track led into the woodland, becagrarbroad grassy bridle
path, and just the place to take the fidgets od{tafante, Lissa decided as
she put the mare into a controlled canter, and,teaenouraged by the
animal's disciplined response, into a gallop.

Up above the arching trees, the sun gleamed inleldygplendour through
the leaves, and below her, on her left, Lissa daavglint of water and

realised that she too was following the river, althh at a much greater
height than the others.

She slowed Atalante gradually until they were atadking pace again. A
few strands of hair had worked loose from the bhaslket ribbon that held
them at the nape of her neck, and she twisteddims toosely round her
wrist as she made the adjustment.

It was then that she heard the unmistakable solimoladbeats coming along
the track from the direction she had just come from

'Oh, no!" Lissa groaned aloud, giving her ribboneatra vicious jerk. She
supposed philosophically it was inevitable that|Rlould come to search
for her, acting out his role of the devoted fiansgd undoubtedly he would
have had some pretty strong hints from the other tovcontend with as
well. Resignedly she reined Atalante in to the sitkhe track and waited for
him to come up with her, round the slight curvéha ride.

But it was not Paul's thickset grey who swung wigav out of the screening
trees. It was the bay, Mistral, and there was rgiaking the tall dark figure
who rode as if he and his handsome mount weremoelded together into
a devastating partnership of grace and musclethinaatened to ride her
down.

Lissa panicked. Nothing—nothing in this world wasrg to prevail on her
to be alone with him again. She gave Atalante gpstiig with her heels and
the surprised mare responded with a bounding wtaicth nearly unseated
her.

He called her name and there was no mistakinghiteatening note in his
voice.



'Go to hell" she shouted back recklessly, andated low over Atalante's
neck, urging her along with her heels.

The wind whistled past and somewhere, in the digtan first, but growing
steadily nearer, there was a low roaring noise bmt no relation to
anything she could see, or even to the relentlesgds that already seemed
to be gaining on her.

Sweat poured down her forehead, and trickled ietoelyes, and she shook
her head impatiently, not dar-ing to relax suffintlg to wipe it away. Now
she had taken to flight, all that seemed importaas that she should
win—qget far enough away to hide in the trees, ampehthat Raoul would
get tired of looking for her eventually.

There was a sharp bend just ahead, she realisedfulig, her pulses
pounding almost uncontrollably and her breath cgnminrshuddering gasps.
Once round it, she would be out of sight for prasiseconds.

The roaring was louder now, or was it merely thaduin her ears and her
own laboured breathing that she heard? And as stieAtalante hurtled

round the bend, she saw too late the torrent ofemiater hurtling down

from a sheer wall of grey stone and how the grdefidway almost at their
feet into a sloping ravine where jagged rocks paralevolently out of the

foaming water.

She heard herself cry out, and Atalante neigheusly, rearing up in
terror as her hooves slipped on the muddy bankn Tbeks, sky and water
swung round her in one gigantic terrifying paratesashe fell.

It was an aching, uncertain world that she evehtumened her eyes on.
She gazed round in bewilderment, conscious thatslky felt sore and
bruised and that her clothes were damp and streakbdnud. Her face,

too, felt stiff and when she lifted a hand gingddynvestigate, it too came
away coated in mud. And as tears of mingled paoh s®if-pity began to

gather ill her eyes, Raoul de Gue came climbinthegank from the ravine.
He was holding in his hand the crimson neckerdmgeliad been wearing in
the open neck of his shirt, and Lissa could seeithaas dripping wet.



Hastily she closed her eyes, and pretended toilbarstonscious. She felt
altogether too jarred, physically and emotiondity,a confrontation- with
him. She could sense that he was standing oveldoking down. There
was that faintfrisson along all her nerve endings that he never faited t
inspire, damn him.

She risked an upward glance at him through hereksimd saw him dark
against the sun. She realised helplessly that Isecaming closer and shut
her eyes again determinedly. She guessed ratheistdva he was kneeling
beside her. She could feel the warmth of him asehred over her. The
sharp tang of his cologne was in her nostrils dredseathed it helplessly,
knowing that his face could only be inches from cven.

He sighed, and she tensed involuntarily, awaredhe¢ more she was at his
mercy through her own folly.

Alors, ma belle dormeusitis time you awoke,' he murmured, and Lissa, in
spite of herself, felt her breathing quicken aslipsrparted awaiting his.

Instead a cold stream of water showered down onakehe wrung his
neckerchief over her face and throat, and Lissaisaasping and shaking
herself furiously.

You ... brute! You've almost drowned me!'
Raoul sat back on his heels watching her with nagtbeyes.

‘A miraculous recoverymademoisellel felicitate you. You did indeed
almost drown, but that was none of my doing."'

'l did?' Lissa had found some crumpled tissuekerpbcket of her jeans and
was trying to wipe her face. There was a grim mot@s voice which gave
her pause. She looked at him wide-eyed. 'Did lydall ... in there?'

'Very nearly. Fortunately some bushes broke yduafa | was able to drag
you back before they gave way.' His mouth was sdtlas eyes glinted
ominously. ‘Now you will have the goodness to expta me what this little

cross-country race was all about, and why youitf@lecessary to risk your



neck and that of an expensive animal which doesalmng to you. The
first, | cannot prevent, if you are determined. Bleeond, | can and will.’

'Oh, Atalante!' Lissa struggled to a sitting pasitiand stared around,
wincing a little. She saw with relief that the mavras tied safely to a nearby
tree and that both she and Mistral were quietlppnag the grass.

'Oh, Atalante," he mimicked savagely, and she $haathe sudden blaze of
anger in his face. 'How dared you do it! You heae shout to you. | was
trying to warn you. We all know this path and aregared for the waterfall.

You knew nothing of it— Paul said that he had ndareught you this way,

and yet you rode as if all the devils in hell wafer you.'

'Perhaps | thought they were,' Lissa threw batkrat and could have bitten
out her tongue as soon as the words were utteredodked down at her,
and in that one glance Lissa saw how his anceginyad lords of amncien
regimethat took what they wanted from unruly vassalsyidave reacted
to such an insult and from a woman.

'So | am a devil,' he said softly. 'Why then ..lceene to my hell.’

Her mouth tightly closed against his insistence, fslught him breathlessly,
until he savagely clamped his hand around her slamndsts and thrust them
behind 'her back, pushing her down upon the g&fss.cried out then partly
in pain, and partly in protest at the insolent kadl mouth was taking of hers
at last ... as if he would teach her a lesson mssaity that she would
remember until the end of her days.

Lying beneath his hard body, Lissa felt all her etheks carefully
constructed against him, all her anger and resaritislewly crumbling
under sharper and more eloquent needs. All thénggnted flirtations in the
past had not prepared her for this desperate wantims longing to be
drawn ever closer to him into the final consummatd passion.

He unfastened the buttons of his shirt, draggiegsthft wool of her sweater
aside so that his skin touched hers. It went thnouigsa like an electric
shock, and she shivered uncontrollably as he ldtiss her breasts. And as



he bent, he smiled and his grip on her wrists €ael, as though he was
acknowledging the imminence of her complete sueend

And in that moment Lissa broke the sensually drdggpell that was
enfolding her. She had seen that smile and itsiampiiumph.

That was all it was to him—a sordid little victary his war of domination
with Paul. She thrust him away from her with bo#ndis, rolling over
swiftly in spite of her bruises so that she wasyafsam him. She would not
let him see how seriously she had taken what hetgppssed between them.
He would not have the satisfaction of knowing hoganly she had been
completely his.

She tried to laugh, and was amazed at the liglartée sound from a throat
that ached with tears she would not allow hergedfited.

'l think this has gone far enough—don't yowpnsieur? didn't know that
you still operated thdroit du seigneumn this day and age."’

She got to her feet, brushing mud and grass franjel@s in an attempt to
disguise how her hands were trembling. Her puldedgged and she was
aware of a shaming desire to be violently sick.

She stared at the ground and waited, shaking hionauseated feeling to
pass.

Raoul de Gue had also risen, but he made no moappimach her. When
eventually she raised her eyes to meet his, thieogat in his face was like a
blow.

"You are mistakermademaoisellghis voice cut her like a whip. 'Tlgeoit du
seigneumwas invariably reserved for virgins—on their wedylnights.'

She was going to slap him right across that dadckimg face of his, except
that the nauseated feeling had returned stronger élrer. As it was, she
managed two wavering steps before the ground dippddwayed, and she
fainted away again, right at his feet.



'Well,' said Maggie. Her tone conveyed a wealtmfiéctions in that simple
monosyllable, and Lissa, lying wanly against hédopis, winced.

The doctor had left only a few moments before. lds and bruises had
been attended to, as they were only minor, andm & sedative had been
prescribed.

'Mademoiselle has suffered a severe shock to heesé he diagnosed.
Mademoiselle did not argue the point.

Lissa knew she was about to be the recipient ofobiner godmother's rare
censures, now that they were alone—severe shadtle toerves, or not.

'l had a word with Madame today,' said Maggie irasuged tones. 'She was
speaking of your engagement to Paul and wonderingnwt would be
convenableto make the announcement public and give a partyour
honour.'

'Oh, no! Lissa raised stricken eyes.

'Oh, yes,' said Maggie grimly. 'You can imagine Hdelt. | had to bring in
pressure of work and all sorts of things to putdféthe scent.' She paused
for a moment. "And | did say as well that | fdiat things were not quite
right between you and Paul, and that perhaps arytbificial would be
premature.’

'Oh,’ Lissa digested this for a moment. 'What thelssay?'

'She was extremely sorry, but not, | felt, undulypsised. She had
apparently begun to welcome the idea of you asugltar-in-law. | can't
imagine why," Maggie said dauntingly.

‘Neither can |." Lissa rolled over in bed, teaiiskng at her eyelids.

'‘And crying won't help." Maggie sat down on the edfj the bed and took
her hand. 'While we're about it | would like an kxyation of this morning's



exhibition. Madame and | had just finished talkimigen Raoul de Gue came
striding in carrying you in his arms. | thought ywere dead at least.’

'l wish | was,' Lissa told her pillow.

'‘Nonsense," said Maggie robustly. Her eyes condgrnsurveyed the
forlorn figure in bed. '‘But seriously, dear, whaade you take such an
appalling risk? What could | have said to your p#sef anything had
happened to you?'

'l didn't realise there was a risk." Lissa satlop/ly.

'No risk—in accepting a challenge from the Comta tace over ground you
didn't know? | thought the pair of you had moresserand he far more
sense of responsibility.’

Lissa put up a hand to her aching head. What waggMasaying—that
Raoul de Gue had taken the blame for what had Im&oi¥e She felt
bewildered. After his treatment of her, she hadbeieved it possible of
him.

Maggie was continuing, 'I'm afraid he got a roasftior it from Madame.
I've never seen her so upset. And then Paul andrdedful Dominique
arrived back, demanding to know what had happembdt was when |
made a tactical withdrawal.' She leaned forwardlaokled closely at Lissa.
'‘Are you very shaken, ducky? You're very whitel ffraw the curtains a
little, could you sleep?’

Lissa murmured a subdued affirmative. Actually glienot feel in the least
sleepy, but she felt a sudden urgent need to Imealo

When Maggie had gone, she closed her eyes andddidat shamed tears
begin to fall at last. Every moment with Raoul lre twood was recalled in
all its bitter context. How could she so wantonlgside a man who so
obviously despised her? she asked herself desgigiridad she no pride at
all where he was concerned? For no one else haabdgrknown that sweet
melting to oblivion. She groaned out loud, and geesher knuckles hard
against her teeth.



She tried to assemble her thoughts into some $odherent order. First of
all she had to acknowledge that Raoul de Gue #&tttdwer physically in a
way that no other man ever had, and she fought aWwaytreacherous
afterthought—or ever would.

Secondly, her engagement to Paul must be endedcdsie not have felt

more guilty about Raoul's lovemaking if she hadnbeely Paul's fiancee,

and bound to him in honour. No wonder Raoul heldiheuch contempt,

she told herself. He had little enough reasonitktivell of her, even at their

first meeting. The bitter truth was that she hagenéad sufficient control of

herself to hold him at arm's length. Even Paul, miste had once imagined
she had loved a little, had teased her about Heness.

Finally, she must get away from the Chateau as as@he decently could.
Maggie's book would soon be sufficiently advancegérmit a return to
London, and Lissa felt that Maggie herself would be too hard to
persuade, now that she knew what the situation was.

