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Fleur had married Alain because she loved him t-a®he thought,
either because he was blind and she felt sorriaifar or because he
was rich and her motives were completely mercenary.

But how could she ever convince him of the truth?



CHAPTER ONE

THE garden lay somnolent under the pressing blankenofugust

heatwave. Flowers breathed out their perfume at balf strength,

biding their time until a shower of rain should e&te the full
symphony of their scent upon the senses of a wganwrld. The buzz
of a fat furry-coated bee was the only noise aedibthe still air, and
even that was forced; a tired, monotonous soundséemed to end
on a relieved sigh when the bee alighted on thalgt lip of a

drooping antirrhinum.

Idly, Fleur Maynard watched it disappear into theuth of the

flower, her hands ceasing momentarily from thegktaf shelling

peas into a bright blue basin balanced on heHap peaceful it all

was. She leant back in her chair and pushed asi@e@ of hair that
had fallen across her eyes. Peace | But did shepeate? For ever,
it seemed, her life had run on a placid unalteratdarse; no

heartaches, no shattering disappointments, not @veimor tragedy
had disturbed the smooth pattern of her existencard no

excitement either. A small smile curved her lipa #ieeting thought.
How would her father's parishioners react to thevladge that the
girl they regarded as their minister's right hahd,quiet, unobtrusive
child they had watched grow up into a serene, uplicated young

woman content to help out at parish functionsiép mto the breach
when a child-minder was required or an old persseded nursing, '
did, in reality, yearn for a more turbulent couts@avigate, yearned
to cross the boundaries of the sleepy Surrey wllapere she had
lived all her life into the vast world that beckanitom outside?

Her mother stirred in the adjacent deckchair anehed one sleepy
eye. 'ls your father back yet, dear?' she questidmer face a picture
of dawning concern. Fleur smiled. The devotion gements showed
towards one another never failed to please andueaber. Although
they were both well past middle age their love wasnything,
stronger than it had been in their youth. Her motoaild still blush



charmingly when her husband paid her a complimedthee, in turn,

was not averse to being told by her how wonderéuiMas and how
lucky were the people of the village of Gillinghamhaving him as
their vicar. They were both such lovable innocelfksur had decided
long ago. They saw evil in no one and the worstiltdins received

from them the benefit of the doubt and was neverdemned.

Perhaps that was why even the most hardened ingivigft the

vicarage with a grateful smile and a renewed hagauman nature,
and perhaps that was why Fleur often found hefss$ing over her
parents with the same concern she felt for the gstams in her
Brownie pack.

There was an unconscious note of maternal soothiriger voice

when she answered. 'Now, Mother, don't worry. Fatha little late,

but today is his day for visiting the hospital, ember, and you know
how involved he gets with the patients, especiafly new arrivals.
He'll be home soon, I'm sure of it.'

When the veil of disturbance lifted from her mothexyes, Fleur
stood up, handed her the basin of shelled peas ibgan to stretch
long and luxuriously to rid herself of the stiffiselsrought about by
her prolonged inactivity. 'Ah, that's better! It svéovely while it
lasted, but lazing simply doesn't agree with methéd'

Jean Maynard smiled and looked up at her lovelghang daughter,
wondering again at the stroke of fortune that hadigpht them a child
long after she and her husband had given up homvef having
children. And such a child. They had named her;vgkle was as
lovely as any of the flowers surrounding her in tid-fashioned
garden. With maternal wonder she noted again Eleetal-soft skin,
matt white and unblemished, her full, sensitive thahe colour of
wild roses, and the fascinating, deep pansy-bluesotyes. Hair the
colour of pale wheat fell in heavy waves on to dtiets so slim they
seemed incapable of bearing its weight, but tha steher green-clad
body was supple with health and youthful curvesegarnomise of a



voluptuousness to come. But to Malcolm and Jeanndiad/the most
comforting knowledge of all was the knowledge @& beauty within.
Fleur's nature was so sweet and so abundantly geneshe was
loved by all, even though—her mother permitted &lé@n impish

smile—she gave at times the impression of beindiaotghly

modern little madam who felt responsible for thevardliness of

her parents and who carried the troubles of tHagel on her own
straight back.

