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The last person Olivia Harding had expected her cousins fiance’s uncle to be was Raoul de Varennes-the man who had cruelly jilted her five years ago. And now she was travelling through France with him. Despite the assurance those five years had brought her, both professionally and personally, she couldn’t handle the situation with any composure. Because he still made her tremble with desire, even though he so obviously hated her, now.

CHAPTER ONE
'But you promised to come to my wedding—you know you did!'
Olivia sighed, brushing a slim hand through her smooth length of thick chestnut hair, the brilliant colour of beechwoods in autumn. Really, her cousin Bridget was being totally unreasonable, as usual. It was absolutely typical of her to be telephoning from France in the middle of the day—the call must be costing her a fortune!
'Look, Bridget,' she said, with as much patience as she could muster, 'it's no good blaming me if there's an air traffic controller's strike, is it?'
'But you must come . . . you simply must! I mean, I've got to have someone from my family at the church, Olivia. Surely you can see that?'
'Of course I do," she assured her cousin soothingly 'But you must see that there isn't a damn thing I can do about it.'
'Rubbish! You must be able to get over here to Bordeaux!' Bridget's voice rose in frustration. 'It's only a case of crossing the English Channel, it's not the Atlantic Ocean for heaven's sake!'
Olivia's lips twisted in a wry grimace at the petulant tone in her cousin's voice, and with an effort she controlled the impulse to make an equally scathing retort. It didn't seem as if the past year, which Bridget had spent in Italy and France, had made her any easier to handle. Taking a deep breath, Olivia tried, once again, to explain the position.
'Okay, I'll go through it once more. Not only are the air traffic controllers here in Britain on strike, but it has spread to all their colleagues in Europe as well. So that means that no aeroplanes are flying across the Channel—or anywhere else for that matter. . ..'
'Yes, I know that—I'm not a complete idiot! But I was relying on you, Olivia.. ..'
'... So, my ticket for the flight from Heathrow to Bordeaux at the end of the week is absolutely useless,' Olivia continued, ignoring her cousin's interruption. 'What's more, I spent the whole of yesterday on the telephone to travel agents, British Rail, all the Channel ferry companies—and anyone else I could think of. Believe me, all trains, coaches, ferries and hovercrafts are fully booked, with waiting lists a mile long. There isn't a seat to be had for love or money, and considering that it's the middle of summer, I'm not surprised.'
'Surely there must be some way?' Bridget whined plaintively.
'Oh, sure. All I need is a few lessons in hang-gliding and I'll be right with you!' Olivia laughed ruefully. 'Come on, Bridget! Even you must be able to see that there is simply no way I can get over for your wedding. I'm really sorry, but there it is.'
'It—it's just not fair!' her cousin wailed.
'God give me strength!' Olivia muttered, putting her hand over the receiver and looking up as Sarah, her shop assistant, put her head around the office door.
'I'm sorry to bother you, Miss Harding,' Sarah said. 'Tim's gone with a client to the Oriental carpet warehouse, and Mr Anstruther from the Foreign Office is here to sec you about the Embassy job in Moravia.'
Olivia had worked too hard to make a success of her interior decorating business to keep one of her most important and influential customers waiting. 'I'll be with him in a moment,' she told Sarah, before turning back to speak to her cousin. 'I'm sorry, Bridget, I'll have to go—it's business, I'm afraid. I'll be in touch with you again before the wedding, and I'm really sorry not to be able to be there in person. 'Bye.'
She stood up, leaning across her desk to replace the receiver, but not before she caught her cousin's plaintive wail: 'I'll think of something! You'll see—I'll think of something. ...'
Later on in the afternoon as Olivia put the finishing touches to a decorative scheme for the interior of a mews house in Knightsbridge, she couldn't help smiling wryly at Bridget's refusal to accept the facts of life. How typical of her to insist on getting her own way against all the odds! Not that Olivia's widowed mother hadn't warned her, the last time she had gone down to Surrey to spend a weekend at her old home.
'Goodness knows that I've always felt sorry for the poor girl, although she won't thank you for making the effort, I'm afraid. Still, I agree that you must go over to France if you can, darling. She's always been such a "wild" girl, we must just offer up grateful thanks that she has decided to get married and settle down at last. However, she really ought to have at least one member of the family at her wedding, especially as the girl's marrying a foreigner!'
Olivia recalled how she had laughed at her mother's sniff of disapproval, before suddenly remembering her family's dismay when she had told them, five years ago, that she too was going to marry a Frenchman. Of course, that engagement to Raoul had been a very brief affair. . . .
Sitting now at her desk in the office at the back of the shop, she tried in vain to stop her mind from dwelling on the painful memories of the past. Images of herself and Raoul wandering contentedly hand in hand through the rustling, fallen leaves in Hyde Park; laughing as they had fed the ducks on the Serpentine before hurrying back through the falling dusk of the late afternoon to his apartment where, later, he had made love to her, teaching her and rousing her senses until her passion matched his. She had been happy then—deliriously, ecstatically happy; but she had paid a terrible price for such happiness. She had been so certain that Raoul loved her as she loved him. She had never realised that to him she was merely a temporary substitute for the girl he had really loved, and for whom he had discarded Olivia without a moment's hesitation, and with no word of explanation.
'Miss Harding . . .?'
Olivia had been so immersed in her thoughts that she hadn't heard Sarah come into the office, and looked up started out of her reverie.
'I'm—I'm leaving now, if that's all right. Do you want me to lock up and set the alarm?' the girl queried.
'No, I've still got some work to do down here, Sarah. You're off to the theatre tonight, aren't you? Who are you going with? Is it still Bruce?'
'Goodness, no!' her assistant giggled as she waved goodbye. 'That was last week. I'm going out with William now.'
'What it is to be young!' Olivia called after her in amusement, and then shrugged ruefully. If she didn't watch out she would soon be sounding like a sour old maid, whereas the truth was that she, herself, was only a little older than Sarah. Well, she might only be twenty-three, but there were times when she felt forty, and tonight was one of those times, Olivia thought as she put away her work and left the shop through a door at the back and mounted the stairs to her apartment.
Every time she entered the apartment, as now, she never ceased to be grateful to her grandfather for having bought the property in Sloane Street during the depression in the 1930s, and to her father for not having sold the shop and the two-floored apartment above when the family business had hit a bad patch just before his death. Specialising in the sale of high- quality reproduction furniture, the business had fallen on hard times when her father's heart condition had prevented him from taking the necessary interest in the shop.
Returning from that nightmare modelling trip to America, those five years ago, she had arrived to find her father stricken with a stroke, her mother totally preoccupied in nursing him, and the shop—on whose income the family relied—going to rack and ruin. How extraordinary, Olivia thought as she went to run herself a bath, that the few pieces of material she had run out to buy to drape over the dusty furniture, in an effort to try and make the window of the shop look more attractive, should have been the start of her interior design business: Harding Interiors. Customers entering the shop had been far more interested in the 'props' and the swathes of material draped so artistically, than in the pieces of furniture. By the time of her father's death a year later, the shop had changed dramatically and was producing a reasonable income on which she and her mother could live. Her order book was completely full for the next six months, and she had recently taken on her first full-time management assistant, Tim Newton. She employed Sarah in the shop to deal with the increasing passing, casual trade, since she also sold cushions, prints, lamps and other objets d'art.
Stepping out of the bath and towelling herself briskly, she couldn't help feeling a small glow of satisfaction. It had been hard work, of course, but now she could relax a little and admit that the business was a success. Not only had some of her interiors been featured in Vogue and Harper's and Queen, but she was in the happy position of not being able to accept all the commissions offered to her. The only drawback being that it left her with very little time for a social life, which conversely had been the great advantage of the business when she had first started, for it had meant that she had little or no time to think about Raoul. However, that wasn't the case nowadays, and she really must make her mind up about Ian Campbell, one way or another. . . .
Olivia glanced at the clock by her bedside and gave a small yelp of dismay. If she didn't stop day​dreaming and dress quickly, she was going to be standing about half-nude when Ian arrived to take her out to dinner! She had quite enough trouble evading his questions about just when she was going to marry him and settle down, to want to give him any unnecessary encouragement.
Later on that evening she found herself gazing down at her steak with mounting dismay. 'I'm sorry, Ian. It—it looks simply delicious, but I just don't seem to feel hungry tonight, for some reason.'
Ian Campbell looked across the table at the fine, almost too slim figure of the girl, the shadows beneath her wide green eyes and the heavy weight of burnished chestnut hair as it brushed against her creamy skin.
'I'm not surprised!' he declared with a warm smile. 'Not only have you been working far too hard lately, but to have put up with all that nonsense from your cousin as well—it would be enough to make anyone feel exhausted! What you need is a good holiday.'
When they were driving back to her apartment, he returned to the subject again. 'You know, in some ways it is a pity that you can't go to your cousin's wedding,' he murmured, taking one hand from the steering wheel to cover hers where they lay in her lap. 'I think you ought to go away somewhere this August and have a good rest. You can come back refreshed, and then,' he squeezed her hands significantly, 'and then we can start making plans about the future. Our future, yes?'
Olivia returned the squeeze of his fingers, thankful at not having to give him an answer as his car drew up outside the shop.
'There's no need for you to come up with me,' she exclaimed as he came around to open her door and help her out of the car.
'Nonsense,' he smiled. 'I wouldn't dream of not escorting you to your front door.'
Slowly mounting the stairs beside Ian, she studied him covertly from beneath her dark eyelashes. Her mother had said she was crazy not to have said 'yes' when he had first proposed to her a year ago.
'Darling—he's perfect! A wealthy young solicitor; fair haired, good-looking and hard working. What more could a girl want, for heaven's sake?'
Mother's right, Olivia thought with an inward sigh as she fumbled in her evening bag for her key. What more could she possibly want? Ian was kind and gentle, he seemed to possess the patience of a saint as he waited for her to make up her mind about their marriage; and if his mild kisses failed to ignite her senses, well, that was more likely to be her fault than his....
Her wayward, confused thoughts were interrupted by the shrill ringing of a telephone inside the apartment as she slid the key into the lock.
'You go and answer the phone while I'll make us some coffee,' Ian said firmly, disappearing down the passage to the kitchen.
With a shrug of resignation, Olivia went over and lifted the receiver. There was a loud crackling in her ears, followed by a distant roaring sound, but no trace of a human voice. 'Oh—for goodness sake,' she grumbled, replacing the receiver. Immediately she had done so, the phone rang again.
Barely controlling an impulse to swear loudly, she picked it up for the second time.
'. . . Hello . . . hello,' a faint voice broke through the crackling background.
'Bridget? Is that you?' Olivia shouted, half- recognising her cousin's voice.
'There's no need to shout!' Bridget's voice was suddenly very clear as the background atmospherics disappeared.
'Well, I had such trouble hearing you . . .'
'. .. I told you I'd solve the problem, didn't I?' Bridget's voice rang with unconcealed self-satisfaction and triumph. 'Well, I have—so there!'
'Solved what?'
'Oh—for heaven's sake, Olivia! I've arranged a way for you to travel to Bordeaux. It was quite simple, really. All I had to do was to. ..' Olivia's ears were suddenly filled with an angry crackling sound which made her flinch as Bridget's voice seemed to advance and retreat like pounding waves on a shore.
'. .. Henri ... his uncle . . . staying in London. ..
'Bridget? Bridget—I can't hear you. Please speak very slowly, OK?' Olivia shouted in frustration as the humming and crackling continued unabated, relaxing to smile gratefully at Ian as he placed a cup of coffee on the table beside her.
'It's Bridget calling from France, and it's a perfectly dreadful line. I can't hear a thing—or hardly anything.'
'.. . Henri's uncle . . . Monsieur le Vicomte....'
'Vicomte? What Vicomte . . .?'
'What's a Vicomte?' she turned aside to whisper to Ian. 'Is it the French version of a Viscount?' As Ian shrugged, she screwed up her face, trying to concentrate on the faint voice behind the atmospherics, which suddenly—as they had before—disappeared.
'... I mean it was such an obvious solution when you think about it, wasn't it? Henri's uncle will collect you at half-past two tomorrow afternoon. So all you have to do is to pack a case and Monsieur le Vicomte. ...'
'Bridget! I can't possibly leave tomorrow. It just isn't possible! Bridget.. .? Oh no! The damn phone's dead! Of all the . . .!' Olivia slammed the receiver down in a fury.
'Oh, that's great—really great!' she exploded, jumping up and pacing about the room. 'You wouldn't believe it!' she turned to Ian. 'That imbecilic cousin of mine has asked her fiance's uncle—some old Viscount—to call by and pick me up. Not at the end of the week, when I'd planned to fly over, but tomorrow ' afternoon, if you please. That girl is the absolute limit, she really is! I mean—how can I possibly leave tomorrow? It's ridiculous!'
'It isn't, you know.' Ian smiled gently at her as he sipped his coffee. 'You were going at the end of the week anyway5 weren't you? So, it's only four days earlier, that's all. You were telling me yesterday that nothing much happens in your business during August, since most of your customers are away from London. Your new assistant Tim Newton can easily cope with the jobs you have on hand, surely?'
'Yes, well . ..' she sighed. 'I suppose you're right. It's just—it's just that I hate having my hand forced.'
Ian put down his cup and stood up. 'It's time I went. I'm not going to bully you my dear, but I think you ought to pack your case and go off to France tomorrow. The holiday will do you good, you're looking much too thin and tired these days.' He bent down to deposit an affectionate kiss at the corner of her mouth.
Olivia touched his face tenderly before she turned away to open her flat door. 'I expect you're right, you usually are,' she admitted. 'However, I'm going to ring Bridget again tomorrow morning before I finally decide what to do.'
Locking the front door on Ian's departing figure, she rinsed through the coffee cups and then having cleansed her face and brushed her teeth, Olivia slipped on a lacy silk nightgown and sat down to brush her hair at the dressing table in her bedroom. The rhythmic strokes of the brush on her heavy curtain of shoulder-length thick, smooth and lustrous hair made her feel slightly calmer, and more able to take a rational view of Bridget's arrangements.
Her mother was right. Her cousin was indeed very wild, and thoroughly selfish, but when one looked at her background, Olivia didn't find it in her heart to blame her too much. Orphaned when she was only a small baby, her parents having been killed in an air crash, Bridget had been claimed by her father's eldest sister and her husband, a dour childless couple. Olivia's parents had had her to stay as often as they could, but Bridget's childhood had been a gloomy one and when she had run away from home for the fifth time at the age of sixteen, the elderly couple had washed their hands of her.
Refusing all the offers of other members of her family to pay for a secretarial training, or some other gainful employment, Bridget had drifted from one casual job to another, working in disco's, pubs, cafes and even, as Olivia's mother had told her daughter in shocked tones, working as a hostess in a night club. Under the circumstances, Olivia could only be grateful that her mother had never set eyes on Bridget during her punk phase, when she would surely have fainted at the sight of her niece's hair standing stiffly on end, with one side of her head dyed green while the other was bright blue!
Following that period of rebellion, Bridget had apparently gone to Italy as an au pair. Olivia wasn't sure what had happened to terminate her cousin's employment with the Italian family, but she gathered from the occasional postcards that she received that Bridget had drifted up to France last September. There she had been able to earn good money by picking grapes in the Loire and the Medoc with the other students she had met on her travels. Olivia had heard no more, until she had received a phone call from her cousin a month ago, telling her that she was engaged to be married to someone called Henri Mercier, and asking Olivia to be present at the wedding.
Oh well, Olivia thought as she put down her brush and moved across the room to climb into bed. She'd just have to sort everything out on the phone with Bridget in the morning. If her cousin thought that Olivia could just drop everything and dash off to France tomorrow, she was very much mistaken, and she'd have great pleasure in telling her so.
Unfortunately, Olivia couldn't get through to Bridget the next morning, and even when she gave up trying to dial direct and elicited the services of the operator, she had no better luck.
'I'm sorry, madam. I am reliably informed that sun spots are causing the interference,' she was informed by a smug, officious voice.
'Sun spots? What nonsense!' Olivia fumed. However, there seemed nothing she could do other than make arrangements for her departure that afternoon, before going back upstairs to the apartment to pack a suitcase.
As always, Ian had been right, she acknowledged ruefully to herself as she tried to decide what clothes she would need to take with her. Something special for the wedding itself, she mused, and then what? Apart from the sudden appearance of 'Monsieur le Vicomte' on to the scene—always providing that she had heard Bridget correctly in the first place—Olivia had not gained the impression that her cousin's fiance was well off. Quite the reverse, in fact. Hadn't Bridget said something about Henri and his mother living in part of a house? Olivia hesitated for a moment and then decided to play safe by packing the simplest summer clothes she possessed, together with some extra accessories with which she could dress up the garments if the need arose.
Having sorted matters out to her satisfaction., she returned downstairs to the shop where, for some reason, they had their busiest morning for months The telephone never seemed to stop ringing, the customers who came into the shop proving to be more exacting and demanding than usual. Olivia was glad to be able to escape upstairs for a late salad lunch, and was writing a note of instructions for her cleaning lady who came in twice a week, when the internal phone rang. It was Sarah, practically incoherent as she breathlessly stumbled over the message that a Frenchman was downstairs and asking for Miss Harding.
'Ask him to come up, please Sarah. Unless, of course, he's too elderly to manage the stairs,' she added, suddenly realising that Henri's uncle could be very ancient indeed.
' Too elderly.. .?' Sarah gasped incredulously. 'Really, Miss Harding, I—I don't think you quite realise. . . Well, I mean to say . . .' she gave a nervous giggle. 'He's—er—the Vicomte's definitely able to. ..
Olivia sighed. 'OK, Sarah. I know it's been a busy day, but let's cool it, shall we? Just show the gentleman the way up to the apartment, and then why don't you go and have a quiet cup of coffee?'
Whatever could have come over the girl? Olivia shrugged, walking over to open her front door and catching her first glimpse of the tall, dark-haired man as he mounted the stairs.
Suddenly gasping, all the breath driven from her body by a shock-wave which rose up to hit her like a hard blow to the solar plexus, she clung tightly to the open door in a desperate attempt to prevent herself from falling. Recognition and fear welled up inside her like a sudden sickness as she felt her slim body beginning to shake as if in the fierce grip of a tropical fever.
'R-Raoul . . .?'
'Ah, Olivia. How very pleasant to see you again, especially after so many years, hmm?'
She felt as though she had strayed into a living nightmare as she registered the cool, faintly bored tones in the well-known voice. With glazed eyes she stared in bemused disbelief as the tall, elegant figure of the man who had caused her such heartache in the past, strode smoothly past her trembling form and entered the apartment.
Ten minutes later she was still having considerable difficulty in concentrating on what Raoul was saying. Clasping her hands tightly together in an effort to hide their trembling, she shook her head distractedly as she tried to force her dazed mind to function normally.
'I—I still don't understand what—what you're doing here. How can you be Henri Mercier's uncle? It—it isn't possible ...' her voice trailed nervously away.
'Mais oui, it is entirely possible, my dear Olivia,' he drawled with cynical amusement. 'Henri is the son of my widowed sister, Helene, who is ten years older than I. She and her son are, at the present time, residing in a wing of my chateau.' He raised his arm, glancing down at his gold watch. 'We do not have much time if we are to catch the ferry to Boulogne.'
'But—but Raoul, I can't possibly. . .. Surely you can see that it's quite out of the question for me to accompany you to France?'
'Pourquoi?' Raoul raised an autocratic dark eyebrow.
'Why? But—but surely it's obvious!' Olivia cursed inwardly as she felt her cheeks redden under his cool appraisal.
In the pool of silence which fell between them, she looked again at the man to whom she had once been engaged.
Raoul de Varennes was all that she had tried to forget—-and more. Tall, lean, dark and painfully attractive, his tanned skin was darkened further by the black hair which lay thick and smooth against his well- shaped head, sweeping down to curl over the edge of his collar. He was perhaps a little thinner than she remembered, and although he couldn't be more than thirty-five, there were several strands of silver among the dark hair at his temples. The steely blue eyes beneath their hooded lids were only part of his dark attraction. Set above an aquiline nose, they only hinted at the sensuality which was clearly evident in the curved line of his wide mouth.
Olivia took a shaking, unsteady breath as she tried desperately not to recall the broad-shouldered torso, the slim hips and the firm muscled thighs which lay beneath the light grey suit he was wearing with such ease and assurance.
Turning away to fiddle nervously with the pens and pencils on her open desk, she endeavoured to control the flushed, betraying quiver of awareness which scorched through her body. Oh yes, she told herself ruefully, she knew exactly what had 'come over' Sarah. How well she knew—and who better?—the devastating effect even one of his casual smiles could have on the female population. Women had obviously been standing in line for this man from the first day he put on long trousers—or even earlier, she thought grimly.
'Come, Olivia.' Raoul's calm, firm voice broke into her confused thoughts. 'There is little point in discussing what is, in effect, a fait accompli.' He gave her a cool smile. 'I agree that it is tiresome of my nephew, Henri, to wish to be married when he is so young; especially to that quite extraordinary young girl, Bridget. However, there is nothing that either of us can do, since the two young people are both over twenty-one.'
'That's—that's not what I meant at all!' she protested.
'Ah bon. Then, it would seem, the only question remaining is whether you intend to support a member of your family at her wedding . . .' he paused and shrugged. 'I can understand your reluctance, my dear Olivia. I must confess that the connection is not one that I would have wanted for Henri; your cousin Bridget is very much of the petite bourgeoise, is she not?'
I'm not your 'dear Olivia' she wanted to scream, gritting her teeth as Raoul's smile of cool disinterest flicked over her nervously trembling figure. 'My God! What a snob you've turned out to be,' she retorted curtly, grateful for the opportunity to be both genuinely scathing and also able to release some of the deep anger and hurt which was pounding in her head. 'Incidentally, just how long have you been so ... er . . . "noble"?' she added caustically. 'Or is your title perhaps one of those handed out by Napoleon? They are very much looked down on in France, I understand.'
'My family is of the ancien regime, of course,' he snapped angrily, providing her with the considerable satisfaction of having managed to dent his cool self- possession. 'I inherited my title on the death of my great-uncle some four years ago, together with his estates. However,' he added dismissively, 'all that is by the way.'
'Well, it's certainly got nothing to do with me!'
Olivia gave a careless laugh, which even to her ears sounded slightly shrill and off-key.
'Bien,' Raoul murmured, hesitating for a moment as he studied her intently from beneath his heavy eyelids, before turning to walk slowly over to the window where he stood looking down into the street below. 'It is, of course, quite possible that you might feel—how shall I put it?—a little constraint, some uncertainty in your mind due to the small romance between us in the past. However, that was something which took place a very long time ago, non?'
Olivia looked at the thick dark hair curling down over his collar, the casual stance of his broad- shouldered figure as he continued to watch the traffic outside, while he talked calmly and dismissively about an affair which, it was quite clear, had never been of any major importance in his life.
'Ah, yes. So much has happened in the last five years, has it not? It would surely be foolish of us, Olivia, to let something that was merely nothing but a youthful—er—indiscretion, prevent you from accepting a lift from me to attend your cousin's wedding, hmm?'
Put like that, what could possibly be more reasonable or indeed a more sensible solution to her problem? How could she possibly refuse to accompany him to Bordeaux simply because they had once been engaged to be married? An engagement, it seemed, of which he had very little recollection.
If only she could be as cool, calm and unconcerned as Raoul. Maybe, if she had more time to think matters out, she would be able to find an alternative answer to her predicament? Unfortunately, it was clear that time was something she didn't have as Raoul pointedly looked again at his watch, waiting with impatient indifference for her answer.
There was no help for it, she realised gloomily. She'd have to accept his offer—if only because of Bridget. However irritating her cousin could be at times, Olivia really was in duty bound to attend her wedding—if at all possible. How could she refuse to go now, especially when she couldn't think of a good reason for not doing so .. .?
With a heavy sigh, she found herself reluctantly accepting Raoul's offer, and trying to stifle the waves of panic which swept through her body at the thought of being in close contact, for however short a time, with this man who had once meant so much to her.
Just over an hour later, seated beside Raoul as he drove his powerful, silver-grey Porsche down the hill into the busy seaport of Dover, Olivia could feel her head beginning to throb angrily as the accumulated tensions of the day began to take their toll. The panic had now settled down into a tight knot of almost sick apprehension, which lay like heavy lead deep in her stomach. Every instinct she possessed was overwhelm​ingly urging her to leave this car, and put as great a distance between herself and Raoul as she possibly could.
Her normally sparkling green eyes were cloudy and dull as she watched him skilfully negotiate the traffic and drive on to the ferry for Boulogne. Desperately, she tried to console herself with the thought that if Raoul could hardly remember their love affair, it was obviously going to make matters easier for them both during the trip, wasn't it? She turned to stare fixedly out of her window, furiously blinking away the moisture which was threatening to fill her eyes, and trying to ignore a large lump which seemed to have become stuck in her throat.
Parking the car in what seemed to be the bowels of the ship, Raoul led her up to the main lounge. There, as the vessel left harbour, the noise and laughter of the holiday-makers rose in unison with their consumption of duty-free alcohol. Together with the heat and smoke, the lounge became almost unbearably claus​trophobic, and suddenly not caring whether Raoul followed her or even if he had seen her go, she ran for escape up a stair-way and out into the fresh air of the top deck. Going over to lean against a rail, she gazed sightlessly out at the greeny-grey water as the ferry ploughed it's way across the Channel.
Maybe it was the hypnotic rhythm of the waves as they rolled past the ship, or the sheer emotional exhaustion of the past few hours, but there seemed little she could do to suppress the memories she had so resolutely buried five years ago. Memories which, since Raoul's dramatic reappearance in her life, now filled her mind to the exclusion of all else.
CHAPTER TWO

The first time she had set eyes on Raoul de Varennes, Olivia had been nervously holding the reins of a thoroughbred racehorse and waiting patiently as Penny, the girl from Bizarre magazine, adjusted the full skirt of the ball dress that Olivia was modelling. Praying fervently that the highly strung animal would neither kick nor bite her, she looked across the courtyard at the two men talking to the photographer and his assistant. While she recognised the portly figure of the Newmarket trainer, whose stables were being used as a background to the afternoon's fashion shots, the man standing beside him was a complete stranger.

Olivia couldn't seem to tear her eyes away as she absorbed the man's hawk-like tanned face and the sensual appeal of his tall, broad-shouldered body, clad in a soft cashmere sweater over dark trousers closely moulded to his slim hips. Her gaze swept upwards, taking in his firm mouth and the high cheek bones, to meet a pair of steely blue eyes regarding her with a slow, almost insolent appraisal.

Nothing, in all her eighteen years, had prepared Olivia for the shock she experienced at the sheer animal magnetism projected by the stranger. Hairs tingled down the length of her spine and she almost staggered as her senses reeled under the assault of his forceful, raw masculinity.

'Yummy—isn't he?' Penny murmured with her mouth full of pins. 'That sexy chap over there is

definitely what I call a gorgeous piece of male crumpet!' she added with a suggestive wink.

'Penny! For heaven's sake ...!' Olivia hissed in an agony of embarrassment, the colour flushing her cheeks as she felt the man's eyes slide over her figure; a scrutiny of scorching intensity that seemed to strip away the satin dress to lay bare the soft flesh beneath.

'Oh, he's French, so I don't suppose that he'll have understood a word I've said—unfortunately!' The girl from the magazine grinned as she bent down to adjust and pin a fold in the couture dress. 'And how you can be such a prude, especially after some months in the business, I'll never know!'

Olivia was well aware that compared to many of the people in the fashion industry, she was lamentably ignorant and inexperienced. Leaving her convent boarding school at the age of sixteen, she had followed her mother's advice and joined her best friend, Anna, at a Cordon Bleu cookery school which like her convent had been buried deep in the English countryside.

Anna's mother was a well-known actress and it was she who had insisted on taking Olivia to a modelling agency when she had completed her cookery course, claiming that the young girl was far too beautiful to remain hidden in a kitchen. Not that Olivia was enamoured with her own looks; longing to possess the softly rounded curves of many of her friends rather than what she thought of as her own gawky, thin and far too tall figure.

To her amazement the head of the model agency had enthused over her five feet nine inches, and what was referred to as 'a delicate slenderness and unconscious grace of movement'. Reacting with a giggle to such fulsome compliments, Olivia had been

the speed of resulting events. 'The face of the year' a national newspaper had claimed in banner headlines on a double-page spread, and she had been kept working almost continuously ever since. For the last month the world-famous photographer, Ashley Warne, had insisted on using her for much of his fashion work, and although she was convinced it couldn't last, she found herself enjoying her new profession even if it wasn't as glamorous as she had supposed. Most of her life seemed to be spent standing still for long boring stretches of time—as now—while adjustments were made to the clothes being photographed.
'There, that should please Ashley,' Penny muttered, standing back to check her handiwork. 'Let's hope he wraps this session up soon. It's getting colder and the light will be going any minute.'
Olivia shivered slightly as the cool breeze of the October afternoon ruffled the horse's mane and sent a flurry of fallen leaves skidding across the worn cobbles of the stable courtyard.
'OK, darling. One more time,' Ashley Warne called out. 'That's lovely . . . great. A big smile . . . super . . . lovely. Look back over your shoulder—and again, darling. Lovely . .. fantastic. . . .'
As the familiar, encouraging murmurs flowed over her head, Olivia was almost painfully aware of the tall stranger. He was now surveying her with a fierce intensity that was not only making her blush furiously, but causing her pulses to race almost as though they were out of control. For one heart-stopping moment she closed her eyes, feeling quite faint as an unexpectedly strange, nervous thrill of excitement and apprehension spiralled through her body.
She turned away, trying to hide her blushing cheeks as
she struggled for composure. Taking a deep breath, she glanced back through her eyelashes at the group around Ashley, thanking her lucky stars that they didn't seem to have noticed anything. The last thing she wanted was for the famous photographer to think that she wasn't capable of ignoring background distractions. He had seemed pleased enough with her work so far, but it would only need a small doubt about her professionalism for him to ask her agency to send him another model. God knows, there were hundreds of young hopeful girls who would have given their eye teeth for a chance to be photographed by Ashley Warne.

'OK, that's it,' Ashley was agreeing reluctantly as his camera assistant showed him the reading on the light meter. 'Thanks for your help, Penny. And as for you, Olivia, kindly remember that I want to see you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed on Monday morning. The "Riccardi Girl" isn't supposed to have bags under her eyes—so no late nights this weekend!'

'You must be joking!' she grinned, almost laughing aloud at the thought of doing anything so ridiculous as to jeopardise her first, really big chance in the modelling world.

Studiously ignoring the man, who was still staring fixedly in her direction, she followed Penny out of the courtyard.

'Well! That guy certainly fancies you—some people have all the luck!' Penny sighed enviously as they entered the small office which had been provided for Olivia to change in and out of the clothes being photographed for Bizarre magazine.

'Oh—for goodness sake!' Olivia's response was muffled as she swept the dress up over her head and handed it to the other girl. 'He's probably just interested in the horses,' she added dismissively.

'Oh, yeah!'

Ignoring Penny's hoot of derisive laughter, Olivia bent down to slip on a tight, pale grey polo-necked sweater and slim black cords which she tucked into knee-high, black leather boots.

'Honestly, if it's a choice between you and that horse—I'll bet anything you like that it's your "form" that Frenchman's interested in!' Penny's giggles were so infectious that Olivia found herself grinning sheepishly in response.

'Very funny! Anyway, what makes you so sure that he's French?'

'I only heard him speak a few words to the owner of the stables, but it was quite enough to get hold of his sexy, French accent. He's apparently got some horses in training up here, which makes him rich as well as scrummy! It costs a fortune to keep a racehorse nowadays. My boyfriend likes to go racing, and he says. . .