Lissa smothered a sigh and reached listlesslyh®ismall box of capsules
the doctor had left. Perhaps if she could sleep,v8buld feel more like
sorting out the mess she had made for herself nmesmore positive and
decisive way.

But it was a shallow, uneasy kind of sleep thahawvally overtook her, with
strange confused dreams. In one of them Raoul taadiag by the bed and
she was reaching out her hand to him desperategigibg him wordlessly
for the comfort of his touch. But the tall darkdig seemed only to recede,
the more she stretched towards him, and she &ehitterness of tears sharp
in her throat.

But in spite of the dreams, she did feel slightlgrenrefreshed when she
awoke some hours later, as though her over-emadsteta had been purged
away while she was unconscious.

She stretched languidly, aware that the sun wasimpin at the window
through a gap in the curtains, and almost insenkidt spirits began to rise.



There was a tap on the door, and she callettez',expecting Madame
Barrat or one of the maids, but it was Francoipejsiant little face that
peeped round the door at her, and she sat up imatebdi smiling a
welcome. Francoise advanced a little hesitantlyg the room, and Lissa,
with a suppressed smile, saw that she carried & oder her arm.

'l did not wake you?' the little girl asked anxityuas she came over to the
bed, and Lissa shook her head reassuringly.

'l should be glad of some company,’ she said. 'Tdukis a nice book. Did
Papa give it to you?'

Franchise shook her head with that air of condtrhissa had noticed
before. "Tante Anne-Marie brought it from Paris wiske last visited here.
Grand'mere says that Papa is too busy to concersetfiwith shopping for
little girls.’

But surely every father indulged an only daughéspecially so tragically
motherless a child as Francoise, Lissa thought dilyeaThere was

something very wrong here. She remembered Frarga@t#ness in her

father's presence and her almost shy overturesnte—hs if they were

strangers. And yet the French had a reputatiobdarg devoted parents. It
was a disturbing oddity in the household. Raoul natsa cold man, Lissa
thought, flushing, so why then was his behaviowatals his only child so
unemotional?

'Lissa?' Francoise stood biting her lip uncertaidygd Lissa put out her
hand.

'‘Come and read to me,' she suggested, puttingdateaminedly cheerful
face, and the little girl responded with a smikelsunshine after rain, as she
ran to curl up on the bed beside Lissa.

It was a book of French traditional fairy storiésyishly illustrated, and
Franchise's favourite was 'Cinderella’. Lissa weisgued as the little girl
read to learn that the fabled glass slipper ofithglish version was in fact
made of fur in the original, and guessed that aakésmust have been made



in translation. 'Ah, well, another illusion shaédy she thought, grinning to
herself.

When Francoise had finished the story, Lissa bégdall her of her own
schooldays and of the pantomime version of thates@imderella’ they had
once performed at Christmas.

'Were you Cinderella?' Francgoise asked, puttingarghand to touch Lissa's
fair hair.

Lissa grinned. 'No, | was one of the Ugly Sisters.'
"You are not ugly!" Francoise insisted indignantly.

Lissa smiled. 'Thanks for the vote of confidenske began, then paused as
another knock came at the door, a firm authorigatap this time, and Lissa
tensed as Raoul de Gue walked into the room.

He was not looking at her, Lissa realised at obhaéat the child curled up
beside her.

'What are you doing here, Francoise?' he askedycdllhy are you not
with Mademoiselle Firaud?'

Franchise's lip trembled mutinously. 'l don't likeing with her. She is
always cross and complaining. | want to stay witsa.'

‘That is not the point," her father said, grimifalemoiselle Firaud is your
teacher and at this time of day you should stilhbgour lessons. Run along
at once. Besides, Mademoiselle Fairfax is not wetl must rest, and you
are being a nuisance to her.'

Lissa moved restlessly in denial, but Francoise lvedsre her.
'l don't like having aouvernanteWhen Lissa was a little girl she went to

school where there were lots of children and sivays had someone to play
with. | have no one now,' she ended on a little sob



Her father pointed inexorably to the door. 'Go."

Francoise went, dragging her feet along the carpké looked utterly
forlorn.

Lissa watched her go, then turned impulsively touRaPlease—don't be
angry with her. It was my fault, | suppose, tellihgr about my own
schooldays. | was so happy at school, you see,shets so obviously
unhappy.'

'She seemed content enough—nbefore.’

'‘Before you came,’ were the unspoken words, Lissaght wildly. She said,
'‘But that's not enough, Raoul. A child of that aget content. She should be
bubbling over with high spirits—every day shoulddmeadventure. But look
at her!’

'l do look at her, he said remotely.

'‘But what do you see?' Lissa leaned forward inbibe&, regardless of her
flimsy nightgown, her voice rising passionatelystlan extension of your
own pride and family tradition—or a living, breathirchild— your own
child, Raoul, whom for some reason you don't exaamsto love.'

Her voice ended on a note of appeal, but she waskstlly aware that she
had gone too far and waited for the thunderbolledscend, as she met his
blazing dark eyes. But when he spoke his voiceiargsquiet.

'Permit me to remind younmademoisellethat your position in this family
does not yet give you the right to interfere in affairs—especially in my
private relationships.'

There was an aching pause. Lissa said numblysdimy.' But his tall figure
was already at the door and he did not turn or@aeledge that he had even
heard her apology.

She felt close to tears when she was alone, but teeknowledge that she
had been wrong to take Raoul to task as she hdd sotsuppress the fierce



vein of anger that possessed her when she thotigig ohilly treatment of
his daughter. Perhaps it was grief for the wife wiaol so suddenly been
taken from him. Perhaps Francoise reminded himptmgnantly of what
had been, Lissa thought despondently. It was rliglet of fancy that she
cared to pursue.

One thing was certain. She would not allow Raantkfference to colour
her own attitude to Francoise, whom she found ashamting child, but
desperately in need of constant attention and tedfeclt seemed likely to
Lissa that the child was starved of love, apannfithat brief daily contact
with her grandmother in the salon before dinner.

'If no one else bothers with her, then | will," sheught recklessly, pushing
the disturbing question about what would happeheachild when she was
no longer available to the back of her mind.

It was important, she felt, to start as she meangd on, and to show
Francoise that her dismissal from her bedroom me¢adount too strongly
with her.

Accordingly, the following afternoon, dressed irr gans and matching
shirt, she made her way with a little trepidatianthe schoolroom to
approach Mademoiselle Firaud.

Although it was a warm day, all the large windowergvtightly closed, she
noticed immediately, as she put her head roundadlbe. Mademoiselle was
sitting on one side of a small table, deep in &kbwdnile Francoise, visibly
drooping, was seated opposite her, a small andrrgthibby piece of sewing
in her hands.

Making her smile and voice as winning as possibksa explained that she
was about to do some weeding in the walled garddnauld be delighted
if Fran- ~oise could accompany her to give soméetasxe.

'It would be a valuable lesson in botany for redrg added for good measure,
noticing that Mademoiselle was frowning a little.



Francoise threw down her sewing and jumped up, stlim@pping from one
foot to another in her eagerness.

'l suppose there is no harm,' the governess sadbgrgly at last. 'Please to
be sure thata petitedoes not get overtired and does not take sunstroke
mademoiselle.'

Lissa promised to take special care, and she amochkise left the stuffy
room hand in hand.

Lissa spent an entertaining half an hour pointing to Francoise, who

tended at first to pull up anything and everythitigg difference between
plants and weeds. The little girl was quick to tedrowever, and soon they
had cleared the weeds out of one of the smalles imea shady corner of the
garden.

Lissa sat back on her heels and regarded her haridiw
‘Not bad at all,' she said.
'l am a good gardener, me,' Francoise announcefldie

'‘Cheek!" Lissa picked up a small clump of grasstarelv it at her playfully.

Almost at once, a larger clump came whizzing bauk scored a direct hit
on Lissa's shoulder. Turning, she saw Francgoisehwred her with an almost
terrified look of apprehension— anxious to know tbéaction of her first bit

of horseplay, Lissa thought with a wave of sympa8tye got up, rolling up
her sleeves.

'Right, Mademoiselle de Gue,' she lowered her vim@mock growl. 'Over
my knee you go.'

Francoise jumped up squealing and fled. Lissa chhseround the paths,
jumping over the smaller beds and dodging backwandsforwards around
the jasmine arbour.

Francoise was shrieking with laughter. Her plagsl ltome undone from
their prim coronet, and her face was flushed anddgred with dirt. She'll



do, Lissa thought exultantly, and grabbed her adré#d to dodge across the
newly cut lawn. Francoise collapsed on the gra#is imowls of glee as Lissa
began tickling her.

Like a sudden icy blast, a voice from the gateway scornfully, Quelle
betise!'

Looking up, Lissa found Dominique standing watchthgm, a palpable
sneer marring her attractive face.

The laughter stopped abruptly and Francoise gdtetofeet and stood
twisting her hands. Lissa too felt uncomfortabléner faded earth-stained
jeans, especially compared with Dominique, who wesplendent in a
cream silk trouser suit with a purple scarf at ieck.

'How long has this—romping been permitted?' Domirigasked coldly.
'Madame la Comtesse is looking for you, Francdisaiggest you make
yourself presentable before you go to her.’

Lissa felt that Madame's heart would be only glagdeby the sight of
Francoise in her present state, but she was ungiii have an open conflict
in front of the child. Instead she gave Francoiswiét hug. 'Run along now,
darling," she said. 'And mind you scrub those hands

Francoise ran off obediently, and Lissa was lefhalwith Dominique. She
felt at some kind of disadvantage and could hagkdd herself for it. There
was an elastic band in the pocket of her jeans sima scooped her
dishevelled hair back into this as casually ascshed under Dominique's
contemptuous stare.

'l did not know you were still herenademoiselle she said, trying to be
pleasant.

'Non?' Dominique's tone conveyed a number of dfiemflections. A kind
of triumphant smugness predominated. 'l notice lyave lost no time in
trying to make yourself one of the family, Madenadlis Fairfax,’ she
continued. She took a step towards Lissa and Hee \m@came loaded with
malice. 'Well, do what you will, you will always la@ interloper. There have



been enough English brides at the Chateau. Why yiaun'take yourself off
back to London where you belong?'

Lissa kept a tight rein on her temper.

'‘Not everyone regards me as an interloper,' stk 'gaid | shall be part of
the family if I marry Paul.'

She was immediately angry with herself for sayihgrid not ‘when’, and
Dominique's eyes gleamed at the slip.

'Do you really think Raoul will allow you to marriaul?' she asked
offensively. 'He knows the kind of woman you ar@lle gave a little
reminiscent laugh. 'Another Victoire in the familykat would have been
too much!

Lissa stood stunned under the attack. Another YY&®ashe asked herself in
bewilderment. What in the world was Dominique gejtat?

Dominique came nearer still. Her lips glistenedtle sunlight, as she
moistened them with her tongue.

'‘And don't imagine you can gain favour with Raowulrbaking a fuss of
Francoise,' she went on stridently. "You are cifgpu think he cares for
her. She's just a living reminder of the worst aksthe ever made.'

'His own child?' Lissa burst out, in spite of héftse

Dominique's laugh seemed to hammer back at her tiherencircling walls
of the garden.

‘That's it exactly, you little fool. She isn't laisild at all. Victoire told him so
herself.’

Lissa stared at her for one horror-struck momdetn she was running past
Dominique, her fingers pressed to her ears, otitefarden and back to the
Chateau.






CHAPTER EIGHT

LissA's mind was in turmoil as she waited for Maggie im tem, prior to
going down to dinner that evening. The thoughbaoidfwas abhorrent to her
and she could not imagine how she was going téhgetigh an evening in
any kind of proximity with Dominique.

Below her window the garden lay, calm and tranquithe glow of the
sunset. Impossible to believe in the ugly scenétibd spoiled its idyllic
atmosphere so shortly before, Lissa thought.

She stood, her fingers restlessly drumming on #mep. Was it possible that
Dominique's monstrous allegation was true? Cestaiinbwould explain
much of Raoul's equivocal attitude towards Fraregdisit if so what a mass
of ugliness and misery was uncovered. Lissa shivened folded her arms
across her breasts.

It explained so much else too, including Raoulsakks about the possible
ruin of Paul's life if their affair were to contiaulf he himself had known a
marriage that had slipped so far from the idea&ithis concern for Paul was
more understandable.

But he had still no right to make assumptions alimrt Lissa argued to
herself.. She had to keep her anger against Radedment. It would, be too
dangerous to allow treacherous emotions like syhypanhd regret well up
in her feelings about him. And how could he behavée did to Francgoise,
who was after all so completely innocent?