When Fleur raised an enquiring eyebrow, her mothasked her
smile and rose to her feet to turn in the direcdérthe house. I'll
begin preparing dinner, dear, if you go and chaByethe time it's
ready your father should be home." Fleur nodde@eagent and
wound her arm into her mother's while they walkegether back to
the house.

When the Reverend Malcolm Maynard arrived home @ur thater
dinner was ready to be served and his wife anditaugiere waiting
to welcome him. But as soon as he entered the hbagavere both
iImmediately aware that something was wrong. A fraseased his
usually unfurrowed brow, and the twinkle they wesed to seeing in
his placid eyes had been replaced by deep serissisivalcolm
Maynard had a heart big enough to contain the tesubf all who
sought his help, his calling was worn as a cloagoshpassion under
which every mortal was offered shelter, but hedtra all times to
keep a sense of proportion so that neither he rsofamily were
overwhelmed by the misery he encountered in hikwsut this time
he was troubled—so troubled he could not evenotigrétend.

'‘Malcolm, my dear," his wife moved towards him, ssmething
wrong? What has happened?'

Fleur did not attempt to question him. It was athstimes as these
she realized how superfluous she was to her pateypiness. They
loved her dearly and she knew they would have beerified at the



thought of her feeling shut out, but they were tvadves of a whole
and when trouble descended upon one the burdemmmasdiately
shouldered by the other.

Malcolm shook his head and instead of moving towatde
dining-room where his meal was waiting he crossext t the small
room he used as a study and sank down into hisdeatmchair. He
waited until his wife and Fleur had joined him amiden they were
both seated opposite, showing art anxiety theyccowit hide, he
began to explain.

'I've had a most distressing time at the hosphtalafternoon!" With a
boyish gesture of puzzlement he ran his fingeuidpn his grey hair,
'Heaven knows, I've visited hundreds of patientsthe Royal
Southern Hospital, many of them blind and withoutogpe of ever
regaining their sight—buthis young man,' his voice deepened witl
distress, 'is in such utter solitude! He'll alloar one to comfort him,
he rejects all offers of friendship and, or sodilstme, he has no faith
whatsoever in either surgeons or priests!

His wife leant forward to give his hand a comfogtipat. Tell us
about it from the beginning, my dear, you'll fealeh better when
you've got it all off your chest.’

'It isn't what | feel that matters, Jean,' he amsdidiercely. 'l simply
must find some way of helping this young man!

Wisely, his wife remained silent and after drawangeep breath he
took her advice and began again. ‘When | reachedhdispital this
afternoon there was a message waiting for me friofr&nk Hamlin,
the famous eye surgeon—no doubt you'll rememberirigeane
speak of him before, he sends most of his patisnthe Royal
Southern for treatment. Sir Frank requested thegielak with him
before going up to the wards, so naturally | solnghtout to discover
what he wanted.' Fleur leant forward, anxious anahiss any of her



father's low-spoken words. 'Sir Frank asked my Melponnection
with a patient just recently admitted—a young Fhenan whose
family are very close friends of his. The storytble me of the young
man's accident was tragic. Two years ago he wadddiby acid. For
all of those two years the doctors in France gavehope, but very
faint hope. Then, after six unsuccessful operatidms family

contacted Sir Frank who immediately had him transgab to

England—to the Royal Southern. Just after the aotithe young
man had great trusts in his doctors. He never caimgd of the pain
and discomfort, which must have been considerdi#eause after
each operation he was convinced he would see agatrgradually

his optimism faltered and was replaced by bittesnetil, after the
last abortive operation, he sank into such desmawowed he would
never allow himself to be operated upon again.’

'Oh, the poor dear boy," Jean Maynard murmuredgedio tears.
The vicar nodded. 'Yes, he is certainly to be gitie

'‘But what did Sir Frank want you to do, Father2uflqueried
gravely.

'He wanted to enlist my help in reviving the youngn's spirits, my
dear. Sir Frank is almost certain he can operateessfully and he is
most anxious to try. The young man's family havenaged to

persuade him to undergo just one more operatiomkimough he was
very reluctant to do so, he agreed. But it is hestal attitude that is
so worrying. Sir Frank insists it would be futile operate on any
patient in such a state of mind. That is why hedsk®d for my help
in trying to revive the young man's optimism. Siafk himself has
tried, and so has the patient's family—but withgutcess. I'm afraid
I'm being looked upon by them as a last despergie.h

His head sank down upon his chest in a gestunecbfdefeat his wife
had to remonstrate. 'But you can do it, my delanpw you can! How



many such people have you managed to comfort, andnmany of
them have returned to thank you for your help?'