Olivia let the words wash over her, brushing the long length of her burnished chestnut hair as she tried to sort out her chaotic thoughts. During the past six months, she had become used to being stared at, especially when on location, as today. She couldn't understand, therefore, why the tall Frenchman's obvious preoccu​pation with herself should make her feel so incredibly nervous and self-conscious. Even thinking about him now was causing her to feel most peculiar.

'By the way,' Penny's voice cut into her thoughts. 'Do I gather from what Ashley's just said, that you've landed the Riccardi contract?'

'Yes, I only heard this morning. I—I still can't really believe it!'

'I'm not surprised! Half the models in London must have auditioned to be the "Riccardi Girl". Well done!'

'Honestly, I had no idea it was so sought after,' Olivia confessed. 'My agent just handed me an address and told me to go along to the office in Mayfair as fast as I could. It was absolutely pouring with rain . .. you've no idea how ghastly I looked when I went in to meet all those Italians!'

'It's a good idea, cocktails which are already mixed and ready to pour. I hear their advertising agency are going to be spending millions on the promotion.' Penny smiled quizzically. 'And I can see exactly why they chose you, even if you can't. I hope you realise that your face is going to become one of the best known in Europe?'

'No—I . ..' Olivia shrugged. 'It's all happened so fast that I haven't really taken it in yet,' she confided

'Didn't Lucille audition for the contract? I don't suppose that she's going to be exactly thrilled to hear you've got the job?'

Olivia felt worried for a moment at the thought of competing against the girl with whom she shared an apartment, and then as she recalled Lucille's full diary, she relaxed.

'Lucille's far too busy,' she explained. 'She's working in the Caribbean at the moment and then she's due to go to New York for at least a month. I'm certain that she won't mind one way or another.'

'I expect you're right,' Penny replied in a neutral voice. Olivia, then, had been too inexperienced to realise Lucille's burning ambition and what it could lead to. It never occurred to her to watch out for fireworks from the fiery, temperamental French girl.

'I think that's everything,' Penny commented five minutes later as she finished packing up the clothes that Olivia had been modelling. 'How are you going to get back to London? I'm off to my parent's home in

Norfolk and Ashley and his assistant are spending the weekend in Cambridge.'

'It's absolutely no problem, I can easily catch a train,' Olivia assured her.

However, as they rejoined the others, it appeared that Ashley Warne had been busy on her behalf.

'I've just been having a word with this gentleman,' he announced, nodding towards the Frenchman. 'He says that he's driving straight back to London and will be happy to give you a lift.'

'Oh, no! I mean—there's really no need to bother . . .' Olivia protested breathlessly.

'It is no bother—no bother at all, mademoiselle.' The Frenchman's voice, husky and faintly amused, made her feel both excited and terrified at one and the same time.

Trying to ignore the wide grin on Penny's face, Olivia glanced swiftly up at the foreigner, only to be thrown into increased confusion by a cynical, sardonic glint in the steely blue eyes regarding her so intently.

She shrugged as nonchalantly as she could, realising that to refuse would only make her appear ridiculous. She might find the Frenchman particularly disturbing, but she wasn't prepared to let her colleagues guess that fact.

A few minutes later it had all been settled and she found herself being issued into a low red sports car and on her way to London.

The silence in the car seemed to last for eternity, and the longer it lasted, the harder it seemed to find something to say. She hunted feverishly through her mind for some polite conversation which would help to ease the situation.

'The weather, perhaps? Hmm?'

'I—I beg your pardon?' Olivia frowned, glancing swiftly sideways at the Frenchman.

'I understand,' he continued, his mouth twitching in silent humour as he stared through the windscreen, concentrating on the road ahead, 'I understand that when the British do not know what to talk about, they discuss the weather. It was only a suggestion, of course. Perhaps you can think of a more amusing topic, hmm?'

'How did you guess? I mean.. . .' She glanced up startled, meeting such a warm, infectious grin that she found herself smiling nervously in return. 'Well, you must admit that it is awkward. I—I don't even know your name or—or anything about you.'

'That is a matter that is easily remedied. My name is Raoul de Varennes, I am thirty years of age, and I can assure you, my dear mademoiselle, that I am very, very respectable. For some months I have been here, in your country, studying the retail wine trade with Messrs Abercrombie and Hall. You have perhaps heard of the company, yes?'

Olivia nodded. Even she, who drank very little, knew the name of the famous wine shipping firm.

'Ah, bon! It is very necessary that I should establish my credibility, since not only do I think that I have fallen in love with you, but I would also very much like to take you out to dinner tonight.'

'But—but you can't!' she gasped, her heart pounding with a strange excitement.

'Pourquoi? Do you have another date this evening?' he queried coolly.

'No—no I haven't. But—but that wasn't what I m-meant. I m-mean... Stammering and blushing, she laid her head back on the luxuriously upholstered seat. She must—she simply must pull herself together quickly. Even if he hadn't said what—what she thought he'd said, the warm smell of the leather seats and the elusive, masculine aroma of his aftershave was affecting her already dazed senses in a thoroughly disastrous manner.

'So, you have no date for tonight and are free to join me for dinner, yes?'

'But I didn't say that,' she protested. 'Besides, you don't even know my name or—or anything about me.'

'Mais oui! I know that your name is Olivia Harding, that you are eighteen years of age and that I find you ravishingly beautiful. What more is there to say?'

Olivia found herself reduced to silence, her heart pounding like a sledgehammer. No one had ever talked like that to her before, and she wasn't sure how the game—if it was a game?—should be played. Most of the women this man knew would be as sophisticated and cool as himself. They would know how to conduct the sort of witty, smart conversation, full of sexual innuendos and amusing double entendres that was well outside her own experience.

Before she became too swamped with nervous uncertainty, he began to talk slowly and calmly about the differences he had noticed between the life he led in France and that in Britain. Describing some of the amusing mistakes he had made with both the language and the British way of life, he made her smile so much, that by the time they reached London she felt far more relaxed and at ease.

'You must forgive me for teasing you, ma petite,'' he said with a smile as he brought the car to a halt outside her apartment. 'Nevertheless, I very much hope that you will indeed join me for dinner tonight, at eight, hmm?'

He had taken her blushing confusion for assent, and with a warm smile driven off down the road.

Olivia was not prepared to admit, even to herself,

exactly why she felt so nervous as she prepared for her date with Raoul that evening. However, when he arrived looking so incredibly suave and elegant in his dinner suit, she was glad she had taken trouble with her own appearance. The gleam of appreciation in his eyes as they swept over the burnished sheen of her long hair to rest on the brief, low-cut bodice of her green silk dress, made her legs tremble as he smoothly escorted her down to his car.

Raoul had booked a table in a small, intimate restaurant where, as he told Olivia, he had ordered a meal which he hoped would please her; an aim in which he succeeded. He had been charming, friendly and apart from the occasional blush she couldn't control when she felt his eyes lingering on the soft curves of her figure, his conduct had been impeccable.

Driving back after their meal together, Olivia felt her stomach clench in nervous alarm as they arrived outside the building which housed the apartment she shared with Lucille. In the past she had dated quite a few boys, and when those evenings had ended with a goodnight kiss, Olivia had found the experience less than earth shaking. Lately, living here in London, her good looks and the lure of the fashionable modelling world had attracted many men to her side; none of whom had particularly interested her. Moreover, the demands of her job had ensured that her available free time was more likely to be spent washing her hair and getting a good night's sleep, than in kicking up her ( heels in nightclubs or dating devastatingly attractive men like Raoul. Such men, as she had gathered from her new friends among the modelling fraternity, found virgins gauche and boring, preferring girls who 'knew the score'.

Not for the first time, Olivia felt a fierce longing to be an experienced woman of the world. If only she had the sexual sophistication of Lucille, for instance, who picked and discarded lovers as the mood took her. Maybe if she had some practical sexual knowledge to fall back on, she wouldn't be feeling quite so nervous as she sat beside a man who, it was clear to even her innocent eyes, knew all there was to know about the female sex.

However, she need not have worried. Raoul had merely escorted her to the front door and with a smile raised her hand to his lips before running back down the steps to his car and roaring away into the night.

How could she have been so naive as to have been upset by the remarks he had made on the journey back from Newmarket? As she undressed in her bedroom later that evening, Olivia almost groaned at her ignorance in over-reacting in such a gauche manner to what had obviously only been meant as an amusing conversational gambit. Her last depressing thought, before she fell asleep, was that Raoul must have been thoroughly bored by her lack of sophistication, and it was extremely unlikely that he would want to see her again.

However, if Raoul was suffering from boredom, he managed to hide the fact very well during the following week as he claimed every spare minute of her time.

'What about your business?' she asked in some confusion one afternoon as having finished a photo​graphic session, she once again found him waiting for her outside Ashley Warne's studio. 'Shouldn't you be at work?'

'You must have forgotten that I told you I am having a few day's holiday?' he replied blandly, taking her case and issuing her into his red sports car.

'Where are we going?' she asked, peering ap​prehensively out of the window. It had been a lovely, warm autumn morning, but now it looked like rain. 'I'm simply not wearing the right clothes!' Olivia gestured ruefully to her hip-hugging jeans and the thin silky blouse which emphasised the rounded swell of her breasts.

'There is no need for you to worry, ma petite, you look perfect,' he assured her with a warm glance from beneath his heavy lids as he drove swiftly through the busy streets.

Glancing furtively at his arrogant profile, she found herself wishing that he would stop calling her 'ma petite' in that disturbingly caressing tone of voice. In the first place, while at five foot nine inches she was still much shorter than Raoul's tall figure, petite was hardly the right adjective. And in the second place.. .. She sighed unhappily. It was laughable really, she supposed, but when she looked back on her nervous apprehension as to whether Raoul would kiss her goodnight, that first evening he had taken her out, she felt more like weeping with frustration.

He had insisted on seeing her every day during the last week, and during that time Raoul had never done any more than kiss her hand. The intensity of her longing for him to press his mouth to her lips, to be roughly crushed within his embrace, was becoming almost more than she could bear. She seemed to be filled with strange inexplicable desires, which not only increasingly racked her body, but also shocked her innocent mind. Was this what writers and poets meant by love? This wild, breathless excitement, a bitter-sweet longing which seemed to turn her limbs to water whenever she thought about Raoul; let alone found herself sitting so closely beside him as she was at the moment.

So, what was wrong with her? she asked herself for the hundredth time. Raoul seemed to want her company—demanded it, in fact. And yet, when they were together, he treated her with a cool charm which left her feeling baffled and frustrated.

' Voila! You can see there is no problem with your clothes. We will just go for a walk, yes?' Raoul's voice broke into her chaotic thoughts as she looked up to see that they had come to a halt in Hyde Park.

They spent some time wandering slowly along the paths, their feet scrunching over the fallen, rustling leaves, before going over to feed the ducks on the Serpentine. Olivia was laughing so much as she watched a duck having a tug of war with one of Raoul's shoelaces, that she failed to notice the sky darkening ominously overhead. Moments later, her fears about her scanty attire were borne out as the heavens opened, and they were forced to run back to the car through a heavy downpour which left her soaked to the skin.

She laughingly protested at his concern, but after a quick glance at her drenched, shivering figure, Raoul insisted on taking her to the penthouse apartment he leased just the other side of the park.

She was given no opportunity to look over the huge apartment, which she had never visited before, as he hustled her across the large hall and into a luxurious bathroom. Impatiently ordering her to take off her wet clothes, place them on the hot radiator and then to have a warm bath, he turned to leave the room.

'Honestly! Anyone would think I was dying of pneumonia, instead of just being a bit wet,' she grumbled, wishing with all her heart that he wouldn't keep treating her as if she was made of delicate porcelain. His only reply was a short bark of laughter as the door closed behind him.

With a rueful shrug, Olivia sprinkled bath oil liberally on to the water and soaked in the scented depths of the large bath for well over an hour, relishing the luxury of the heavy gold taps and the ornately carved mirrors reflecting the soft glow of the crystal lights. A luxury which was far outside her limited experience. Emerging from the bath, she wrapped herself in a white towelling robe she found on the back of the bathroom door, and made her way into what she assumed was the lounge, her bare feet moving silently over the thickly piled carpet.

Ignoring the softness of the silk drapes, the smooth leather chairs and the polished rosewood furniture, her eyes were drawn irresistibly to Raoul who was sitting at a desk with his back to her at the other end of the vast room. Her heart seemed to leap in her body as an unbearable longing surged through her limbs. Her body trembled as she fought an overwhelming urge to run and put her arms about his neck, and tell him. .. . Tell him what? It was almost a relief to acknowledge the simple truth to herself, at last: that she had fallen deeply and irreversibly in love with Raoul. Only, how could she? How could she tell this man that she was desperate for love of him, when they had only met a week ago and he had never even so much as kissed her? ,

The small sigh which escaped her lips alerted him to her presence. Turning to look at the girl in the doorway, his hooded gaze swept over the glorious chestnut hair pinned up on top of her head, her long legs revealed by the short robe whose belt tightly clasped her slim waist.

Olivia almost flinched as just for a second it seemed as if his face tightened into a harsh bitterness, before she saw that she must have been mistaken. With his normal cool smile, he rose from his chair and went over to a drinks tray set on a table in the corner of the room.

'My dear Olivia!' he drawled lightly. 'If my friends could sec you now, they would undoubtedly accuse me of cradle snatching! You look more like fourteen than eighteen years of age in that ridiculous robe. Would you like a drink?'

She could only nod dumbly, unable to find her voice. Her mouth seemed suddenly dry and her body was rocked by a wave of sensuality which left her shaken and appalled. It could only be—it must be—the unnatural freedom of her naked form beneath the dressing gown, but she had an almost insane desire to feel the cool touch of his hands on her heated body. Taking a deep breath, she moved over to look out of the huge window at the panoramic view of London. She could feel beads of perspiration breaking out on her forehead as she fought to control her trembling figure. What on earth was happening to her?

'Sit down and make yourself comfortable.'

Raoul's voice seemed to come from somewhere far off as she tried to pull herself together, staggering over to one of the deep leather sofas on legs that felt as if they were made of jelly.

'Are you feeling warmer after your bath?' he asked as he came over to sit down beside her on the sofa.

Olivia nodded, trying to achieve a cool smile as he handed her a large whisky and soda.

'Careful, cherie' he cautioned, reaching forward to steady the drink in her wildly trembling hands. Olivia gave a cry of dismay as she felt the glass slip from her shaking fingers, and in lunging forward to save it she found herself in his arms. Time seemed to stand still for a moment as his eyes blazed down into hers, his face only inches from her own.

'Oh, mon Dieu!' She heard his husky murmur, and then the hard pressure of his mouth sought the parted trembling sweetness of her lips, all coherent thought obliterated as he crushed her firmly to his chest. Her heightened senses relayed to her the aromatic tang of his cologne, the warmth of his body beneath the thin silk shirt, the heavy pounding of his heart. Her arms seemed to be acting of their own volition as they slid about his neck, her fingers burying themselves convulsively in his dark hair as her whole body melted against him with feverish desire.

Raoul raised his head, his breathing as ragged and unsteady as her own and an expression in his eyes that made her gasp with a tremulous, aching excitement.

'Olivia!' he muttered hoarsely. 'Mais non! We must stop. You are so young, so innocent. . . .' She could see a vein beating wildly at his temple and felt his body tremble violently against hers as he fought for control.

'Please . .. please kiss me again, Raoul,' she whispered, her senses reeling out of control as she leant against him with an innocent provocation that produced an answering deep groan. His arms closed convulsively about her slim body, her lips parting beneath his with a small moan of satisfaction as she felt the involuntary shudder that ran through him at the yielding warmth of her body.

A sudden spasm of fright leapt inside her as she felt his hands slip inside the open towelling robe to stroke the supple contours of her bare back, but it was a fear which gave way to an ever-widening tide of erotic pleasure at his cool touch on her skin. Even as she gasped at the explicit sexuality of his fingers moving to cover her breasts with urgent possession, she knew that this was what she wanted; what she had always instinctively wanted from the first moment they had met. Almost mindlessly, Olivia lay back in his arms as his mouth left hers to trail down her neck with scorching intensity, his lips moving hungrily over the curve of one creamy breast before returning to possess her lips in a kiss of devastating sensuality.

Aeons of time seemed to pass when at last, with what seemed to be a superhuman effort, Raoul managed to tear his lips away. 'Mon Dieu! 'NoN—non' he breathed thickly, gazing down at the soft, trembling figure in his arms. 'My darling—ma cherie—you can have no idea of what you are doing!'

'I—I want you to make love to me,' she whispered huskily, her arms reaching up to him once more.

'Olivia!' he groaned as he gently caught her hands and held them tightly in his own. 'I, too—I also wish that it were possible. My God! From the first moment that I saw you, I have thought of nothing else but teaching you to make love. It—it has been driving me crazy!'

'I—I didn't realise . . .' she gasped as his words lit a flame of trembling excitement that scorched through her body.

'No.' he sighed deeply. 'You did not, and that is why this is wrong.' His mouth came down to silence her instinctive protest. 'Ma petite, you must under​stand that you are so young and so very innocent—so untouched. It would be wrong, almost criminal of me to take advantage of your innocence.'

'But—but I love you!' she cried, not understanding how he could be rejecting her, when he obviously wanted her every bit as much as she desired him.

'Love? Don't you realise that I am twelve years older than you? What can you know of love at your age?' he ground out harshly. 'Go and get dressed, and then I will take you home.' His voice was almost savage as he rose, pushing a hand roughly through his hair as he stalked over to look out of the window.

His change of mood frightened her, driving the colour from her face. Tears filled her eyes and splashed weakly down her checks as she clutched the robe closely to her body and fled from the room.

The atmosphere was thick with constraint as they drove back to her apartment in silence. Olivia's head throbbed with misery and unhappiness, her cheeks burning with mortification as she slowly realised that Raoul had only been interested in her in a physical sense, and even that desire had been curbed by her virginity. As for her declaration of love—his sharp reaction to her words had very clearly demonstrated that her feelings were not reciprocated.

Raoul curtly insisted on seeing her to the door of her apartment, and it was only as her trembling fingers hunted for her key that she realised her tote bag, containing her make-up and the accessories which she always carried with her as the tools of her trade, was still in the back of his car. He told her to let herself into the apartment while he went down to fetch her bag.

Entering the apartment she was surprised to see that the lights were on, and going into the lounge she saw the slim, svelte dark figure of her friend Lucille, who had obviously just arrived back from the Caribbean.

'You look brown,' she said gazing at the older girl's tanned face. 'Did you have a good time?'

'Not half as good a time as you, I understand!' Lucille snapped. 'Did you really think that you could keep it a secret from mc?'

'A—a secret? I—I don't understand?' Olivia looked at her in bemusement as she registered the fact that her friend was furiously angry.

'"I don't understand"!' Lucille mimicked harshly. 'Mon Dieu! When I think of all that I have done for you! Oh, what a viper I have nourished in my bosom—what an evil snake in the grass!' The French girl's voice was heavy with venom, her arms gesticulating wildly as with a twisted, scowling expression on her face she marched rapidly back and forth across the room.

'C'est scandaleux! You have stolen my contract. It was mine—a moi' she screamed with rage.

'Contract?' Olivia's dazed, weary mind tried to comprehend what she was saying. 'Do—do you mean the Riccardi contract?'

'Of course! It was promised to me—positivement! And now, what do I find on my return?' Lucille ground her teeth in fury. 'I find that all my oh-so- good friends are laughing at me. They tell me that my contract has been stolen by a little milk-sop—a little Miss Nobody—to whom I gave shelter, and who has now knifed me in the back!'

'But Lucille. ... I never—Oh. ..!' Olivia's head rocked as she reeled back from the French girl's angry slap on her face.

Feeling so shattered by the blow, and stunned by the unexpected tirade which had broken about her head, it was some moments before Olivia realised that Lucille had stopped yelling, and was staring open- mouthed at the door as if she had seen a ghost. Spinning around, Olivia saw that Raoul had entered the room; although just how long he had been standing there she had no idea.

'Raoul! What are you doing here?' Lucille demanded breathlessly. 'I had no idea that you were in London, cheri.'
Olivia watched in astonishment as a simpering pout ousted the angry expression on Lucille's face. It appeared that she and Raoul knew each other, she realised, feeling almost sick as she noted the greedy, sensual hunger on the French girl's face as she smiled up at Raoul.

Ignoring Lucille, he strode swiftly across the room to place an arm about Olivia's trembling figure. He gently turned her face towards him, his mouth growing taut and grim as he surveyed the livid red mark on her cheek.

'Will you never learn to curb that vile temper of yours, Lucille?' His voice was cold, his glare of icy contempt clearly shaking the French girl.

'Ah, Raoul ...' Lucille purred huskily, lifting one slim shoulder in a nonchalant shrug. 'I was just a little cross—you know how it is.'

'I heard quite enough to know exactly how it is,' he ground out angrily, turning back to gently smooth the hair from Olivia's brow. 'Never mind, darling, the mark will soon fade.'

'"Darling"?' Lucille's eyes narrowed dangerously, flicking rapidly over Olivia and Raoul, her face whitening with shock as she noticed for the first time Raoul's protective arms about the trembling girl.

'What are you doing with this—this ingenue? Surely you have not been reduced to robbing cradles for your pleasure?' she mocked savagely. 'However, I suppose that little slut. . . .'

'Be silent!' Raoul's face was white with anger and outrage. 'How dare you use such words about someone who . ..' he paused for a second, '. .. someone who is about to become my wife. I would have a care as to what you say in future,' he warned through gritted teeth.

Olivia's eyes widened, her heart spinning with joy and happiness. Raoul wanted to marry her! Despite the scene in his apartment, he did love her after all! She felt almost faint at the wild surge of rapture which flared through her body.

' Your wife? You are intending to marry that—that girl?' Lucille shrieked with rage. 'But—but you can't! What about us, Raoul?'

Her words shook Olivia, but Raoul brushed them aside with a cool shrug. 'Us? What about us, Lucille?'

'But it was always understood.. . .'

'I understand nothing, other than the fact that you, 1 am told, have had many lovers since you came to England, hmm?' he retorted curtly. 'As far as I am concerned, any arrangement between our families is null and void.'

Lucille promptly lost what little control she had retained, screaming at the top of her voice in a stream of French which Olivia was only too thankful she could not understand. Raoul waited, his face an icy mask of disdain, until Lucille at last fell silent.

'You have finished? That is good. Come, Olivia, I will not allow you to stay in this place a minute longer.' He walked over to the door and held it open, beckoning imperiously to her to follow him.

'You little fool!' Lucille called after her departing figure. 'Do you think that you will be able to make him happy, let alone keep him by your side? How long do you think it will be before he leaves you for someone else? Believe me, he will take your heart and break it into little pieces. Remember what I have said, Olivia, when you are weeping your heart out for your faithless lover—remember what I have said!'

'Remember what I have said. . .The words spat out with such venom those five years ago, now beat a savage tattoo through Olivia's brain, echoing the rhythm of the ship's engines as she gazed blindly out at the English Channel. If only she had taken notice of Lucille's prophetic words, maybe the shattering heartbreak she had suffered only two months later, might in some way have been avoided. ...

A sudden alteration in the throbbing background noise broke through her dark memories and alerted her to their imminent arrival at Boulogne. Raising her head she saw the tall, commanding figure of Raoul walking across the deck towards her. For five long years she had tried to forget this man who had so blighted her life. She had been so certain as the years went by that she had at last broken free of his spell. So why did she now feel this frightened apprehension, a deep numbing fear of what lay ahead?

CHAPTER THREE

Lying back in her seat, Olivia tried to relax her rigidly tense body against the soft, black leather upholstery. She would, under any normal circumstances, have been interested in the passing scenery, but her mind now seemed empty and utterly exhausted by emotional strain. With dull, apathetic eyes she gazed up at the old walled town of Boulogne, swiftly left behind as the silver-grey Porsche forged its way past sand dunes and small pine forests and on towards the open farmlands of upper Normandy.

'I regret that we were forced to arrive in France so far north.' Raoul's cool voice broke into the constrained, oppressive silence within the car. 'How​ever,' he shrugged his broad shoulders, 'due to the air traffic controller's strike, I had to take any channel crossing that I could find.'

Olivia, whose body seemed filled with a hard lump of apprehensive despair, could only manage an indistinct murmur in reply to his words. Exactly where they landed in France seemed totally unimport​ant, quite irrelevant beside the numbing fact that she was going to be trapped within this man's orbit for the next two weeks. Raoul had mentioned something about a chateau, hadn't he? He couldn't possibly be expecting her to stay there, so perhaps she would be able to find a room in a hotel when they reached Bordeaux?

With an unhappy sigh, she closed her eyes against the rays of the late afternoon sun as they slanted in through the windscreen. It was no good. She was far too tired to make any concrete plans to avoid Raoul's presence—the effort required being more than her weary brain could manage.

Sunk in misery, she missed the quick turn of Raoul's head, the searchingly intense glance from behind dark sunglasses as he observed the strain of the past hours reflected in her pale cheeks. With a grim tightening of his lips, he swung the vehicle off the auto-route and on down a side road.

Some minutes later, Olivia was jolted from her mindless reverie as she felt the car slide to a stop. Opening her eyes she looked about her in bewilder​ment. They appeared to have arrived in a small town, the car parked in a square with a tinkling fountain, surrounded by elegant, tranquil, eighteenth-century houses.

'What—I mean where. ..?'

'Montreuil,' Raoul answered crisply, getting out of the car and coming around to open her door. 'You are clearly in need of refreshment,' he added, bending down to help her alight.

'There's no need . . .' she muttered as Raoul placed a firm hand on her elbow to lead her across the pavement and beneath the striped awnings of a small restaurant. Sitting her down at a table, he went over to the bar and returned with a glass which he placed before her.

'Oh, I can't! I simply can't possibly—not at this time of day,' she sighed wearily, gazing into the amber depths of a large brandy.

'But yes, you must!' he insisted. 'You are not looking at all well, Olivia. So drink it up, and you will soon find that you feel much better, truly.'

The unexpectedly warm concern in his voice produced a heavy aching pain in her chest. Staring blindly down at the red-and-white checked tablecloth, she fought to control the weak tears which threatened to fall at any minute.

'Bien!' he murmured, watching as she put out a shaking hand for the glass and slowly raised it to her lips. 'I must now make a telephone call, but I expect to see that you have drunk all the cognac by the time I return, hmm?'

Her green eyes followed his tall, lithe figure, which disappeared into the dark recess behind the bar as she cautiously sipped the strong liquor. By the time she had emptied half the glass, Olivia was ruefully admitting to herself that Raoul had been right. The fiery liquid surging through her veins was indeed helping to alleviate the overwhelming self-pity and nervous apprehension which had filled her mind, to the exclusion of all else, since Raoul's sudden reappearance. Feeling slightly stronger, she leaned back in her chair and looked around the small restaurant, empty apart from two workmen who were talking earnestly together by the bar. Her glance swept over the simple furnishings and bare walls, her eyes widening in startled dismay as they came to rest on the tattered, faded remains of a Riccardi poster.

Involuntarily, she gulped down the rest of the cognac, gasping both from the burning explosion in her stomach and from the sudden, unexpected shock of seeing herself again after so many years. She couldn't seem to tear her eyes away from the face smiling so radiantly out at the world. It was almost as if the model was a complete stranger, some unknown girl whose dewy skin and sparkling eyes seemed to be proclaiming only too clearly that she was deeply in love. In love with life—and with the man now using the telephone behind the bar.

What on earth had she done to deserve this? By what malign twist of fate had she been brought here to face her past happiness and joy? Olivia could only sit staring at the poster in stunned bemusement as the years rolled away, and she was once again a young girl in the throes of her first and only love affair.. . .

A light touch on her shoulder recalled her from the past, back to the realisation of her present predica​ment.

'Plus qa change, plus c'est la meme chose!' Raoul murmured as he helped her to her feet, his eyes following hers to the poster on the wall.

'I'm—I'm well aware that I've changed!' she snapped bitterly as he led her trembling figure from the restaurant. It might have been the effect of the cognac, or the sudden shock she had just sustained, but her feet seemed to miss a step on the pavement. A moment later her stumbling, weary body was firmly clasped within Raoul's arms, her cheek resting against the soft wool of his jacket and her nostrils filled with the well-remembered, evocative scent of his Antaeus aftershave.

'You have a very uncertain grasp of the French language, my dear Olivia!' Raoul murmured quietly as she gazed up into his face in bewildered confusion. ' "The more things appear to change, the more they in fact remain the same", is a literal translation of what I have just said—not at all what you thought, hmm?'

'No, I . . .' Olivia raised an unsteady hand to brush back the heavy sweep of chestnut hair from her face. She could feel her cheeks flushing beneath the glinting, steely blue eyes which skimmed over her figure with cool appraisal, before he released her and walked over to open the passenger door of the car.

'We have some way to travel, so I suggest that you close your eyes and try to sleep,' he said as the engine fired, and they smoothly accelerated away from the town and back to join the auto-route.

That's easier said than done, she thought gloomily, only too well aware that her senses were strung up to fever pitch after having been so tightly clasped in Raoul's arms—the living reality behind so many of her despairing dreams of the last few years. Watching his lean brown fingers select and place a cassette in the stereo player, she leant back in her seat and closed her eyes as the soothing strains of Debussy's L'Apres-midi d'un Faune filled the car.

Darkness had almost fallen when she felt herself being gently shaken awake. 'Come, Olivia! It is time to rouse yourself. As you can see, we have arrived.'

Blinking rapidly and still feeling drugged from her sleep, she looked about her in bewilderment. 'This— this isn't your chateau, surely?' she muttered, gazing up at a large, old timbered house covered with rambling roses. Soft light spilled forth invitingly from the open windows, behind which she could see figures passing to and fro, the muted sounds of conversation and laughter fill the night air.

'Mais, non!' Raoul laughed dryly. 'It would seem that your knowledge of geography is on a par with that of the French language! Alas, we have a long way to go before we reach the Medoc, and I have therefore decided that we shall spend the night here at the Lion d'Or.'

'But, I didn't—didn't realise
'

'My dear girl, it is late and I am tired and hungry. So, I imagine, are you, hmm? There is absolutely no need for you to worry, you will be quite—er—safe, you know!' he added sardonically.

Olivia was thankful for the dim light which hid her blushing confusion. He was right—her knowledge of France was abysmal. Why on earth she hadn't realised that they would have to spend a night on the road, she couldn't for the life of her imagine.

'You must, of course, please yourself,' Raoul drawled silkily as she remained nervously silent in her seat. 'Do, by all means, spend the night out here if you wish! As for myself, I intend to relax in comfort.'

The interior light of the car came on as he opened his door, Olivia gritting her teeth in frustration. She could plainly see his eyes, gleaming with unconcealed mockery above lips which twitched in silent humour. The damn man was laughing at her!
Nervous apprehension swiftly gave way to smoul​dering, impotent fury as she realised that she had no choice but to accompany Raoul. Casting a cold glare of acute dislike at the amused expression on his face as he helped her from the car, she allowed him to guide her stiff, resentful figure towards the main door of the hotel.

Some twenty minutes later, Olivia sank down on to the comfortable bed and looked around at her unexpectedly luxurious surroundings. She must have been given one of the best rooms of the hotel, she thought, as she viewed the pale rose-coloured moire silk drapes over the windows, matching the quilted bedspread on which she was sitting. A deep piled cream carpet covered the floor, while small antique chairs and tables graced the elegant room.

She couldn't have decorated it better herself, she realised, getting up with a small sigh to go over to where the uniformed porter had placed her suitcase. Their arrival had clearly been expected—was that the reason for the phone call in Montreuil? Raoul had been greeted with obsequious attention and many mutterings of: 'Bon soir, Monsieur le Vicomte' as the various members of the hotel staff had hurried out to bring in their luggage, before conducting them to their allotted rooms.