She remembered with a pang how she had spoken dal Raly that
morning, accusing him of failing to love Franco&sehis own. Every word
she had uttered must have been like a stab wobhedgeslised. No wonder
he had been angry! It was only surprising that hd tetained as much
control as he had.

She turned away from the window with relief as Maggame in.

‘Great news!" her godmother said gaily. 'Anne-Maridownstairs.’



‘That's wonderful!" In spite of her inner disturbanLissa was genuinely
delighted at the thought of seeing Anne-Marie ag#ifhen did she arrive?'

'‘About an hour ago, | believe. She's brought heinfate with her—a nice
child named Nicole, who's some kind of cousin, lldwe.' Maggie sighed.
'If the fair Dominique would just take herself didme, it' would be a very
pleasant family party. But | don't think there'sydmope of that. She's
hanging on until she snares Monsieur le Comte."’

'Do you think he will marry her?' Lissa spoke caligf past a sudden
constriction in her throat.

' think it's possible," Maggie gave Lissa a shrgfeohce. 'She has a lot in her
favour, you know, what with the two families beingthe same line of
business and having known each other for years. dndhatter how she
may treat the rest of us, she's always honey talRand men are such fools
with a certain type of woman. They never look betbe surface. And from
a hint that Madame gave me the other day | thiskfinst marriage was a
pretty stormy affair. lie may not want to get odithis emotional depth a
second time, and may just settle for a good-lookiogtess, -who'll leave
him in peace in return for a generous dress allo@an

'How cold-blooded,’ Lissa shuddered. She felt alencdthill, and picked up
her black crocheted shawl from the bed and plaicexind her shoulders.

‘That is not a description that | would have "fittto Monsieur Raoul.
However, we shall see what we shall see,’ Maggee '€hall we go down?'

Nicole d'Aubray was a slender dark-haired girl wattMadonna-like face,

and a quiet air which contrasted attractively vAtime-Marie's more lively

personality. Lissa could imagine how well the twai gn together in their

Parisappartementand thought with a pang of Jenny, safely and ihapp
engaged to Roger and making plans for her wedéiogr uncomplicated it

had all been for them once, before the de Gue &rsthad come on the
scene, she thought ruefully.

To her surprise, she learned from Anne-Marie thatold's shyness
concealed a talent for fabric design that had t&lezralmost to the top of the



art department in Fontaine's Paris house. She veasreore surprised when
Anne-Marie casually revealed that Nicole had beesponsible for the
Bacchante design that she had seen on that untfastgefirst night with
Raoul in London.

'‘But it was absolutely beautiful!" she exclaimedrning to Nicole, who
flushed slightly and murmured something in disckim

'Sheis too modest,’ said Anne-Marie. 'That designidesen asucces foil.'
'How in the world do you get your ideas?' Lissaealskith genuine interest.

Nicole shrugged, flushing a little. 'l forget holaat one came to me. | think
it was just the coming of spring and all it meadageryone hopes a little, |

think, in springtime, and | wanted to create sonmgtlthat would convey

those hopes and desires.’

"You must show Lissa some of your other designsrieAMarie insisted.
‘There is one that would suit her as if createchfn’

'Don't tell me,' Lissa said uncomfortably. 'MidsusmiNight.'

Nicole's face showed her surprise. 'That's tralkeolight of it as | saw you.
But how did you know?'

'l saw a sample once.' Lissa thought of the pdrastily bundled to the back
of her wardrobe and her face flamed, especiallyvdie realised that Raoul
de Gue, who was sitting on a nearby sofa with Daou, could not have
failed to overhear at least part of the conversatio

The length of dress fabric had never been mentibeddeen them, and it
was impossible that it should be, Lissa thoughtrekived too many
memories that were best forgotten.

'l shall be working in the studio over the next f@gays on some special work
that Raoul has commissioned from me, but | wouldhdyepy to show you
some of our current fabrics,' said Nicole. Thers aa odd constraint in her
manner, Lissa thought. Was it possible that Nicidenot like her? Surely



not. There had been none of that instant antagothaimshe had felt with
Dominique, and yet ... Lissa could not put her éingn it, but there was
something, some slight constraint that was more jhst normal shyness.
She was a little disappointed that her own immedi&ing had not been
fully returned.

‘Thank you,' she said, taking up what she felt baeh a slightly reluctant
invitation with enthusiasm. 'l should love to skem. But you mentioned a
studio. Where is that?'

Anne-Marie gasped. 'You didn't know? Has Paul neventioned ... but of
course not. He takes so little interest in the mess these days. But yesa
chere,we have a studio here in the Chateau. It wassiet Grandpere's day,
because he believed a few days in the quiet ofcthentry could often
produce—what is that expression—"a fresh slant"afalesigner. Besides,
he had talent himself, and he and Madame Grand'afene used to sketch
out ideas up there together which the art depattmemuld then later
develop. It was a very good arrangement, althobgir did not always agree
on what was good design.' She laughed. 'Grandpeferped the abstract
look, but Madame Grand'mere loved flowers and Isaaaything that was
simple and fresh like her beloved garden. Sheaalier best ideas started
there.'

'l would love to meet her,' Lissa said impulsively.

'Eh bien," Anne-Marie waved her hands vaguely. 'So you whiew your
engagement to Paul is made public. | expect he take you down to
Antibes to visit her. Her health is not so goodtfarelling these days.'

Lissa felt all the strain of her old embarrassnretirning. 'No doubt,’ she
murmured, and turned back to Nicole only to intpt@elook of real pain in
the dark eyes before the long lashes were swittlyeled, and Nicole
retreated once more behind her barrier of reserve.

Lissa felt as if a light had just been switchedroa totally darkened room.
'Of course!" she told herself in bewilderment. 'Sle love with Paul. She
must be. That's why she's so quiet with me. | rhast torment to her.’



For a moment she toyed with the idea of tellingdi&dhe truth as soon as
they were alone together, but reluctantly she ataed the idea. It was up
to Paul to extricate them both, she decided, andoiild be wrong to
interfere when she had not the slightest idea wisafeelings for Nicole
were, if any.

Certainly Paul was emerging in a very differenttifrom the lively and
charming companion of their London days. It washpps a good thing she
had not allowed her feelings to become too deaplglved, otherwise she
might now find herself in the unenviable positioh lmth Nicole and
Dominique, both of whom seemed to have reasoniné they had a prior
claim on his affections.

‘Nicole's too good for him,' Lissa decided. 'Buslifewants him, she's the
quietly determined type who could probably take amd make something
out of him.'

She was reminded suddenly of something that Jeadyohce said—that
being in love made one more perceptive to otherplgéo emotional

problems. It seemed to be true as far as she wasented, she thought
wryly, and her heart twisted painfully at the thougf all she would be

leaving behind her.

Anne-Marie was speaking again. 'Nicole has not hesg well lately—a
petite malade-so Raoul has decreed a rest with us here for a aresko.’

'He is always so considerate," Nicole said witlote of real affection.
'Raoul always cherishes what he values most," Anage laughed.

Lissa felt suddenly bleak. Other girls receivedthsughtful consideration.
All she had to remember was the bruising presstinessanouth and hands.
He could not have demonstrated his contempt fornhere plainly, she
thought drearily.

At that moment, Dominique joined the group. She wasnaculately
dressed as usual in a striking shade of deep mdl@smelt extravagantly
of some deep musky scent.



'‘Bonsoir,Nicole,’ she said, after coolly acknowledging pinesence of Lissa
and Anne-Marie.Quelle surprisel | did not expect you would be visiting
here—at this time particularly.

There was a silence, and Lissa felt her face flgminwas obvious to what
Dominique was referring—her supposed engagemefmatd, and it was
also obvious that it was a deliberate attempt to the other girl.

It took only one look at Nicole's face, paler trewer, and with a curiously
stricken look, to know that her suspicions aboutdM's feelings for Paul
were correct.

How unnecessary of Dominique, and how typical, thieeight, but Nicole
was speaking.

'l am always happy to be at St Denis,' she saill gantle dignity. 'It has
always been like a second home to me.’

'‘Good for you,' Lissa silently applauded, but Doiopire had not finished
yet.

'‘But everyone,helas, must leave home eventually,” she said smoothly,
adjusting the set of her dress over her curved Hiasone would ever wish
to outstay their welcome.'

Her meaning was unmistakable. There would be ncepi@ar Nicole at the
Chateau, once there was a new mistress at theathatbether it was Raoul
or Paul who married first. Lissa was in no doulait thominique was fully
aware that Nicole was still in love with Paul, athcht she was simply
enjoying a malicious triumph over a former rival.

Her thoughts were made no happier by the arrivBlanfl, carrying a fringed
pastel stole over his arm, which he brought to Mico

"Your wrap,cherie.We must take care of you and make sure thereare n
more chills.’



Nicole thanked him, but her air of constraint wasremore pronounced,
and Lissa saw Anne-Marie give her a troubled look.

Feeling as if she could bear the tangle she was ionger, now that it was
obvious that it was causing hurt to someone elssalmurmured a swift
excuse and moved swiftly across the room to the.d®loe ran across the
hallway and had reached the stairs when an imperatiademoiselle!" from

behind her halted her in her tracks.

Raoul de Gue came at a leisurely pace across thenklsstood looking up at
her.

‘This is not the first time | have seen you flyfiog sanctuary while you have
been under my roof," he said, his slanting bladwisrraised questioningly.
'‘May | know what has disturbed you on this occa®ion

' am not in the least disturbed.' Lissa faced Wwith a calmness she did not
in the least feel.

"You are a liar," he returned equally calmly. 'Bstyou are a guest in my
house, | will have to accept what you say, | suppas a polite fiction and
wait until you feel prepared to tell me the reathrin your own good time.'

Lissa lifted her chin.

'‘Being your guest has not protected me from yodlyiog in the past,
monsieur.'

He leaned one arm on the balustrade and stared, airawing deeply on his
cigarette.

"You consider me a bully," he said meditativellyisithe first time | have
been told that by a woman.’

'Indeed?' Lissa raised her eyebrows. 'Obviouslyr yaiher women have
been too cowed by your autocratic manner ever méuve an opinion.'



'My other women?' He blew a smoke ring reflectivéBy implication,ma
belle,that would seem to include you among them. Asyai,are not, you
know. A few kisses do not make up the ultimate ssgbion, as | thought
you would have known only too well. Although | masimit your delicious
response the other day brought us nearer to thatembof delight than |
would ordinarily have hoped in so short a time.

Lissa could have stamped with vexation, but shedéddt would be wiser
to ignore the last part of what he had said.

"You are deliberately twisting my words,' she aeclisim.

'Sparks suit those eyes far better than the teatsspect | saw when |
followed you just now," he returned.

"You enjoy goading me.'

'It is a mutual pleasure, surely." He paused, gybir, then held out his
hand. 'Come down. Come back to the salon. Is iesleimg that Dominique
has said to you that has caused you distress? iBinetwupset you for much
longer, after all.' Lissa stared at him, not corhpreling, then he went on
smoothly, ‘'Madame Desmond will soon have finisheehshe assures me,
and you will both be returning to London in a matiedays, | understand.’

She looked at him steadily, despising herself igr sudden hope that she
prayed he had not seen revealed in her face. $hgast some remnants of
pride left.

"You will have to excuse me for this eveningpnsieur.l have a slight
headache. | think | have not yet quite recoverechfmy riding accident. |
shall spend the evening in my room. And while hkhof it, | must thank you
for not revealing the truth of my stupid behavibmMadame la Comtesse
and my godmother. It was—good of you.'

"Your servantmademoisellel know the effort it must have cost you to
speak those words," he said blandly. 'To have koagledge that | have
some chivalrous impulses must have cost you dear.'



'Particularly when | know that any chivalry youplesy towards me is only a
veneer,' she slammed back at him.

'Oh, I wouldn't say that.' He swung himself lightliy to the step beside her.
'| feel most chivalrous at this moment. Shall Irgafou to your room, if you
feel unwell? | have a collection of invalids unaey roof at the moment, it
seems. Nicole is also unwell, as you may have edtibut she is mainly
suffering from unrequited lovgauvre petiteThe same cannot be said for
you, can itma belle} He reached out and gripped her wrist. His darlseye
looked down into hers with a penetration that $emtsenses shaking. The
scent of his cigarette, the warm clean smell of hil@d her "nostrils, and
she felt faint with longing.

'Let me go,' she said, fighting for her control.

'‘And see you collapse at my feet? You are trembikega leaf. An attentive
host could not abandon you at such a moment.' Hednshall | carry you

to bed—mademoiself®’ His hand drew her closer. His dark face filled h
vision. His mouth was barely inches from her ov@nall | carry you?' he
repeated.