The vicar shook his head. 'lI've tried,' he told $iewply, ‘and failed.
Never before have | encountered such deep-bitgntment, such
cold, impenetrable indifference. For all of an hbtrred to penetrate
the armour with which he has surrounded himselfffeeionly return
for my efforts was an occasional cold smile andnthieally the
remark | repeated earliefm sorry, but I'm afraid | have no faith
whatsoever in either surgeons or priedidr in any other form of
humanity, I'll wager,' the vicar stated unhappgilfyhe man has turned
into an insensible automaton. | feel he has beensauoften— and
perhaps not merely physically—that he has detemninever to
allow himself to feel ever again!'

There was an aghast silence as each of them wig@ahagine the
extent of hurt necessary to cause such compleelraitval. For all of
five minutes no one spoke then, on a small eageatlhy Jean
Maynard suggested: 'Fleur might be able to help...’

Fleur's head jerked up. 'l? What on earth couto?l Really, Father...'
But when she turned to appeal for his support sinevgith dismay
that his eyes had brightened with renewed hope.

'Of course!" His mouth relaxed into a slow smNghy didn't | think
of that? It's certainly worth a try!"

‘No, Father, | couldn't...'

All during dinner Fleur argued. She felt petrifiadthe idea of even
meeting the man her father had described and waallag at the
thought of the reception she might receive from Ifirhe should
decide to treat any effort on her part as the gnogeertinence it
surely would be. But her parents became so upsétebyadamant
refusals she finally felt forced to give in, andemhshe went up to her



room that evening she was committed to a promisgpproach the
fierce young Frenchman the very next day.

The following afternoon she left for the hospitatlg. It was her day
for helping out in the wards, taking around thesphlone trolley,
writing and reading letters for patients in the tatmic wards;
making lists of things asked for that could notdupplied by the
W.R.V.S. trolley and making herself generally useBut today she
felt the need to talk to someone before approactiiegpatient she
had promised to see, and who better, she thouudm, lher friend,
Jennifer Dalton, a staff nurse at the hospital, Wizxdhappy chance
was at present working on that ward.

She found her sitting in the ward sister's smdicefdrinking a cup of

tea and puzzling over some reports she had strevassathe desk.
When, after a diffident knock, Fleur popped herchasund the door
and asked: 'Have you a spare minute, Jennifersteed aside the
papers and welcomed her with enthusiasm.

‘Come in, Fleur, you've turned up at exactly tightrmoment, | was
just beginning to feel a scream coming on! Honesklg way these
juniors' . reports have been written one coulddogiven for thinking

they'd been transcribed by a Chinaman using afiaiier! Can | get
you a cup of tea?' she rushed on, pulling a cloaivdrd.

'‘No, thanks,' Fleur sank despondently into the fprefl seat. 'It's
advice | want.'

Jennifer's eyes assessed Fleur's anxious face,wttlena hint of
exasperation she accused her, 'Must you burdersgibwith the
problems of every lame dog you meet, Fleur?' Hauduth opened
to protest, but Jennifer held up her hand and aew,eOh, don't tell
me, | know, this time it's different!' She leantri@ard to give
emphasis to her next words. 'Each time it's differand each time
the results are the same. You worry yourself toaazle over some



individual who doesn't deserve your help and whdeed, might
benefit from being left to sort out his own affaWghen are you going
to start thinking about yourself, that's what | wemknow?'

Fleur was not put off by her friend's abrupt spesbtie knew her too
well. At first sight the two girls looked unlikelgandidates for
friendship, but Fleur's shy, retiring nature neetlesl pushing and
prodding of Jennifer's ebullience and, although etomes

overwhelmed by it, was often glad to seek her pasadvice.

'l haven't come here to talk about me,' Fleur dtatenly.

‘All right," Jennifer leant back in her chair wighlook of resigned
patience, 'tell me the worst, who is it this time?'