Removing her nightdress and dressing gown, she stared down at her packed clothes trying to decide what to wear for dinner. This was obviously a very smart hotel and if she was going to have to face a meal with Raoul, she would need all the self-confidence she could muster. Coming to a decision at last, she hung the dress up in the large wardrobe before going through into the en suite bathroom.

Olivia was just about to get into the bath when she heard a knock on a door. Slipping into her dressing gown, she re-entered the room to find Raoul framed in a doorway she hadn't noticed before; one which clearly connected her bedroom and his.

'What—what are you doing here?' she demanded breathlessly.

'You forgot your handbag.' He held it up before lightly tossing it on to the bed. 'I thought that you women never forgot such an important appendage?'

'Well, it only goes to show that with all your experience of women, even you can sometimes be wrong!' she retorted bleakly, infuriated by his sardonic grin.

'Tsk—tsk!' He clicked his tongue, smiling with heavy cynicism as he viewed the flashing sparks of anger in her green eyes. 'You must calm down, ma petite! Surely you can see that the key to this door is on your side of the room? There is no need for this— er—over-reaction, hmm?'

'Why you—you. ..!' Olivia gasped with fury, unable to think of any words rude enough with which to express her rage at his arrogant and totally unwar​ranted, snide remarks. And then, when she at last found her voice, it was too late, as the door clicked shut behind his retreating figure, leaving only the sound of his mocking laugh to ring in her ears.

She was still feeling angry and upset as she slipped into her dress and went to sit down at the dressing table. Looking at her flushed cheeks in the mirror, she grimaced with irritation and self-disgust. Raoul was right. She was over-reacting to a situation which, while it was none of her making, was nevertheless one fraught with difficulties. It was understandable that she had been confused by the turn and speed of events that day, but she wasn't still eighteen, no longer the young, unsophisticated girl who had fallen so deeply in love with Raoul. She was a successful business​woman of twenty-three, and there was no need for her to just respond blindly to whatever pin-pricks he might devise, was there? If Raoul could manage to be cool, calm and collected about their disastrous reunion, she really must strive to be equally impassive—whatever the provocation!

Leaning forward to apply her lipstick, she paused with her hand in mid-air. Just why—why was Raoul being so dismissively cool, when by rights he was the One who should be troubled by his behaviour towards her in the past? Since it was he who had discarded her without a moments hesitation, surely he might have had the grace to look even slightly disconcerted, when he had marched into her apartment back in London. But he hadn't—far from it! Raoul hadn't shown even an ounce of surprise at their renewed association, and certainly not the slightest glimmer of remorse. The bloody man! she ground her teeth angrily as she finished applying her make-up. It was obvious that he was a hardened roue, nothing but a debauchee who wandered happily through life, breaking one girl's heart after another!

Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door which led out into the hotel corridor. Swiftly practising a cool, sophisticated smile which belied the turmoil churning inside her body, she rose to gather up her evening purse and went over to open the door.

'I didn't like to enter your room, just in case I—er— disturbed you again!' Raoul drawled mockingly as he lounged casually against the door-frame. His hooded eyes flicked over her slim figure dressed in deep amber silk, echoing the rich colour of her hair. The bodice was cut low and tightly moulded to her slim waist, before breaking out into a skirt of soft, unpressed pleats.

'You always looked ravishing, my dear Olivia, and I can see that tonight is no exception!' he murmured with appreciation, his gaze lingering on the' gentle thrust of her breasts.

His words washed over her almost unheard; all her good resolutions of the past half hour seeming to disappear as she absorbed his tall body, clothed in a dinner suit that emphasised his broad shoulders and the long length of his legs. Oh Lord! she thought miserably, feeling sick as a hard knot of desire clenched tightly in the pit of her stomach. Gazing at the white shirt which contrasted so starkly against his tanned, handsome face, she couldn't prevent herself from acknowledging that he was still the most devastatingly attractive man she had ever known.

Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Olivia walked beside Raoul down the red-carpeted corridor. 'If—if I seemed upset, it was—er—only because I was tired from the journey.' She assumed a casual smile as she airily waved away any suggestion that she had been disturbed by the scene in the bedroom. 'Far more important, cheri, is the fact that I'm starving— absolutely ravenous in fact!'

Smiling brilliantly into his face, Olivia was pleased to note his puzzled frown as he registered the faintly sarcastic emphasis she had placed on the uncalled-for endearment. However, he merely contented himself with dryly assuring her that the hotel's menu gastronomique was second to none.

Throughout the delicious dinner she kept up a stream of insouciant, bright chatter, Raoul responding equally smoothly, despite the almost wary glances he bestowed on her from time to time. It wasn't until they were being served coffee, and Olivia was congratulating herself on the success of her newly assumed personality, that he delivered a body blow which completely destroyed all her euphoria.

'Tell me—have you always lived in your—er— chateau?' she enquired with saccharine sweetness. 'I don't think I can remember you referring to it in the past; but then, as you so rightly pointed out, it's so easy to forget one's "youthful indiscretions", isn't it?'

His lips tightened, his eyes narrowing and moment​arily darkening as her shot clearly struck home. 'Until the death of my great-uncle, I lived mainly in Paris. It was only when I inherited his estates four year's ago that my wife and I moved into the chateau.'

'Your—your wife. . .?'

Raoul lifted a dark eyebrow. 'My dear Olivia,' he purred softly, 'surely you knew of my marriage?'

Olivia's head pounded and throbbed as if she had been hit very hard by a blunt instrument, and she could feel the blood draining away from her face as she fought to control her trembling hands. Of course she should have known! How incredibly foolish—how crassly stupid of her not to have realised that such an attractive man was bound to be married. He'd proposed to her, hadn't he? And although he'd skipped out of that engagement fast enough, it sounded as if he'd married very soon afterwards—and who else but to Lucille? Oh God! what a fool she'd been!

Rigid with shock, Olivia felt as if she was standing outside her own body, watching as she calmly placed her napkin down on the table, and equally calmly rose to her feet. 'I'm sure you'll understand if I ask you to excuse me, Raoul,' she murmured blankly. 'It's been a long day and I'm very—very tired. . . She didn't wait to hear his response as she turned blindly away, and on legs which moved stiffly like those of a marionette, walked slowly across the dining room and away up the stairs.

On reaching her bedroom, Olivia stripped off her clothes like an automaton, climbing into bed and turning off the light to lie wide awake, staring up into the darkness above her head. Gradually, as the hours ticked slowly by, her frozen numbed mind began to absorb the reality of Raoul's words: he was married and had been for some time—almost certainly very soon after he had jilted her. It seemed ridiculous that it should make any difference, after all this time. But like a victim of frostbite, as her chilled, numbed body slowly relaxed in the warmth of the bed, so she was filled with almost unbearable pain. Pain as fresh now, in high summer, as on that December so long ago. Restlessly tossing and turning, the memories she had thought so deeply buried rose again like ghosts from the past to haunt her; just as Lucille's taunting voice had warned her of the danger of getting involved with Raoul.

However, she had been too much in love to listen, too overwhelmed to give a thought to the future as he drove her back to his apartment, following the cataclysmic scene with Lucille. She had still been shaking with reaction from the French girl's blow, too confused by her flatmate's anger to consider that she herself was now homeless. All she could think about, the only consideration which filled her mind, was that Raoul did love her after all, and had openly declared his intention of marrying her.

On their arrival at his apartment, she had been further confused by Raoul issuing her into a guest bedroom, and kissing her on the forehead as he bade her goodnight. She had thought that now they were unofficially engaged, he would at least lose any compunctions he had about making love to her; not understanding how he could leave her alone, in a strange bedroom, on this of all nights. She hadn't been able to sleep, feeling so lonely and apprehensive about the future, that she had finally screwed up her courage and tiptoed through to his room finding him every bit as wide awake as she herself had been.

'Ah non, my darling,' he had whispered as she had slipped in between the sheets. 'We should wait until we are married.'

Driven by a force she couldn't control, Olivia pressed her warm, slim figure against his naked form, provoking a deep, helpless groan as his arms tightened involuntarily about her. Lost in their mutual passion, despite the raging excitement of his kisses and caressing hands, he had shown restraint and infinite tenderness as he gently led her inexperienced body from one delight to another; raising Olivia to heights of ultimate ecstasy, such as she could never have imagined possible.

In the days that followed, with Raoul's avowals of love and devotion filling her whole existence, she had been nonplussed by his determination that she should have her own apartment.

'For heaven's sakes! Why can't I stay with you? I—I don't want a place like this, all on my own,' she had exclaimed helplessly as he insisted on showing her around an apartment in Knightsbridge.

'It is not proper—it is not suitable that a young girl should live with a man, even if they are to marry,1 he had replied firmly, and despite her objections, he had persuaded her to lease the apartment for a few months. 'After which, cherie, we will be married, out?' he had whispered softly, kissing away all her protests.

'You're nothing but a raving hypocrite!' she teased him as they lay in her new bedroom, late one afternoon, satiated from making love.

'Of course!' he laughed. 'But that is the way of the world, wotz?'
'Well, it's certainly not my world. AH the girls I know are quite open about where and with whom they sleep.'

'Nevertheless, ma petite, I do not think my family, or your mama and papa, would be pleased to know that their young daughter was behaving in such a way?'

'Well . . .' she grinned ruefully. 'You could be right.' She had wanted to tell her parents the exciting news of her engagement, but she had been forced to set it all down in a letter, since they were on a cruise to the Canary Islands hoping to improve her father's frail health.

'Besides which, my darling girl, I have to leave London very soon on a visit to California.'

'Oh no!'

'Alas yes. It has been arranged for some time that I should visit the vineyards in the Napa Valley. My great-uncle is very old, and it is his wish that I should inherit his estates and, most importantly, the Chateau Cheval Noir vineyard. It is therefore essential that I meet and talk to as many vignerons as possible, so that I prepare myself to take over the family business, you understand?'

'Yes, I—I suppose so,' she sighed heavily. 'You won't be away for too long, will you?'

'Only one month, cherie, I promise. I will return in mid-December to see your parents and formally ask them for your hand in marriage. I must also ask their permission to take you to France for Christmas—for you must also meet my family. We can maybe be married in my family chapel, yes?'

'Oh yes, my darling Raoul!' she breathed huskily.

'Ah bon! So you see why it would not have been a good idea to leave you all alone in my apartment, and in the meantime we have two more weeks together.'

'Is that all!' Olivia shrieked in half-mocking dismay. 'Well, don't just lie there—do something!'

'Like this...?' he murmured, his mouth coming down on hers with a fierce possessiveness, which left no room for anything, other than the complete consumation of their love for each other.

Olivia had been unbearably lonely while Raoul was away in America, living for his letters and resolutely burying herself in work, chiefly with Ashley Warne to fulfil the Riccardi contract. She had never heard another word from Lucille, who was apparently modelling in New York.

On the date of Raoul's return, Ashley had ruefully laughed and sent her home after only a few hours' work. 'You're no good to me today, Olivia, and in fact I think I've got enough shots now to keep those Italians happy.'

'You mean, we've actually finished the contract?' she asked, hurriedly getting dressed in her own clothes.

'Yep. I'm off to America myself next week, although how I'm expected to find any fashion models who will be sufficiently sober during the Christmas festivities, beats me! I wish you'd come over and pose for my new assignment, the money's simply fabulous!'

'You'll find someone,' she laughed, sweeping her accessories into her tote bag. 'Is Cecil going with you?' she asked, referring to Ashley's assistant, whose relationship with his good-looking employer was the subject of some speculation.

'Absolutely, darling—how could I possibly manage without him?' Ashley grinned as he opened the door of his studio. 'Have a wonderful time with your handsome fiance, and a very Happy Christmas if I don't see you before I go.'

'Thank you for everything,' she murmured, bestow​ing a kiss on his cheek before flying down the stairs in a feverish hurry to get back to her apartment.

Raoul had told her in his last letter that he wasn't sure what flight he would be able to get, and so there was no point in meeting him at Heathrow airport. He had assured her that he would ring her, just as soon as he arrived back at his apartment.

Olivia sat by the phone all the rest of that day and well into the night, the instrument remaining obstinately silent. Sleeping fitfully, she rang Raoul's apartment the next morning, gaining no reply. By the late afternoon she had become seriously worried, enough to phone the airport to see if any planes from America had been delayed, and secretly fearing that she would be told of some disaster. However, there had been no mid-air collision, and she was informed that, somewhat unusually for the time of year, all estimated times of arrival had been adhered to.

Telephoning Raoul's apartment yet again, she was delighted to get an engaged signal, her relief turning to frustrated puzzlement as three hour's later she was still getting the same tone. Although it was nearly midnight, she decided that any action was better than the gnawing uncertainty she had felt all day, and half an hour later she was pushing the doorbell of Raoul's apartment.

There seemed to be a long delay before she could hear a chain being released and the door slowly began to open. 'For heaven's sake, darling. I've been so worried, I. ...' Her voice trailed away as she found herself gazing, not into Raoul's handsome face, but that of . .. Lucille1.
'What—what are you doing here?' Olivia whispered hoarsely, her startled eyes widening with shock as she saw that Lucille was wearing nothing but a diaphanous nightgown.

Lucille didn't reply, merely shrugging her shoulders, her thin red lips stretching into a malicious smile as someone called her name from the depths of the apartment.

Olivia stood rooted to the spot as again the person called, only stronger and more querulously this time: 'Lucille! Tell whoever's there to go away.. ..'

Recognising Raoul's voice, Olivia gave a gasp of pain and tried to enter the apartment, only to find her way effectively barred by Lucille's outstretched arm across the doorway.

'I'm coming, Raoul darling!' the French girl called over her shoulder, before turning back to Olivia. 'Can't you see that we're . .. er . . . busy? That he doesn't want you any more? Oh yes,' she laughed malevolently. 'I knew he would become bored with you and your lack of sophistication. Now, go away you silly little girl, and perhaps you won't make such a fool of yourself next time? Believe me, c'est fini\ Your affair, it's all finished!' Lucille hissed as she shut the door firmly in Olivia's face.

Olivia never managed to recall in detail exactly how she got back to her own apartment, or what she did during the next week. Shutting herself away, seeking darkness and shelter like a wounded animal, only one episode shone out with painful clarity: the phone call from Lucille, passing on Raoul's demand that Olivia should return the diamond and sapphire ring which they had chosen together. That cruel request, delivered with heartless glee by Lucille, had broken through the blank numbness of her mind, producing a storm of tears and leaving her with a deep, burning resentment that Raoul hadn't been man enough to tell her, to her face, that he wished to terminate their engagement.

After telephoning her parents to tell them that her forthcoming marriage was off, and that she intended to spend Christmas alone, she might well have remained in the apartment for weeks, if she hadn't received a call from Ashley Warne in New York.

'Olivia? Thank God I've managed to get hold of you. I don't know what your plans are—but cancel them and come over here immediately!'

'What on earth are you talking about?' she muttered apathetically.

'You won't believe it—the stupid girl I'd chosen to model all that fabulous jewellery, was in a pile-up on the freeway yesterday. She's in intensive care and I'm in the soup—everyone's out of town for heaven's sake!'

'Oh, I can't, I
'

'Oh yes you can! Just tell you fiance that it's all in a good cause. With the amount of money the client is paying, you won't have to work for months!'

'I—we—the marriage is off.. . .' she murmured haltingly.

'Oh Lord—I'm sorry, love. What you need is a change of scene. Get your skates on and fly out here as soon as possible-^—like yesterday! I'll have a ticket waiting for you at the airport, and I'm staying at the St Regis hotel, so I'll book you a room immediately and we'll have a jolly Christmas together. OI<?'

'Well, I. . ..'

'Good girl—I knew I could count on you. 'Bye.'

Now, as she looked back over the years, Olivia thought that in many ways that modelling assignment had saved her sanity, despite the horrendous strain under which she had faced the arc lights and the long hours. She would have had to take up the reins of her life again, somehow, and Ashley's phone call and his insistence that she join him in America, had merely accelerated the process. Having to take over her father's shop on her return had kept her almost too busy to think of anything other than business, and her forced withdrawal from the world of fashion photo​graphy had come as a welcome relief.

Only once in her life had she experienced the hell that men and women could create for one another, and that had been at Raoul's instigation. She must make sure that there never was a second time, because she doubted that she was capable of surviving such a horrendous, traumatic experience ever again. . . .

As the pale fingers of dawn lit the sky, something woke her up from a restless sleep. Her face and pillow were damp with tears, and as she lay staring into the unfamiliar darkness, she realised that the sounds which had awoken her had been her own desperate sobbing. She hadn't cried such miserably helpless tears like that since. . . . Not since her life had been so irrevocably shattered that Christmas long ago.

CHAPTER FOUR

Sitting in front of her dressing table the next morning, Olivia sighed, realising that despite her skilful use of make-up, there was no way she could completely disguise the dark shadows beneath her eyes. With a wry grimace at her reflection, she reminded herself of the photographic models' golden rule: that a good night's sleep was a necessary prerequisite for a fresh looking face the next morning.

Paradoxically, despite the tired exhaustion and lethargy resulting from such a restless night, Olivia found that she now felt more tranquil, more at peace with herself and her troubled feelings for Raoul. The resurrection of her deeply buried memories seemed to have acted as some sort of catharsis; releasing all her repressed emotions, and leaving her with a calmer acceptance of the difficult situation in which she found herself.

Well, somewhat calmer anyway, she told herself as she went down to breakfast. Although she had been dreading the thought of having to face Raoul again, so soon after the news of his marriage last night, there was nothing she could do to evade the inevitable confrontation. As she had slipped into a pair of navy- blue slacks, topped by a blue and white check shirt, mad thoughts of somehow escaping from the hotel flitted across her mind. But where to go and how to get there, had proved to be unanswerable questions. Raoul had taken possession of her passport at Dover, and presumably had used it last night for their registration at this hotel. He wasn't likely to hand it over without her giving him a good, valid reason for doing so, was he? The thought of having to concoct some far-fetched story seemed beyond her at the moment. Even if she did manage to think of something, there was bound to be an argument somewhere along the line, and she really couldn't face anything like that this morning. Besides, there was Bridget's wedding to consider. Having come this far, Olivia couldn't just run away without some explana​tion. Apart from anything else, it would be admitting not only to herself, but also to Raoul, that she felt more for him than just the brief memory of an old friendship.

Slowly descending the stairs, Olivia wasn't sure what she really felt for Raoul. Looking across the dining room at his tanned, aristocratic profile, she knew, with an absolute certainty, that she didn't want to delve into her complicated, emotional response to the man now sipping his coffee as he perused the newspaper in front of him.

Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to walk slowly and casually over to the table, Raoul looking up at her approach and folding up his copy of Le Figaro as he rose to hold out a chair. She felt suddenly breathless as her eyes took in his dark hair, glistening damply as if he'd just had a shower, and his tall figure clothed in beige linen slacks with a matching short- sleeved silk shirt, open at the neck.

'Bonjour, Olivia. You are looking very lovely this morning,' he murmured.

On the contrary, I look dreadful! she wanted to snap, alarmed to find just how swiftly her nervous, antagonistic feelings towards him reasserted them​selves once more. So much for the new cool, calm and collected Olivia! she thought grimly, turning with relief to give her order to a hovering waiter.

'Only coffee?' Raoul queried as she began to fill her cup from a silver jug. 'Are you sure you won't have a brioche? We have a long journey ahead of us, today.'

Olivia shuddered. 'No, I—I really can't face anything more than coffee in the morning.'

'Ah, yes, I remember now,' he replied smoothly.

Well, if so, it's clearly the only damn thing he does remember! she told herself, outwardly ignoring his words as she welcomed the warmth and comfort of real coffee made from freshly roasted beans.

'What time will we reach your chateau?' she asked, her controlled, even voice breaking into the long silence between them.

'I am not certain,' he shrugged. 'My car was not performing well for the last few miles, last night. I must call at a garage along our route, just to have the engine checked over, you understand.'

'I hope we aren't too delayed. I mean—I'd like to see my cousin as soon as possible,' she warned him. Really, if it had been anyone else, she might have suspected that old gag about running out of petrol!

'You look as though something has amused you, Olivia?' he drawled, refilling their cups from the tall silver jug.

'No—quite the reverse,' she replied shortly, burying her nose in the rising steam of her coffee. What on earth could have brought such an extraordinary thought into her mind? As if he could possibly have had any idea of.. . . It was all too ridiculous! It must be due to the softer expression on his face this morning, compared to the cold, bland exterior he had presented yesterday. His tone of voice was warmer too, not nearly so harsh and abrasive. However, in the present circumstances, her instinctive, momentary impression that he was seeking to spend more time in her company, was not only foolish, but definitely not applicable to the relationship between herself and Raoul!

Three quarters of an hour later they were on the road, driving along quiet lanes as Raoul explained that he was cutting across country from one auto-route to another. Olivia had found some sunglasses in her suitcase, which helped guard her eyes against the brilliant morning sunshine. However, she soon pushed them up on top of her chestnut hair as her eyes savoured the brilliant colours of the countryside. Passing lush emerald meadows and pastures containing sheep and cattle, they drove on through countless tiny villages and small forests of beech, oak and pines; crossing swiftly flowing streams and wide, placid rivers as they continued in a south-westerly direction towards the Brittany coast.

'The countryside is lovely—so green and fresh even in the midst of summer!' she exclaimed, so enchanted from the scenic view from the car that she had forgotten, for the last hour or two, her ambivalent feelings for the man beside her.

Raoul took his eyes off the road to give her a brief, warm smile. 'Ah, yes. This part of my country is not so well known, and at this time of year is looking particularly beautiful, mostly due to all the rain we had in early July.'

'I'm surprised that you had bad weather here,' she said idly. 'In England we had a hot July—for a change!'

'It was a very serious matter for the grapes. We were lucky in the Medoc, but I fear the thunderstorms and hail have caused much damage to some of my friends' vineyards in Burgundy.'

'Is the weather so important for making wine?'

'Absolutely vital!' he assured her. 'A freak hailstorm, for instance, can devastate the vines of an estate or an entire commune, and in a bad year that means no vintage.'

'What happens if you don't have a—a vintage?' Olivia queried, becoming interested in a subject she knew nothing about.

Raoul smiled grimly. 'Financial disaster! To put the matter simply: first of all, the area of vines in current production on my estate is approximately seventy hectares—about a hundred and seventy-three of your English acres. On average we produce about twenty thousand cases of wine each year, and the selling price of the best wine, Chateau Cheval Noir, 1961, is roughly £70 per bottle. On top of which . . .'

'. . . OK, OK!' She turned to smile at him. 'I get the general picture, although my mental arithmetic isn't good enough to work it all out.'

'It is much better not to!' he agreed with feeling. 'However, other than one or two late frosts, we ourselves have been very lucky this year, thank God!'

'Do you—er—do you enjoy your life as a wine- maker?'

'But yes, of course! "Vigneron" is the correct word, by the way; we must improve your French while you are over here with us, Olivia!' He cast her a sideways, amused grin. 'It is possible that I could have become a rentier, someone who lives off inherited wealth, but that I feel is no life for a man, and certainly not for me.'

Olivia stared blindly out of her car window. 'We'? 'Us'? If he thought she was going to meekly sit down and take French lessons from his wife, he was in for a big surprise! It seemed as if a cloud had come over the brilliant blue sky, obliterating the relaxed atmosphere which had existed between them during the past hour, and causing her to shiver despite the heat of the day.
'We are now driving into Vitre.' Raoul's voice cut into her disturbed thoughts. She looked up to see that the Porsche was winding its way through old streets, filled with ancient timbered and slate-fronted houses in a remarkably good state of preservation.
'It's almost as if we had returned in time to the Middle Ages,' she murmured appreciatively.
'Yes, it is charming,' he agreed as he stopped the car beside the pavement, leaving the engine running and turning to release her seat belt. 'Now,' he smiled, 'I am going to drop you here for a short while. Order yourself a coffee or whatever you wish in that cafe over there, and I will return just as soon as I have had a mechanic look over the car.'
'I—I don't need your money,' she snapped, suddenly nervous at finding his body so disturbingly close to hers as he leant over to thrust some notes into her hand.
'I am not buying you, Olivia! Merely a cup of coffee, hmm?' he drawled sardonically as she got out.
She watched as the vehicle drove away, and then walked diffidently over to the cafe. Later, as she sat outside at one of the small tables, sipping her coffee and watching the local inhabitants going about their business, she castigated herself for being so un​necessarily rude to Raoul. There wasn't any need for her to have been so prickly about letting him pay for a simple cafe au lait—especially when she still had to settle up with him for the cost of the hotel last night. Honestly, she told herself, smoothing a distracted hand over her hair, you've got to calm down—you really have!
Olivia was still giving herself good advice when Raoul returned half an hour later. 'Is the car all right?' she asked, seating herself once more beside him.
Waiting while she snapped on her seat-belt, he throttled away from the curb nodding towards a red light glowing on the dashboard. 'As you can see, the central warning light has come on, which indicates that there is some malfunction of the engine. The mechanic couldn't find anything specifically wrong, but he thinks it may be something to do with the differentiel or maybe la boite de vitesses—the gear box.'
Olivia, who wasn't in the slightest bit mechanically minded, tried to look as though she knew what he was talking about. 'Will—will it prevent us from reaching your chateau? I mean—is the car likely to break down completely?'
'Oh no,' he assured her. 'But I'm afraid that we must not travel too fast, and it seems only fair to warn you that we may well have to spend another night on the road.'
Glancing swiftly at him through her eyelashes, Olivia could detect nothing in his bland expression as he concentrated on driving out of the town. She decided that she must have imagined the faint, very faint hint of amusement in his cool voice, as they wound their way through the countryside once again. Leaning back in her seat, she tried to close her eyes against the sight of his tanned, muscular arms, and the long, slim brown fingers gripping the wheel. It must be because she was feeling tired from her sleepless night, but she seemed to be becoming increasingly and disturbingly aware of his strongly powerful male presence.
'Now, we will stop here for lunch,' Raoul announced some time later. Jerked from her self- absorption, she saw that he had drawn into a small parking area, with heavy wooden tables and benches set out under trees by a grassy meadow bank.

'We are fortunate, such places are normally full of tourists at this time of year,' he announced as he brought the car to a stop.

'Lunch? But I don't see. . . .' Olivia looked around her in puzzlement.

'I asked the hotel to prepare us a picnic lunch,' he answered smoothly, going around to the back of the vehicle and opening the boot. 'I take it you have no objection?'

Olivia laughed. 'Hardly! I've only just realised how hungry I am. I think a picnic is a great idea, and especially in such a lovely place as this.' She got out of the car, stretching herself and admiring the beauty of her surroundings. Blushing slightly as she saw Raoul's eyes flick over her breasts which were thrown into prominence by her action, she went quickly over to the wooden table to help him unpack the wicker hamper.

'You—you call that a picnic?' she queried in amazement. 'I'd call it a banquet!' Her eyes grew wide as she gazed down at the snowy white linen napkins, which lay folded neatly on top of porcelain plates bearing a gold-painted crest. But it was the food which made her gasp with pleasure. Small pots of pate de foie gras, topped by tiny flecks of black truffle covered with aspic, were placed next to slivers of chicken breasts folded inside crisp lettuce leaves; cold lobster in its shell and a salad nifoise curved around a large chunk of camembert. Olivia's nose twitched at the warm, fresh smell of the accompanying crusty rolls, and the newly baked small tarts filled with creme patiesserie, on which nestled wild strawberries. She

watched bemused as Raoul lifted a bottle of wine from a cool bag, his brown fingers deftly applying the corkscrew provided as he quickly removed the cork.

'Heavens!' she breathed ecstatically. 'I haven't seen anything so delicious for—well, for simply ages!'

Raoul gave a dismissive shrug. 'It is only a small dejeuner,' he said, his face widening into a grin at Olivia's expression as she drooled over the prospect of such a feast. 'I will admit that I am every bit as hungry as you, so let us attack the food immediately!'

'Some more camembert, Olivia?' Raoul asked, some considerable time later.

'Oh heavens no! I've made such a pig of myself. . ..' She contemplated the empty plates and bowls in dismay. 'Did we really eat all that?'

'I'm afraid we did, ma petite,' he laughed. 'It is lucky that you have such a slim figure, is it not?'

'It won't be slim for very much longer if I go on like this,' she sighed, feeling sleepy and replete as Raoul poured her another glass of wine. 'That's your wine, isn't it?' she said, nodding to the bottle which displayed a cream label with the words CHATEAU CHEVAL NOIR above a drawing of a turreted castle, in front of which a black horse was rearing up on its hind legs.

'I—I thought red wine was produced in Bordeaux?'

'Mon Dieu!' Raoul sighed dramatically, burying his face in his hands in mock horror. '"Red wine" indeed! Let me tell you my dear girl, that what I produce is claret. Premier Grand Cru Classe Claret—the finest, most precious drink in the world! The wines produced by my vineyard only begin to reach the peak of their perfection when they are thirty years old. To give you some idea of the time involved in maturing the wine, I can truthfully assure you that your grandchildren will be drinking this year's product—always providing it is a good vintage, of course.'

'But that's not red ... I mean claret.' Olivia realised that the amount of wine she had drunk must be catching up with her faster than she had thought. Surely the bottle contained white wine?

Raoul laughed at Olivia's owlish expression as she squinted at the bottle of wine. 'Ah, yes, you are right—I was merely giving you an early lesson in winemaking. What you see here,' he held his glass up to the light, 'is a small experiment for which I have great hopes. Some of my land is not suitable for the various types of red grapes which go to form the claret, so I planted some white Sauvignon grape vines a few years ago. Last year was the first year that we produced any quantity. It is good, I think.'

'I honestly don't know a thing about wine,' she confessed. 'But it's lovely and fresh, and sort of—sort of strong as well. . ..'

'Bravo, Olivia! That is a very good description indeed. You clearly have a good nose and we will make a connoisseur of you yet!'

'I doubt that,' she grinned back. 'Do you do all the work by yourself?'

'No, I have a regisseur—a manager—and he has two full-time assistants as well as those who work in the chai—the wine store, and the bottling plant. Don't worry,' he smiled as she shook her head in confusion. 'I will show it all to you, and explain everything when we reach the chateau. It will be much easier for you to understand when you can see it all in action.'

'Does Henri work for you? You mentioned something about him and his mother living in a wing of your chateau?'

'Henri is young, of course, only twenty-two years of age. He is at present studying at the Institut d'Oenologie at Bordeaux under Professor Emile Peynaud, possibly the world's greatest authority on wine. Unfortunately, poor Henri, unlike you my dear Olivia, does not possess a "nose" for wine. I think perhaps it was his mother, my sister Helene, who persuaded him to try and become a winemaker, but I am doubtful about his prospects.'

'What does he really want to do?' she asked, idly watching a yellow butterfly alight on a nearby patch of clover.

'God knows! However, that extraordinary young girl Bridget will push him into something—I have no doubt about that! I find it hard to believe that she is really your cousin, you are so very different!' he laughed.

'Oh Lord, what's Bridget done now?' she wondered, realising too late that she had murmured the words aloud.

'What has she done? Hah! What has she not done would be a better question, ma petite.'
Olivia wished he wouldn't keep calling her that, but she didn't like to object since he was bound to ask why she minded. It must be the hot summer's day and the wine she had consumed, but she was feeling very peculiar. Sort of breathless and—well, oddly affected by his soft accent. ... You've got to pull yourself together! she told herself desperately, shocked by her frank longing to rest her head on his broad shoulder, to feel his strong arms about her body. With a considerable effort she sat upright, trying to concen​trate on what Raoul was saying.

'. .. Bridget seems to have taken hold of practically everyone at the chateau. One moment we were all living in peaceful seclusion—or relatively peaceful, anyway—and the next . . . boom\'
'It—it can't be that bad, surely?'