'‘Nom de Dieuwhat is this?' Paul's voice, sharp with alarm soshething
like resentment, spoke from the hall below, and&iknew a flood of relief
and yet at the same time her awakened senses é@imidrustration.

Raoul was the first to move. 'Your fiancee is feglifaint. She is still
suffering some ill effects from her fall. | offereéd help her to her room
when she became dizzy.'

Paul joined them. 'Lissa," his eyes were anxiaus,you all right?'

'l think | would like to lie down.' Lissa looked &tm, summoning every
scrap of appeal of which she was capable.

'Of coursecherie' To her chagrin, Paul leaned forward and brustezdips
with his own. Impossible to draw away under Raamitscking gaze. Cold
with misery, she submitted, and as Paul put a ptiggearm around her and



began to lead her upstairs, she heard the clittkeo$alon door closing, and
knew they were alone.

Once in her bedroom, an attempt to discover froal ®What his feelings had
been for Nicole drew unusually evasive answergjgsa's annoyance.

"You know how these things areherie;' he said airily, toying with the
brushes and scent sprays on her dressing table.

'I'm certainly beginning to," Lissa returned, ahgriAnd what was I,
precisely? Just another of those things?'

'‘But no. How can you think of such a thing? | lgai, my beautiful Lissa.
To you | offered my heart and my whole life.’

'I'm not really in the market for shop-soiled goptisssa snapped, allowing
her temper to betray her into a deliberately craatark. But she relented
when she saw him wince. It was not altogether BPéaulilt that he had been
born with more of the world's goods and attractitresm most other men.
And he was not completely spoiled. He had begushasknew from their

early morning rides together, to start to take ramrest in his new job of

estate management, and only made superficial refeseof regret about his
former playboy existence in Paris and London.

'Paul,’ she said more gently, 'l think it's timetalel everyone the truth.’
'What do you mean?' He stared at her.

'l mean that this charade has gone on long ena@unghyou must know it by
now.'

'‘But we agreed ...'

'Yes,' Lissa said desperately, 'l know that. Bidr't think it's necessary any
longer. For one thing, | think your mother hasrargg suspicion that there is
nothing between us, so she won't be upset. Andysyoe've realised that
Dominique isn't interested in you any more."'



Paul lit himself a cigarette with a marked snaphisf lighter, and Lissa
realised she had not been very tactful. Paul migbard marriage with
Dominique as a fate worse than death, but thatndtdmean she could
merely lose interest in him at will.

He likes to be the centre of attention still, sheuight. He has to prove to
himself that he is irresistible to women at allésnHis wife, whoever she is,
will need to be very understanding—more so thaoula ever have been.

'Well, | think it would be madness to give up noRRadul said stubbornly.
‘Just when Raoul is convinced.'

'‘And that's another thing,' Lissa faced him witllaah of anger. 'Was there
any need for these touching displays of affectigardhe past couple of
days, and particularly on the stairs just now? Twas not part of the
bargain, let me remind you.'

He laughed easilyEh bien,t got rid of Raoul, didn't it, which was what you
wanted—or was it?' He looked at her quizzicallyou¥e changed, Lissa.
You're not the girl | knew in London. Where did gp@ | wonder? And
where did she give her heart, if not to me?"

'l don't think either of us has really changed,|Paissa told him. T think
this time together has done one useful thing &t ldghas shown us that we
don't belong together. That was not perhaps whatauginally intended,
but...'

'No," he looked moodily at the glowing butt of bigarette, then crushed it
into a porcelain ash tray. 'Otliable, Lissa—it was all a game, getting the
better of Raoul at first, wasn't it? But now it lggmne sour, hasn't it—for

both of us?'

Lissa bent her head. 'Yes,' she agreed tonelessly.

'Poor Lissa!" he touched her hair lightly for a nesrn '‘But it won't be for
much longer. You have my word.’



She smiled at him a little wanly. Probably they heber cared so little
about each other, and yet momentarily they wergeclthan they had been
since their days in London.

It was a relief over the next few days to be shutiruthe library with
Maggie, who was well into her stride with the boakith pages of
manuscript for transcription each morning and dicteevery afternoon.

The weather had changed too, and a chilly wind Islewvries of rain against
the windows, and made them glad of the log firecliwas kindled daily in
the hearth for them.

Often as she typed, while Maggie paced the roonmdédter, reading pages
of script and sometimes murmuring approvingly, anethers crumpling

them up and hurling them into the fire with strarggghs, Lissa thought
about the garden, and what the wet weather wouttblvey to the weeds she
had so nearly got under control.

Silly to care so much, when she would be leadingam, and the garden
behind its high walls would revert to its old halild state again. Unless
Dominique ... but no, that was too ludicrous exeeodntemplate. She would
be one mistress of the Chateau who would not gloetgarden to think over
the little problems of day-to-day life as a wifedamother, or dream her
dreams in its tranquillity.

Who would appreciate the roses, now at their belsén next year came.
Would anyone have carried out the vital pruningtramed the climbing
rose back on to the piece of mended trellis? Wdlidlawns Lissa had
clipped with such care become overgrown and wikire?)

If the garden were hers to plan, she would buy nmoses, she thought
dreamily. Some had run too far to briar and shdéddiscarded, and she
would bring in some of the old-fashioned scentedetias as well as the
exotically coloured modern hybrids to add conteast flair.

She sighed, and her fingers remained motionlesiseotypewriter keys until
she became aware of Maggie's surprised gaze amchedtto the task in



hand with more speed than accuracy, finding hevgiéif a spoiled sheet to
re-type.

One day, while they were working, Maggie said clgud think we can
start making arrangements to go home at the embxif week. I've just
about finished all | need here.’

'So soon?' Lissa began, and Maggie gave her a kitkp

'l thought it couldn't be soon enough for you,' shil.

Well, that was true, Lissa thought, or it had batleast. The last thing she
wanted, certainly, was to be here to see Domirsquiemph at last.

'At least the weather is clearing up,' she remaxkighl apparent lightness,
looking out of the window. 'l must get some workndan the garden before
we leave.'

Maggie gave her a look which combined shrewdne#s sympathy.

‘Not leaving too many attachments, | hope, ducky&nd-I don't mean
merely a rambling rose or two.'

'No." Lissa straightened her back and spoke vehiyndii leave without a
backward glance.'

'Hmm/ Maggie said sceptically. ‘Now let's turn bdok a moment to the
ending of chapter six. I'm not entirely convincéaat the Comte's reaction
there.'

She waited while Lissa riffled through the pagessofipt, then added
casually, 'How history does tend to repeat itself!'

But when Lissa glanced at her, her face was bland,there was not even
the trace of a twinkle in her eye.



Lissa had not forgotten her silent pledge to héreglarding Francoise and
she made a point of seeking the little girl ou¢tdhat day before she went to
the garden.

The roses, they found, were looking their bestratte rain, and when
Francoise suggested picking a bunch for her fattdask in the library,

Lissa agreed with alacrity. It would be a usefuleure in her

self-appointed campaign to reconcile Raoul withda@aghter and convince
him that the story he had been told was a viciaus |

For in spite of Dominique's positive and spitefidsartion, she was
convinced that Frangoise was Raoul's child and timatwife, for some
reason best known to herself, had deliberately. [ldtkir marriage must
have been in a disastrous state for her to have esetemplated saying
such a thing, Lissa thought sorrowfully.

But Francoise was so like him. They had the samke-bridged nose, their
chins bore the same determined cleft, and theyedhhat arrogant turn of
the head. How could Raoul not see it? How coulcthbiesee Francoise
reproduced a dozen times in the portraits and moirea in the galleries?
Shock and horror, and the knowledge that his wéeé betrayed him with
other men, must have blinded him to the truth,tebaght.

Again an inward voice argued that it was none ofthesiness and that she
was facing yet another metaphorical slap in the faem the Comte if she
interfered again. Yet her sense of what was rightjast would not allow
her simply to abandon the situation. Besides, sheé ¢rown to love
Francoise.

After all the lies and deception to which she hadrban unwilling party
since her arrival at the Chateau, she could at é&stablish the truth on one
point, she told herself.

She gave Francoise the secateurs and supervissdlyclas the child
operated them, picking the choicest blooms thatlavopen to their full
glory once they were in the house.



They had just finished and Francoise was gloatipgnty over her
handiwork, when voices were heard and to Lissajwise Paul entered the
garden accompanied by Nicole. She was less pldasede Dominique
bringing up the rear, and with an oddly protectieeling she drew
Francoise towards her and told her to run backeédbuse and ask Madame
Barrat for a bowl in which to arrange the roses.

Tut them in the library and we'll do them presefiglye urged, and the little
girl ran off obediently.

Nicole was looking round with shining eyes. 'Oht fiuis so beautiful!
Mademoiselle Fairfax must have—what is the Engldtrase?—qgreen
fingers. It was a wilderness, and now it is a havEloveliness.'

'It should be,’ Paul said good-humouredly. 'The@amof time she has spent
here has beeincroyable Whenever Madame Desmond has no need of her,
she cannot be found andretlal

Ts this how the English make love, perhaps?' Dajuej of course.
'‘Grubbing in the earth at a man's feet! How oddt, m®t, Nicole? | prefer,
me, to have the man at my feet, don't you?"

Nicole flushed unhappily, and Lissa gave her a cssnate look. She
began to put the secateurs and other tools shbedeadusing back into the
basket, as Dominique went on.

'It's so warm and sheltered here, it's wasted gar@en. It would make a
marvellous site for a swimming pool. Think of itald—all paved with

tables and loungers round it, and an oval podhéndentre simply inviting
one to dive in, especially on a day like this. Shemven!

'| think,' said Paul, 'that while Madame Grand'misralive it will remain a
garden. | also think this would be Raoul's view.

Dominique gave him a limpid lookPéut-etre,'she murmured. '‘But Raoul
can always be persuaded to change his mind."



She turned to Lissa. 'l should not waste so mugte ton your knees,
mademoiselleThere will be no one to appreciate your effortsewlyou
return to London."’

Lissa bit her lip. Any number of retorts occurredher, but how could she
use any of them without hurting Nicole even furthed causing a scene,
which she herself wished to avoid at this junctunstead she smiled.

'I've had enough of the sun today, Mademoisell®icShall we go back to
the house?"

Nicole agreed at once, and insisted on helpingatoycsome of the tools
back to the stable, where Pierre greeted themhisthsual air of humouring
lunatics.

'HavE you done any work since you have been hkigesé asked, as she and
Nicole left the stable and walked back towardskitehen area.

‘A little." Nicole hesitated. "You said you woullld to see the studio. Would
it be convenient now, perhaps?’

'Is it near?' Lissa asked, looking round doubtfully

'Very near,' Nicole smiled. 'Come, this way.' Atk $ed the way to a door
in the corner of the stable buildings which loolseshsiderably newer and
with fresher paintwork, Lissa noticed, than thersunding woodwork.
Inside a modern open plan staircase led upwardswhat must have been a
big loft. Now, it was a perfect studio, with a newwod-block floor and huge
windows let into the roof and two walls of the roofhere were easels and
boxes of pastels and colours lying around, and eeeme bolts of fabrics
heaped on trestle tables in a corner. Nicole pickedome large folders and
untied the strings that held them.

'We are planning our autumn collection now, youarsthnd. | call this one
Autumn Sigh." She passed Lissa a sheet glowingnwgbet and grey tones,
with an elusive thread of gold running through mhistiness of the general
effect. Lissa was enthralled, as she looked thrahghfolder, exclaiming
with delight when one particular beauty caughtégs.



'l think we have similar tastes, you andrlademoiselleNicole said, then
paused and bit her lip, as she realised what sthadid.

Lissa felt dreadful. 'Perhaps not in everythimgademoisell¢ she said
gently. 'And | wish we could drop this formalitywbuld like you to call me
Lissa.'

'‘Certainement Nicole looked at her with a certain wistfulnessvould like
us to be friends.'

Lissa roamed round the room, looking at half- fied sketches, and
samples of colours on some of the easels. Eventnatine corner she came
on a large drawing board, with a covering sheetaditowards the wall.

'What's this? Theiece de resistan@eshe laughed, turning it over, before
Nicole's 'Ah, no, Lissa—that is most private,’ abpftevent her.

She could understand immediately why it was priviteras a design that
could only have been meant -for a wedding dress.uFderlying shade was
a rich ivory, but traced on it was a delicate desigsilver translucence that
could only have been roses. It was one of the rpedect and romantic
designs for a wedding gown that Lissa had ever,sm®h she stared at it
transfixed.

'I'm sorry if I've intruded,’ she said at last, [dig£ole came across and
replaced the covering sheet and the board toritseoposition.

'It was my own fault. | should have warned you. $ooh our designs are
most exclusive and can be seen by no one. And wtherfor the patron
himself at his own order ..." Nicole smiled andugjged apologetically. 'He
gave most strict instructions that it should bend®gno one.’

'It is for the Comte himself?' Lissa felt a coldksfeeling in the pit of her
stomach.

‘A very special order—hush-hush, as you say—ang neshed too. | think
he has decided to give St Denis a Comtesse agkistate told me exactly



what he wanted before he brought me down hers.tti be called Jour de
Noces—Wedding Day.'

Lissa felt she wanted to escape, to run away flenstinny studio, and even
from Nicole, sublimely unconscious of Lissa's uttdespair. So
arrangements had even proceeded that far, shehtoug

"It will be very becoming,' she commented, delibalsatorturing herself by
thinking of Dominique in the full glory of the gowwith the veil and train
and the de Gue necklace much in evidence.

'It was a privilege to be asked to design it. hkhRaoul wanted the secret
kept in the family." Nicole's voice took on thaghk note of constraint again.
'l suppose, therefore, there is no harm in youmkng about it.'

Lissa decided the time had come to tell the tratlast. She could bear the
look in Nicole's eyes no longer.

‘Nicole,' she said gently, 'I'm not engaged to Rdulever have been. It has
all been a trick that he asked me to play on Remukeasons | would rather
not go into. He may tell you himself one day, arbpe he does. | wanted
you to know because | know you have been unhappuyttet it was partly
my fault and because—well, | know exactly how yealf That's all.'

Impulsively, she bent forward and kissed the otfidron the cheek, then
she turned and ran to the door, down the stairdanki into the stable yard,
drawing in deep gulping breaths of fresh air.

She heard Mistral, who knew her step by now, whjramg forcing herself
to calmness walked over to the loosebox whereithbdy was watching for
her coming, his liquid eyes alive with hope fobitis.

Lissa reached up and put her arms round his glossly, burying her face in
his coat, oblivious to anyone who might be watching

'Oh, Mistral,’ she whispered brokenly, 'what amihg to do? | love him so!



CHAPTER NINE

SHE had recovered her composure by the time she réddbbdibrary where
Francoise was eagerly waiting for her with an et¢giver rose bowl, and
even some crumpled chicken wire to use as a bas®éiddame Barrat had
produced from somewhere.

As they worked companionably, Lissa showed Framse*bow to remove
the worst of the thorns, so that their fingers wlonbt become lacerated as
they arranged the flowers.

'Have you been to the village lately?' Lissa askéhl apparent casualness
as they experimented with different groupings alsksbms.

Francoise shook her head. 'It has been too weisftw go walking. Besides,
| don't..." She did not finish the sentence, hamdjier head.

"You don't like going there because the other cérdare not very friendly,’
Lissa supplied intuitively. 'Why is thapetiteé? What happened? Have you
never played with them. They seemed to know you.’

Francoise nodded vigorously. 'When MademoiselletrBed was my
gouvernantd often used to play down by the river with thaeas. | liked
them and we had many happy games. | was evenmgamswim in the big
pool by the bridge where it is safe. But then Madeselle Bertrand's mother
became ill and she had to go away to look afterdmeat then Mademoiselle
Firaud came. She said | was not to play with thi&dddn from St Denis
because | was the daughter of the Chateau and ipeisave as
such—according to my station in life, she said. &beld not even let me
speak to Yvonne or Michelle or anyone to explaimgj aow they call me
"petite poseusednd make fun of me.’

Poor kid, Lissa thought compassionately. What aistemxce! No young
people at the Chateau to play with, and now cutroffi the only playmates
she had ever known through some outworn snobb@&rywdhder the village
children had been offended by her sudden defectaod, Frangoise was
lucky if 'little snob' was the only accusation tietd come her way. Her



blood boiled inwardly and her fingers itched togdiold of Mademoiselle
Firaud and shake her.

'Who recommended Mademoiselle Firaud to be ygomvernant@' she
asked, again trying to sound casual.

‘Je crois que c'e®@ominique. Mademoiselle had been employed by adyam
that Dominique's parents knew, but the childretheffamily went away to
school, and she came here. | wish she hadn't,téismadded in a sudden
burst of candour. 'It is so dull with her, and | dot think she likes me
greatly.’

Lissa decided it would be wiser to disregard tlaig pf Francoise's remarks.

'‘But would you like to play with the village chikein again? You don't feel
that you are different or—better in some way th@eytare?'

'Eh bien, nofi Francoise stared at her in frank disbelief. "Whiyg&le
Ducros can skip for hours and Monique can swimsxctbe pool and back.
| was only learning to do these things," she addedrnly. 'But I think they
will not want me back with them now.’

'Oh, | wouldn't say that,' Lissa said cheerfulliymay take some time, and
you will need quite a bit of courage; but | thinkyou want them enough,
they will accept you back as one of them again.’

Francoise threw her arms round Lissa's neck andeser fervently that
was what she did want, and Lissa made a mentaltadseke the first step
towards Frangoise's re-integration process witht fi@mer friends as soon
as possible. She would even take the child swimrargelf in the big pool
at first, and when she had gone back to London,eAviarie, who would
undoubtedly be scandalised and angry if she knevirtith, could carry on
the good work.

But at the same time she was unhappily aware thahvidominique married
Raoul, Mademoiselle Firaud would probably beconmeamanent part of
the manage, and her snobbish values would haveyplEntime and
opportunity to take root in a child as young angiiessionable as Francoise.



It would probably also put a stop towards any hofg@e child being sent to
school eventually, which Lissa thought would do tierworld of good.

Suddenly she was aware that they were no longeeaémd swung round to
see Raoul de Gue leaning in the doorway watchiegittHe wore a dark
lounge suit, with a dazzling white shirt and ad@ elegant it could have
been one of Fontaine's own designs, and even thbedboked slightly

forbidding in his formal clothes, he was still tmeost devastatingly
attractive man Lissa had ever seen, and she hadstmin an entirely
feminine impulse to lift her hands and tidy backngostray fronds of hair.

‘All the work in Madame Grand'mere's garden haseenh in vain, | see,' he
commented, but there was no hint of either pleasuoensure in his voice.

'l hoped you wouldn't mind. Francoise wanted sohmocpick some roses
for your desk. I thought it would be an improvemdhtalways seems so
bare.’

There she went again, interfering, she thought raidg. ‘Now he'll tell me
that it's a working desk with no room for frivoés like flowers.'

But to her surprise he smiled slightly. "You thinéhould have a daily rose
in a crystal vase and family photographs in sili@mes, like some
American tycoon?' he inquired with an upward tilbhts dark brows.

'No, of course not. But flowers do make a room menemely,’ Lissa said a
little lamely.

‘Unfortunately | have not tended to regard thisdeas my home for some
years,' Raoul returned, and there was a note tefriéss in his voice which
struck an echoing pang with Lissa.

She turned to Francoise who was deliberating betwag@nk rosebud and a
crimson rose already half open, and said quicktizjik some of that lovely

fern would finish the bowl off really well. You kme— the one | showed

you the last time we were in the garden. Run and@ae quickly and we'll

experiment.’



Francoise obeyed eagerly, letting herself out efRlench windows which
gave on to a neat gravelled walk and a lawn beyond.

"You have a way with children,” Raoul remarkedhale never seen her so
animated.’'

Lissa looked at him steadily. 'The question is da gee her at all?'

'We have already had this conversatimademoiselleand | believe | made
it clear to you that you are on dangerous grouad hot prepared to discuss
the child with you.'

'l am not subject to your edictsionsieur Lissa spoke formally, but anger
was fighting with love and compassion for him irr leenotions. She was
determined to remain calm this time and say whatkstew must be said.

'Please, please, Raoul—listen to me.' She fali@idte as she realised she
had used his name for the first time since shecbate to the Chateau, then
went on quickly, 'l won't take up much of your tinig@romise. But | can't
leave here next week without telling you first whaelieve—what knowis
the truth.'

'‘Are you capable of the truth? Is any woman?' Tikeeib his voice chilled
her. 'Very well.' Reluctantly he drew a silver c&®en his pocket, extracted
a cigarette and lit it. 'Say what you must, butrdd blame anyone but
yourself if you go too far. | have taken about ascmas | can stand from
you—in every way.'

It was an unpromising start, and Lissa clenchedtteenbling hands into
fists to give her courage for a moment. Then, fayaalmness, she turned
back to the remaining roses and began to slot thkiffully into the
remaining spaces in her arrangement.

'l have been told a story about Franchise's bstie'said. 'l think you have
been told the same thing. But you believe it—addr't. | can't. No one who
has ever seen you together with Fran”oise could\mesuch a tissue of lies.
Whatever you were told, and by whom, Raoul—Frarectis/our daughter,
your own flesh and blood. All you have to do iskan a mirror, and you



will see yourself reflected in her. She's the imagfe you—Ilooks,
mannerisms—oh, everything!

She faltered to a halt, her eyes blurred with teeine man by the door had
not stirred, and his face still wore its forbiddiexpression.

Lissa reached out blindly for a crimson rose aneldcout as a large thorn
still left on the stem ran deep into her hand. épdof blood, no less crimson,
welled up and ran down to her wrist as she fishddardly in the pocket of
her jeans for a handkerchief or a tissue.

You are hurt?' Raoul de Gue was at her side heuétwas still no softening
in his face.

'It's nothing. A mere prick.'

'‘Nonsense. You are bleeding.' He took the handwsde trying to hide
behind her back and frowned as he examined theyirjthere's a piece of
the thorn left in the wound. It must come out befase put a dressing on it,
or it may become poisoned,' he said.

Before she could stop him, he had bent his heagbattisthg his mouth to her
palm, had sucked out the thorn.

Lissa felt her body melting. The intimate toucthed mouth against the soft
swell of the mound below her thumb destroyed héerdmes. Her plea for
Fran- tjoise, her determination to tell him thethrabout her relationship
with Paul all disappeared under the frantic desiréeel his mouth again,
only this time against her own.

'l hope | did not hurt you." His tone was cool adirteous as he stepped
back. He took a clean handkerchief from his brpasket and improvised a
neat bandage, while she stood mute, fighting forsk#- control.

'‘Ask Madame Barrat later for a proper dressingnnlt it is clean, but we
cannot be too careful,’ he said.



‘Nothing | have said to you has made the slighdéitrence, has it?' Lissa
asked quietly.

'As you seem to know so much of my personal stgoy, may as well hear
the rest," he said. 'Sit down.’

'l prefer to stand.'

'‘And | prefer you to sitAssieds-toi He pressed her down into a chair, his
hard fingers compressing her shoulder.

'It's not a pleasant story, but you have alreadyrchevhat is probably the
worst of it. | met Victoire, my late wife, in PariShe was a model and had
done some work for Fontaine. That was how we matyrellementShe
was the most beautiful thing | had ever seen, andrited her. | had other
women—in my position, with my wealth, it was no plkem and never had
been. But Victoire was different. She wanted a ramespectability and
above all money. | fitted her bill most admirallBonsequently it was made
clear to me that without the sacred bonds of mainynher lovely body was
to be denied me. | did not know her motives theugpose in some besotted
way | put it down to virginal reluctance and redpédcder for itDieu, quel
idiot!"

He paused and drew deeply on his cigarette. 'Ttdidiow of course that the
reason it was never convenient for me to call atappartementvithout a
prior appointment was because she was entertaothmey—admirers. She
did not wish to jeopardise them or her relationshifh me. She was really
very clever about it.'

He walked over to the window and stood gazing dtwentually, we
married," he said. 'We came here to live. It wadisaster. She hated
everything to do with the life. All she cared abwas clothes and admirers.
Here, she had nowhere to show off her creatiortsharadmirers, except for
Paul who was too callow then, even for her ta8eshe began making trips
to Paris again—to look up old friends, as she put i

Lissa found her voice. 'But Francoise?'



'‘An accident,' he said heavily. 'That's what she a&first, blaming it on one
of the few occasions that we had shared a bedh&tha difficult pregnancy
and a hard labour. The doctors feared for her big, she lived, and |,
knowing I had put her through this ordeal, knelthiey bed, thanking her for
this gift she had given me—for this tiny, preci¢uancoise who had fought
so tenaciously for her life. And then she laughwd.were alone, of course,
for this moment of tender reunion. She laughed—vasaghe was. She was
obliged for my gratitude, she said, but she cowltiguarantee it was due
from me. And she named four other men who could—eafmypem—have
been Francoise's father.'