'No, I exaggerate, of course,' he gave a dry laugh. 'But not all that much. First of all, poor Henri is not allowed to take any days off from his course, not since the time she found him sneaking out of the cinema in the mid-afternoon. He returned home that day, with his tail well and truly between his legs! Then, there is my sister Helene. She is very much older than myself, of course, and much given to whining and moaning.'

'Why—what's wrong with her?'

Raoul raised his arms to heaven in exasperation 'Nothing! She just likes to feel sorry for herself because she is a widow, which I agree is sad. However, by the time she has moaned on for hours, one loses one's patience. Bridget's arrival has therefore caused a new excitement and interest in her life. The advent of a baby has also given her something positive to think about!'

'A—a baby? Do you mean that—that Bridget's going to have a baby?' Olivia sat bolt upright, looking at him with dazed eyes.

'Mais oui. Did she not tell you?' He raised a dark eyebrow in surprise.

'No—not a word! No wonder—no wonder she was so keen for me to come out for the wedding. .. .'

'Ah, well. C'est la vie, I suppose,' Raoul murmured, looking remarkably unconcerned, she thought, as he continued with the saga of Bridget's dramatic intervention in the lives of the de Varennes family.

'Even my Aunt Amalie has not remained immune! I must tell you, Olivia, that my aunt, who lives much of the year in her apartment in Paris, is very much of the old school. Normally very stiff, very correct, and always dressed in black, even if the black dresses are by the top couturiers, you understand. However, and only God knows how Bridget did it, she persuaded my aunt that she still had some life to live, and every day was precious. She took Aunt Amalie off to the Kenzo Boutique in Bordeaux, and the next time I saw my aunt, who is not a day under sixty, she was wearing a brilliant scarlet mini-dress, sipping what she referred to as a "bullshot" cocktail, and entertaining some equally ancient old men to a tea dance in the main salon of the chateau!'

'No—I don't believe it!' Olivia was giggling helplessly by the time Raoul had finished his tale of woe, laughing as much at his indignation, as at the picture he had conjured up.

'It is no exaggeration, I assure you,' he grinned. 'Only my younger sister, Nicole, has remained immune so far, but who knows what will happen next?' he added darkly.

'What does your wife think about all this?' Olivia murmured without conscious thought, wiping the laughter from her eyes on one of the linen napkins.

There was a long silence. With startled eyes she watched his face creasing into deep lines of pain. 'I have no wife,' he replied harshly, a muscle beating fiercely in his clenched jaw.-

'But—but you said so, last night. I distinctly remember you saying. ...'

'I said that I had been married,' Raoul interrupted curtly. 'In fact, my wife is dead.'

Olivia felt as if she had been hit by a hard blow to the solar plexus. The pain and anguish in his voice was terrible to hear, and her warm heart knew only an overriding impulse to comfort him in his deep unhappiness.

'I—I'm so very sorry, Raoul,' she murmured breathlessly. 'As—as you know, Lucille and I were hardly friendly, but I never. .. .'

'What on earth has Lucille to do with the matter?' he demanded coldly.

'But—but surely you married her? I mean, I assumed that ...' her voice trailed away beneath his blank look of incomprehension.

'I have no idea of what you are talking about. My wife's name was Estelle.'

Her dazed mind whirling, Olivia stared blindly down at the table as her weary brain tried to make some sense of Raoul's words. Within the space of the last twenty-four hours, it seemed as if she had been the victim of one violent shock after another. First there had been Raoul's sudden reappearance in her life, then she had discovered that he was married, only to be told now, that not only was his poor wife dead, but she hadn't been Lucille after all! Well, that's two of us he threw over! she found herself thinking, and then felt guilty at allowing such an unkind thought to enter her mind, especially in the face of his obvious sorrow.

She looked up to meet his grief-stricken blue eyes gazing at her intently. Oh God! He really did love his Estelle, she told herself, certain that she had never felt quite so wretched as she did at this moment, when she must forget her own agony and concentrate solely on words of consolation to help ease his suffering.

'Raoul, I. ...' She placed a tentative hand on his arm. 'I'm really very, very sorry to hear about your wife. It—it must have been so—so sad for you. Were you married long?' she asked softly.

'No. Only for just over a year,' he retorted bleakly, getting up from the table and walking over the grass to stand looking out at the river. 'And I do not need sympathy, Olivia. Certainly not from you, of all people,' he added harshly.

She sat staring at the back of his tall figure, before she turned and began to pack away the plates and dishes with shaking hands. Swamped by inexplicable feelings of depression and misery, her eyes almost blinded by the tears which were threatening to fall at any moment, she trembled nervously as she felt his arm go about her hunched shoulders.

'Come, you are tired,' he said evenly, holding up a rug and cushions he had obviously taken from the car. 'Why not rest for a while, and maybe sleep, hmm? I am going for a walk but I will not be very far away, and you need not fear that you will be disturbed.'

Not waiting for a reply, he led her to a patch of dappled shade beneath one of the trees by the river bank, spreading out the rug and throwing down the cushions. 'Sleep well, Olivia,' he said softly, before turning abruptly to walk away.

I'll never go to sleep, she thought, not being able to resist lying down on the soft mohair rug and resting her head on a cushion. Gradually, her senses became lulled by the tranquility of the rustling trees, the cooing of pigeons and the soft, murmuring drone of bees. . . .

Olivia came slowly back to consciousness. She really had fallen asleep after all, she thought bemusedly, blinking her eyes rapidly against a shaft of sunlight which slanted down through the trees above. As her vision cleared, she found herself staring into the glinting, steely eyes of Raoul, who was sitting about three feet away from her recumbent figure. His intense gaze seemed to carry some message, but even as her drowsy mind struggled to decipher it, his heavy eyelids descended to hide all expression in his face.

'You have had a good sleep?' he asked quietly.

'Yes, I—er---' she cleared her throat nervously,

trying to tear her eyes away from the strong brown column of his throat, and the long legs encased in narrow fitting trousers which clung to the taut muscles of his thighs.

'I have been meaning to ask you about your old photographer friend, Ashley Warne. Do you still— er—see much of him?'

Olivia was startled from her distracted, wandering thoughts by the sardonic tone in his hard voice. Sitting up, she looked at him in confusion. 'I—I see him occasionally. Although most of his work keeps him in America these days, he does look me up whenever he's in London.'

'I just bet he does!' Raoul gave a snort of derisory laughter.

'He's an old friend of mine, so why on earth shouldn't he?' she demanded coldly.

'Why not indeed!' he drawled with a mocking cynicism that left her feeling flustered and perplexed. Why was Raoul suddenly so concerned about Ashley, for heaven's sake? Rising to her feet, she bent down to pick up the cushions.

'If you wish to wash your face and hands, the water in the river is quite clean,' he said in a cold voice.

'Yes, I—I'd like that,' she murmured, handing him the rug and walking down to the river bank. Intent on not getting her feet wet, she moved along the edge until she found a small cliff-shaped piece of earth jutting out into the river. Kneeling down, she leaned over to scoop up some water. Almost in slow motion, she felt the small spur of earth give way under her weight, a loud cry issuing from her throat as she tumbled head first into the river.

Alerted by her cry of alarm, Raoul raced across the grass and dived into the river, discovering only seconds after she had done so, that the water was only three feet deep!

Olivia struggled to her feet, throwing back the heavy weight of wet hair from her face, to meet Raoul's look of fury as he stood up in water which only came to just over his knees.

'Oh God! I'm—I'm sorry,' she gasped, beginning to shake with laughter at both her own folly, and his expression of outrage as he contemplated his wet clothes. Once she had started laughing, she found that however hard she tried, she couldn't stop. The hysterical tones echoed loudly in the still air, until abruptly silenced as Raoul stepped forward to slap her face. Reeling back from his blow, she looked at him in dazed shock, her eyes large green pools of misery above chalky white cheeks which bore the red imprint of his hand.

'Oh, mon Dieu! Ma belle Olivia!' he groaned, drawing her wet, shaking figure slowly towards him. 'Je suis desole ... it was necessary, you were becoming hysterical, you understand?' he murmured as with his handkerchief he tried to dry her face, before stripping off his own wet shirt.

'It's my fault,' she whispered. 'You—you were quite right, I . . .' she found she couldn't continue, nor was she able to look away from the dark, silky hair on his chest, only inches away from her eyes. The blood seemed to be pounding in her head, her heart racing like a metronome out of control as she viewed the broad-shouldered torso she remembered so well. Raising her face, her senses spun giddily as she saw him looking down at her breasts thrusting against the thin, wet material of her blouse, before his glance moved upwards to gaze into her eyes, the intense gleam from beneath the heavy lids sending a red hot flame racing through her veins.

'Olivia,' he whispered huskily, drawing her trembling figure into his arms, gently and lightly kissing her forehead. 'Olivia!' A deep groan broke from the depths of his throat as he crushed her body ruthlessly to his hard, bare chest, his mouth descending to close over her trembling lips in a kiss of fierce, urgent possession.

Just for a moment she abandoned herself to the overpowering intoxication of his embrace, her lips parting beneath his as he ravaged the inner sweetness of her mouth. And then, as the warning sirens wailed at the back of her mind, and she tried to withdraw from his embrace, she found that she couldn't; one of his hands having risen to hold her head firmly and immovably beneath his.

Her body seemed determined to ignore the danger signals flashing through her brain, instinctively melting against him as her arms wound themselves about his neck. There was no resistance from her as his hands moving caressingly over the softness of her body, her senses drugged and seduced into quivering acquiescence as his mouth moved down over her throat and neck, searching for the firm, warm swell of her breasts.

One moment she seemed to be drowning in ecstasy, the next she felt Raoul remove his lips, cursing violently under his breath as he pushed her roughly away. She stood blinking foolishly as the mists of her desire parted, and she could see that his eyes were blazing down at her with an anger she didn't understand.

'Raoul. . .?' she whispered, swaying wearily with confusion as she realised for the first time, that they had been embracing in the middle of a river.

'Never again—non, non, non' he exploded with fury, seizing her by the arm and roughly dragging her over to the river bank. 'Mon Dieu! What a fool I am!' he grated, leaping up on to the firm earth, and pulling her up beside him. His cold, contemptuous eyes travelled over her shaking, wet and dishevelled figure. 'I suggest that you immediately change into some clean clothes. You will find your suitcase in the boot of my car, which is unlocked,' he snarled. 'I will give you ten minutes before I return, and hopefully, mademoiselle, we can both forget that this sordid episode ever happened!'

CHAPTER FIVE

The rest of the day's journey was completed in silence. A silence so totally inhibiting that Olivia sat hunched in her scat, her face averted as she stared miserably out of her side window, trying to avoid all contact with the dark, menacing figure by her side. He held the wheel with tightly clenched hands, driving with a repressed fury and intimidating force that left her pale and shaking, certain that they would crash at any minute. Stopping the car only once for petrol, the early evening shadows were lengthening across the countryside when Raoul drew up at a small hotel.

'They are expecting us,' he announced curtly as he switched off the engine. Venturing a brief glance at his profile, which was as cold and hard as ice, Olivia knew that she couldn't face another evening like the one they had spent last night at the Lion d'Or. She might have to live with the mortification and shame of her willing surrender to his lovemaking this afternoon, but there was no need for her to have to put up with his inexplicable fury and harsh, cold words—and what's more she wasn't going to!

Anger coming to her aid, she got out of the car, slamming the door as hard as she could before marching up the steps and into the friendly warmth of the hotel. Raoul joined her some moments later, his face as black as thunder.

'Just what do you think you are doing?' he snarled in an undertone as the proprietor came forward to meet them.

Turning her back on Raoul, she managed to sketch a brief smile as she asked the owner if he spoke English.

'Yes, certainly madam. What can I do for you?'

'This gentleman,' she jerked her head at Raoul, 'tells me that we have a reservation. In which case, I would be most grateful if I could go straight to my room. I am very tired and I will require no dinner.'

'Of course, of course—er—madam. .. .' The pro​prietor glanced quickly at the couple who were clearly not on speaking terms. Swiftly summoning a passing maid, he sent her upstairs with Olivia before turning to see to Raoul.

Sunk in the depths of despair and misery, she lay for a long time in the bath, trying in vain to think why Raoul should have been so angry at having made love to her that afternoon. In the end she gave up, realising that there probably was no answer, except that he was as totally unpredictable as he had always been. But far more dangerous, she warned herself, certainly as far as her present, fragile emotions were concerned. She hadn't seen him for almost five years, and yet it had been hardly any time at all before she'd been returning his kisses with fervour, moaning with pleasure at the feel of his hands on her body. . .. What on earth could have possessed her to have behaved in such a way? 'You must have been absolutely and totally out of your mind,' she told herself fiercely, as the salty tears rolled down her cheeks to splash into the cooling bathwater.

Very early before dawn the next morning, she was woken by the sound of her own crying—as had happened the previous night; but this time she sensed that she wasn't alone. As she struggled through to consciousness, her eyes wildly searching the darkness, she was certain that she had securely locked her door the previous evening. But—not the French window which opened out into a wide balcony, she realised, shaking with terror as she heard a light step crossing the floor from the direction of the window. She was opening her mouth to scream for help, when she felt warm arms going about her trembling figure, and a voice she recognised, urgently murmuring: 'Hush, hush cherie.' It was Raoul!
'W-what .. . w-what are you d-doing in here. . .?' she hiccuped through her sobs.

'Hush, ma petite. There is no need to weep,' he murmured, gently drying the tears from her face. 'I heard you crying—the bedroom walls are very thin,' he added in a whisper, placing her head on his shoulder and gently stroking her hair.

She couldn't speak, lying quiescent within his comforting embrace as her tears subsided, oblivious of everything except the warm musky scent of his body and the strength of his strong arms about her.

Raoul sighed. 'Come, you must now lie down and go to sleep, hmm?'

'I—I can't,' she muttered, sniffing unhappily and knowing only that she needed the security of his presence.

'But yes, you must,' he murmured, settling her down in the bed and pulling the sheet up over her scantily clad figure.

'Please—please don't leave me. . .' she begged, deeply ashamed of her weak longing for him, and yet not seeming to be able to do anything about it.

She heard him curse softly in French under his breath.

'Ah, Olivia. . . .' He sighed deeply again. 'Yes, if you wish. I will sit here until you sleep . . . fool that I am!'

She wasn't sure that she had heard his last words correctly, as she contentedly closed her eyes and slowly drifted into a deep dreamless sleep.

Waking late in the morning to find that she had overslept, Olivia had difficulty in remembering exactly what had happened during the night. Her head felt muzzy, her mind still clouded and depressed by yesterday's events as she hurriedly dressed and packed her case. She didn't know how she was going to bring herself to face Raoul at breakfast, but not having had any dinner the previous evening, she felt famished— her stomach rumbling with hunger at the thought of hot rolls and coffee. Hesitantly making her way down the stairs, she was thankful to see that the dining room was almost empty, Raoul only making an appearance when it was time for them to start on their journey again.

Some hours later, waiting to board the ferry which crossed the mouth of the Gironde River from Royan to Le Verdon, Olivia took the opportunity to get out and stretch her legs. Looking back at Raoul's tall figure as he consulted an official about the ferry timetable, she gratefully filled her lungs with the fresh, salty air—so different from the taut, constrained atmosphere in the car this morning. Both of them, she noticed, had been very careful not to disturb what was clearly a fragile truce, only making brief, general references to the passing scenery and deliberately avoiding any references to what had passed between them.

It was early afternoon when Raoul and Olivia reached their destination. Driving down a long avenue of trees, surrounded on either side by black horses grazing on the rich, green grass of an extensive park, Olivia gasped aloud as she caught her first sight of the Chateau Cheval Noir. All but hidden by trees, the chateau slowly revealed itself as an exquisitely beautiful, early Renaissance building which seemed to float in the middle of a large, tranquil lake, the water reflecting back a vision more often to be found in fairytales than real life.

As the car passed through the wide entrance gates and they drove over a long, five-arched bridge which crossed the lake, Olivia looked down to see black swans gliding slowly along on the still water. Massive grey walls rose out of the lake, the round corner towers topped by steep conical roofs whose copper covering, parts turned green by age and the elements, gleamed brightly in the afternoon sun.

'It's simply lovely!' she breathed, grateful to Raoul for halting the car and allowing her to feast her eyes on the magnificent building.

'I am fortunate to be able to live in such a place,' he agreed quietly. 'However, I regret that we cannot stop here any longer. We have spent too much time on the journey, and there will be many matters requiring my attention.'

Olivia looked away, her checks flushing unhappily, despite his cool, even tone of voice, as she tried to suppress all memories of the previous day—and night. She was rescued from her distracted thoughts by the enthusiastic barking of a pair of golden retrievers as Raoul brought the Porsche to a halt in a large courtyard. The dogs bounded up to the car, their tails wagging furiously as they welcomed their master.

'Down! Down at once!' Raoul laughed as the animals leapt up excitedly, vying for his attention and trying to lick his face as he opened the car door. After patting them on their heads, he spoke a word of command in French and they immediately lay down, two pairs of anxious brown eyes following Raoul's tall figure as he came around to help Olivia alight.

'Gaston will see to the cases,' he said, issuing her before him as they mounted a wide flight of stone steps towards a massive pair of oak doors, set beneath a stone arch containing a large coat of arms.

Some moments after they had entered the large entrance hall, whose vaulted ceiling seemed to disappear far away above her head, Olivia stood silent as Raoul pulled a bell rope for the second time.

'Where is everyone?' he demanded, snapping his fingers in irritation, and telling her to wait as he disappeared through a Gothic arch at the far side of the hall. She could hear his voice impatiently calling for attention as she looked about her with interest. A large tapestry hanging over a gargantuan stone fireplace caught her professional eye, and she was still staring at the allegorical scenes woven so many centuries ago, when Raoul returned.

'I simply cannot understand it!' he snapped. 'Even the dining room looks like the Marie Celeste—all the plates full of half-eaten food and the wineglasses still on the table from lunch—it is disgraceful!'

Olivia opened her mouth to say that maybe everyone was busy, but quickly thought better of it as she noted Raoul's mouth drawn into a tight, angry line.

'Alio, cheri—comment ga va?' A voice floated down from above their heads. Olivia raised her eyes to see a petite, slim figure of a woman leaning over what looked remarkably like a French version of a minstrel's gallery.

'Mon Dieu, Tante!' Raoul thundered, before rattling off a stream of French at the woman, now slowly descending a spiral stone staircase in the corner of the vast hall.

Watching the woman step off the staircase and walk across the ancient stone floor towards Raoul, Olivia saw that while she was no longer young, Raoul's aunt was making a valiant attempt to keep the years at bay. Her grey hair was cut short to curl loosely about her head, her body clothed in brilliant jade green trousers and matching silk shirt, festooned with rows of gold chains. Indeed, as Raoul perfunctorily introduced her, Olivia's overriding impression was of an attractive woman who, despite her years, possessed considerable sex appeal.

'I am delighted to meet you, Meez Harding,' Tante Amalie smiled broadly. 'Especially since I 'ave heard so much about you from dear Bridget. You are indeed as beautiful as she said you were!'

'For goodness sake, Tante!' Raoul interrupted sharply. 'I want to know what is going on? Where are Gaston and all the servants? I've never seen the house in such a state—it's disgusting!'

'Ah, cheri—what a disaster! We 'ave been visited by the plague!' his aunt declaimed in a horrific tone, dramatically raising her arms to heaven.

'Oh, my God!' Raoul groaned impatiently.

'But truly!' his aunt insisted. 'Poor Gaston and his wife, they 'ave the influenza. In summer—who can believe it? And now, alas, poor cook and also the bonne who 'clps her in the kitchen—they are saying that they do not feel well, either. Believe me, Meez Harding,' she added, turning to Olivia, 'it is indeed fortunate that you were not 'ere for luncheon—the food was so bad, it was not possible to eat it at all!' she shuddered in recollection of the meal, before floating over to check her make-up in a large mirror.

Raoul sighed heavily. But whether from news of the 'flu epidemic, or from his aunt's somewhat butterfly attitude as she gaily hummed a tune while studying her reflection, Olivia couldn't tell.

'Very well,' he said at last. 'I can see that there have been problems, but where is Nicole?'

'In the salon,' the aunt replied, coming over to take hold of his arm and casting him a smiling glance of cajolery from beneath her false eyelashes. 'Now, my dear boy, you are not to be angry with her—I absolutely forbid it. You must promise me—not one cross word!'

'Why on earth should I be angry with Nicole?' Raoul glared down at her sternly as he nevertheless allowed himself to be led away from the hall, Olivia trailing behind in their wake.

'It wasn't 'er fault, really. Well, not exactly, and she was engaged on an errand of mercy at the time. I can assure you about that.'

'Tante! I will cheerfully wring your neck one of these days!' he grated roughly. 'What has happened?'

'You will see. ...' Tante Amalie refused to be drawn any further on the subject as she opened a door and allowed her nephew and Olivia to proceed her into a large, formal drawing room.

'Mon Dieu, Nicole!' Raoul exclaimed, hurrying forward to a woman of about thirty, who was resting on a sofa with both her legs in plaster.

'My poor niece—she 'ad a terrible car accident three days ago, and truly it was not 'er fault' Tante Amalie murmured to Olivia as Raoul drew up a chair beside his sister and began to converse in French.

'Of course, the car is "written off", as you say in England, but only think what bad luck it was! Poor Nicole was simply going into the village, to fetch le medecin, when—vroom! The tyre blows out and she lands in a ditch. Do you not think it was wrong of the Good Lord to let such a thing happen? Especially when the child could have been in the car. I tell you, me, I was very cross and refused to say my prayers for two whole days!'

Olivia shook her head in confusion, watching with glazed eyes as Tante Amalie wandered over to a marble-topped table and began to pour liquid from various bottles into a silver cocktail shaker. Olivia realised that her previously formed views of orderly French family life were taking a beating, as she saw Raoul's aunt vigorously shake the mixture, before pouring it into some glasses.

'Of course, I understand that it is early in the evening,' the older woman confided, completely ignoring the sun blazing in through the salon's mullioned windows. 'But I really feel in need of some strong refreshment after that terrible luncheon. Will you not join me?'

'No, I—er—thank you, but I don't feel quite able to. . ..' Olivia could hear her voice trail lamely away, as she stared in fascinated horror at the particularly lurid, day-glo green colour of the proffered cocktail.

'Are you sure? This is absolutely my own recipe, you know. I call it the "Cheval Noir Screwdriver"! In any event it should help to keep away all those bad influenza germs, and it is particularly good for the 'ormones—or so I 'ave been told!' Tante Amalie's throaty chuckle accompanied by an outrageous wink, made her meaning only too clear.

What in the world am I doing here? It's a mad house! Olivia thought, swaying wearily as she felt the accumulated strain of the past days rapidly depleting her already sorely tried reserves of strength. Tearing her eyes away from the older woman, who had turned on a small radio and seemed to be practising some disco dance steps to the music, Olivia responded to Raoul's request that she should come over and be introduced to his sister.

Greeting Nicole, Olivia was relieved to find that at least one member of the family seemed to be fairly normal. She, in her turn, found she was being surveyed by calm, friendly grey eyes set above a mouth which was widely stretched into a welcoming smile.

'I regret that I was not able to greet you formally,' Nicole said, her plain face redeemed by a particularly sweet expression. 'However . . .' she glanced down at her legs set in plaster. 'As you can sec, I'm afraid that I'm not mobile at the present time!'

'I—I was sorry to hear about your accident,' Olivia murmured, suddenly feeling tired to death, and wondering desperately just how long she could keep standing on legs that felt as weak as water.

'What on earth have you done to this lovely girl?' Nicole spoke sternly to her brother. 'She looks exhausted after your long journey and must rest before dinner.'

'Me, I do not intend to eat another excruciatingly bad meal in this house!' Tante Amalie's voice cut into the conversation as she swiftly tipped the second cocktail down her throat. 'I must go and telephone mon cher General Dufour and insist that he takes me out for a decent dinner. Au revoir mes enfants!'
'For God's sake, Nicole—who is General Dufour? One of Tante's new boyfriends?'

'I fear so,' Nicole grinned at the harassed expression on Raoul's face. 'Now, my dear brother, do please take poor Miss Harding to her room. The guest suite in the East wing has been prepared for her, as you asked that it should be. It was almost the last thing poor Gaston's wife did before she succumbed to the 'flu.' Nicole turned to Olivia. 'She is our housekeeper and I always thought I would be lost without her, and now indeed I find I am!'

'No, really—there's no need for you to bother. I was expecting to stay in a hotel in any case,' Olivia protested.

'Absolutely not! We wouldn't hear of such a thing, would we Raoul?' Nicole smiled up at her brother.

'Absolutely not!' He echoed dryly. 'Although as my aunt has pointed out, whether you will find either the accommodation or the food acceptable, is very doubtful!'

'I—I can't possibly impose on you all, especially at such a time. .. .'

'There is no imposition involved,' Raoul interrupted crisply, looking down at her pale face and weary figure. 'Nicole is quite right, you do look exhausted. Come, I will take you upstairs.'

There was clearly no point in arguing the matter any further, Olivia told herself as she allowed Raoul to lead her from the room. She would just spend a night here and then try and find somewhere else to stay tomorrow. Bordeaux wasn't too far away, and she'd still be able to see Bridget, who was apparently living somewhere in this huge building.

Raoul took her arm in an impersonal grip as she stumbled up the large curving flight of stone stairs, which led off a small hall behind the salon. They had just reached the landing when a tiny child came racing down the corridor.

'Papa! Papa!' the small girl cried, squealing with delight as Raoul bent down to pick her up and swing her around in his arms.

Olivia suddenly felt as if she had been turned to stone, cold and icy as the marble bannister beneath her trembling hand.

'I don't think you have met my daughter, Marie- Louise?' Raoul's voice, heavy with irony, seemed to come from somewhere far away as Olivia fought against the shock waves which filled her brain.

'You must say: "Bonjour, mademoiselle", ma cherie,' Raoul instructed his daughter, his lips curving into a warm smile as he stroked her curly black hair.

The small child stepped forward and dropped an awkward curtsey. 'Bonjour, mademoiselle,' she repeated obediently, smiling up into the tall English girl's strained, pale face. 'Elle est tres jolie, Papa.'
'Yes, Mademoiselle Harding is very pretty,' Raoul agreed blandly, looking past down the corridor as a plump middle-aged woman hurried forward. 'Ah, here is Annie come to claim you for tea.'

'Excusez-moi, Monsieur le Vicomte,' the nurse murmured taking the little girl's hand.

'Non, non, Papa!' the child clung to his legs.

'I will come and see you in a minute, I promise,' he smilingly reassured his daughter, who sighed and allowed herself to be led away.

'Your bedroom suite is along here,' Raoul said, leading the way down a long corridor away from the nursery, and ignoring Olivia's stunned, shocked figure as she trailed silently after him. They seemed to be walking for ever, she thought, realising that they were traversing the sides of the square, as shown by glances out of the passing windows on her left. The view of the inner courtyard was always the same, although seen from different angles.

'Here we are,' Raoul pronounced at last, opening a door by a small stone stairway and standing aside to allow her to enter.

Olivia found herself in an ante-room, containing a sofa and chairs grouped around a fireplace, with an ormolu desk and chair set between the two long windows, half-covered with watered silk festoon blinds. 
‘Here is your bathroom,’ Raoul said, opening a door on one side of the room. ‘And ...‘ he crossed the floor, ‘here is your bedroom. I hope that you will be comfortable, and I will see that your case is brought up immediately. Is there anything else you require? 
‘No—no thank you,’ she whispered, staring down at 
a fine needlepoint rug and wishing with all her heart 
that he would just go away and leave her alone. 
‘A4, bon. I will see you at dinner then,’ he murmured, hesitating as he cast a swift, searching look at the bowed figure of the girl standing with her back to him in the middle of the room. A moment later she heard the door closing quietly behind him. 
Like a sleepwalker, Olivia moved slowly over to stand gazing blindly out of the window at the lake and the cultivated fields beyond. Her mind was totally empty of everything except a deep, numbing pain which also seemed to have invaded her body. How long she stood there she had no idea, her trance-like state being broken by a knock and the entrance of a tall, young man who murmured something in French as he took her suitcase through into the bedroom. 
‘Thank you—er—merci,’ she said haltingly as he 
smiled and left the suite. 
Trailing through into the bedroom, which she saw was decorated in the same cream and gold colours and Second Empire style as the sitting room, she looked longingly at the large, wide bed. Swiftly stripping off her travel-stained clothes, she went through to have a quick shower, before returning to slip between the cool linen sheets of the bed, and within moments had fallen into a deep, exhausted sleep. 
Woken by a knock on her bedroom door, she sleepily glanced at her watch to see that she had slept for over three hours. A pretty young girl put her head around the door and then entered, bearing a tray. Olivia's French wasn’t very good, but she understood the maid to say that Nicole had wished her to be woken with a cup of English tea. 
Later, as she sipped the warm, soothing liquid, Olivia was touched by Nicole’s thoughtfulness. Considering the state of the household ‘below stairs’, it was a more than kind gesture, and one she deeply appreciated in these alien surroundings. What an extraordinary person Aunt Amalie was, she told herself brightly. Definitely a perfect illustration of the old saying: mutton dressed as lamb.... 
Olivia sighed heavily. It was no use. Trying to fill her mind with irrelevant matters such as seeing the funny side of Raoul’s aunt, wasn’t proving to be the slightest use in keeping her miserable thoughts at bay. As much as she didn’t want to, she really had to face the fact that not only had Raoul married someone—only a month or so after he had jilted her—but he also had a child. Why did it hurt so much? Was it, because knowing someone was or had been married, was one thing, but seeing the actual result of his passionate and sensual lovemaking was—was quite another? The little girl she had met in the corridor was the outward, visible proof that he and his wife had created the child—together. 
Lying here in bed, she couldn’t prevent her thoughts returning to her past life, when she had been engaged to Raoul and had been so supremely happy. Raoul, who had taught her everything about the needs of her body—and his. Raoul, who had only to hold her in his arms, for her to become a yielding, willing slave to his desires…

The memories suddenly became too painful, and she rolled over, burying her face in the pillows as she wept bitterly for what might have been, for her lost innocence and the cruel way he had chosen to discard her. Her slim frame trembled violently, racked by waves of overpowering jealousy. She seemed unable to stop torturing herself with the vivid images of Raoul and his wife together; the intimate moments when he must have held her passionately in his arms, and had given her the opportunity to bear his child.

The storm of tears ebbed slowly away, leaving Olivia pale and shaking with nervous exhaustion despite her recent sleep. She really ought to get out of bed and choose something to wear for dinner. . . .

'Hi, Olivia!' She looked up startled as her bedroom door was thrown open and her cousin Bridget stood on the threshold. 'It's really great to see you again and I'm absolutely thrilled you could make the wedding!'

Olivia's green eyes widened as she stared at her cousin. Surely her hair used to be dark brown? Bridget was now a strawberry blonde, her hair cut in a modern dishevelled style, while as for her clothes. . .! Bridget can't possibly be pregnant, she thought, trying not to look at the girl's stomach as she viewed the slim figure poured into skin-tight, fluorescent pink jeans, topped by a low-cut, sleeveless T-shirt of the same colour, a wide gold lame belt clasping her small waist. Oh God! Bridget hadn't changed one little bit in the past year— she was still dressing in her usual dashing style of outrageous, radical chic.

'Yes—er—it's good to see you, too,' Olivia murmured, sitting up in bed and wishing she had her sunglasses on—Bridget's outfit was hard on the eyes.

'I can't stay too long because I'm supposed to be cooking dinner!' Her cousin's long gold earrings tinkled

loudly as she threw back her head and roared with laughter. 'As you know, my cooking rates a grade of minus zero, so be smart and bring your alka-seltzer downstairs with you!' She laughed again, Olivia wincing visibly at the sound of her cousin's raucous tones.