'Oh, God!" Lissa said faintly. '‘Don't tell me anyma. It's not right. It's too
private—too intimate.'

"You asked for it. You would know. And you wouldveahad to know one
day anyway. Now you can listen. For the next yeacowe lived together
on the surface only. Divorce was unthinkable, batagreed we would not
live as man and wife again.

'Every time | saw the child | was torn in two. Imted to love her as my own,
yet at the same time | was tormented by these doutdach time we
guarrelled, it was Victoire's final weapon. Heritgdo Paris became more
frequent, and she took no interest in the child kthsiness of this house. We
engaged a good nurse who looked after Francoidey@ioire left the baby
here with her almost permanently.

'Even when Francoise became ill, Victoire wasnédreslightly troubled. |
told her the child was sick and needed her andalghed in my face.' He
stubbed the cigarette out savagely in an onyxrash t

'She was leaving me, she said. Going to a manmatie money—a Greek
shipping magnate, | think he was—her passported#t Set. | had just been
a stepping stone up the social scale for her.’

He looked at Lissa, his face twisted with the kaidorment she had never
seen possess anyone in her life. Instinctivelywgaeted to run to him, to
draw his face down to hers for her kisses, to smauwtay the lines of strain
with her caresses and woo him with her body urildst sight of all past



pain and sorrow in the sweet oblivion of love. Bhe did not dare, terrified
of a rebuff, still hampered by the knowledge thred was still deceiving him
herself. So she sat where she was, her fingergessiditwisting the ends of
the handkerchief he had bandaged round her hand.

‘The rest," he said, 'your kind informant has nold@lready told you—that
she left Francoise delirious and calling for herdtive to Paris to meet her
lover, and was killed trying to beat an expresstom a crossing.'

'Oh, no!" Lissa leaned forward, her face urgemevVer heard that. | heard
that she was hurrying to be with the child whemetident happened—with
a lorry. Something like that.'

‘That was the story that was put around,’ he addyittligging his hands
savagely into his pockets. 'The servants, espgdiakrese, are loyal, praise
to le bon Dieu.They knew or guessed the situation, but no one s
anything—until now.' He eyed Lissa. 'l should bterasted to know who
has chosen to spread this venom to you.'

Lissa lifted her chin, in spite of the fact that leges were full of tears and
she wanted nothing so much as complete solituddich to break her heart
in peace for this lonely child and equally lonelgmdriven apart by the evil
spite of a discontented woman. Probably, Lissaghtjua choking feeling in

her throat, it was her revenge on Raoul both forphegnancy and the pain
she had suffered in the birth itself.

'l am waiting for an answemademoiselle.’'
'l have no intention of telling yomonsieurlf it is any consolation to you, |
was told for a deliberate purpose and not as niigegossip. | was intended

to be hurt by the news.'

'‘And were you?' His eyes were suddenly intent,dwt did not see as she
gazed down at her bandaged hand.

‘Naturally. I am very fond of Francoise, as youdawoticed.'



'‘Ah," he said quietly, and there was a long patisen he murmured half to
himself, 'l see," and walked towards her.

Lissa stiffened, but he made no attempt to touchkhg threw himself into
the big leather swivel chair on the opposite sifd#he desk, putting out his
hand to touch the petals of the roses.

‘There were always roses on this desk when Madaared®nere lived here/
he remarked almost idly, as if the previous coratera had never taken
place. 'And when there were no roses, always thvaie a bowl of other
flowers or leaves for Grandpere to look at from texaming garden.' He
traced the delicate moulding of one gold-tippedgiaauty with his finger.
'It was Victoire who drove Madame Grand'mere aveadritibes. She said it
was the climate, but we all knew differently. Viceo had the power of
hurting—like the thorn you discovered in that ros® belle.She seemed
almost to enjoy it.’

And Dominique is just such another, Lissa thougbkhirggly. She
remembered a discussion her parents had once batl ameighbour who
had married for the second time a wife as shreamghsharp-tongued as his
first had been. 'A glutton for punishment,’ heh@&thad called him, and the
story had always made her smile. But not now. Nlomais too personal, too
real. She thought of Raoul's taut, drawn face aadgoise's shy overtures
of friendship which might soon be quenched for elgran uncaring,
unloving stepmother. Oh, Raoul, not you! she thoufighting the tight
feeling in her throat.

'l have been meaning to thank you for all you hédmee in the walled garden
for some time. Madame Grand'mere would be deligtitsde could see it/
Raoul" broke into her thoughts, his voice calm aondrteous again, and
Lissa forced herself to respond in the same way.

'It's nothing. | love gardening, and was glad tooo¢ in the open air so
much." Her voice sounded mechanical and she wagd fglahave an
innocuous subject to talk about at last. 'It'stg fhat it will not remain a
garden for much longer," she added unguardedlycauldl have bitten out
her tongue.



Raoul, who was lighting another cigarette, lookpdrusurprise.
'What does that mean?'

Lissa twisted her hands unhappily in her lap. ligve there is a plan to turn
it into a swimming pool.’

'‘Ah, yes,' he spoke meditatively. 'l believe Domue has mentioned
something of the sort to me on several occasions.’

'‘And what do you feel about it?' Lissa hardly dassll the question.

He shrugged and tossed his lighter into the aichiag it deftly. 'l think that
beautiful women tend to get their own way in thd,ena belle don't you?' §

Lissa hardly dared trust herself to answer and sea®&d by Francoise's
reappearance with the fern.

Under Raoul de Gue's cynical gaze, Lissa feltalhtbs and Francoise was
more enthusiastic than expert, but when the bowvd fird@shed it looked
most attractive, and a solemn debate followed aghtere it would be seen
to the best advantage.

Lissa noticed as they worked that Raoul's eyes wmestantly on

Francoise. He was not relaxed in his chair. Hislelposture reminded her
of some sleek wild cat rather like a panther poisedpring, and he was
watching Francoise as if she was his prey. But ahdd not read the
expression in his eyes. They were veiled by hisynéds and enigmatic.

Lissa had never felt so wretched. She had been adeslherself by what
Raoul had told her. What could he have felt alsthgears? How could any
woman have been so heartless? Now she could batlerstand his attitude
towards herself, and with .understanding came Verggss.

His wife had been wanton, and he would not riskylmsnger brother, far
more susceptible than himself, falling into the sanap. If she had been in
his shoes she would probably also have tried teamibp to the affair, by
fair means or foul, she was honest enough to adfettshe still could not



find any explanation why he should think Paul cofildl happiness with
Dominique. This was still a puzzle to her.

Now that Raoul had been so straight with her shdHe time was ripe for
some mutual honesty, but with Francoise in the raomas impossible, and
she could not invent another errand for the childn® spur of the moment.

As it was, the problem was solved when Maggie parthead round the
door.

‘There you are, ducky,' she said. 'l feel like at g dictation on the terrace
this afternoon as it's so glorious, so bring yoamky will you? I've had the
most marvellous idea of how to get rid of that bi@some Armand!

Lissa had to smile, and the tension in the rootadiperceptibly.

"You can finish the flowerana petite,'she told Frangoise. 'Don't use too
much fern, and then you can present it to Papaaswery own gift.'

She snatched up her notebook and followed Maggieitih the hall and the
small salon and out on to the terrace where sonadl tables and chairs and
a number of comfortable loungers had been seinaiel glorious sunshine.

Madame de Gue was seated at one, engaged withpittpoint, but she
merely waved and smiled and made no attempt tbatgrconversation as
Maggie and Lissa got down to work.

Maggie had indeed been inspired, and after aboutnéutes' solid
dictation had elapsed, Lissa realised she would aeether notebook. She
excused herself quickly, leaving Maggie to sip iGaimpari with soda, and
ran back into the house to the library where sip ker spare stationery in a
drawer in the desk.

The library door was ajar and made no noise apss$ieed it open. Then she
paused, not daring to move or make a sound.

Raoul de Gue was standing facing the large ornateormabove the
mantelpiece. He was holding Francoise in his amasveas gazing at them



both in the mirror as if he was trying to memorikeir every feature. As

Lissa watched, transfixed, he reached round ankbguhe child's face

against his own almost roughly, kissing her chegidsher eyes and stroking
her hair, while Francoise wrapped her slender aiwnsd his neck in a

convulsive hug.

Lissa backed out unseen, her throat tight withstesand her eyes blurred by
an odd mist.

When she rejoined the others on the terrace a ldter on, she found that
her notebook would not be needed after all, asvatk seemed to have
stopped for the day. A newcomer had joined the graill now gathered
round one of the tables—a man with glasses anditignhair whom she
recognised almost immediately.

'Mr Prentiss!' she exclaimed.

Max Prentiss set down his glass and rose smilMyg.dear Miss Fairfax,
what a pleasure 1 | little thought when Raoul idtroed us at the Bacchante
showing weeks ago that | would meet you here—or aaduture
daughter-in-law of the house, if what | hear i®tiu

Lissa groaned inwardly, and cast a helpless glatdelaggie who was
studing the stem of her glass with more than ustelest. Madame de Gue,
immaculate in cream linen, was also smiling benjigiNeither of them

fortunately had read any significance into his mefiee to their earlier
meeting.

She forced a smile. 'l think it's a slight exaggjera Mr Prentiss. Nothing
has been actually fixed yet.'

'‘But it will be. | know these de Gues. They gettamg they set their minds
on, believe me. That's why Fontaines are at thetdjpe tree.

To Lissa's relief conversation became general iat gbint, much of it
centring round the projected autumn collection@f/rabrics.



'‘But where is Nicole?' Max Prentiss leaned badkistase. 'She's the one |
have to see. | heard she had not been too wellthetatould spell disaster
for us.'

‘Nicole's troubles are more emotional than physitéhdame de Gue said
somewhat unexpectedly. '‘But she spends each dtheistudio, and she
seems happier every day. As for her work, that gl as you must know
by the special order that she has already prodatcexp speed.’

"You mean our secret?' Max Prentiss asked. 'OnbyuRseems to know
anything about that. Perhaps there is some roydtling in the offing that
he knows of.'

Lissa was thankful when the subject was droppdtigtjuncture and she
was amused to discover that Maggie and Max Prehtaslsa number of
mutual acquaintances in London, and had soon bemen of those
exhaustive conversations involving relationshipsl aanecdotes of no
interest to anyone but themselves.

Somewhat at a loose end, she glanced around andthea\Comtesse
beckoning to her. As she approached Madame prodtiednevitable
footstool from beneath her chair and Lissa santoot) feeling about as old
as Frangoise.

'So," Madame said after a slight pause. 'Our littleole blooms in the
sunshine like the roses you tend so lovingly in glaeden. But youma
petite you have the suntan, but the face is much thirveur cheekbones
and the hips stand out as they did not when yasudirived. You no longer
have curves, but angles, and this is not good."'

'I'm all right, madame,’ Lissa protested, but tleen@esse lifted a minatory
hand.

'l like you Lissa, but | want you to tell me truthihich I think you have not
always done. Are you in love with my son?'

Lissa was lost for an answer. 'Which son?' seemsedily reaction, but it
would be impossible to say that without giving ledfraway completely.



At last she said quietly, 'Madame, | think you dddtnow that Paul and |
have decided that we should not be happy togefiter a@l, and that our
engagement is at an end.'

'Paul?' Madame sounded astounded. '‘But who meunitidael? It is Raoul of
whom | speak. Do you love him?'

'Madame--' Lissa paused again helplessly. Her &je® her injured hand
still tightly swathed in his handkerchief and wahgesture that said more
than words, she raised it for an instant to heekhe

'l thought so," Madame de Gue reached out andestrihe silky hair so
close to her knee. 'l warn yopetite,you will not have an easy life. He has
known one bitter disappointment. Only those of i®were here then can
remember those dreadful times. So Raoul has bughell around his
tenderest feelings. But the right woman could bteadugh it, | think, and it
is my belief, that you are the one.’

Lissa raised eyes full of wretchedness. T don'thkihihe believes so,
madame.’

"You did not see himma mie,on the day of your accident when he carried
you into the house like one distraught. He wasades @s you. And while you
were unconscious he refused to leave your sidensigted he must wait in
case you called for him.", And she had calledhfor, Lissa thought numbly.
Raoul's presence at her bedside had not beenfadomfused dream after
all. He had really been there.