'Hey—are you all right?' Bridget asked, looking critically at the girl sitting up in bed. 'Your face is all red and blotchy—I hope you aren't coming down with what Tante Amalie calls "the plague"? I'm hopeless with anyone who is ill—about as much use as a sick headache!'

'No—er—I'm fine. It was just the long journey, I expect,' Olivia replied hurriedly. 'We got delayed by something wrong with Raoul's car, and—and every​thing took twice as long as I thought it would.'

'Really? I didn't think you were expected before this afternoon, but I expect I got the details wrong as usual.'

'Will—will your fiance, Henri, and his mother be having dinner with us as well?'

Bridget shrugged. 'Not if they're sensible, they won't. They and you should have gone out with Tante Amalie—there's a game old girl! By the way, have you heard about my "happy event"?'

'Well, yes, Raoul did mention something. . ..'

'I bet old smoothy-chops did! Our Vicomte really doesn't approve of me at all. He nearly fainted when I turned up at a very smart party he was giving, wearing my fishnet jumpsuit. I told him to stop panicking and just be grateful it had pockets at all the strategic points! Anyway, the other men at the party thought I looked sensational! I sure as hell knocked spots off the other girls there, I can tell you! I had a fantastic time in Italy as well,' she said, going over to the dressing table to try some of her cousin's perfume.

Olivia found herself feeling unexpectedly sorry for Raoul. Living with Bridget was like living with an unexploded bomb—she was likely to erupt at any moment and guaranteed to cause the maximum damage. 'What happened to your job in Italy?' she asked.

'Oh, that,' Bridget shrugged. 'I was supposed to be an au pair for a family out there. It was OK for a while, but then the father of the kids started getting heavy—know what I mean?' She glanced at Olivia who was looking puzzled. 'Honestly! How can someone of your age be so dumb! You're two years older than me, and yet you manage to make me feel ancient.' She shook her head in bewilderment.

'You mean he—he. . ..'

'Yep. He fancied a bit on the side—me! Well, I wasn't keen, I mean, he was short and fat—ugh! Now, if he'd looked like our glamorous Vicomte, I'd have said "yes" like a shot! Believe me, in Italy, macho doesn't necessarily prove "mucho"—so I decided to leave. I'd got rather tired of the Italian men I'd met anyway. They all seemed to have two legs and eight hands!'

'Are—are you pleased about the baby?' Olivia asked, feeling stunned by her cousin's effervescent per​sonality.

'Yeah—I suppose so.' Bridget sat down to try one of Olivia's lipsticks, leaning forward to critically survey the new colour on her lips. 'Henri's delighted anyway—so's his mother. Henri's really keen for us to get married. I don't love him of course, but when I found out I was pregnant, he was all for rushing me to the altar straight away!'

'Bridget! For heaven's sake! You can't marry someone unless you love them! It's bound to go wrong if you do.' Olivia looked at the girl with deep concern. 'Honestly, if you don't want to get married—then don't! I—I can help you out financially if you need any money for the baby.'

'Look, it's kind of you, but. , . .' Bridget swung around on the stool. 'I know I joke around a lot, but no kid of mine is to go through the sort of childhood I did, with no parents and that ghastly aunt and uncle always griping away, as if I was some terrible burden, they had no choice but to shoulder. My child is going to have a father, and a grandmother, and an uncle who's got some money, and—and people who care . . . okay?' she added defiantly.

'Sorry, I—I didn't mean to interfere, Bridget. I know you had a rotten time as a child. . . .'

'Oh, what the hell,' she shrugged, giving Olivia a twisted smile. 'That was a long time ago. Heavens! I must get back down to the kitchen,' she cried jumping up quickly. 'I bet all the vegetables have boiled dry by now. I'd stay up here, if I was you—it's the best way to avoid poisoning! 'Bye.'

I wish I could stay here in the bedroom, Olivia told herself as she finished unpacking her clothes, trying to decide what to wear for dinner and dreading the thought of having to face Raoul once again. Why hadn't he mentioned his child when he had talked about his wife? It—well, it almost seemed as if he was being deliberately cruel for some reason. She was sure that he had been well aware of the fact that she didn't know of his marriage, almost deliberately shocking her with the news, that first evening in the hotel. And— and then there had been his passionate embrace after she had fallen into the river, which had been at his instigation, not hers. So why had he been so angry afterwards. . .?

The sound of a gong reverberating in the distance broke into Olivia's chaotic thoughts. She lifted her head, gazing at herself in the mirror with astonish​ment. ... She had been so immersed in thinking about herself and Raoul, that she hadn't realised that all the while she'd been automatically dressing herself. Why on earth was she wearing this low-cut, figure hugging black jersey dress, whose simplicity of line called attention to her supple curves and the length of her long slim legs?

Glancing at her watch she saw that it was too late to change. Neither was there time, she thought hurriedly, as she felt her face blushing, to delve into the complicated psychology of why she had subconsciously chosen such a revealing dress. What with Bridget's cooking and having to face Raoul, she realised that she didn't need to be a clairvoyant to know that the evening ahead was going to be a total disaster.

CHAPTER SIX

'Damn!' Olivia looked down at the small droplet of blood swelling up from the cut in her thumb. With a sigh of exasperation she put down the knife, and walked across the grey flagstones to where a tin of plasters rested on the large kitchen dresser. You're beginning to look like a walking ambulance ease, she told herself with a wry grimace, looking down at the two burn marks on her arm and a plaster which was already covering a cut on her forefinger.

What had Ian Campbell said to her, back in London? That what she needed was a good holiday? Hah! Maybe he should try the so-called gracious life in a French chateau? Oh boy—would he be in for a surprise!

Olivia's lips twisted sardonically as she finished bandaging the cut on her thumb and turned to survey her surroundings. The ancient stone walls made the room look more like a dungeon than a kitchen. Thin shafts of early morning sunlight streaming in from the windows set up high near the ceiling, merely served to underline the prison-like impression. An ancient calor-gas cooker and an even older refrigerator, which throbbed and pounded as if at its last gasp, appeared lost in comparison to the size of the vast area. Only the enormous spread of the scrubbed wooden table in the centre of the room seemed made to scale. That and the old kitchen range, of course! Olivia hadn't been able to believe her eyes when she had first set sight on its mammoth bulk.

'For God's sake, it's practically out of the ark!' she had exclaimed on the evening of her arrival, viewing the heavy black monstrosity with startled eyes as she helped Raoul to unpack the meal he had ordered.

Bridget's cooking, never any good at the best of times, had plumbed new depths as she had tried to wrestle with the antiquated kitchen equipment. Having managed to burn all the toast for the chicken liver pate, which had luckily been prepared by the cook before she took to her sick bed, Bridget had then served up her version of Sole Bonne Femme. Raoul had taken one horrified look at the pieces of fish swimming in a grey, watery sauce, and had swiftly risen from the table, politely requesting all those present to adjourn to the salon while he went to fetch a decent meal from the local restaurant.

Perhaps it was due to the amount of drink everyone consumed while they waited for their dinner, but the atmosphere had lightened considerably by the time Raoul arrived back with the food. Certainly Olivia had felt slightly tipsy and full of Dutch courage as she helped to carry one of the boxes down to the kitchen.

'This place is like living in the Middle Ages! How on earth do you expect anyone to work in here?' she had demanded incredulously, her stomach rumbling as she dished up the Duck in Orange sauce provided by the restaurant.

'Yes, well . . .Raoul had shrugged, giving her a brief smile. 'My great-uncle lived to a very ripe old age, and when I took over the estate, there was so much which had to be done. The vineyard was in a terrible condition; all the cuves were also in a very bad way, in fact one of them exploded during my first harvest and had to be replaced; the land required to be drained—believe me, the list was endless So, I'm afraid the chateau has had to wait its turn. It hasn't been a question of money, you understand, but rather one of time and organisation.'

'Well, you'd better get yourself organised and spend some time and money on this place, tout-ever-so- suite!' she had said forcefully. 'I can't imagine anyone being sufficiently foolish enough to cook down here in this terrible place, if you don't.'

Famous last words! Olivia told herself derisively, returning to the large sink where a pile of carrots were still waiting to be scraped. But she really hadn't had any choice, had she? What else could she have done but take over the running of the chateau until the agency in Paris dispatched some temporary servants, as they had promised Raoul they would.

Tante Amalie had clearly never lifted a finger in her life, and Nicole was completely out of action. Helene, Raoul's older sister, was as whining and ineffectual as he had said she would be, while no one—let alone Olivia—was prepared to suffer the vagaries of Bridget's cooking one moment longer than they had to!

The last three days hadn't all been on the minus side, of course. Used to running her own business, Olivia had first consulted Nicole, and then with the French girl's grateful thanks ringing in her ears, she had organised what was left of the depicted domestic staff into some sort of routine, which they had clearly lacked before. Luckily, the women who worked in the equally ancient laundry all came from the local village and seemed to have avoided 'the plague'. However, as each day passed, there seemed to be fewer and fewer helpers, only three maids now remained on their feet, and the last member of the kitchen staff had taken to her bed last night.

Still, considering the lack of assistants, she didn't really feel she had done too badly, and even Tante had commented on the fresh bowls of flowers and the newly polished furniture. Furthermore, despite her grumbling, Olivia was quite enjoying reviving her Cordon Bleu culinary skills, not having been so severely tested since her cookery course at the age of seventeen. Every night she went up to bed with a battered copy she had found of Le Grand Cuisinier Frangais, and a dictionary, with which she attempted to translate some of the more obscure recipes. And, moreover, her newly assumed role of cook, house​keeper and chief bottle-washer did have one great advantage—it kept her out of Raoul's way. Apart from telling him of the day's menu, so he could select the appropriate wines from the domestic cellars next to the kitchen, and during mealtimes, she had hardly seen him. Although he, too, was undoubtedly busy, engaged in organising his preparations for the grape harvest, due to commence in a month's time. .. .

'Hi, skivvy! By the way, that was a really great meal last night,' said Bridget coming into the kitchen and going over to put a kettle on the old gas stove. 'I thought I'd make a pot of coffee—fancy a cup?'

'Too kind!' Olivia murmured ironically. 'And less of the "skivvy" business, if you don't mind. While I'm at it, why doesn't your future mother-in-law, Helene, do her own cooking? Not that I'm complaining, of course. Oh dear me, no! But without the three of you at every meal, my job would be a lot easier!' she added bitterly, tossing a carrot to join others in a bowl of cold water.

'And miss your cooking? Don't be daft! Helene and Henri haven't eaten so well for years, and certainly won't again—not if they have to rely on me!'

'But at least you've got a decent kitchen in your apartment over there,' Olivia gestured out of the window. 'Not an antediluvian edifice like—like this place.'

'Hang on—fair's fair! Helene and I have been doing our "bit", you know. We've been running non-stop soup and toast to all the sick servants—up and down those stone stairs till I thought my legs would drop off! Incidentally, Gaston's wife looks awful, wheezing like an old pair of bellows.'

'Well, the doctor is coming again this morning, so I expect he'll give her something to make her feel better.'

'Ho! The doctor would be sure to find a reason to come and see Nicole, anyway. That accident of her's must have seemed like a Godsend! They're nuts about each other, you know.'

'Good for them,' Olivia murmured absentmindedly as she carried the prepared vegetables through into the larder. Coming back she had her first clear view of the outfit her cousin was wearing that morning. 'For God's sake! You can't wear that ...!' Her startled eyes took in the fact that Bridget was wearing nothing beneath the bright yellow dungarees, the front apron only partially covering the ample curves of her breasts.

'Oh, don't be such a prude! Anyway, Henri says that he thinks I look dead sexy!' Bridget placed the coffee pot on the table and went over to fetch two cups from the dresser. 'You're right, this kitchen is frightful, isn't it? All it needs are thumb screws and a rack or two, and it would be a perfect setting for one of those horror movies! Still, I must say I quite fancy all those copper and brass pans hanging on the wall. Dead smart with the coat of arms engraved on them like that, aren't they?'

'Useless aristocratic rubbish!' Olivia retorted in crushing tones. 'All the bottoms need re-doing, you'd really get a stomach ache if I used any of them!'

Bridget laughed. 'Never mind, Livy, now you've done those blasted carrots, come over here and sit down. You need to relax and have a cup of coffee.'

'OK, I've just finished.' Olivia wiped her hands and went to join her at the table. 'I can't stop long, though. I have to take Tante up her breakfast tray in a few minutes.'

Bridget produced a packet of cigarettes. 'Oh, let the old girl wait. Here, try one of these coffin nails!'

'I gave up ages ago, I really shouldn't,' Olivia protested as she weakly accepted a light. 'It must be the strain of the last few days, that's all. But you definitely shouldn't be smoking, not when you're expecting a baby.'

'I know, I know, so don't nag! It's funny,' Bridget mused, 'I'd never thought about being a "mother" before I found myself pregnant, but now I'm quite looking forward to the baby. It would be nice to have a little girl like Marie-Louise, she's a cute kid.'

'Yes, she is, isn't she?' Olivia smiled. She had long ago recovered from her almost insane surge of jealousy over the child, and had become very fond of the precociously intelligent small girl.

Bridget sipped her coffee reflectively. 'The jolly old Vicomte and I might not always see eye to eye, but I've got to admit he really does love his daughter. Let's hope for her sake, that Madame Millot doesn't manage to pin him down.'

'Madame Millot?' Olivia looked at her cousin in surprise. 'Who's she?'

'Some old harpy who fancies Raoul. Her uncle owns a small vineyard on the edge of this estate. He's a widower and Madame Millot is his only relative. Tante is pushing Raoul to marry the woman and she's probably right—you know how practical the French are. If he's going to marry someone, why not get some more acres at one and the same time. ... Hey! What's wrong with you, you're looking pea green!'

'Nothing, I—I'm just not used to French cigarettes, that's all,' Olivia assured her hurriedly. 'What—er— what's Madame Millot like?' she added as nonchalantly as she could.

'A rapacious divorcee and really poison!' her cousin said succinctly. 'I can't stand her and I don't think Marie-Louise is too keen, either. The woman's always sugary sweet, of course, but I guess kids know when someone's trying to put on an act. Mind you,' Bridget added, 'I've got to admit the woman's good looking, in a Lady Macbeth sort of way, but she's got some hot competition in Chantal—thank goodness!'

'Chantal?' Olivia looked at her cousin in confusion. 'I can't keep up with everyone in the chateau, let alone the locals. Who is Chantal, for heaven's sake?'

'She's a nice girl, you'd like her. Chantal and her brother, Alain, are the nearest people of Henri's and my age living locally, so we've seen quite a bit of them. Their dad owns a chateau vineyard, but not as grand as this one. We're a premier cru, you know,' she added with pride.

'That's the top wine classification, isn't it?'

'Yep. Out here, one's social rating amongst the Bordeaux establishment is strictly on the wine you produce. So even if old Raoul was just a plain mister and only had a few acres—the "first growth" wine he produces would still make him a grand seigneur.' She stubbed her cigarette out. 'Still, I guess he's got enough going for him not to need that—certainly Chantal thinks so. She's only eighteen and has a king- sized crush on the guy, which gives her an advantage over Madame Millot—randy old men like 'em young.'

'Raoul's not a randy old man!' Olivia burst out, and then fervently wished she hadn't, as Bridget looked at her with raised eyebrows.

'Ho! So that's the way the wind blows, does it?'

'No, of course it doesn't! Don't be so stupid, Bridget! Anyway, I can't sit here gossiping all day,' Olivia snapped crossly as she rose from the table. 'Poor Tante will have given me up for lost. Make yourself useful and see if you can get that nineteen-twenties toaster to work, while I make a fresh pot of coffee.'

'I'm not surprised you fancy the glamorous Vicomte—he can leave his shoes outside my door any night he pleases! But don't raise your hopes too high, Livy, Madame Millot has got her long, dark red nails well and truly hooked into him!'

'Do you want another meal in this house . . .?'

'OK, OK, I "was only joking!' Bridget looked speculatively at her cousin, who was angrily banging some pans as she tried to light the gas stove. 'Turn the knob to the left,' she suggested quietly, her eyes taking in Olivia's flushed cheeks and nervously trembling hands. Bridget opened her mouth to say something, and then thought better of it, silently getting on with making the toast.

Knocking on Tante Amalie's door as she came to collect the empty tray an hour later, Olivia found the older woman dressed in a leotard, doing aerobic exercises accompanied by the taped instructions from a cassette recorder.

'Ah bon! Now I can stop,' Tante said, standing up and gasping for breath. 'This "keeping fit" is 'ard work, but dear Bridget says it is necessary.'

'Only if you enjoy it,' Olivia smiled. 'Your figure looks good enough to me. You really mustn't let my cousin bully you too much.'

'Mais non! I 'ave taken on a new lease of life since Bridget came to this chateau. As the dear girl said, I was gettin old before my time! It is a pity she and Raoul do not always see eye to eye, though.'

'Oh, I don't suppose he really minds her all that much,' Olivia remarked, picking up the empty tray. 'I expect she'll be much quieter when she has a baby to look after.'

'That is true,' Tante agreed, going over to sit down at her dressing table and sorting through her jewellery. 'I am fond of dear Bridget, of course,' she confided. 'But it is important that Raoul is not made unhappy. The dear boy looks after me very well, and I do not wish to annoy him ... it would not be a good idea for me to do so, vous comprenez?'
'Do you mean that he—er—supports you?' asked Olivia, sitting down on the unmade bed.

'Exactly!' Tante beamed at Olivia for being so quick to understand the situation. 'Of course, he is a nice boy—very generous. He never, never reminds his old Tante that she lives on his charity—that is good, yes?'

'Yes—yes it is,' Olivia agreed slowly.

'Ah bon! Of course, in some ways, I feel responsible for him. His mother, my sister, she and her 'usband died when he was a young boy, and I 'elped to bring him up, you understand.' Tante Amalie paused, fiddling absentmindedly with her bottles of perfume. 'Me—I have a good memory. Yes, I thought your name sounded familiar, and then I remembered that Meez Olivia Harding was the name of Raoul's—er— his friend in Londres some years ago, hmm?'

Olivia could feel herself flushing beneath the shrewd, wise old eyes watching her in the mirror.

'Ah yes,' Tante continued in approving tones. 'How very wise it was of you to break off your engagement—

it would not have done, of course. He needed to marry someone—someone, let us say, of his own kind. Which of course he did, Estelle being the daughter of the Due de Chambery. What he should do now is to marry a woman like Madame Millot, who would be most suitable and be a mother to his child. Many Frenchmen, my dear, do marry foreigners, but I do not think that it is always a good idea.'

Olivia had opened her mouth to protest that it wasn't she who had jilted Raoul, but what was the point in raking up the whole thing all over again? 'I agree with you,' she answered firmly, getting up and walking over to the door.

'I knew you would. I realise that my nephew is still very attracted to you, but I am an old woman, my dear, and my advice comes from experience, believe me. So—now, tell me,' she added, changing the subject. 'What delicious dishes have you for us today?'

'Cold salmon trout in aspic for lunch, and escalopes of veal for dinner,' Olivia replied listlessly

'What a wonderful girl you are!' Tante beamed happily at the thought of the gourmet meals in front of her.

But not wonderful enough, apparently, Olivia thought grimly as she slowly retraced her steps back down to the kitchen. That had been a fairly clear warning from Tante, who had not only remembered who she was, but had obviously caught the strained, electric atmosphere that sparked between herself and Raoul whenever they met. What was more, Tante was right, she told herself, suddenly feeling tired and depressed. Marie-Louise needed a mother, and however rich Raoul was, the addition of another vineyard would always prove useful to a man so concerned with his winemaking. Sighing heavily, she put the tray down on the kitchen table. After all, what Raoul did with his life was none of her business. It wasn't as if he meant anything to her anymore, was it? So why should she care who he married?

As she began to soften the aspic for the salmon trout, both of which she had prepared last night, Olivia was miserably aware that she did care—very much indeed.

'O-livia! O-livia . . .!' A small hand pulling impatiently at her skirt made Olivia sit up, blinking in the strong morning sunshine. What on earth was wrong with her these days? She'd only come out to the rose garden for a short break from her labours in the kitchen, and here she was dozing in the sun. She glanced down at her watch. Eleven o'clock in the morning, for heaven's sakes! Anyone would think she was an old lady, instead of a supposedly fit young woman of twenty- three! She wasn't sleeping well at night, of course, but that was no reason why.. ..
'Please tell me a story, Olivia?' Marie-Louise smiled hopefully up at her new English friend, who seemed to have an inexhaustible knowledge of all the best fairy stories. 'I like the ones about dragons best,' the child confided, climbing up on to Olivia's lap. 'Especially when they eat all the jolie ladies.'

'What a bloodthirsty little girl you are!' Olivia teased.

'Mais non. I am not little, I am a great, big girl. I am to be four years in novembre. Me, I am grande—big.'

'Four years old in November? Wow! That is very old indeed!' Olivia grinned down at Marie-Louise. 'Very well, for someone so ancient, I will try and think of a very, very old story. Let me see: Once upon a time there was a beautiful princess. Her name of course, was Marie-Louise.. ..'

The child laughed, nestling into her friend's arms until the end of the story. '.. > and then St George killed the bad dragon and everyone was safe, and lived happily ever after!'

'Oh, thank you, that was a very nice story!' Marie- Louise sighed with contentment before winding her small arms about Olivia's neck and giving her a kiss. 'Did St George marry the belle princess?'

'O/ course! It is only in real life that hero's do not marry their princesses.' Both Olivia and the child looked around startled, to see Raoul lounging against a garden wall behind them.

How long has he been there? Olivia thought, blushing as she saw the gleam in his heavily lidded eyes as they swept over both her and the child in her arms. Marie-Louise slid off her lap and ran towards her father.

'Olivia tells such nice stories, papa,' she said, laughing as he caught her up in his arms.

'Very well, then, she must be rewarded. Do you think that maybe she would like to come out with us to Bordeaux, hmm?'

'Oh, yes, papa. Can we have lemonade and a gateau?'
Raoul laughed. 'Very well, lemonade and a cream cake it shall be!'

'Am I going to be asked my views on the proposed excursion, to which it seems I am being invited?' Olivia asked with asperity as she stood up, brushing down her skirt.

'Absolutely not! If you are given a choice, you will only disappear back into the kitchen like Cinderella. I have experienced—er—considerable difficulty in even exchanging the time of day with you, my dear Olivia. I did not bring you down to this chateau for you to become a cook, delicious though your food is.'

'No, you brought me down for a wedding,' she reminded him sharply, her breathing seeming to be affected by the way his cool eyes rested on her figure.

'Ah—so I did,' he agreed blandly. 'But whose? That is an interesting question, n'est-ce pas?'
'Why, are you also thinking of getting married?' Olivia turned away to concentrate on carefully examining a full-blown rose.

'I might. Yes, I might very well be thinking of just such a thing. Do you feel it would be a good idea, hmm?'

'Why—why should I care one way or another?' She shrugged and gave a small, careless laugh, hoping he hadn't heard the shaky, shrill note only too evident to her own ears.

'Why indeed?' he murmured sardonically as Marie- Louise tugged at his hand.

'Papa .. .! The cream cakes. .. .'

'Well, you must ask Miss Harding very nicely, and then maybe she will condescend to take pity on us, and leave her delightful kitchen for a boring old trip into Bordeaux.'

'Comment?' Marie-Louise looked at her father in puzzlement.

'Stop teasing the poor child,' Olivia told him sternly, trying to stop herself from returning his wide, infectious grin. 'You know very well that I am hardly enamoured with that frightful kitchen, but what about the preparations for lunch? I'd like a break, but I don't see how....'
'My dear Olivia,' he said, firmly taking her arm and leading her to the garage. 'Let my delightful family fend for themselves for once. It will do them all a power of good!'

'But I ought to leave instructions... .'

'No! I am quite sure you have left everything well under control, and we will be back in plenty of time for you to do any last minute cooking that is required. Now, that is enough about food,' he added decisively. 'I am becoming bored by the subject.'

'Oh, all right.' She shrugged. It was clearly no use protesting any further and she couldn't deny that an escape from her culinary duties would be a welcome change.

Sitting beside Raoul in the Range Rover he used for travelling about his estate, she glanced sideways at his profile through lowered lashes. Beneath the tan, his face looked pale and strained. Maybe he was having trouble with his vines, she thought, feeling guilty at being so immersed in running the chateau that she had given little thought to any problems he might have.

Bordeaux, she discovered, was a delightful old town. Raoul left the vehicle in the underground car park next to the esplanade on the left bank of the river, taking her and the child over on to the terraces, to view the old port and its large eighteenth-century buildings. With Marie-Louise skipping along beside them, Raoul led Olivia along to view the Grand Theatre and the twelve large statues of goddesses in the collonade, before they walked slowly down an elegant pedestrian shopping area. She could see narrow old streets and squares leading off the main route through the town, all of which seemed to be beautifully preserved.

'Of course, there used to be as many English here as French, at least up to the end of the sixteenth century,' Raoul said as he led her and Marie-Louise to a table on the pavement outside a small cafe. 'It was Britain which established the Bordeaux wine trade, and even today you will generally find some members of the British wine fraternity having lunch with their French counterparts, in any restaurant you care to visit.'

Between being greeted by various passers- by, Raoul explained some of the arrangements he had to make for the grape harvest, and the number of grape pickers required.

'A hundred and fifty people?' Olivia looked at him amazed. 'Where on earth do they all come from?'

'Many come from the local villages, of course. Their families have worked in our vineyards for hundreds of years. But we do employ a considerable amount of casual labour, students and such, which is how Bridget came to meet Henri.'

'You—you don't really dislike her, do you?' Olivia queried, anxious about her cousin's future life on the estate.

'Au contraire! She seems to have made a man of Henri, which can only be a good thing, and if my aunt wishes to behave like a spring chicken, well,' he laughed, 'she is at least enjoying herself, non?
'I'm so glad!' Olivia smiled at him in relief. 'I was just a little worried, I mean—well, it could have been awkward for Bridget and Henri living so close, and
'

'Do not worry, my dear Olivia, there will be no problem. In truth, I find your cousin very amusing, but do not, I pray, ever tell her so! I suspect that she would far prefer to think that "old smoothy-chops, the Vicomte" should disapprove of her!'

Olivia tried to keep her face straight as Raoul accurately mimicked Bridget's casual, slangy tone of voice, but as she caught his wide grin, she dissolved into gales of helpless laughter.

'That is better. You should laugh more, my dear Olivia. Now—you must try one of these cakes, before my darling daughter eats them all. Non cherie, no more!' he said, turning to Marie-Louise, who had more cream on her face than in her mouth. 'You will grow too fat to fit into your bridesmaid's dress, and that would never do!'

'I can't understand how everyone can be so relaxed about a wedding which is taking place next week?' Olivia looked at him enquiringly. 'Surely there must be hundreds of things to arrange, but no one seems to be doing anything!'

'Well, ma petite, I must tell you that my sister Helene, while extremely tiresome and always moaning, so much so that one would think she couldn't organise a tea party for only two people, is in fact extremely competent when she wants to be. Incidentally, the way she had been imposing on you is quite disgraceful, and I have told her so. I earnestly suggest that you do not put up with any more of her nonsense,' he told her sternly. 'However, the invitations have been sent out, the food has been ordered from a firm of caterers, and all is well under control It will, after all, be a fairly quiet wedding, you understand.'

'I'm pleased to hear about the caterers,' she grinned. 'I had visions of sweating down in that kitchen for days on end!'

'I am truly sorry that you have been forced to such a menial occupation, my dear Olivia,' he said taking her hand firmly in his and raising it to his lips.

Olivia blushed fiercely at the warm, caressing tone in his voice, snatching back her hand as soon as he released it. 'There's no need to worry, I'm—er— thinking of giving up interior design and taking up catering. I reckon if I can manage that stove, I can cook anything, anywhere!' She tried to force her nervously trembling lips into a smile, but the intense, questioning look in his eyes was making her heart pound loudly, and she glanced down quickly at her plate, her fingers tightly clenched together in her lap.

'I have finished, papa,' Marie-Lousie announced as she drained her glass of lemonade.

'I should think you have!' Raoul laughed. 'Come, it is time we went home, yes?'

They drove back to the chateau in a quiet, companionable silence. Crossing over the bridge, she heard Raoul mutter an oath under his breath as he drove swiftly past two cars parked in the courtyard and swung into a space behind the garage, next to the back door. Sternly ordering Olivia to stay where she was, he took Marie-Louise into the house.

Mystified, Olivia sat in the car as instructed, amazed as Raoul ran back down the steps, jumped into his seat and swiftly drove back the way they had come.

'What—what's going on?' she asked as they sped back over the bridge and through the large open gates. 'It looked as if you had visitors.'

'I have decided that we are going out to lunch,' he drawled blandly.

'But—but I can't possibly. .. .'

'Yes, you can. Tante, Bridget and Helene are quite capable of serving their own food, you know.'

'But—for heaven's sake! There's a perfectly good meal just waiting to be eaten back there. What's got into you?'

Raoul shrugged. 'I might say that I am tired of your cooking, and wish for something different to eat, hmm?'

'You could, but just try it and you'll get a black eye!' Olivia fumed. 'Who in the hell do you think you are, to turn your nose up at my salmon trout in aspic, I'd like to know?'

Raoul threw back his head and roared with laughter. 'Ma petite! You seem to have become obsessed by food! And there is no need for you to sound so much like an outraged virgin!'

'How in the hell would I know what an—an outraged virgin sounds like? That's something you must hear very often, I shouldn't wonder!' she snapped angrily as Raoul brought the Range Rover to a halt outside a restaurant.

'Mats enfin! For heaven's sake, Olivia!' Raoul grated angrily, swiftly releasing their seat belts before his hard hands gripped her arms, jerking her towards him. For several moments he just held her there, imprisoned against him, and when she began to struggle, he firmly covered her mouth with his own.

His lips bruised hers, but as she tried to protest, her parted lips only succeeded in making his kiss even more intimate. A gradual, softening weakness invaded her body to take the place of aggression, as she found herself helplessly surrendering to his domination.

'Alors—ma belle?' Raoul murmured, raising his dark head and gazing down into her glazed eyes. 'I do not intend to have any more arguments from you, you understand? We are going to have lunch here, and we will have peace and quiet, hmm? Yes or no?' he demanded as she tried to gather her scattered wits. 'I can repeat the treatment if you wish?' he laughed softly. 'Indeed, it would give me much pleasure to do so!'

'No! I mean, yes, I w-won't. . ..' Olivia stuttered quickly as he prepared to gather her once more into his arms.

'What a pity!' Raoul laughed as he let her go. 'You may not believe me,' he added, coming around to open her door, 'but I can assure you that you will be far more comfortable in this restaurant, than in your kitchen, my dear cook!'

His warm smile robbed his last words of any sting, and as the delicious meal progressed, Olivia found to her great surprise that she was beginning to feel relaxed and at ease with her ex-fiance. It was in great measure due to Raoul, she acknowledged. He was clearly determined to be friendly, and she found herself responding to his warm charm as he related humorous stories of the things that could—and often did—go wrong during the grape harvest.

'Will you at last agree that it was a good idea to have a break from your labours at the chateau?' he asked with a smile as they sat sipping their coffee at the end of the meal.

'Yes, I suppose I must!' she grinned. 'It was just the thought of Tante and Bridget making a mess of all the food. Goodness knows how the meal. . ..'

'Je m'en fiche! I don't give a damn about the food, Olivia!' Raoul retorted with suppressed savagery, Olivia's eyes widening in surprised alarm at his abrupt change of tone. 'You are not a fool—you know very well that I wished to be alone with you. We have much to talk about, you and I. Enfin. ..?'
'Oh Raoul, there's no—no point in talking about the past. . ..' Olivia couldn't say any more for a moment, a hard lump of unhappiness seeming to fill her throat. 'I—I'd like to go back to the chateau, please,' she muttered at last, refusing to meet the hard glint in his steely blue eyes.