Madame stroked her hair again. 'l wanted you tonkrnpeetite that Paul has
told me everything. | was angry at first, but | diot blame you. When one
young and has been angered as you were, one dogs that in calmness
you would not consider. | would still welcome yos a daughter to my
family. It is time there was another English brateSt Denis.’

'‘But what about Dominique?' Lissa fiddled inconssdially with one of the
fringes on the footstool.



'What indeed! She is determined, that little omel ahe wants one of my
sons. If Raoul marries her, it will not be for lovmt as a business
transaction, | think. She would make a suitableeygéns doutehut with her
he will never know the joy, pain and pleasure @rsfg each moment as |
knew with his father, and Raoul could know with you

Lissa;' blushing furiously, murmured something inexent in reply and was
saved by Max Prentiss, who came across to her @ddlt his hand.

'‘Come and show me this English walled garden imiluglle of France that
| have heard so much about,' he invited. 'Anne-&hkés told me you have
done wonders with it.'

Lissa was glad to make her escape. Her talk witlddvtee de Gue had
shaken her deeply, and she knew she could onlythem both by telling
Madame that her hopes and dreams would never caregdnd that she
could never hope to find now the ecstasy she lofgeid his arms.



CHAPTER TEN

MAX PRENTISSturned out to be extremely knowledge- "able alyautiens
and their upkeep, and he was full of praise at wissa had achieved in the
comparatively short time she had been at the Chatea

'If only old Madame de Gue could see it, she wdnddlelighted,' he said.
Lissa looked at him in some surprise. 'You knew tiem?’

'Oh, yes. It was not so many years ago that sheHefChateau for her
present home, after all.' He laughed. 'She ussil o that arbour rather like
a queen receiving her subjects, until one got towkher and discovered
what charm and what a wicked sense of humour sthelthaas a great loss
to the house when she decided to leave.' He ggueck sigh, then smiled
again. 'lIf she hasn't turned a corner of her nadeagaat Antibes into another
sunlit refuge, then I'll eat my hat I

All Lissa's instinctive liking for him at their forer brief meeting in London
had revived by this time, and she chose a partigulavely Elizabeth of
Glamis rose for his buttonhole.

'Have you been in France long, Mr Prentiss?' skedas

'Oh, Max, please. We can't have all this formatibyv, you know. No, I've
only been here a few days. There was some papé&ramora few details to
be settled in Paris, but the real reason I'm hefreourse, and the most
important thing, is the merger between Vaumontstilés firm and
Fontaine, which will be finalised here this eveniRgoul has sent for me as

AN

one of the signatories to the contract. | haveettvé straight after dinner,
however, as | must be back in London tomorrow.'

The merger at lastl Lissa finished arranging higdminole with fingers
grown suddenly nerveless. Then she said in a whiedhardly recognised as
her own, 'l didn't realise it would be so soon.’



'‘Negotiations have been proceeding for many moatits Vaumonts are
eager for the deal. | think they are not so striamgncially as they would
like the business world to believe," he smiledat But they will suit our
plans for expansion very well. And | have hearsaid that there will be a
merger of quite a different kind to be announcethatsame time.’

Lissa murmured something incoherent in reply, heughts in a whirl. No
matter what the Comtesse thought, Raoul seemee tietermined to tread
the bitter path he had chosen for himself. Marri@aggominique was part of
the package deal he had arranged with Vaumontssi@iiered a little and
Max looked at her with concern.

'Is it getting chilly, my dear? Perhaps you shdwdgie brought a wrap, but it
was so sheltered on the terrace.'

'‘No, I'm quite warm, thank you. You know the old/isg—a grey goose
must have walked over my grave.' Lissa gave a matedly bright smile.
'I'm so glad to see you here, Max. I'm going backdndon with Maggie
next week and we would probably never have memndgai

'Oh, | can't believe that," he said. 'Surely youemé forgotten your promise
to visit Fontaine in London and see the fabric stomms as we arranged? |
can still remember the ones we thought would suitlyest," he said.

‘That's very kind," Lissa replied with a show ofteaosiasm, but inwardly
she was vowing she would never knowingly set fooan inch of Fontaine
territory again.

'Midsummer Night. That was the one/ Max said deégly.

'Yes,' Lissa acknowledged, bending to pull the deedd off a rose to
disguise the betraying colour in her face. 'l hastially seen a sample, and
it was as beautiful as | had imagined.’

'Raoul has something even better up his sleeve tthe@gs. He and Nicole
have been working together on a fabric that noh@sebeen allowed even to
catch a glimpse of. That's one reason | think shieere now, to put the



finishing touches to it and make sure the creatigerfect as she planned it.
It's been rushed into production already, | know.'

Lissa stared at a glowing mass of Peace roseshérg was no answering
peace in her heart.

She knew what Max Prentiss was referring to. Shidoecall that mass of
ivory with its shimmering silver tracery of the ydtowers that were filling
the air with their scent even then. Jour de Nodé=dding day, she thought,
being rushed through so that Dominique can weahén the marriage in
the little church in the village is solemnised. Aaftlerwards there will be
dancing in the square with the villagers, and Raolihold her in his arms.

She looked at Max, and forced a smile. 'You'retrigls getting a little cold.
Shall we go back?'

As she dressed for dinner that night, Lissa's thtaigyere in turmoil and her
usually deft hands could not manage the elabotatgon style she had
chosen, so she merely tied it back loosely in asroégvaves with a piece of
chiffon which matched the deep sapphire of herddres

How could she stay and face the evening, knowingtwthwould bring? She
knew from the conversation over afternoon tea #satvell as the family
lawyers, Dominique's parents, Monsieur and Madanaeinvont, were
expected as dinner guests.

"It will be quite an occasion," Madame de Gue gaitly. 'It is something that
Fontaine has planned and hoped for for so long'now.

Lissa had also managed to have a quiet word withif&dore they separated
to dress for dinner, and had thanked him for tgllims mother the truth at
last, and he flushed uncomfortably.

'It was foolish to go on, especially now when Raonrarriage is a certainty.
There has been discussion over settlements asawéie merger, | know,
and he has sent the family jewels to Paris to &&ngd, so an announcement



must come at any time. Besides,' he looked youagdrmore boyish than
Lissa had ever seen him, 'there is Nicole.'

'l thought there might be," Lissa said drily. Stesvaintly amused in spite of
her own misery. 'Off with the new love and on wilte old again,' she
thought.

'We have known each other since we were childregether,” Paul
explained. 'We fell in love—but it was just a baydagirl affair, or so |
thought. Then | met Dominique. She was like a bilgtewhile my Nicole
was most like a small quiet moth. | admit | wastoegted.'

He paused, with a little sigh. 'l knew | was hugtiNicole, and the family
who wanted us to marry, and | also knew | was n@akifool of myself with

Dominique. 1 always knew at the bottom of my hedrat she was really
like. But she is—exciting, and that was what | veahthen. But | never
thought of marrying heelas,she thought otherwise.’

'‘And then | came into the picture,’ Lissa suppiisgthout rancour.

'‘Ah, no, never think that. | loved you truly, in nmay, as | told you many
times.'

'‘But your way wasn't mine, which is just as welthink | was really an
escape for you from Dominique.'

Paul looked abashedPeut-etre,he admitted at last. 'But only a little. | did
care for you.'

Lissa kissed him on the cheek. 'Don't be unhagyg,'said gently. 'Nicole
will make you very happy, and | have my own lifeliandon to pick up
again. There's the book to finish, and Jenny's wngdib look forward to.
These weeks here have been an experience for me.'

Though not one she ever wanted to repeat, she acldadlly.

'Well, | may have escaped Dominique as a wife, tmlye saddled with her
as abelle-soeur Paul said with a groan, and Lissa felt a fresihgoof pain.



'You can't win them all," she said in a voice thas barely audible even to
herself, and they parted.

Later as she stood by her mirror, adjusting theesiear-rings she was to

wear with her dress, she was only too consciotiseofhadows beneath her
eyes and the lines of strain etching themselveataie mouth. She smiled

experimentally, but it was a poor imitation of heual gaiety, and looked

strained and atrtificial. She would look tired aadgd against Dominique's

triumphant bloom, she thought unhappily.

The salon was crowded when she entered, as shéhwdast down. Max
Prentiss spotted her and brought her a dry maréind it was he who
introduced her to the Vaumonts, a short volubleptmuMadame .already
over-plump with masses of rings on her rather stubitgers and brooches
glittering on her prominent brocaded bosom.

Raoul, dark and saturnine in evening dress, waslistg by the mantelpiece
talking to Dominique, who was striking in an emdrabloured gown that
fitted her almost perfect figure like a second sKine ideal background for
the de Gue emeralds, Lissa supposed.

She joined Anne-Marie and Nicole, who had an asugipressed joyousness
about her and was wearing a charming dress in pkddae which made
her look more assured and less vulnerable. Lissaghaa to relax in their
company.

Anne-Marie grimaced. 'l suppose the official annmement of the merger
will be made during dinner. There will be speechbsat will be
insupportable.She grinned at Lissa. '‘But at least there wilhbdombshell
as there was when your engagement was announ&aditoSome time you
must tell me all about that. | still haven't manage think out what game
you were both playing. At least this time we knowaivto expect. Vaumont
textiles will at last belong to Fontaine.'



She lowered her voice a little. 'l am glad that yare not really engaged to
Paul,cherie,and are not going to marry him. You would not hawied one
another at all.’

Lissa flushed. 'l think you're right.'

Anne-Marie studied her curiously, then sighed. 'Bua way it is a pity. |
would like you as myelle-soeur She gave her cousin a quick hug. 'But |
would also like Nicole.'

Nicole was blushing to the roots of her hair andmuring a quiet protest
when Lissa felt a hand on her arm. She looked @psaw that Raoul was
standing next to her.

'l should like a private word with yo;il vous plait,'he said quietly. 'The
terrace will do."Private words are difficult onlgpie occasions like this. |
think your absence even for a minute or two wowahbticed and remarked
on. Anyway, | think we have had more than enougsatpto each other in
the past.'

'Au contraire,there are a number of points still to be straigéte out
between us before | permit you to board that pilaite Madame Desmond
next week.'

'l do not require your permission to leave this seunonsieur,or take
myself off anywhere that my fancy dictates. Pleaseember that. | am not
one of your feudal vassals. Now Mademoiselle Vaurslooking at us. No
doubt she feels neglected, tonight of all nights.’

He turned abruptly and walked away. Lissa sank domva small brocaded
chair and tried to take a firm control of her cagdd emotions. One thing
was clear—she could not sit through that dinnetypaosw at any price, even
if the other guests considered her ill- manneredodr

Making her way to Madame, she made an excuse absutlden attack of
migraine, and was immediately made to feel guilty the. instant
sympathetic responsd2duvre petite! Si palelShe declined the offers of



tablets and a maid to sit with her until the attacke off, or even a further
visit from the doctor.

'Merci, madame She was aware of Raoul de Gue's cynical staterased
her voice a little. 'A little rest is all I need."’

After a brief word with Anne-Marie, she made hemywa the door, which
was opened for her by Max Prentiss, who had ovedhlear conversation
with the Comtesse, and looked genuinely upset &appointed.

‘Not leaving us so soon, surely?' he said. 'I'ceddp be in Paris myself next
week, so perhaps | can show you and Mrs Desmonthife’s Paris house
as you will be passing through on your way homed don't forget we have
a date in London, if | don't see you before | letreght. I'd like you to meet
Helen, my wife, and the kids too. But | can alwagsatact you through Mrs
Desmond, and I'll really try and fix up the Parnisit/

Lissa looked up at him, barely registering whatvas saying, although her
lips formed mechanical thanks. A sudden inspiraliad come to her. After

all, he had said in the garden that he had to lahmest at once, and now he
was talking about tonight.

‘Are you leaving after dinner, Max?'
'I'm afraid so. I've packed already. This has ydadlen a flying visit.'

This was her chance. She looked at him, summodirigeaappeal. 'Max,
when you leave for Paris tonight, will you take mi¢h you? | desperately
need to get to the airport, and a lift with you Wbsolve all my problems.’
Or at least some of them, she thought, choking taekears that persisted
in remaining so near the surface.

‘A lift?" He stared at her, pushing his glassedigpforehead in a manner
Lissa would have found faintly comical if she had felt so distraught. '‘But
you're leaving with Mrs Desmond in a few days anyv&he mentioned this
to me while we were having cocktails just now, ant



'l would prefer to leave tonight—after dinner,hft can be arranged. | have
money and my passport, and | haven't very muchdgegghat | need to take.
| can arrange to have my other things sent on.|&erMax, please help me.
If I can just get to Paris I'm sure | can get gHtito London without too
much difficulty.'