Raoul snorted with exasperation. 'Go and sit in the car while I settle our bill,' he directed as she flinched at his cold, icy voice, so sharply at variance with their pleasant conversation of the past two hours.

The short journey back was conducted in silence. As they drove into the courtyard, Olivia noticed that the two cars were still parked by the front door.

'Bon Dieu!' Raoul swore briefly under his breath as he turned to face her. 'I realise that I should have told you before now, but I thought there was no need—no need to explain. . . .'

'Raoul, cheri!' They looked up to see Tante Amalie waving gaily from the open front door. 'Oh hell!' Raoul ground out as he opened his door.

'Such a lovely surprise!' Tante beckoned behind her. 'Just look who's come to see us!'

Walking slowly into the chateau behind Raoul, it took Olivia some moments for her eyes to adjust to the light in the hall after the bright sunshine outside.

'Come along girls, here he is at last! Where on earth have you been, you naughty boy,' Tante scolded Raoul playfully. 'Here is lovely Chantal and dear Lucille, who are both just dying to see you!'

Standing alone in the shadows by the door, Olivia felt her legs nearly give way from shock as she saw the French girl she hadn't set eyes on for five years. Lucille! What on earth was she doing here? Olivia's mind whirled as Raoul coolly greeted the two women, one tall and dark, the other a pretty, young girl with blonde hair.

'And where is dear Olivia?' Tante asked. 'Ah, there you are. Come and meet dear Madame Lucille Millot and Mademoiselle Chantal Brincourt. This is Miss Harding who has been such a Godsend to us all.'

Olivia stared at Lucille, whose face was clearly reflecting the shock in her own. Trying to sketch a smile as the blonde girl gave her a nod, Olivia walked slowly forward.

'Dear Olivia,' Tante prattled on, oblivious to the emotional currents eddying about the hall. 'These poor girls were so sorry not to see Raoul for luncheon, so I've asked them to come again tomorrow—when we can all enjoy their company. I have also telephoned lots of friends to come and have drinks first; won't it be fun!'

It sounded very much as if Tante had been at the cocktail shaker again, both before and after lunch, Olivia found herself thinking. Her mind seemed, in some quite extraordinary way, to be continuing to function calmly and dispassionately despite the tense, dire situation in which she found herself.

'I must say that we thoroughly enjoyed the absolutely delicious lunch you left for us,' Tante continued blithely. 'The salmon was formidable, and as for that wonderful pudding—fantastiquel All those lovely different fruits set in a creamy rum custard. Lucille was particularly impressed, weren't you dear?' She smiled up at the tall, dark woman who was staring at Olivia, white-faced with shock. 'Lucille wanted to know what it was called?'

'Did she?' Olivia never knew afterwards how she managed to walk so calmly past the knot of people in the hall, turning to face them as she prepared to mount the stairs to her room. Her lips twisted into a bitter smile, her eyes locking together with those of Raoul who was staring so intently at her from across the hall. 'Well, Madame Millot may be interested to know that it is a recipe I found in an old Spanish cookery book, some years ago. Not inappropriately— as I am sure Monsieur le Vicomte will agree—it is called: "Cold Love"!'

CHAPTER SEVEN

Olivia was still sitting hunched miserably on a window-seat, her brain numb from the shock of seeing Lucille again, as she stared blindly down at the lake, when Bridget bounced into her sitting room an hour later.

'Well, you really did it, kid! Talk about a grand exit—wow! I hope you realise that you left everyone absolutely pole-axed in the hall after you'd gone, and it's taken Tante and me all this time to calm down Raoul's two girlfriends, before sending them merrily on their way. What on earth was it all about?'

Olivia shrugged helplessly, her large green eyes filling with tears as she turned back to gaze sightlessly out at the distant vista of parkland and fields of terraced vines.

'Oh, come on, Livy! It doesn't take the mind of a genius to see that something's up, and all due, apparently, to the fact that both you and Raoul were conspicuous by your absence at lunch. My God, what a terrible meal that was! Not the food, of course, that was as delicious as ever; but the atmosphere was so thick you could have cut it with a knife!' Bridget gave her cousin a wry grin.

'First of all, those two women arrived at practically the same time, and if looks could kill, they'd both be lying dead in the salon! Tante and I kept putting off lunch in the hope that either you or Raoul would turn up—preferably Raoul as far as les girls were concerned, of course. Then, when it was quite clear that neither of you were going to put in an appearance, we staggered into the dining room. "Staggered", by the way, is the correct word for poor Tante, who had hit the bottle by then—and I for one don't blame her! Honestly, it was just like sitting at a tennis match—or maybe a fight between two alley cats would be a more accurate description! Anyway, my head became dizzy from jerking back and forth as Chantal and Madame Millot tried to score vicious points off one another. Believe me, they really don't like each other! The whole meal was absolutely horrendous—and where, may I ask, were you and Raoul?'

'We—er—he took me out to lunch. . . .' Olivia muttered listlessly.

'Lucky old you!' Bridget's voice dripped with sarcasm. 'Well, let me tell you that while you may have been enjoying yourselves, in the meantime, back here at the dear old chateau, things were beginning to get really nasty. When Chantal passed Madame Millot the salad bowl, murmuring the French equivalent of "age before beauty", even I could sec the storm-cones being hoisted. True enough, when the merry divorcee, despite being puce in the face, managed a sickly smile as she asked Chantal how many more years she had at school—battle was fairly joined. All I can say is that I fervently hope I never have to sit through a meal like that again!'

'I'm sorry ... I meant to be there. I. ...'

'What do you mean you meant to be there?' Bridget demanded. 'What kept you from joining the happy family lunch?'

'I—I honestly don't know.' Olivia ran a distracted hand through the heavy weight of her chestnut hair. 'Raoul drove Marie-Louise and me to Bordeaux, just for a break, and when we got back at lunchtime he

took her into the house and immediately returned to drive off again. I did ask him why, but he—he didn't explain. . ..' Her voice trailed away as she went over the scene again in her mind. 'The cars!' she suddenly exclaimed.

'The what?' Bridget looked at her in puzzlement.

'It must have been their cars, which were outside in the courtyard. Raoul obviously knew all the time that Lucille and that girl—er—Chantal were here. .. .'

'And even the dear Vicomte figured he couldn't, cope with three women at once—and so he scarpered!' Bridget threw back her head and roared with laughter. 'He may be a rat, but you've got to admit he's quick on his feet. Poor old Raoul must have hoped that they would have disappeared by the time he and you came back from your little lunch party, but he obviously didn't reckon on his girlfriends' staying power. Believe me, there was no way Madame Millot was going to leave before Chantal, or vice versa. They just sat and glowered at each other until you and Raoul turned up.'

Olivia shrugged unhappily. 'Anyway, all this has nothing to do with me. ...'

'Hang on a moment!' Bridget interjected sharply. 'What do you mean it's got nothing to do with you? After your dramatic departure from the hall, you could have heard a pin drop. Chantal eventually tried to say something to Raoul, and practically got her head bitten off for her pains, while Madame Millot just stood trembling like a victim of shell-shock! God knows, I can't stand the woman, but even I felt sorry for her, she looked as if she was going to have a heart attack at any minute. Not to mention poor old Tante, who was busy trying to pour conversational oil on what even she could see were troubled waters.

Although she soon found herself out of her depth—we all were, for heaven's sakes!'

'I simply don't know what you're talking about. I don't see why .. .'

'... because Raoul was in a towering rage—that's why! I've never seen anything like it. He cursed us all, up hill and down dale, before stamping off to barricade himself in his study; and we know he's there because we could follow his progress through the chateau by the sound of the doors being violently slammed in his wake!' Bridget laughed harshly as she paused to light a cigarette.

'Like I said,' she continued in the face of Olivia's silence, 'Tante and I have been soothing down ruffled feathers for the last hour. It was only by lying through our teeth, and saying that Raoul had bad problems with his vines, that we managed to pacify his two girlfriends. Tante has now retired to her bedroom with a large bottle of brandy clutched firmly to her bosom, and I'm up here to find out the score. It's as clear as daylight that you and Raoul have got a "thing" going between you—and OK, that's your business. But it is also obvious that you and Madame Millot have met before; and so I want to know what's going on?'

Olivia shook her head distractedly. 'It's—it's a long, boring story and it all happened ages ago. I—I honestly don't want to go into it all—there's no point.'

'You may not want to, Livy,' Bridget spoke firmly. 'But I think you've got to. I honestly don't want to pry, but Tante has been mad enough to ask those two women back to lunch tomorrow—plus half the neighbourhood. You really can't expect Tante and me to go through another ghastly episode like today—not without knowing why. Do be reasonable!'

With a deep sigh, Olivia realised that Bridget was right, and that she couldn't evade the issue any longer. She rose from the window-seat and went over to sit down on a chair by her cousin. Haltingly at first, she began to relate the bare facts of her broken engagement and the subsequent shock of Raoul's reappearance in her life. 'So you see,' she concluded, 'I'm only staying on here because of your wedding. I'd—well, I'd have left days ago if it hadn't been for that. But I never guessed that Madame Millot was Lucille! I hadn't the faintest suspicion that she was still around—not once I discovered she didn't marry Raoul after all.'

'Wow! Gosh, Livy, I'm really sorry to have been the cause of all this trauma.' Bridget paused, and looked at her cousin with a frown. 'I can see that Madame Millot—Lucille—was pure poison from the word go, but why didn't she and Raoul get married after he chucked you? She's obviously mad keen to nail him down now.'

'I've absolutely no idea,' Olivia shrugged helplessly. 'Anyway, he married his late wife very soon afterwards. That's all I know.'

'Raoul's turned out to be a really first-class rat, hasn't he?' Bridget got to her feet and walked over to the door. 'You know, it's odd,' she added slowly, turning to face the other girl. 'But my chief feeling about his behaviour towards you, is one of total surprise. So, OK, I know I tease Raoul a lot, and I've even called him "the randy Vicomte", but that was honestly only meant as a joke. I never thought he was really that sort of a man. It's not that I don't believe what you say,' she assured Olivia. 'But well, it just seems so unlike him, somehow... .'

'Quelle surprise!' Olivia muttered grimly.

'Well, I must admit I was surprised to find you so keen on the guy, but I never realised that you were in love with him.'

'I'm not!' Olivia protested angrily.

Bridget lifted a quizzical eyebrow as she opened the door. 'Oh yeah? Who are you trying to fool, Olivia— yourself, or Raoul?'

The dew was still sparkling on the grass of the wide green lawn as Olivia walked slowly down to the edge of the lake, shivering slightly in the fresh morning air, despite the warming rays of the sun which glinted off the still water.

Sinking down on to a small wooden bench, she absorbed the magnificent view laid out before her. It was good to be out of the chateau and all the drama of yesterday's events. Deaf to the pleas of both Tante and Bridget, she had resolutely refused to leave her room, mostly, she acknowledged, for fear of running into Raoul. Telling Bridget that it was Helene's turn to

cook dinner, and that Raoul's sister could burn the J ©

veal escalopes for all she cared, Olivia had neverthe​less promised that she would cook lunch for the party today. Really, she hadn't behaved at all well, she mused unhappily, remembering how she had grumbled at having to write out a menu and give her cousin a shopping list of all the things she was going to need.

Which was why she was out here in the garden, Olivia grimly reminded herself. A considerable amount of work lay in front of her, and she was supposed to be picking herbs in the walled kitchen garden, not mooning down here by the lake. But the beauty of the still scene held her in its thral as Bridget's words beat a continuous rhythm through her tired brain—as they had all the previous evening and night.

Who was she trying to fool? During the time she had remained locked in her room yesterday, she had been forced to acknowledge that as far as she was concerned, her feelings for Raoul were the same as they had always been. Despite his behaviour towards her in the past, and the intervening years during which she had thought she had recovered, nothing it seemed could alter the love she still had for the man who had betrayed her. How could she be so stupid as to be still in love with someone who behaved so badly? A question she asked herself incredulously, for what seemed the hundredth time, and to which she could find no solution.

With a deep, unhappy sigh she leaned back on the bench, shutting her eyes against the early morning sun. What a can of worms this trip to Bridget's wedding was turning out to be! Here she was, aching and trembling for someone who didn't give a snap of his fingers for her. Kissing her in the river, alter their picnic, had meant less than nothing to him—he was just keeping himself in practice, she thought bitterly. It was obvious, now she thought about it, that his anger with himself that day was due to the fact that he'd suddenly remembered one of his other girlfriends, like Lucille, or Chantal or ... whoever. I bet he's got women around here just standing in line for him—the swine!

Come on—this really won't do! she told herself roughly. Sitting here and moaning about Raoul wasn't going to achieve anything, was it? It was a waste of time torturing herself about Raoul when she still had to pick those damn herbs, and get on with the preparations for Tante's lunch party.

Trailing slowly back into the chateau, her mind was still so much on her unsolvable problems that she forgot to switch on the light as she descended the curving stone steps down to the kitchen. The smooth leather soles of her sandals slipped on the hard stone, and with a strangled yell she threw out her arms to try and save herself; the bunches of rosemary, tarragon and parsley flying through the air as she tumbled forward onto the hard flagstones of the dark corridor.

Olivia knelt, winded for a moment, before she felt strong hands about her waist, and Raoul's voice asking if she was all right as he helped her to rise.

'Yes—I—ouch!' she gasped as she stood upright. 'I—I think I've grazed my knee.'

'Come into the kitchen and we will be able to see the damage,' he said, putting a firm arm about her waist and holding her body close to his tall figure.

She looked wildly about the dark passage. 'I—I've dropped the herbs! I must get them . . .'

'For God's sake, Olivia! Must you always be so preoccupied by what is totally irrelevant? First it was cooking and now, it seems, it is herbs—bon Dieu/'
'You'd be the first to complain if you didn't get fed properly,' she retorted nervously as with his support she hobbled into the kitchen. 'I can't see you putting up with Bridget's cooking!'

'Very true,' he agreed dryly, swiftly lifting her up to sit on the kitchen table. 'Now, let me see your leg.'

'I'm—I'm sure it's nothing,' she protested breath​lessly, disturbed as always by his close proximity.

Ignoring her words, Raoul pushed up the full skirt of her cotton dress. 'While I agree that you are not likely to lose your leg, you have a bad graze on your knee,' he told her. 'So be a good girl and sit quietly while I get a cloth and a bowl of water, hmm?'

Watching silently as he bathed her cut knee, Olivia gritted her teeth against the stinging pain and concentrated on trying to ignore the soft warmth of his hands on her bare leg.

'There,' he said, putting down the wet cloth. 'The scratches are now quite clean and I do not think you will need a bandage. Moreover, I must congratulate you on not having mentioned cooking—or herbs!—for the last ten minutes,' he added, staring down at her with eyes that gleamed with unconcealed mockery.

'Very funny!' she snapped, nervously pushing down the skirt of her dress. 'Those stairs are a death-trap you know? It's not the first time that I've slipped, although I haven't hurt myself like this before. And— and while I'm on the subject,' she demanded breathlessly, 'what are you doing down here at this time of the morning, anyway?'

'It may well seem odd to you, Olivia,' he drawled sardonically. 'But I do actually happen to own this chateau! And if I wish to make myself a cup of coffee, I really don't think that 1 should have to ask your permission. Or do you feel that I should, hmm?' he queried softly, his voice heavy with silky menace.

'No—no, of course, I. . ..' She hung her head, aware that her cheeks were flaming with embarrass​ment as his words struck home.

'My family and I are, of course, very grateful to you for all you have done during this trying time,' he said smoothly, putting a hand beneath her chin and tilting her blushing face up towards him. 'However, I do ask myself why, considering the past—er—circumstances, you are so very anxious to avoid my company? Can it be that you feel some guilt at last, hmm?'

'Guilt!' Her green eyes flashed with anger. 'You've got a nerve! Why in the hell should I feel guilty about you—you of all people? You're the one who should be ashamed of himself; but not you—oh

no!' She gave a shrill laugh as she tried to jerk her chin away from his hand. 'You rat! I can see that you're not known as the "randy Vicomte" for nothing. . .!'

'Quelle insolence! How dare you say such things!' he snarled, his face darkening with sudden fury as he pulled her roughly off the table.

'I can say what I damn well like, and—and anyway, your past record speaks for itself!' she lashed back, trying in vain to squirm out from beneath his firm grip.

'Ah non, ma belle!' he whispered savagely, his arms tightening like bands of steel about her struggling figure. 'You do not escape me so easily. We have much to talk over, you and I!'

'I've got nothing—nothing to say to you,' she panted. 'I—I hate you—and despise you, I.... No, no .. .!' she gasped, her vision filled by the dark head descending inexorably towards her.

Holding her head still beneath him, and ignoring the wildly gesticulating protest of her hands, he covered her lips with his in a firm, determined kiss that demanded a response. The burning heat of his mouth possessed hers with a masterly, knowing expertise that weakened her resistance. There was an urgency and a hunger in his kiss, and an overwhelming, deepening passion that tormented her senses and set the blood surging wildly through her veins. No one but Raoul had ever kissed her like this, so sensually and erotically, demanding that she acknowledge her awareness of her body's needs, and of his. As his kiss deepened, his lips becoming even more demanding and possessive, she moaned softly, knowing a wanton desire to surrender completely. . ..

Slowly and reluctantly, Raoul raised his dark head. 'Is that how you hate and despise me, Olivia?' he

taunted softly, his breathing as rough and ragged as her own.

She could feel a tide of deep crimson cover her face. Twisting free of his embrace, she stumbled over to lean against the wide porcelain sink as she endeavoured to collect her shattered senses.

'Well? Can you deny your response to me?' he demanded, his voice sounding oddly thick and husky as it echoed around the large room.

'You—you seem to think that you've only got to put your arms around me, for that to somehow solve everything. Well, it doesn't!' she retorted bleakly, trying to control the weak trembling in her legs. 'Yes, I'll admit that you can get me to respond to you, even after all this time, but I'll—I'll never forget what you did to me—never'
'I? What I did to you . . .? Toi—tot que j'ai tant aimee? C'est une blague!'

'It's no good sprouting all that French rubbish at me—I don't understand a word you're saying!' she ground out angrily. 'Why don't you just get the hell out of here, and leave me alone!'

'I said you were talking nonsense—and do not tell me of hell! You made very sure that I should be well acquainted with it, espece de sorciere—you hell-cat! About hell—that to my cost, I know!' Raoul shouted angrily, his command of English breaking down as his tall, dark figure shook with fury.

'Call me a hell-cat, would you?' Olivia couldn't remember when she'd been so angry as she was at this minute. 'Get out!' she hissed through clenched teeth. 'Go away and play games with your beloved Lucille— or Chantal or whoever else you fancy at the moment, but leave me alone!' When he just stood staring blindly at her, her tortured feelings finally boiled over.

Almost without realising what she was doing, she put out a hand towards a bowl, seized a lemon and threw it at him with all her strength. 'I told you to get out!' she panted, as another lemon followed the first, missing his tall, angry figure and sailing on across the room towards the door.

'Mademoiselle . . .!' The warning cry from Henri, ducking his head to avoid the lemon, stayed her hand as she was about to throw a third. Olivia's eyes widened in horror as she saw that Bridget's fiance was carrying Nicole's thin figure in his arms, as he stood looking bewildered in the kitchen doorway.

'I thought that I would come down and give you a hand with the food, Olivia,' Nicole smiled, her grey eyes gleaming with amusement as she took in the scene before her. 'Yes, just put me down in that chair,' she told Henri, who stepped forward gingerly as if he feared another bombardment from Olivia.

'I hope that I—er—haven't come at an awkward time?' Nicole murmured, her mouth twitching as she viewed the two rigid figures determinedly not looking at each other.

'Not at all, my dear sister. Your arrival was most opportune!' Raoul grated angrily before he spun on his heel and strode out of the room, slamming the door loudly behind him.

'I—er—I.. . .' Olivia shook her head in confusion, miserably aware of the deep blush which was reddening her cheeks. What on earth could she possibly say?

While she was still standing irresolutely by the sink Nicole waved Henri away with a friendly dismissal, before turning her attention to Olivia. 'I can't, of course, do very much, but maybe you have some vegetables that need chopping? What are you planning for today's lunch?'

'Oh, my God!' Olivia's face blanched. 'The ducks! I'd completely forgotten. .. .' She hurried quickly over to the large gas stove and threw open the oven door. Moments later she sagged with relief as she saw that they had been well protected by their foil covering.

'Cold duck will be delicious,' Nicole said approv​ingly, her nose wrinkling as she savoured the aroma coming from the pan.

'Bridget could only get three, so it's a case of FHB, I'm afraid.'

'Comment? What is this FHB?' Nicole looked at her in confusion.

'Sorry! It's a shortened form of Family Hold Back; much used in England when there might not be enough food to feed all the guests.'

'Ah yes, we have something similar here in France,' Nicole laughed. 'So, now what can I do?' she added.

'Well . . .' Olivia paused. 'I'm going to serve cold leek soup—Creme Vichyssoise, first of all, and with the duck I thought I'd offer a lemon compote to offset the fatty taste. Maybe you could chop up the leeks for me, and pare the rinds off the lemons . ..' her voice trailed away as the scene with Raoul sprang back vividly into her mind.

'Ah, the lemons! All is now clear. My brother would not help you with the cooking, and what else could a woman of spirit do, but throw fruit at him? It is very understandable!'

'No, it wasn't like that. ...' Olivia protested, before she caught Nicole's wide grin and realised the French girl was only teasing her.

'Oh—my brother's face!' Nicole's thin body shook with laughter. 'I do not think he has ever had lemons thrown at him before—mon Dieu!' She pulled out a handkerchief to wipe away her tears of mirth.

'Yes, well.. .Olivia was unable to prevent herself from grinning in response to the other girl's laughter. 'I shouldn't have lost my temper, but we were both very angry with each other, I'm afraid.'

'Do not apologise, my dear Olivia. For far too long Raoul has been so apathetic, that I have been worried. Always polite, of course, but only half alive, you understand? Now, suddenly, .we have storms and rages from him—it is better, I think'.'

'Well, it was only natural for him to be depressed after his wife's death,' Olivia muttered, gathering up the lemons from where they had rolled over the floor.

'Yes, of course that was very sad, very tragic,' Nicole agreed as she began to chop the leeks. 'Poor Estelle, Raoul should never have married her, of course. It was a great mistake.'

'Raoul's marriage was a mistake?' Olivia looked at her in astonishment, before hurriedly turning away to prepare the sugar syrup for the lemons. 'I—I thought he had been very happy. He certainly seemed most upset when he told me that his wife had died.'

Nicole looked thoughtfully at the back of the tall English girl who was distractedly spooning sugar into a kettle. 'Do you not use a saucepan?' she queried in a neutral voice.

'What? Oh my God—I must be going to pieces!' Olivia laughed ruefully as she washed out the kettle and measured the correct amount of sugar into a saucepan.

Nicole hid a smile as she bent forward to concentrate on her chopping. 'Raoul was not well when he returned to live in France, and he met and married Estelle, all in one month. I do not believe that to be a good foundation for a marriage.'

'Well, maybe he was very much in love?' Olivia muttered, briskly stirring the syrup. 'Often such marriages work very well.'

'Alas, Raoul's did not. Estelle was Tante's choice of bride, and although she was very suitable and obviously adored my brother, he for his part was remarkably unenthusiastic.' Nicole sighed as she remembered the events of so many years ago. 'But, well, they got married and so that was that. But Estelle was never well during her pregnancy, and when Marie-Louise was born, Raoul asked me to come here and live with them. I have looked after the little girl ever since.'

'Didn't you want a life of your own?' queried Olivia, remembering Bridget's remarks about Nicole and the local doctor.

'Yes, sometimes, of course I wish that my life had been different.' Nicole pushed away the cut up leeks and began to attack the lemons. 'Ah well, what cannot be. ...'
'But, why couldn't Raoul's wife look after her own baby?' Olivia came over to sit down and assist Nicole to cut the lemon rind into small slivers.

'We only learnt, when it was far too late, that Estelle had a past history of depressive illness. After the baby was born, she fell into a deep post-natal depression from which, it seemed, nothing could rouse her, and she killed herself here in the chateau only two months later.'

'Ok no!' Olivia gasped. 'No wonder Raoul was so desperately unhappy.. ..'

'Yes, it was truly awful. We had all gone out for the day to lunch with friends. Estelle wouldn't come, and when we returned, we found that she had taken an overdose of pills.' Nicole sighed heavily. 'It is a long time ago now, of course, but what a terrible tragedy, such a waste of a pretty girl.'

'Poor Raoul. I—1 had no idea. ..Olivia looked down quickly as her eyes filled with tears.

'Yes, it was very bad for him, and made far worse by the fact that he blamed himself for her depression. He told me that he should never have married someone he did not love. The doctor explained that it was not his fault that Estelle had taken her own life, but he has felt guilty for such a long time. You can understand, therefore, why Tante and I are anxious that he should be happily married at last, and also provide a loving mother for his child.'

'Tante has made her views on that subject quite clear!' Olivia was stung by her tortured feelings into retorting more sharply than she intended.

'My dear girl,' Nicole put a gentle hand on Olivia's arm. 'My aunt is getting old, and maybe she sees only what she wants to see, hmm? She has told me that it was you whom Raoul wished to marry, when he was living in London. And it is very clear, certainly to my eyes,' Nicole smiled gently, 'that you both still have much love for each other. You see, I know my brother very well indeed, and I am aware of what he feels in his heart.'

'You must be the only one who is!' Olivia muttered grimly, and then immediately felt ashamed. Nicole was only trying to be kind, after all. She couldn't possibly have any idea of Raoul's real character. 'I'm sorry,' she gave the French girl a brief, apologetic smile. 'But, well, it's a long, complicated story, and. . ..'

'Ah non, Olivia,' Nicole interjected. 'Believe me, I have no wish to pry into your business, but I felt it was important that you knew of the background to all that has happened in the last five years. I am sure you had a good reason for breaking off your engagement, but I love my brother and wish him to be happy. He has had to bear so much misery in his life. I think you care about that, yes?' she added softly.

'Yes, of course I'm very sorry to hear about Raoul's problems in the past, very sorry indeed,' Olivia assured her. 'And—and I mean it when I say that I hope he will find true happiness in the future—but honestly, Nicole, it won't be with me!'

'Ah, surely you could....'
'For heaven's sake!' Olivia protested, shaking her head in exasperation. 'I can't think why you and Tante seem to be so convinced that it was I who broke off the engagement. I can promise you, I didn't! It was Raoul—and Lucille—who did that. If you really want to know the truth, why don't you ask them? I'm sure dear Madame Millot will be more than happy to give you chapter and verse on the whole sordid episode!' she ground out bitterly as she rose, going over to check the progress of the soup on the stove, and striving to calm down her agitated emotions.

'I am very sorry, I had no wish to upset you, Olivia,' Nicole murmured, looking at the English girl with a puzzled frown. 'But my brother said ... I always understood that.. ..'

'Yes, well, as Raoul pointed out when he picked me up in London a few days ago, it was just a small romance—a youthful indiscretion that happened a long time ago,' Olivia muttered, blowing her nose firmly before turning to give Nicole a shaky smile. 'The plain fact is that five years ago Raoul obviously decided that he didn't want to marry me, and I haven't seen or heard anything of him from that day until he walked into my shop to bring me here to France for Bridget's wedding. So, you see, it's just a very boring, silly little story—something that must have happened to lots of other girls.' She glanced down at her watch.

'Goodness me! Look at the time, I—I mustn't forget to put out the cocktail canapes upstairs before the guests arrive. I'll be back in a minute,' she assured Nicole, as she hurried towards the larder to collect the small savouries she had made earlier in the morning.

Olivia was placing the dishes strategically out in the salon, when her ears were assailed by what seemed to be a furious row in an adjacent room, between Raoul and Tante Amalie. Not being able to understand a word of the rapid French, Olivia merely shrugged and got on with her job, before standing in the doorway to check that all was in order.

'It looks great, kid!' a voice whispered from behind her shoulder, causing her to jump in surprise.

'Bridget! For heaven's sake—don't ever give me a fright like that again! What are you doing here anyway? Shouldn't you be changing for the party?' she added looking at her cousin's jeans.

'Oh, there's lots of time,' Bridget replied airily. 'I was just eavesdropping on the row in there. Raoul's going full blast, isn't he?' she grinned.

Olivia shrugged. 'They might be talking double- dutch for all I know—or care.'

'Raoul's giving Tante hell for organising this drinks and lunch party. He said she had no right to treat you like a convenient servant, and he definitely doesn't want her to keep on shoving Lucille and Chantal down his throat—thank you very much!' Bridget laughed. 'It's a real humdinger—poor old Tante doesn't know whether she's standing on her head or her heels!'

'Eavesdroppers never hear any good about them​selves,' Olivia snapped as she turned to go back to the kitchen. 'So just watch out! I expect he'll start telling his aunt what an appalling girl you are, any minute!'

'What's got into you?' Bridget called indignantly after her cousin's swiftly disappearing figure. 'For heaven's sake! I thought you'd be pleased to know that Raoul's giving Lucille and Chantal the thumbs down?'

'I'm sorry to have deserted you,' Olivia smiled briefly at Nicole as she came back into the kitchen. 'Do you want me to arrange for someone to take you upstairs? I think the guests will be arriving very soon.'

'No, I am quite content to stay here for a bit,' Nicole answered. 'Henri has just looked in and will return later. In the meantime, I had him fetch a bottle of wine from the cellars for us. I see no reason why the poor cook shouldn't put her feet up for a moment!'

'That's a great idea,' Olivia agreed wearily, going over to the dresser and coming back with two glasses. 'By the way, I hope this isn't Raoul's best wine. I don't suppose he'd be pleased for those "below stairs" to be swilling the good claret!'

'Wine is to be drunk,' Nicole announced firmly, raising a glass. 'A voire sante! Here's to the lunch, which I am sure will be delicious.'

Determined to keep off the dangerous subject of herself and Raoul, Olivia asked Nicole to tell her about the chequered history of the chateau, from its origins as a fortified castle through to the present day. They had been chatting for some time, before she heard a knock on the kitchen door, and a handsome blond stranger entered the room.

'Bonjour, Nicole,' he said, coming over to give her a kiss on the cheek.

'Ah, Alain. Permettez-moi de vous presenter, Mademoiselle Harding. Olivia, I don't think you have met Chantal's brother, Alain.. . .' Nicole said, smiling up at the tall, broad-shouldered man.

'Ah, enchante, Mademoiselle,' he replied, bending down to raise Olivia's hand to his lips. 'You have rescued the family from famine, I hear,' he laughed.

'What are you doing down here, Alain?' Nicole demanded. 'As Olivia has so rightly told me, this is the servant's domain!'

Alain laughed. 'The servant's seem to be doing very well, especially if they are drinking Chateau Cheval Noir 1961! If you are prepared to offer me a glass I don't mind slumming for a while!'

'Oh lord!' Olivia looked at Nicole with worried eyes. 'I knew that it must be some of Raoul's good wine, it's been slipping down my throat like silk.'

'Don't worry about Raoul!' Alain smiled as he returned with a glass. 'He's far too busy trying to keep Lucille and my sister apart—the silly girls are behaving like two dogs quarrelling over a bone! Now, if he was a sensible man, he would be down here with you two beautiful ladies.'

'I should watch out for Alain, if I were you,' Nicole mockingly warned Olivia. 'He is a practised flirt, and quite notorious in the neighbourhood!'

'How can you say such a thing?' Alain groaned dramatically. 'Come, Miss Harding, ignore Nicole, she is only jealous! Let me pour you some more of this really excellent wine.'

'Oh no, I must get on with preparing the lunch. I— I didn't know that the guests had arrived.' Olivia rose to her feet, realising as she clutched the back of her chair that she had eaten no breakfast, and that the two glasses of wine she had consumed on an empty stomach, were rapidly going to her head.

'Whoops!' Alain laughed, catching her swaying 144
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figure in his arms. 'I can see that it was definitely worth coming downstairs to meet the cook!'

'Forgive me for interrupting this little tete-a-tete, but it is my sister who requires your assistance up the stairs, Alain!' Raoul's cold, hard sardonic voice cut into the friendly atmosphere in the kitchen. Olivia turned her startled eyes to see his tall figure standing rigid with anger in the doorway, his face a blank mask of haughty disdain.

'Don't be such a dog in the manger, Raoul!' Alain laughed, his arms remaining firmly about Olivia's trembling figure. 'If you keep such a beautiful girl hidden in the cellars, you must expect her to be rescued by a Prince Charming! That's me by the way!' he added, with a singular lack of modesty as he smiled down into Olivia's apprehensive green eyes. 'Never mind, ma mignonne, I will go, only to return and whisk you away from this evil magician. . . .'

'Alain!' Even from where she stood, Olivia was clearly able to see the flash of dark anger in Raoul's steely eyes.

'OK, OK,' Alain murmured placatingly, releasing Olivia and going over to lift Nicole from her chair as if she was as light as a feather. 'Come, Nicole, let us leave this disagreeable brother of yours.'

'Yes, let's,' she agreed, ignoring Raoul, and surprising Olivia by giving her a friendly wink as Alain carried her out of the room.

Olivia stared down at the table, the silence seeming to lengthen unbearably as she felt Raoul's hooded eyes boring into her nervous figure.

'Would I be expecting too much, if I asked you to keep your hands off Alain?' he enquired with hard, bitter irony. 'Can you not be content with having wrecked my life, without also adding his scalp to your collection?'

Olivia's head jerked up, her green eyes widening in shocked bewilderment. 'I—I wrecked your life?' she managed to gasp incredulously. 'Are you out of your mind? How dare you accuse me of—of such a thing!'

'What else would you call it? And here am I, poor fool that I am, still wanting you despite all that has happened. Mon Dieu! I am indeed an imbecile, as you say.'

Olivia caught her breath. 'Raoul....'

'I know—I know! You hate and despise me, hmm?' he retorted savagely. 'But believe me, ma belle, not half as much as I hate and despise myself!'

CHAPTER EIGHT

'Alain ...!'

The handsome Frenchman raised an arm, waving in reply to someone across the restaurant, before turning back to Olivia. 'Would you excuse me if I leave you for a moment to have a word with my friend, Louis? I tried to telephone him this morning about a business matter, but unfortunately he was not in his office.'

'Yes, of course.' Olivia gave Alain a tired smile as he rose and threaded his way across the room, past the other couples dining in the elegant Louis-Quinze surroundings of the Dubern Restaurant in Bordeaux.

With a deep sigh, she looked down at her plate. She should never have ordered the entrecote a la bcrdelaise, which had been so warmly recommended by Alain. Her appetite had completely deserted her at lunch, and despite the length of time she had spent at the hospital waiting for news of Bridget, she still didn't feel able to face the thought of any food—however delicious—all these hours later.

As she had feared, the lunch party at the chateau had proved to be one of the most hideously tense and ghastly meals that she could ever remember. The traumatic events of the morning, culminating in Raoul's bitter parting words as he slammed the kitchen door behind him, had left her feeling so shaken that she was unable to move for some time. When, at last, she managed to force her trembling limbs to continue preparing the food for lunch, she felt so totally exhausted, that it was as if she had been pulled several times through an old-fashioned mangle.

She honestly didn't know what had shaken her most—Raoul's quite amazing accusation that she had wrecked his life, or her own submissive, weak surrender when he had kissed her after her fall down the steps. And then there had been Nicole's story about Raoul's married life. It was desperately sad about his poor wife, of course. Olivia remembered one of her friends who periodically suffered from deep depressions, and she knew just how devastating they could be, not only for the person concerned, but also for all the family.

It seemed that Nicole had been prompted to talk about Estelle by a completely mistaken belief that it was Olivia who had jilted Raoul—a fallacy equally shared by Tante Amalie. They had both been so certain of their version of events, and from whom could they have heard the story, other than from Raoul? The one person who knew the real truth!
Olivia's head was aching by the time she went upstairs to lay the table for lunch, passing the bright chatter from the salon and the noise of more guests arriving in the hall, as she slipped into the dining room. If only she could have some peace and quiet to think matters out. A period of calm reflection in which to solve the puzzle as to why Raoul should be playing the part that was, in fact, her role—that of the discarded lover. She sighed with resignation as she realised that it was a question which at the moment her tired brain seemed completely unable to cope with.

'Pst!'

Bridget's head peered around the door. Olivia winced as Bridget entered the room and she was able to view the full glory of her cousin's appearance. 'What on earth do you think you're wearing?' she demanded.

'For heaven's sakes, Livy, don't be such an old prune!' Bridget looked down at her sleeveless cotton 'umpsuit, printed in army camouflage colours of green, brown and black. A heavy gun belt, with what looked like real cartridges was slung around her slim hips, and besides several heavily studded bracelets, she was wearing a spiky choker around her neck that looked remarkably like a knuckleduster.

'Old prune? Thanks .. .!'

'Well, you're getting jolly stuffy in your old age—it must be Raoul's evil influence! That was just a joke, Livy,' she added hurriedly as her cousin's eyes flashed with anger. 'Anyway, I think that I'm looking absolutely "brill", and perfectly dressed for the occasion. I mean, even I can see that today's lunch is going to be every bit as awful as yesterday, so I decided that my urban guerrilla outfit would be perfect! Us Hardings must stick together, you know.'

'Idiot!' Olivia gave her a wry smile, inwardly touched by Bridget's sense of family loyalty, however misplaced it might be.

'I just thought I'd pop in and see if you needed any help, but it looks as if you've got it all under control. Hey! That's the Sevres china given to one of Raoul's ancestors by Madame de Pompadour, isn't it?' Bridget exclaimed, going over to look down at the place settings on the large mahogany table. 'I adore that deep green colour; I think it's dead smart, the way it exactly matches the green silk on the walls of this room, don't you?'

'What? Oh Lord—I didn't realise—1 didn't know it was that valuable. . . .' Olivia looked down in dismay, which turned to consternation as she turned over a plate and saw the famous mark of the crossed L's, painted in dark blue enamel. 'Oh God!' she moaned. 'It's far too good to use just for lunch. Both Tante and Raoul will have a fit!'

'Don't worry. At least it will give Raoul something else to think about!' Bridget giggled. 'Poor old Tante's idea of a fun party has really landed him in the soup. While you've been sulking in the kitchen, Lucille and Chantal have arrived and are both sticking to him like glue, eyeing each other through a thick green haze of jealousy!'

'I expect he's playing one off against the other— and loving every minute!' Olivia muttered bitterly, ignoring the reference to herself. 'By the way, is the doctor here?'

Bridget nodded. 'When I left the salon, Tante had backed the poor man into a corner, and was demanding an innoculation against "ze plague".'

'Well, ask him to stay for lunch, would you? After laying places for all the family, besides Tante's General and her two other boyfriends—not forgetting dear Lucille and Chantal, of course—I found the numbers came to thirteen. So just in case anyone is superstitious, we'd better add another guest; and I'm sure Nicole would like the doctor to be included.'

'Oh gee! What it is to have such a warm, romantic heart!' Bridget mocked, laughing as Olivia forgot her years and responded by sticking out her tongue. 'OK, I'll see to the doctor. Are you coming to have a drink?'

'You must be joking!' Olivia gave the dining room a final check. 'I'm going upstairs to change, and then I'll be in the kitchen. Let me know when everyone's ready to eat.'

Safely within the sanctuary of her bedroom suite,

no other love

Olivia took her time as she showered and dressed for the lunch party. Despite the aspirins she had swallowed, her head was still throbbing angrily, her mind and body filled with apprehensive dread of the forthcoming meal. She had managed to avoid a confrontation with Lucille yesterday, but she couldn't hide up here for ever, could she?

When it came to chosing what to wear, Olivia gave a small, rueful smile as she remembered Bridget's extraordinary outfit. She wasn't really so very different from her cousin after all, she realised, although in her case she decided to opt for the protective armour of cool elegance. Slipping into an apple-green, raw silk dress by Jean Muir, she was pleased to see, as it skimmed over her slim figure, that it looked as fashionable now as when she had bought it, some five years ago. Although her shop was doing well, she still couldn't afford to buy many expensive clothes like the ones she had purchased in her carefree days as a model.

Procrastination isn't going to solve a damn thing— and you can't stay up here brushing your hair all day! she exhorted herself, taking a deep breath to steady her nerves as she left her bedroom to return downstairs.

Reaching the head of the large stone staircase, she hesitated for a moment and then went along to the suite of rooms occupied by Marie-Louise. Putting her head around the door, she saw that the large sitting room was empty, save for the child's nurse, Annie, who was quietly knitting a small sweater.

'Oh no, mademoiselle,' Annie replied in answer to Olivia's query. 'The little girl has gone to spend the day with her friend, Solange. Solange's mama called to collect Marie-Louise some hours ago.'

'Never mind, I'll see her when she returns,' Olivia smiled and turned back along the corridor. She was just thinking how she missed the bright chatter of the little girl, when she rounded a corner—and walked straight into Raoul's arms.

'Where have you been?' he demanded curtly as she backed nervously away from his tall, broad-shouldered figure. 'I have been looking for you everywhere. Why are you not down in the salon with the guests?'

'I—I've only just finished in the kitchen, if you must know! Or does the master of the house strongly object if the cook has a shower, and changes her clothes?' she retorted with heavy sarcasm.

'How could I, when the result is so—er—pleasing?' he murmured softly.

He didn't move as he stood before her, but all at once the atmosphere of the dark corridor became highly charged with an unmistakable sexual tension. Her mouth was suddenly dry, the blood pounding in her veins as she was swept by an overpowering, crazy urge to run into his arms. An impulse which she swiftly and ruthlessly crushed without mercy.

'I must go and begin the final preparation for lunch. Incidentally, shouldn't you be downstairs entertaining your two girlfriends?' she asked coolly, marvelling at the fact that her voice sounded so calm and steady as she prepared to walk past him towards the stairs.

'Not so fast, ma belle!'
His rapid movement gave her no time to escape. One moment the width of the corridor was between them, the next she found herself imprisoned within his arms, her breasts crushed against his hard, firm chest. Instinctively, she tried to jerk away backwards, the force of her action bringing her spine into jarring contact with the wall behind. She was desperately

twisting to try and free herself when she realised from the darkening gleam in his eyes and the sudden hardening of the thighs pressing her so closely to the wall, that her struggling body was exciting him.

'Please—please let me go, Raoul . ..' she demanded huskily.

'Ah, but perhaps I prefer to—er—entertain a girlfriend up here?' he drawled.

'I—I'm not your girlfriend!' she gasped as her shaking figure was filled with a familiar sick excitement. She stared mesmerised up at his mouth, aching and longing to feel the hard, sensual lips moving against her own. Her heart was beating so fast that her ears seemed filled with its drumming. God! What was happening to her? 'Leave me alone!' she whispered helplessly.

'Ah, but how can I, when your body melts and quivers against mine so invitingly?' he breathed thickly, lowering his mouth to brush and tantalise her trembling lips, his hands slipping over the silk dress as he sensually caressed her soft body.

He was right, she realised with despair. She couldn't seem to prevent herself from responding blindly to the demanding possession of his deepening kiss, the potent urgency of the hard frame pinning her to the wall. Her breathless pleas for him to stop became an inaudible moan beneath the melting sweetness, the soft seduction of his lips.

A shudder shook his tall figure, a deep groan breaking from his throat at the erotic provocation as her body moved sensually beneath him.

Totally absorbed by the white hot heat of their mutual desire it was some moments before they became aware that they were about to be disturbed.

'Coo-ec. . . O-liv-ia .. .! Where are you . . .?'

Bridget's voice sounded along the corridor. 'Tante's going mad trying to find some Cointreau for a cocktail, and she says that you pinched it for the pudding that. . .. Oops! Sorry .. .!'

Olivia stood paralysed for a moment as Raoul stepped hurriedly back, blushing a deep crimson as her dazed eyes met the embarrassed, nervous grimace on her cousin's face.

'I m-must.. . the f-food. ..' Olivia stuttered helplessly, before taking to her heels and racing away along the corridor and down the stone staircase, as if the hounds of hell were at her heels.

Halfway through what seemed an interminable lunch, Olivia felt a damp nose being pushed into her hand, and gazed down into the friendly brown eyes of one of Raoul's retrievers. Very different from his master's expression, she thought miserably, stealing a glance down the table at the grim, taut lines of Raoul's face. His hard, glittering steely-blue eyes met hers for a heart-stopping moment, before they both quickly looked away.

Olivia raised her head to view the ornate clock on the dining-room mantlepiece. Half-past three! Would this meal never end? She turned to smile blindly at the doctor, who was sitting next to her and who was talking about the effect of the influenza epidemic on the local population. At least, that was what she thought he was saying. Unfortunately, his English was about as good as her French, which meant that neither could clearly understand each other. Not that it mattered that much: the noise of Tante's three elderly boyfriends competing for her attention was so deafening that she could hardly hear what the doctor was saying, Olivia thought wearily, as she signalled to a maid that the General's glass needed refilling.

Thankfully, two of the maids had recovered from the 'flu and were able to serve the guests, which meant that she only had to go downstairs to the kitchen at the beginning of each course, just to make sure that all the correct dishes were produced. However, even with the maid's help, she still felt totally exhausted. Her passionate encounter with Raoul upstairs, and the tense atmosphere at the table, seemed to be taking a dreadful toll of her emotional reserves. Her nervous trepidation was not solely due to the smouldering dislike and jealousy between Lucille and Chantal, she acknowledged, but also from a fearful dread of what Bridget was likely to say next.

Her cousin had obviously drawn her own con​clusions from the embrace she had witnessed between Raoul and Olivia, and had clearly decided to champion her cause. While she knew she ought to be grateful for Bridget's support, Olivia soon found herself wishing that die girl could have found some other time and place for her display of family solidarity.

'Stuff and nonsense, Lucille!' Bridget was saying as she cut into an amusing, artful little speech by the French girl, full of bons mots and classical allusions. 'How can you possibly maintain that what a man looks for in a woman, is intelligence? I've never heard of anything so ridiculous! I'm sure that Raoul, for instance, would much prefer beauty to brains, wouldn't you?' she grinned evilly at his tanned, handsome face. 'After all, most men can see and feel much better than they can thinks
'I don't believe your fiancee appreciates us men, Henri!' Alain's laugh sounded somewhat too hearty as everyone at the table tried to hide a smile, careful not to look too closely at Lucille's flushed face.

'How would you know what Monsieur le Vicomte would or would not like!' Lucille snapped angrily. 'A silly young girl like you!'

'A silly young girl like me, Madame, unlike those of riper years—such as possibly yourself?—has quite enough sense to know that there is nothing like a good dose of another woman, to make a man appreciate the virtues of an ex-fiancee ...!'

Oh God! Bridget's done it now! Olivia thought, shaking with apprehension as Lucille became puce in the face as she struggled to control her temper.

'That is quite enough, Bridget!' The firm, sharp and commanding note in Raoul's voice silenced the girl far more effectively than any waspish reply Lucille might have made.

'Ha ha!' Tante's voice trilled nervously in the silence which had fallen on the table, only punctuated by Nicole who seemed to have been overcome by a fit of coughing which necessitated covering her mouth with a napkin. Olivia was worried for a moment, until she met Nicole's grey eyes brimming with tears of laughter. 'Yes,' Tante continued. 'That was the most delicious pudding that I can remember eating for a long time! What, my dear Raoul, would we all have done without dear Olivia?' She raised her glass to the English girl.

'What indeed!' Raoul commented dryly, before turning to Bridget. 'Please don't let us detain you if you are anxious to leave the table,' he informed her with silky menace.

'OK, Raoul, I get the message!' Bridget's laugh prompted a faint twitch of his lips despite the stern expression in his steely-blue eyes. 'I'll give Olivia a break and go and organise the coffee.'

Olivia sagged with heartfelt relief as her cousin left the dining room. One more of Bridget's outrageous remarks to Lucille, and she would have had to have left too. Always supposing that she could stand on her own two legs, she told herself, dismally aware that they were shaking so much that they felt more like jelly than bone and sinew.

Glancing down the table as the plates were removed, Olivia caught the speculative, almost triumphant gleam in Lucille's hot, dark eyes. That's odd, Olivia found herself musing. Only making her appearance as the guests were sitting down to lunch, she had been saved from having to say anything to the French girl, who had spent the first part of the meal glancing quickly and nervously back and forth between Raoul and Olivia. Now, despite the battering she had received from Bridget's verbal assaults, Lucille seemed far more relaxed and at ease. It was—it was almost as if a heavy load had been removed from the French girl's mind.. . . Olivia's thoughts were interrupted by Tante wondering aloud what had happened to the coffee.

'I'll go and see to it,' Olivia rose and slipped out of the dining room. Arriving down in the kitchen she saw that there was no sign of Bridget, and with a sigh of resignation she filled the kettle and set it on the stove, wishing that for once she could cheat and use instant coffee as she did in England. Waiting for the coffee grounds to settle, Olivia was surprised to see Alain walk into the kitchen.

'Apart from the food—which was sheer ambrosia, my dear Cinderella—that was a remarkably dreadful lunch, was it not? May I suggest that we leave this place immediately?'

'Well, I don't see how I can .. .' she murmured, wishing that she really could escape, even if only for an hour or two.

'There is absolutely no problem,' Alain said firmly. 'I will take the coffee tray up to the dining room, while you go and sit in my car. I will join you in the twinkling of an eye—and then we will drive off for a tour of the local vineyards. Bridget tells me that Raoul has kept you imprisoned in this deplorable kitchen, ever since you arrived in France. Disgraceful!'

'It—it isn't anyone's fault,' she protested. 'When the 'flu hit all the servants in the chateau. . ..'

'Yes, yes, I understand. But all the more reason for you to escape before Raoul, who is clearly an evil magician, turns you into a toad—like many of the people dining upstairs, hmm?'

'You are an idiot!' Olivia laughed, responding to his engaging smile. 'Yes, all right, I'll go and sit in your pumpkin,' she agreed, passing him the heavy silver tray.

Feeling ridiculously guilty, Olivia was tiptoeing past the dining room towards the hall, when she was halted by a low groan from the salon. Quickly entering the large room, she saw Bridget lying on one of the sofas, obviously in pain.

'For heaven's sake—what's the matter?' Olivia hurried over and knelt down beside her cousin.

'I—I slipped and fell down the steps to the kitchen, and—and, oh Livy, I feel really awful. I've got the most dreadful stomach cramps. ...'

'Oh Lord! Those damn steps!' She looked down at Bridget's white face with concern. 'I don't know what to suggest... . Oh, yes, of course I do!' she clicked her teeth in annoyance. 'How stupid of me. I'll go and get the doctor.'

'Don't—don't let anyone know—not even Henri, please?' Bridget begged. 'I can't stand the thought of any fuss, and especially not from that awful Lucille woman. She'd only sit and gloat.'

'Don't worry,' Olivia assured her. 'I promise I'll get the doctor here without letting the others know. Just lie still and I'll be back in a moment.'

About to enter the dining room, she met Alain coming out. 'I'm sorry,' she said in a low voice. 'I'm afraid I can't come out for a drive. She doesn't want anyone to know about it, but Bridget has had a fall and isn't feeling well. I'm just going to try and winkle the doctor quietly out of the room.'

'I'll do that,' Alain said firmly. 'You go back and stay with your cousin.' Within a few minutes he reappeared with the doctor in tow, and while Bridget and the doctor talked quietly together, Alain and Olivia moved away to look out of the mullioned windows at the lake below. 'I do hope she hasn't broken a leg, or anything like that,' Olivia murmured. 'It's only a few days to her wedding.'

'Mademoiselle,' the doctor called and she hurried back to Bridget's side. 'I am afraid that this young lady may have a problem. It is the baby, you understand? So I think it is best that she goes straight into hospital for observation, and I will therefore go and call for an ambulance.'

'Oh no!' Bridget murmured, almost in tears. 'I can't possibly go off in a huge ambulance. . ..'

'Can I take her?' Alain asked the doctor. 'My car is at the door, and she can lie down on the back seat. It will be a quicker journey, and she will be in hospital much sooner than the time involved in calling up the medical services.'

'Yes, I see no reason why not. But drive carefully, yes?' the doctor warned.

'Please come with me, Livy,' Bridget's face was pale and strained as she looked up at her cousin. 'And ... and please don't let the doctor tell anyone about this? I don't want to worry Henri, and I'm sure I'll be back here straight away. I—I feel much better already,' she lied bravely as her body was clearly racked by another spasm.

'I won't say anything,' the doctor promised. 'Although, I must warn you that I am not hopeful that we can save the child,' he murmured to Olivia as Alain carefully lifted Bridget and carried her from the room.

It seemed as though years had gone by as Olivia and Alain sat in the hospital waiting to hear the verdict on Bridget. Olivia had tried to persuade Alain to leave her, and return to his own home, but he steadfastly refused. 'I would not dream of leaving you alone here,' he said firmly. 'Besides, you or Bridget may well need me to translate what the doctors say.'

It wasn't until almost seven o'clock that a tall, distinguished-looking doctor with a goatee beard entered the room. He announced that Bridget was doing as well as could be expected, and she was now under sedation.

'They will not know until tomorrow if they can manage to save the baby,' Alain said, after rapidly questioning the doctor in French. 'He suggests that we leave and return in the morning.'

Walking out of the hospital, Olivia stumbled with weariness, and Alain insisted on taking her to a small bar and producing the French panacea for all ills—a cognac. 'I know what Bridget said, but we really ought to let Henri know,' Olivia sighed, feeling helpless at not being able to do something positive.

'Yes, I agree. I did, in fact, give the hospital Henri's phone number at his apartment in the chateau, and they have promised to contact him straight away.'

'I'm—I'm so grateful for all your help and support, Alain,' she murmured. 'There isn't anything else we can do, is there?' she added, looking at him with tired, worried eyes.

'No, alas. So, I suggest that you drink up and then we will go for a quiet meal. Let them cook their own dinner a' the chateau—for once!'

Olivia had felt too tired to argue, and meekly acquiesced to Alain's suggestion. Although now, as she toyed with the food on her plate, she wished that she wasn't sitting here in the heat and noisy atmosphere of the restaurant. The longing to put her head down in a cool, dark room and go to sleep for a week, was becoming almost more than she could bear. . . .

'I am so sorry to have deserted you for so long, my dear Olivia,' Alain said as he returned to the table, looking down with concern at her tired, weary figure. 'Come,' he added, decisively. 'You are looking exhausted and I suggest that I take you back to the chateau, immediately, yes?'

Olivia was drooping with tiredness as she watched the red glow of Alain's rear lights disappearing back over the bridge. With a sigh, she pushed open the heavy oak doors and entered the dimly lit hall of the chateau. It seemed a long climb up to her suite, and she opened the door with a heartfelt sigh of relief, stiffening with shock as she saw the figure sitting in one of the armchairs.

'So—you have returned at last.' Raoul's voice was cold and hard. 'Would it be asking too much if I enquired where you have been?'

Olivia leaned back against the door, suddenly feeling weak as she looked over at the man she loved so much. The long legs stretched out before him were clothed in dark narrow-fitting trousers which clung to the taut muscles of his thighs. He had unbuttoned his thin white silk evening shirt as though he was too warm, exposing the tanned skin and dark hair on his chest; and from the slightly tousled state of his hair, it looked as if he had been running his hands roughly through its dark thickness. Her stomach muscles tensed in nervous protest as he continued to gaze at her, his blue eyes glinting from beneath the heavy eyelids.

'I—er—Alain and I took Bridget to the hospital. She fell down those kitchen steps, and while they don't know for certain yet, they think she may lose the baby,' she answered huskily, suddenly feeling acutely nervous as her senses responded to the dynamically masculine aura projected by the man sitting the other side of the room.

'Ah yes,' he lifted a glass, apparently only interested in studying the golden liquid, and for the first time she noticed the bottle of Rcmy Martin on the table beside him. 'It was four o'clock when you left this house. Oh yes,' he murmured sardonically. 'I very quickly persuaded the doctor to tell me what was happening in my own chateau—did you really think that he wouldn't? It is now eleven o'clock; a very long time to wait in the hospital, hmm?'

'I—I don't see why I should have to account to you for my movements!' she retorted wrathfully, anger beginning to take the place of her initial panic at finding him in her room.

'I despatched Henri to the hospital, but he only arrived just after you had left, at seven,' he informed her bluntly. 'I want to know where you have been since then.'

'If Alain wanted to take me out for a drink and a meal... .' She gritted her teeth in annoyance at having so easily told him what he wanted to know. 'Why don't you mind your own damn business!' she snapped.

'Bon Dieu!' he ground out angrily. 'I am minding my own business—the unfinished business which lies between you and me, Olivia.'

'The "business" as you call it, was well and truly finished between us five years ago, Raoul,' she replied bitterly, moving away from the door.

'Oh no, it was not!' He put down his glass and rose slowly to his feet. 'And I intend to have an explanation, ma petite, if it takes me all night to drag it from you!'

'What on earth are you talking about?' she shivered, suddenly feeling intimidated by his tall figure. 'Explanation .. .? From me . . .? That's rich!' she laughed wildly.

'So, you find it amusing, do you? Espece de garce! What a bitch you are, Olivia!' he thundered, striding across the floor towards her.

Gasping with outrage, she nevertheless backed nervously away from his rigidly angry figure, her legs trembling as she turned and tried to run for the safety of her bedroom. She quickly realised she had made a mistake, since he seemed to have no compunction about following her. She retreated, becoming panicstricken as she felt the edge of the bed touching the back of her legs.

'Please—please go away,' she whispered urgently, before she gave a frightened cry as Raoul pushed her roughly down on the bed.

'I told you that I had no intention of leaving here until I receive a full explanation,' he snarled. 'I want to hear from your own soft lips, exactly why you deserted me five years ago. So, start talking, ma belle' he demanded.

'You're crazy!' she protested, moaning in fright as Raoul sat down on the bed beside her, and roughly grasped her arms, his face white with rage and determination.

'I am what you have made me,' he grated fiercely. 'Look at me, Olivia! Are you proud of your handiwork? How you must have laughed all these years...
'Laugh?' she demanded incredulously. 'What have I had to laugh about?' She struggled violently, intent on getting off the bed and putting a safe distance between them. Maybe if she could reach the bathroom, she would be able to lock the door. . . . 'Let me go—let go of me!' she moaned, twisting and turning as she tried to escape his increasingly fierce grip. All to no avail. Swearing beneath his breath, Raoul pushed her back on the bed, imprisoning her body beneath the weight of his, waiting calmly until she was exhausted and had no more strength left to fight him.

'You see? It is pointless of you to resist, ma belle.' He bent his head close to her, his breath fanning her face, his lips moving softly as silk across her mouth. 'You would do well not to provoke me further!'

'I'll scream,' she whispered, trying to steal herself against the sensual touch of his lips, now feathering across her cheeks. 'I'll scream and—and scream. . ..'

'Go ahead,' he taunted, lifting his head. 'Who will hear you? There is no one in this wing of the chateau except yourself. We are quite alone, you and I. So, come, tell me why you ran away from me, hmm?'

'I—I didn't. It was you—you who cast me aside without a word. You know you did! I—I don't know why you are playing this—this c-cruel g-game. ...' Her green eyes swam with tears as the hopelessness of her situation became more than she could bear.

'Almost . . . almost I could believe you,' he murmured, staring down intently into her eyes as the tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks. 'Ah, non, mon amour, do not cry, my love,' he breathed huskily, covering her sad eyelids with soft kisses before moving down to possess her trembling lips.

'No—no Raoul!' she protested weakly as some minutes later he raised himself, rolling her sideways to swiftly release the zip of her dress.

'Mais oui, ma belle Olivia,' he murmured, his breathing quickening as he quickly removed her silk dress. 'Dieu—how I want you! How I have longed to make love to you—these last days have been such a hell, such a torment!' he groaned.

She knew that she must stop him. She knew that she ought to firmly push him away. But when he released the catch of her bra exposing her breasts to his gaze, she could only gasp in sensual abandon as his hands cupped their full softness. His mouth moved caress​ingly over her creamy skin, a husky moan being torn from her throat as his lips found and captured a hard, rosy peak. No one but Raoul had ever made love to her, but he had taught her well the delights and desires of the flesh. With his hard, muscular thighs pressing her down into the soft mattress as he wrenched off his shirt, displaying the dark hair on his chest which tapered towards the waist of his tautly muscled body, she found her emotions impossible to control.

His mouth followed his hands as he removed her remaining clothes, trailing down the length of her quivering body. 'So beautiful, amour de mon coeur,' he breathed, the aching caress of his hands and lips on her body sending her senses spinning in a frenzy of delight. 'I must take you—Mon Dieu, I must!' His thick, hoarse cry seemed to come from far away as under the tantalising intimacy of his touch, she was once again the same willing slave to his desire as she had been all those years ago. Only then she had been shy and tentative. Now she was a grown woman, who had for too long been denied the consummate sweetness of surrendering to the man she loved.

She hardly noticed when he swiftly tore off his clothes, knowing only her raging need, her hunger to return his caresses with all the erotic sensuality she had suppressed for so long. His mouth continued to plunder her body, his tongue setting her flesh on fire, hotly inciting the raging flame which was rapidly consuming her. As she gasped with delight, moaning helplessly beneath the mastery of his touch, Raoul gave a deep groan of satisfaction before his mouth covered hers and she surrendered to her overwhelming passion and the sensuous pleasure of his ultimate possession.

'Olivia . . .!' he gasped as her limbs enfolded him, her body welcoming his shuddering thrust. Some part of her dazed mind realised that he was striving to temper his own passionate need as he stretched her senses to the furthest peaks of pleasure.

And then, the time for all conscious thought was gone; their two bodies becoming one flesh in a pulsating climax that caused her to cry out with overwhelming joy and pleasure.

CHAPTER NINE

Sometime later in the night, Olivia woke from a dream of such horrific nightmare proportions that her mind could never afterwards recall anything but the overwhelming feelings of sheer terror.

Her body was burning hot, and yet her slim frame was racked by trembling shivers that made her teeth chatter uncontrollably. Moving her head, she gave a small cry of pain, as the background throbbing in her head intensified to become a pounding torture, obliterating every thought except that of gaining some relief. Pushing aside the bedclothes, her shaking figure stumbled through the suite to the bathroom. She almost fainted from the sharp, stabbing pain in her eyes as she switched on the bright fluorescent light in her search for some aspirins.

It was only when Olivia returned to the bedroom that recollection of the previous evening's lovemaking with Raoul filled her mind. But Raoul wasn't there. He had taken his pleasure and returned to his own room, she thought miserably as she gazed at the large empty bed. She swayed dizzily, not able to remember when she had last felt so dreadfully ill, and so desperately needing the comfort and reassurance of the man she loved.

Slipping back between the sheets, her body shivering in the grip of a violent fever, she gave way to a rasping storm of bitter, wretched tears, crying with heartbroken anguish and grief as she realised that, once again, she had been deserted by Raoul.

The night seemed endlessly long and lonely, the aspirins she had taken only partially relieving her raging fever. Although she knew she must have slipped into a fitful doze from time to time, she awoke to find the morning sun streaming into her bedroom, hardly aware of having slept at all. Her body was drenched in sweat, aching all over as she alternated between gasping from the raging heat and shivering violently beneath the freezing, icy bands of steel about her head.