London, where Jenny would be waiting with Roger @@k wedding plans,
and the sort of life that went smoothly like a lr@ever summer meadows
and did not challenge you to defy it. Where shelddorget the scent*of
roses in a walled garden where she had dreamednsdréhat were
impossible about a man who had let bitterness gnatism build a high
wall around his heart.

Max Prentiss regarded her in silence for a moniand once in London,
what then?' he asked.

'l shall go down to Devon to visit my parents fofeav days, and relax
completely for a while. I—I've just let myself gébroughly overtired, that's
all.’

'l suppose it doesn't sound such a bad idea,'idghsaughtfully. 'Some sea
air and good food should put some of the flesh lwaclkour bones and the
colour in your cheeks. If that is the only remedifycourse, and | confess |
have my doubts about that.’

'Max, please will you take me with you?' Lissa wagent.

'If you're sure that's what you want—and more ingd; what you need,

my dear—then I'll take you." 'I'm sure,' she saiag tried to smile. 'Bless
you I' Once in her room, she packed a single céd$engcessities. She was
glad of the occupation to take her mind off thenscbeing enacted in the
dining room below, but a tight knot of misery wellep inside her when she
came upon the Fontaine-wrapped parcel of Midsunidight, where she

had hidden it at the back of the wardrobe. Tightgtier lips, she took it out
and laid it on the bed. She would not take it vign.

Then she wrote a brief note for Maggie, explainvitg she could not stay
any longer at the chateau once Raoul and Dominigere officially



engaged, and left it on her godmother's dressinlg.té was almost like an
elopement, she thought wryly.

She changed into dark slim-fitting trousers whitdred slightly at the
ankles and topped them with a dark roll-necked sevesnd a cream suede
coat, then collecting her case and shoulder bagrsipé out of the room. But
in the corridor she paused and put her case dowenh&d forgotten one vital
thing. She went back across the bedroom to theawrathd pulled back the
curtains. The room was dark and she could just makéhe outlines of the
little walled garden.

And when the roses on Raoul's desk faded and taésell, would he allow
Fran”oise to renew them, or would he treat the wiwtident as if it had
never happened, and leave the garden to run tevagstin or become the
sophisticated swimming pool of Dominique's des#tes

In the gallery above the hall she waited. Dinnes weer by now, she knew,
and she could hear voices coming fromghét salon Dominique's much in
evidence. After about five minutes the door opeaed Max Prentiss
appeared and climbed the stairs towards her.

'"You're ready then? Good girl,’ he said. 'Give srerinutes to collect my
stuff and I'll take it out the back way and brihg ttar round to the front. I'll
sound the horn once. O.K.?'

Lissa nodded gratefully, and he pointed to onéhefrhany alcoves on the
gallery, each with its looped- back curtain. 'Ihdar threatens, fair maiden,
conceal yourself in there.’

Lissa laughed, and felt some of her tension liglzesdid so. She sat down on
one of the many brocaded chairs and glanced awvatsh, suspecting that
this was going to be the longest ten minutes ofifeer

She looked around at the statuary and the painéingghe small staircases
leading from the gallery which had seemed suclbgriath when she had
first arrived weeks ago, and which were now so famiShe thought of the
horses in the stables who would be waiting for dreival early next day
with their usual titbits.



A sob tore in her throat, quenched by the suddenistakable sound of a
car's horn. He had been quicker than he thoughtoosly.

She went noiselessly down the broad sweep of at@rand opened the big
door. The car, long and dark in a night when hagylouds obscured the
moon, waited on the gravel sweep at the foot ofviltee stone steps. The
sidelights were on, and the boot had been left dpeimer suitcase, she
noticed. She loaded her case into it, then camedrtathe passenger door,
only retaining her shoulder bag. The door was diyegen for her and she
climbed in and slammed it shut, before turninghank Max Prentiss.

'Bonsoir,' said Raoul.

For a moment, Lissa could neither think nor spelken she gasped,
knowing how idiotic it would sound, 'What are yooirg here?'

"You required a chauffeur. | am happy to offer ragvgces. Max has decided
that a later flight will do for him after all, sehe | am."

'‘Let me out of this car!" Lissa demanded betweendtied teeth.

‘Never in this world—until we reach our destinatitdo—as she made a
sudden grab for the handle— 'don't try and let gelfiout. It is self-locking
and can only be., released now from the outsidsidgs, you were so
determined to have a lift in this car. Don't youstrmy driving?"'

He let in the clutch and the car moved smoothlydofiin the wide drive.

Lissa was shaking with temper and frustration. ‘At does your fiancee
think of this latest little escapade of yours, aslshe agreed to turn a blind
eye already?'

"You seem very determined to marry me off," he cemi@d. "Which fiancee
is this?'

Lissa stared at him. 'Tonight—the merger with Vaom®extiles. You
know what | mean. Paul refused to marry her, swai left to you..." Her
voice trailed away.



‘The merger with Vaumonts was signed well beforandi—which,
incidentally, you were fortunate to miss. Old Vaurnmade a speech of the
mostformidablewhich almost sent our good Max to sleep.'

'‘But | thought part of it was to be..." Lissa conlat go on.

"You thought part of the bargain was Dominique. Amaust confess it was
my fault that you thought so. That was what | wdntie tell you tonight,

among other things, when you came into the salandibrave little ghost
with your blue dress and your trinkets and that losk which makes me
forget everything but the desire to hold you in anps.'

Lissa stared at him. 'Then you are truly not endagddominique?’

'Heaven forbid!" he said fervently, then he begatatgh. '‘And I will also
pledge that having said so, | will not reverse negision during the next
twenty- four hours, as you did with Paul.’

He gave her a slanting smile. 'And neither is Raghged to her either. That
was never part of my plan.’

'But he told me..."

'Oh, | know what he told you. Dynastic marriaged ather nonsense that
went out with, the Dark Ages you seem to thinkIbbg to.Quelle betise!
And to think | was responsible! Maman, the wholenifg want Paul to
marry Nicole. It has been the dream of our heantsesthey were children.
But suddenly he begins to philander with little regrgrabbers like
Dominique, and young English women with doubtfydutations,' he added
with a sideways grin. 'So what is one to do? Incerv@ant of madness | gave
him an ultimatum—marry Dominique or else—hopinghwaild recover his
senses and return to Nicole, who has never ceadedd him,la pauvre.'

'‘But instead he turned to me," Lissa said slowly.
They were through the village now, driving at aagiepace. Raoul shot her

a glance. 'l did not bargain for that after you bald me that night on the
terrace that there was no engagement. Why did gaoge your mind?"'



Lissa was glad of the darkness of the car to heteetimson cheeks. 'l came
to the library and heard you talking on the teleghoYou said that Paul's
little affair had been settled and it hadn't cosba. | thought you meant you
had got rid of me without having to buy me off.’

Raoul brought the car to the side of the road, dutaednd switched off the
engine.

'So that was it," he said softly. 'l knew there wamething. What | was

telling Anne-Marie, as it happens, was that | hatl gn end to whatever

feeling Paul had for Dominique by ordering theirrreage, and that there

was no danger as far as | could see of the memgag leopardised. The

Vaumonts are too practical in business matterthftr Besides, Dominique

has plenty of other irons in the fire. God help tdme she chooses. For a
time, | believe she thought it was me, but that way her opinionhelas.'

He reached out for her in the darkness. 'And hoW you-salvage my
wounded pride? | was about to announce our owngamgant at dinner,
having proposed to you most romantically in Mada@end'- mare's
garden, and then my fiancee-to-be arranges to way &rom me with a
business associate who has the good sense toetellhat she is planning,
praise be tde bon Dieu.’

'‘But | thought you hated me for deceiving you ab®Batl,’ Lissa said
numbly, hardly able to take in what he had jusi sai

He laid a finger caressingly on her lips. 'l toltliyonce beforena belle you
did not deceive me. That engagement to Paul wagofarconvenient.
Besides, a woman can lie with words, but not wign ayes, or with her
body, and each time | held you, | knew the truthattyou wanted me as
much as | want you. Isn't it so, Lissaa bien-aimee?’

He bent his head and his lips found hers, gentlfirstt and then with a
growing insistence, until her own parted beneathdmd she was clinging to
him, all her inhibitions swept away, longing onlg belong to him
completely, revelling in the intimate touch of lhiands as he caressed her,
his hands expertly drawing fire from every contotiher slim body.



At last it was Raoul who reluctantly pulled away.

‘Not here. Not yet,' he said, with a faint smilestill have thedroit du
seigneur you know, and we have already discussed the tonslifor that.'

"You know too much about women," Lissa murmureelirig a slight pang
of jealousy at the thought of all the others withom he had gained his
undoubted expertise.

He put his finger under her chin, tilting it sotha& could look into her eyes.

‘There have been women in my life, Lissa. | woa'td you or pretend that |
have lived as a monk before | married Victoireafter. But there will never
again be anyone but you, | swear it.' He lifted fiegers to his lips and
kissed them. A strange stillness filled the cad arssa felt sudden tears
prick her eyelids.

'‘And now | have your consent to our marriage,’ ilensed her gasp of
protest with another kiss, then traced a lazy péth his lips down her
throat to the confines of her collar, 'l will giyeu your wedding present.’

He reached into the back seat of the car and peatladarge flat parcel in
the familiar Fontaine wrapping paper, tied with tghiibbons. Lissa stared
at it for a moment in silence, then with tremblinggers she unfastened the
ribbons and slid the paper aside, staring entraasethe ivory and silver
folds of Jour de Noces poured into her lap, theesifoses gleaming like
gossamer in the interior light of the car which Rawad switched on for her.

You like it?' he asked. 'l thought, like Grand'meyou would prefer a
flower design, and what better than the roses ywwe brought back to life in
her garden—your garden noma mie where you will sit and wait for our
little ones to be born and play with them when taegyolder.’

'‘And Franchise?' Lissa almost breathed the question

'‘And Francoise Ma petite Francoise. She will be our eldest and have a
special place in our lives," he said quietly. "Thksato youma cherewho had



more wisdom than I. Poor Victoirel How she musténémated me to have
told me such a lie.'

Lissa took his hand and laid it to her cheek. 'Véa'ttalk about it any more.
It's gone now, in the past for ever.’

His mouth found hers again, but this time with adkiof gratitude and
wonder mingled with the passion.

As he released her, Lissa began to carefully rggpvtiha folds of Jour de
Noces on her knee. 'l thought this was meant fanibmue,' she confessed.

'How wise in some ways, my sweet one, and how gbdh others. If you
knew the strings | have had to pull, the rush theiebeen to get the material
ready in time. It has been altogetf@midable.’

He leaned back in the seat, watching her re-tyiegibbon.

'Eh bien, alors,' he said lazily. 'What became of that other maté gave
you? The Midsummer Night which seems to have becgm& own
individual design, according to Max and Nicole.’

'l left it in my room," Lissa told him. 'l sworealould never accept it.'

He laughed. 'Well, it can be rescued. You can ghieon our wedding night
and wear it to the festivities in the village aftards.’

‘You're so sure | mean to marry you,' Lissa murmym@vocatively.

I'm sure | mean to marry you or | will not be amsable for the
consequences,' he told her. 'Do you think | cam frget the glory of your
skin against minana bell® And that was merely a taste. Even a veiling of
Midsummer Night will be too much of an intrusioncenyou are really
mine, so be warned.'

Lissa's cheeks were warm, but she was not aframbn't think | need
warning," she told him candidly, and stroked hisefavhere the high
cheekbone showed tautly through his tanned skin.



'Do that againma belle and | warn you | shall anticipate our midsummer
night here and now," he said. 'If you wish to fe fsm me and useful at the
same time, you can navigate.'

He drew a leatherbound book of road maps from lilnegcompartment and
tossed it into her lap.

'‘Navigate?' Lissa stared at him. 'But you must kyowr way to Paris like
the back of your hand.’

"Certainement—if Paris was our destination. But we are goind\idibes,
ma cherie to introduce Madame Grand'mere to yet anothetig&ngride.
She is especially anxious to meet the girl who brasight her dreaming
garden back to life, and restored it to a placere/ldeeams can come true.'

Lissa laughed, a sound of pure joy. '‘And to thitddd Maggie | would leave
the Chateau without a backward glance!

He smiled, brushing his fingers across his lipantpressing them to hers as
the car slid forward.

'‘And so you shall, Lissa. From now on, we will nobk back, but only
forward to the joy we shall have together.'