She must have caught the 'flu virus which had swept its way through the chateau, she realised, groaning aloud in dismay as she realised that however ill she might be feeling, unless she forced herself to rise and go downstairs, no one in this huge place would have anything to eat. Not even the poor servants who had been so ill, she thought, wincing as she tried to lift her head. With Bridget away in hospital, her future mother-in-law, Helene, could not be relied on to continue the 'soup and toast run' as her cousin had called it.

She had no alternative but to get up and see to everyone's breakfast, only how could she possibly face Raoul ever again? Especially after their passionate lovemaking last night. She could only dimly remember her weak, miserable tears at finding he had gone from her side; but what else could she have expected? The painful throbbing in her head intensified as she squirmed with embarrassment and self-disgust. 'The wages of sin', she told herself despairingly, was not death, as the Bible said, but having to live each day with the full realisation of just how foolish one had been. Due, she supposed, to her strict moral upbringing at her convent school, she had never been able to lightly contemplate falling into bed with a man—however much she loved him—knowing that she would have to live with feelings of shame afterwards. It had been different, of course, when she and Raoul had been engaged to be married: but she had no such excuse for her sexual abandonment last night. She remembered reading in some magazine the cynical statement: People don't call it sin nowadays— they call it self-expression. Well, she'd certainly indulged in self-expression last night, hadn't she?

Olivia moaned as she tried to sit up, her aching head feeling as if it was in the grip of an ever-tightening steel vice. How incredibly foolish, what incalculable folly to have surrendered to Raoul's momentary desire for her body. She was, she reminded herself miserably as the stray tears slipped down her cheeks, only one of a long line of his conquests. Both those women at lunch yesterday, would have been more than willing to have given 'their all' at the smallest twitch of his little finger. She had meant nothing to him, nothing more than a moment's gratification, and how she could possibly face him again, she had no idea.

The dismally depressing, self-accusatory thoughts ebbed and flowed through her head, which was now pounding like a sledgehammer. She must get up—she must! She had to go downstairs, even if she felt like death warmed up. Poor Tante, for instance, couldn't even boil an egg. . ..

It had taken Olivia an interminable time to ease her aching body into a simple cotton dress. When she had done so, she was still shivering so much, despite the warm summer day, that she wrapped herself in a woollen evening shawl. It didn't really make her feel any warmer, but the soft cashmere was soothingly soft against her burning flesh. Dizzily clinging to the ornately carved stone bannister, she forced her weak, trembling legs down the stairs, halted from descending to the kitchen by Tante's voice calling to her from the dining room.

'Bonjour, cherie. What a lovely morning!' Tante Amalie waved from the end of the table as Olivia stood in the doorway. 'I have wonderful news for you!'

'You mean—you mean Bridget didn't lose her baby after all?' Olivia queried hoarsely, closing her eyes for a moment against the brilliant sunshine spilling into the room.

'Ah yes, poor Bridget. Mais non, I have not heard how she is, poor girl.' Tante's sad grimace was swiftly followed by a beaming smile. 'No, the good news I was referring to, is that both our housekeeper and cook have risen from their beds, and are now downstairs working away in the kitchen. Isn't it wonderful!'

Doesn't that woman ever think of anything but food? Olivia thought, squinting down the table and noticing for the first time the heavy silver coffee pot and the mound of fresh croissants. 'I'm glad—I— excuse me, Tante, I don't—don't feel very well .. .' she gasped as the room began to revolve around her shivering figure. She put out a hand to steady herself against the door, but it unaccountably wasn't there, as her trembling body seemed to be falling through a whirling Catherine wheel of brilliant, prismatic colours, and down—down into a deep, dark well.

Vaguely, as if in the far distance, she could hear someone shrieking, and through the swirling mists of unconsciousness she was aware of chattering voices nearby. A sharply barked command produced an instant silence as strong arms lifted her prone figure. Not all her senses were in a state of traumatic suspension. She somehow knew, from the warm musky masculine scent, that Raoul's arms were encircling her body and she relaxed within the total security of his embrace as the dark void claimed her once again.

Drifting in and out of her semi-concious state, it must have been the well-remembered scent of Raoul's cologne which triggered off a return of the dark memories of their past relationship. As she tossed and turned, burning one moment and freezing the next, it was as though she was watching a slow-motion video recording of their first meeting, their love affair and the final, hideously cruel ending. During all this time she was dimly aware of firm arms lifting her shoulders and making her drink glass after glass of cold lemonade, and of warm hands gently sponging the damp perspiration from her body.

When at last she regained full consciousness, her fluttering eyelids opened to see Raoul's handsome, tanned face bending over her. 'What—what are you doing here?' she whispered in confusion.

'Merely putting a cold cloth on your forehead,' he said with a quiet smile.

'I—I must have caught the 'flu,' she muttered, closing her eyes against the brilliant light in the room.

'I'm afraid so, ma belle. You have been very ill, and I have been most concerned these last three days. . . .'

'Three days!' She looked up at him aghast, seeing for the first time the deeply etched lines around his mouth and the dark shadows beneath his blue eyes. 'But who has been . . .? Did you .. .?' Her cheeks flamed as she slowly realised that it had been his hands that she had felt on her body.

Raoul smiled gently. 'Tante is too elderly for me to take the risk of her catching the germs from you, cheri. Poor Nicole is still hors de combat in her plaster casts, and all the nurses available to the good doctor are busily engaged on caring for others afflicted by the virus. It seems to have swept through this area very much like the plague Tante called it.'

*Yes, I—I see. . ..'

He looked down at the blushing cheeks and fluttering eyelashes of the girl lying in the bed. 'I did not feel you would welcome the attentions of strangers, such as Gaston's wife or the cook. Voila, I fear that there was only myself left available to be a nurse,' he explained softly.

'Yes, I—er—thank you, Raoul. I am grateful,' she murmured, trying to avoid his eyes.

'Come,' he said firmly, slipping his arm beneath her shoulders and raising her up into a sitting position. 'You must drink some more of this lemonade.'

'I can't seem to remember anything, except that I've had the most awful dreams.'

'Yes, I know. You became delirious and I was very worried.'

'Delirious?' She looked at him in sudden alarm. 'Did I . ..? I didn't say—er—anything, did I?'

'Your secrets are quite safe with me,' he replied gently as he laid her back on the pillows. What secrets? she thought uneasily as he straightened the sheet and leant over to brush her cheek with his lips. To her utter consternation, she felt her eyes filling with weak tears.

'Ah, you must not cry, cherie,' Raoul chided softly. 'Go back to sleep now, and when you wake you will feel much better, I promise.'

Olivia lay on a chaise-longue, looking out through the open window at the black swans gliding by on the still blue waters of the lake. The fresh scent of lime trees in the park, across the stretch of water, wafted in and teased her nostrils as she lifted the cup of tea to her lips.

It was over a week now since she had surfaced from the mists of her delirious, unconscious state. With youthful resilience she was swiftly recovering her strength and beginning to chaff at Raoul's insistence that she be treated as an invalid, and lie here in the salon. Glancing down at the tray beside her, she smiled ruefully at the delicate cucumber sandwiches, the hot buttered toast and slices of plum cake. Nothing she said could seem to persuade Nicole that she was unused to such a Victorian repast; one that was seldom served in Britain nowadays.

'You are English and must therefore have your English tea,' Nicole had said firmly. 'Besides, I have strict instructions from my brother. He says that you have become far too thin and must eat to regain your strength.'

'I'm surprised that he didn't say that I looked scrawny,' Olivia had muttered dully, remembering the dismay with which she had regarded her pale, white face in the mirror that morning.

Rather unfeelingly, she thought, Nicole had merely laughed and told her to eat her tea. 'That will be more flowers for you, I expect,' the French girl added as she turned her new wheelchair and left the room to answer the heavy chime from the front door of the chateau.

Everyone had been so kind, Olivia thought, looking around at the glorious assortment of blooms which filled the many vases in the large room. She had noticed Raoul's grim expression whenever he saw the bunches of red roses which arrived daily from Alain. They looked wonderful, of course, but she much preferred the little posies of sweet, wild meadow flowers, picked by the small hands of Marie-Louise. She was missing the little girl, whisked off five days ago by Tante, who had declared that the chateau was clearly a charnel house; and that she and Marie-Louise would stay with friends down the coast at Biarritz, until the plague was over.

'No, no more flowers from the florist today,' Nicole announced, rolling her chair back into the room and putting a tired bunch of drooping delphiniums on Olivia's lap. 'Here, these arc from Henri who I have just met in the hall. It looks as if he has picked them from our garden, I'm afraid,' she added with a wry smile.

'Poor Henri—and poor Bridget,' Olivia said sadly, remembering how she had cried when some days ago Raoul had told her that her cousin had lost her baby. The warm, loving comfort of his arms as he had tried to help soothe her sorrow, had made her cry even more. . . . She must stop thinking about Raoul like that, she admonished herself severely. Thankfully, he had never referred to the night they had made love. But having him carry her up and down to her room every day was bad enough, without the added torture of wishing and longing for what could never be.

'Poor Henri, indeed,' Nicole was saying. 'I don't know what is wrong with Bridget, but he tells me that she is refusing to leave the hospital, and wouldn't even see him when he called there today. Apparently, she is perfectly well now, and so he is very confused by her attitude.'

'I'd no idea—I. ...' Olivia shrugged helplessly.

'My dear, there is nothing you can do. We must just leave the young people to sort themselves out, yes?' Nicole said firmly. 'This is a wonderful contraption,' she added, patting the arm of her wheelchair. 'It was a simply marvellous idea of yours, and I can't think why I never thought of it myself!'

'Probably because you preferred having your doctor to carry you about!' Olivia murmured with a sly grin.

'How silly you are!' Nicole's thin cheeks flushed as she fiddled nervously with her handkerchief.

Olivia recalled the expression on the doctor's face as he had looked with hungry longing at Nicole. 'Why— why don't you marry your doctor?' she asked in a soft, tentative voice. 'Even I can see that he loves you very much. Is it because you feel that you can't leave Marie-Louise? I'm sure Raoul would not expect you to sacrifice your life for his child.'

Nicole shrugged unhappily. 'No, he has said many times . ..' she sighed. 'You see, I—I am not young, Olivia. It is maybe foolish of me to think that he and I . . . Rene has never said anything—anything posi​tive. ...'

'Not young? You're only thirty, for heaven's sake! I'm certain your doctor is crazy about you. Don't— don't lose your chance of happiness, Nicole,' she added, unable to prevent the husky catch in her voice. 'Don't make a mess of your life, like I did. Just love him, and marry him, and—and live happily ever after,' she pleaded.

'Oh, Olivia!' Nicole raised her handkerchief and blew her nose fiercely. 'Why can't you and Raoul just talk to each other. I'm certain. .. .'

'That's—that's quite a different matter,' Olivia said flatly. 'Just make sure of your own happiness. What on earth . ..?' she exclaimed as the sound of raised voices, followed by a scream of rage could be clearly heard coming from the direction of the hall. A loud bang shook the room as the heavy oak front door was slammed violently shut, and they could dimly hear the roar of a car engine as it raced away from the courtyard.

'Heavens! Whatever's happening?' Olivia's green eyes widened as she looked enquiringly at Nicole, who seemed remarkably unperturbed.

'That, I imagine, was Madame Millot's departure,' the French girl said with dry satisfaction. 'It was she who I let in just now. She rudely insisted on having a word with Raoul. It would seem, would it not, that she got more than she bargained for! I do not think that we shall be seeing much of her again.' She glanced sideways through her eyelashes at the averted, pale face of the English girl who was gazing abstractedly out of the window.

I've got to leave here, immediately! Olivia was telling herself, recalling Raoul's words in the rose garden, the day he had taken her and Marie-Louise to Bordeaux. He had said he was thinking of getting married, and if Lucille had been dismissed—as Nicole had clearly indicated—then it could only mean that he had decided to marry Chantal. She was, after all, a lovely young girl who patently adored him, and who would be sweet and kind to his little daughter. Yes, Olivia told herself again, she must definitely leave this chateau as soon as possible....

'Will you have some tea, Raoul?' Nicole turned as her brother entered the room.

'No, thank you. I have merely come to take Olivia upstairs. If she is insisting that she is well enough to join us for dinner tonight, then I am insisting that she has a rest first.' He looked over at the girl whose heavy fall of chestnut hair, catching and reflecting the brilliant rays of the sun as they streamed in through the open window, hid her face from his view as she stared down at her nervously twisting hands.

'I'm—I'm fine,' Olivia managed to say, at last. 'There's no need to continue pampering me in this way, especially since I'm so much better than I was. Besides,' she turned her head to smile brightly at Raoul and Nicole, 'I really must make arrangements to fly home, now that the air traffic controller's strike is over. I—I'd be grateful if I could have my passport, Raoul,' she added, 'and could you book me a flight, please?'

'Of course, if you wish,' he said in a calm, cool voice as he came over and bent down to lift her slim, light figure from the chaise-longue. As always, she had to struggle to control her errant emotions at the warm comfort of his encircling arms. Not helped, on this occasion, by the heavy weight of depression in her stomach as she registered his cool disinterest in the fact that she wished to leave the chateau.

Cradled in his strong arms as he carried her from the room, her eyes were filled by the handsome profile only inches away from her own face. She was suddenly swept by an insane desire to smooth back the lock of dark hair which had fallen over his forehead, to press her lips to the long length of his tanned cheek. ... A small sigh escaped her lips and she quickly lowered her eyelashes as he turned his head.

'Are you feeling all right?' he asked softly.

'Yes,' she mumbled, tearing her eyes away from his and looking about her in bewilderment. 'This—this isn't the way to my room?'

'No,' he agreed. 'It is the way to my apartment. I rather thought that you wished to make immediate arrangements for your departure, hmm?'

'Yes, yes, of course,' she murmured, a lump of misery seeming to constrict her throat at his having so quickly seized the opportunity to be rid of her.

A moment later, they entered a suite of rooms she had never seen before. He carried her through a large sitting room and into what clearly was a study, lowering her down on to a large sofa by a fireplace before going over to an ornate desk and pulling open a drawer. 'Yes, here we are, one British passport in good condition,' he drawled smoothly, coming over to hand her the small blue book and seating himself at the other end of the sofa. 'Now, my dear Olivia, perhaps you would be good enough to tell me why you are so determined to leave us, hmm?'

'Well, there's—there's no point in my staying now, is there,' she shrugged unhappily.

' "Now"?' he seized on the word. 'Why now Olivia?'

'Well, I—I mean, now that Bridget is not getting married after all, at least not for a while . ..' her voice trailed away as she felt his intense gaze on her flushed face.

'I don't somehow feel that is what you really mean, hmm? You could have left days ago, in that case. It would not have been advisable, but you would have undoubtedly survived,' he mocked gently. 'So why have you suddenly decided to leave now?'

Olivia looked down at her nervously twisting hands. 'Well, you're going to get married. . .

'I am? Who says so?'

'You did, in the rose garden. You—you said that you were thinking of getting married.'

'What an excellent memory you have, cherie'  he murmured sardonically. 'An idle thought is not necessarily a firm proposal—but never mind that. You obviously believe that I am to marry, and I would, therefore, be delighted to know who you—er—have in mind for me?'

'Well, I .. .' she blinked rapidly, very close to tears. '1—I thought Chantal... .'

'Chantal? Ah yes, what a good choice! A girl hardly out of the schoolroom and almost young enough to be my daughter. Thank you, ma belle, but no! Have you any other suggestions? I'd be fascinated to hear all your plans for my future happiness,' he ground out bitterly.

'I—I don't know. It's nothing'to—to do with me,' she whispered shakily.

'Nothing to do with you? Bon Dieu!' he exploded, rising swiftly from the sofa and pacing angrily about the room. 'You, who have haunted my life—my every waking hour and my dreams—for the last five years. You say it is nothing to do with you? May God give me patience!'
Olivia flinched back against the cushions, suddenly frightened and confused by the tall, dark and furiously angry man, who was now gesticulating wildly as he swore violently under his breath. 'Raoul . . .' she whispered, before cowering back at the look he threw in her direction.

'I have loved—truly loved—but once in my life,' he thundered angrily. 'I fell desperately in love with you from the very first moment I saw you, and I have had no other love for any woman since then. The last five years have been torture to me, and I will have it no more\ You think I am to marry? You are "dead right" as Bridget would say. You, mademoiselle, arc going to marry me, if I have to take you bound and gagged to the altar! Do you understand me?' he demanded, shaking with fury.

'You—you want to marry me .. .?' Olivia gasped, dazed and uncertain whether she had heard him correctly.

'Want to marry you?' he repeated incredulously. ' Tot—tot que j'aime tant—you whom I have loved so much! For God's sake! I do not just want to, I can assure you I am going to. There has been too much unhappiness and misery for us both. I intend that it shall now cease—tu comprendsV he shouted angrily.

Olivia could only stare at him, her senses whirling, spinning dizzily as she realised she had indeed heard him correctly. He—he did want to marry her!

'Well, mademoiselle?' he whispered savagely, impal​ing her with an unwavering stare from his steely-blue eyes. 'Well?' his voice rose sharply.

'There—there is no need to shout at me,' she heard herself saying quietly, amazed that she could sound so normal, when her heart was pounding so loudly in her breast that she was sure he must be able to hear it.

Her soft voice seemed to calm his furious rage; his tall figure relaxing as he walked slowly back to sit down beside her on the sofa. 'I—I am sorry, ma petite, I . . .' he shrugged unhappily, running shaking hands through his dark hair. 'God knows, I did not mean to speak of such things to you, yet awhile. I realise that you are still not well. But, when you said you wished to leave, I became desperate!' He took her trembling hands in his. 'I have loved you so much and for so long, that maybe I am not entirely sane, hmm?'

'But—but it was you who broke off our engagement and—and. ...'

'No! I did not,' he interrupted sharply. 'It has been difficult for me to sort out what is true and what is false, but now I know all—thanks to your influenza, my darling.'

'The 'flu?' she looked at him uncomprehendingly.

'When you were so delirious, you seemed to think that you were back in London, all those years ago. I— I sat and listened to you relating events of which I had no knowledge. You see, I thought that it was you who had deserted me! The final pieces of the jigsaw fell into place this morning, during my interview with Lucille,' his voice hardened cruelly. 'I will never forgive that woman—never!'
'I don't understand. ...'

'My darling it is a long, long story. If only you or I had known the truth. . ..' His husky voice seemed to catch for a moment as he cradled her lovingly in his arms. 'I will explain all, but please, for God's sake, tell me with your own sweet lips that you do still love me?'

The raw hunger, the desperate need in his voice, broke through the incredulous miasma that filled Olivia's mind. Without conscious thought, she wound her arms about his neck, lifting her face to him in mute invitation. He gave a sudden, deep groan, finding her mouth with his own and possessing it with a blind urgency that swept aside all barriers.

'Yes, yes of course I love you,' she whispered softly as he raised his dark head to gaze lovingly down into her dazed green eyes. 'There has never been anyone else for me, no one but you, Raoul.'

'Five wasted years! And what a cruel deception was played against us both! I shudder to think how we could have been so nearly parted again, ma cherie,' he murmured, covering her lips in a long drugging kiss. When he released her they were both breathing heavily.

'Why—why did you desert me?' she asked quietly.

'I did not,' he assured her firmly. 'When I first saw you at the stables in Newmarket—wham!—in one blinding flash I found myself in love! God knows I tried to restrain myself as best I could, you were so very young and innocent. But I—I nearly became mad with a longing for your sweet body, to have you love me as I loved you. The terrible row you had with

Lucille gave me the opportunity to rush you into a marriage with me; long before you were ready for it, of course. However, I was powerless to resist the chance the gods had offered! I just snatched at you like a greedy child, not able to believe my luck. You see, I was in the thral of such a feverish desire for you— body and soul, that I could not even resist taking you before we were to be married.'

'I did—er—have something to do with that, too, you know!' Olivia smiled lovingly into his eyes.

'Oh, my darling, we were so happy, were we not? You were like a sweet, innocent rose bud flowering in my arms. I—I took your innocence, but I loved you so much, ma cherie. I loved you with all my heart.'

'But then you went to America, and. . . .'

'Yes,' he breathed against her hair. 'It was terrible being away from you, and I counted the days till my return. I had to spend a week in New York before I caught my flight to London, and on the last day I began to feel very ill. I tried to ignore it, completing my business before catching the aeroplane. Unfortunately, Lucille was on the same flight, returning from a modelling job in New York. When I collapsed with a high temperature, she told the stewardess she would look after me, and on arrival at London Airport, she did indeed arrange everything. I was semi-conscious by then, still on my feet, but only just. Feeling so ill, I could only be grateful when she said she would take me to my apartment and call for the doctor. I managed to remember that you would be waiting to hear from me, and she promised that she would call you immediately.'

'But—but she never did! I was so. . ..'

'Hush, ma belle, let me tell you all first, hmm? Then you will understand how it was. You see, I did not know at the time, but I had caught something called glandular fever, and for days I was ill, just as you have been with the influenza, tu comprends? Lucille said she had called for the doctor and she would stay with me until he arrived. When he did not arrive straight away, she moved her ease into my spare room, and said that she would stay and nurse me, since I was clearly too ill to look after myself. I, for my part, felt as though I was dying, and merely acquiesced with her suggestion. When the fever left me, Lucille was still in the apartment, and she said that you had telephoned and excused yourself from coming to see me, since glandular fever was so contagious—which it is—and you were frightened of catching it.'

'For heaven's sake! What would I have cared, especially when you were so ill?' Olivia protested heatedly. 'How could you have believed her?'

Raoul sighed heavily. 'I did not, at first. But I had been in a fever for over a week, and then Lucille showed me the ring you had sent back, and showed me a newspaper picture from the gossip columns, which showed you and Ashley Warne dancing together at the Studio 54 nightclub in New York.' He kissed her gently. 'The newspaper said how you had flown out to be with the man you loved over Christmas. I—I broke down then. I was so weak from the fever, so depressed with the illness, that I just gave way to despair. Can you understand my darling?'

'Yes, yes I do see, but you know what trash gossip columns print. Ashley—well, Ashley isn't—um—well, he isn't interested in girls. I only went out to join him because I thought you had deserted me, and he needed my help for a modelling job. You—you can't have been jealous of Ashley, for heaven's sake! He's a lovely man, but well.. . .'

'No? Truly?'

'Really and truly!' she said firmly. 'My God! When I think of that bitch Lucille. . ..' Olivia sat bolt upright, her face flaming with anger. 'I'll—I'll kill her!'
Raoul laughed as he pulled her back into his arms. 'Oh no, my sweet. You come a poor second to me— but I do not think we will either of us ever see her again. Not after what I said to her today!'

'Do you mean to say, that you are going to let her get away with what she did to us?' Olivia growled angrily.

'Hush, my fierce little one! Poor Lucille is to be pitied, you know. The man she married four years ago deserted her for a young girl of eighteen, and her uncle has upped and married his housekeeper, so I am told, Therefore, poor Lucille now has no prospects of the vineyard, which she was dangling in front of my nose—as if I would marry someone for their land!'

'Tante thought you would.'

'I love my Tante Amalie, but I once allowed her to interfere in my life with disastrous consequences— never again!'

'You mean—your wife?' she asked softly.

'Poor, poor Estelle,' he groaned, clasping her tightly in his arms. 'I should never have married her, and I have paid for what I did. She, at least, has known the peace of the grave, while I . ..' his body shook. 'I have had to live in guilt and torment for so long.'

'Oh, my darling,' Olivia took his trembling figure in her arms, soothing him with soft words of endearment as she might have done a child, until he relaxed and they lay quietly together.

'I don't know what Lucille had hoped for, but when I recovered from my illness, I thanked her and returned to France. You must understand that this glandular fever takes a long time to go from the system, and is an illness that leaves the patient feeling low and depressed for a long time. On top of that I had your desertion, as I thought, and I no longer cared what happened. Tante produced Estelle, and we went out to dinner a few times, but I was not interested. And then," he sighed, 'then I saw the posters!'

'Posters?' Olivia looked up at him in confusion.

'The Riccardi posters—they were all over France in the New Year. Everywhere I turned I saw your beautiful face—it was living hell! I would be driving along the auto-route, and there would be another poster—my mind filling with memories of your sweet cries of pleasure at my lovemaking ... I was haunted by the vision of your loveliness everywhere I turned. I—I became desperate and even thought of taking my life—instead of which I allowed Tante to persuade me to take a wife. Estelle was a lovely young girl, and she seemed to want to marry me, so . . .' he shrugged unhappily. 'So we married.' Raoul broke off his narrative to get up and pace about the floor.

'You will rightly accuse me of betraying you by marrying another woman, my darling. But I thought I had lost you for ever. I—I, well, I will not say anything about my married life, except that to my shame and guilt, I found that Estelle could never replace you in my heart, and I quickly realised what a terrible thing I had done to a young girl who deserved better than to marry a man such as I. Luckily, she found she was pregnant when we returned from our honeymoon,' his face flushed with embarrassment. 'We—er—we were never intimate again.'

Olivia, listening as Raoul related the sad story of his marriage, was surprised that she did not feel torn apart by jealousy of a woman who had been married to the man she loved so deeply. Rather, she was filled with compassion for the two people, who had found themselves locked together in what was clearly a mutual hell. 'Raoul, please don't say any more if you don't want to,' she whispered. 'I—I do understand, and I don't blame you, really I don't.'

'That is generous of you,' he said, coming over to take her into his arms. 'The Good Lord knows that I have indeed been punished for what I did, and I will carry the scars to my grave. Poor Estelle was never well,' he continued. 'And, as you know, she took her own life. It was a tragedy.' He sighed.

'But, darling, you have Marie-Louise, who is such a lovely little girl.'

'Yes, I have indeed been blessed,' he agreed. 'Whenever I saw you together with her, I—well, my heart used to turn over,' he confessed, burying his face in the soft fragrance of her hair. 'To have you back in my life has been a miracle.'

'Well, I still can't get over the extraordinary coincidence. When you walked into the shop that day, I—I nearly died!'

'Ah, but one must help coincidences along!' Raoul grinned sheepishly. 'I—er—I must confess that I did my best!'

'What on earth do you mean?'

'Well, my darling, I must tell you that our grape harvest here in the Medoc, is later than some of the vineyards further south. Last year, when I was visiting a friend's chateau just before my harvest, they were celebrating the end of theirs. All the young people who had been picking the grapes were invited to a party, and I was introduced to a weird-looking young girl who said her name was Bridget Harding. On closer conversation, I discovered that she was indeed related to you, and so I gave her my card and told her that there would be a job for her in my vineyard, if she cared to come—which she did!'

'That was sneaky of you,' Olivia laughed.

'Ah, yes, I was indeed "sneaky" as you say. You may not be pleased with me when I tell you that after Estelle died, I had detectives give me regular reports of your life in London. ..

'Well! of all the nerve!'

"... yes, I thought you might not approve of my action! I have followed your progress with much interest, my darling; and your romance with Ian Campbell with increasing fury!' he growled.

'But I never. .. .'

'I damn well hope not! But I was getting desperate, you understand? You might well have decided to marry such a suitable man—why not? However, when Bridget decided to get married to Henri, I pointed out the social necessity of having a member of her family at her wedding, preferably someone of her own age. And no,' he laughed at her astonished expression, 'Henri managed to produce the baby without my help!'

'Oh, Raoul, we mustn't laugh,' she chided him sadly. 'Poor Bridget has lost her baby now. Apparently something is wrong, because she is insisting on staying in hospital. I'm worried about her.'

'You have no need to fret,' he smiled. 'What a family the Hardings are! I called to see Bridget today, and discovered just why she is so keen to stay in her hospital bed. I must tell you, my darling, that your cousin is madly in love with her surgeon! She tells me it is the "real thing" this time—we shall see! I must say the poor man is looking as if a bomb has hit him— well, why shouldn't he experience the full glory of Bridget? Never—but never will I forget that lunch party—my God.1'
'I won't either,' she assured him with feeling. 'But are you seriously telling me that you knew who you would be bringing to France?'

'I hope so, since I planned it all; with a little help from God, of course. The airport strike was a gift, was it not?'

'So that's why you didn't seem surprised to see me! What a swine you were on the journey, too!'

For a moment there was silence as Raoul lowered his head, brushing her lips delicately with his own. 'My sweet, lovely Olivia,' he murmured huskily. 'I was so confused. Your beautiful presence disturbed my senses until I could not think straight. I loved you, and yet I hated you for what I thought you had done to me. I wanted you to suffer, and instead I was the one in deep pain and torment. That night when you woke crying, and I held you in my arms until you slept, I nearly broke down. I had heard you crying the night before, too, and I could not understand why.'

'It was a tremendous strain, being with you for such a long journey,' she explained. 'If only the car hadn't gone wrong ... Oh no! You didn't fix that too, did you?' His flushed cheeks told the true story. 'Honestly! I'll soon believe you arranged for everyone in this place to get the 'flu!'

'To have you confined in that damn kitchen—are you mad? You seemed obsessed with food, and I nearly killed Alain when I found him with his arms about you!'

'Well, how do you think I felt about Lucille and Chantal?' she demanded caustically.

'We have talked enough,' he said firmly, sweeping her up in his arms and striding through into a large bedroom. 'Now.' he said, depositing her on the king- sized bed. 'Are we engaged to be married, or not?'

'No. I'm certainly not going to be engaged to you!'

'Ah, my darling, my heart's desire,' he groaned. 'Please say you will marry me? Could you not see, when we made love the other night, how much I adore you? How I worship your body?'

'Raoul, darling, I can't face another engagement,' she said breathlessly as he lowered himself beside her, parting the light robe she was wearing, and allowing his long tanned fingers to move caressingly over the thrusting peaks of her breasts beneath the thin silk nightdress. 'But—but yes, I will marry you, if you really want me to?'

'Want?' He laughed. 'Ah, my dearest, darling girl. We will see the cure tomorrow, yes?'

'We can't marry straight away, T mean, there's the shop ... and what my mother will say, I can't imagine .. .!' she panted helplessly as he lowered his head to kiss the soft valley between her breasts.

'There is no problem,' he murmured, his lips caressing the warm swell of her breasts. 'I have your mother's full permission to wed you immediately.'

'What?' Olivia's green eyes widened. 'How . . .? I mean, when ...?'

'But naturally 1 must have your mother's approval, yes? So I phoned her last night, and when I explained all, she gave me her blessing. She is, in fact, delighted—and sends much love to her daughter, whom I have faithfully promised I will cherish and adore,' he added thickly, his hands moving more urgently over her body.

'I can't think how you managed to get around her—^ she isn't keen on foreigners. Your famous charm, I suppose?' Olivia added with a smile as she gently brushed the hair from his brow.

'Of course! But I rather fancy that she liked the idea of her daughter being a Vicomtesse, as well!' He grinned.

'Mothers! How typical! But what—what about my shop, Raoul?'

'My darling, do what you wish.' He gave a sudden bark of laughter. 'It would seem that I have solved my redecoration problems in a rather drastic way—by marrying an interior decorator!'

'Actually,' she murmured, 'I've been dying to get my hands on this place. I'm really not mad on all that heavy Second Empire style—especially for this fairytale castle. I thought. that maybe light, airy materials, and pretty Colefax and Fowler prints, with... .

'Enough!' he growled. 'I have other matters on my mind at the moment!' His voice was thick and husky as he removed the last vestiges of silk from her trembling body.

'Raoul . . .!' she gasped. 'You mustn't! We can't! Nicole is expecting us at dinner. . ..'

'I hope she has the sense to invite her doctor to take our place,' he said, swiftly stripping off his clothes. 'But for now, ma petite, if you do not want a madman on your hands, talk to me no more of family, or business or—God forbid!—of food... . Just allow me to make love to you, my adorable one, hmm?'

As pleasure flooded through her body, she realised that it was clearly a waste of time to recall him to a sense of family duty; and with a small moan of contentment, she abandoned herself to the possession of the man she loved so much.