‘Your new patient,' Fleur admitted. 'Father askedtoncall on him

today to try to cheer him up, and | was hoping ppgwyou could give
me some idea what subjects he finds interestimgat'a loss to know
what to talk to him about.’

Jennifer jerked to attention and shriek&wudon't mean our French
Count?

Fleur laughed, 'Oh, is that what you call him..."

Jennifer rushed into words without heeding the tioles'My dear,
every nurse on this ward has tried to get througlihim! Mean,
moody, magnificent—we've run out of adjectives!fHhaeé staff hate
him and the rest are in love with him, but on omenpwe're all
agreed-he's impossible!

Fleur's heart sank. Her father's words had prefdasedp to a point,
but that Jennifer, forthright, unfearing Jennifgnpuld stand in awe
of him made him sound even more formidable. Sharetéher throat
and censured gently, 'Heblind, Jennifer.’



Jennifer's face went grim. 'Yes, but so are mo#tebther patients in
this ward, and they don't have private suites drel undivided
attention of Sir Frank Hamlin to help soften thewl The young
man's spoiled, Fleur, make no mistake about thataithough he has
lost his sight he's by no means incapacitated wiker It's
extraordinary how quickly he senses pity and higgant rejection of
it can be devastating. Don't expose yourself tdakk of his tongue,
please, Fleur. Leave him to those experienced dnangl hard
enough to cope, because you're simply not equifgpbdndle him!'

Fleur blanched, but she shook her head and ansvierdy 'l must
see him, | promised Father | would and | can't gokbon that
promise. When will be the most convenient time?'

Jennifer threw up her hands in despair. 'All righyou've made up
your mind, then on your own head be it!" She saftewhen Fleur's
shoulders drooped. 'Look, you haven't been rouadvtrds yet, have
you?' Fleur shook her head. 'Good!" Jennifer arsdvérhen by the
time you've finished doing that it should be tea&tirSir Frank will
have visited his patient long before then, andsBié to it he's left
severely alone so that when you do go in he mighdédsick of his
own company he'll welcome any visitor. How will titep?'

‘Well, thank you for nothing!" Fleur drew herseff with dignity and
made towards the door. Jennifer's laughter wdsiaging in her ears
as she walked quickly down the corridor to colldat telephone
trolley. Her lips quirked a little as her sensénamour responded to
her friend's quip, but it faded fast when she bagatontemplate the
ordeal that loomed only a couple of short hoursyawa



CHAPTER TWO

FLEUR did not know whether to feel relieved or sorry whke time
for her visit drew near. All afternoon while shedhainistered to the
patients In the main ward her eyes had been drawinet curtained
window behind which lay the private room that halge man she
had promised to visit. Her thoughts had been sotehshe had found
it quite impossible to concentrate on the taskdsluebeen given, and
this had caused much good-natured chaffing from t
patients—many of whom were now friends of long diag. But she
had managed to struggle through, and now, as skbegduthe
telephone trolley back into its alcove and nervpgshoothed down
her hair, she began to feel the stirring of veaf panic.

Slowly, she walked down the corridor until she wasside the room,
then, bracing herself as if to do battle, she tdpiggtly on the door.

‘Entrez!'she was brusquely commanded.

Three hesitant steps took her inside the room. éigrs went
immediately towards the bed and found it unoccupitxd covers
drawn back to reveal uncreased sheets and crigp piHows. Along
the opposite wall was a window that looked out orthie hospital
grounds and standing immobile in front of it was thll figure of a
man wearing a dark jewel-coloured dressing-gowrnedvy silk.
Fleur's heart somersaulted, then began to pourid heitd, painful
throbs. Without flickering an eyelash, she tracesdoortrait indelibly
upon her memory, so that when she was alone shet make it out
and look at it again and again. He looked so ditrastanding there
with the light from the partially curtained winddancing down upon
his dark head it was no wonder Fleur's unawakeeead hesponded
with romantic fervour at her first sight of him. KMes a cavalier in
modern clothing, his face dark and brooding; hign ckeverely
out-thrust— a sign of obstinacy—eyes screened,elxaiting, his
nose blade-straight but with flaring nostrils thedrned he sensed



approaching danger—or interference. All he lacked & colourful

doublet, a swinging cape and a long, thin rapidnaong against the
lean length of his leg. He was a hero of Cervanidse-bBon Quixote

who took windmills for giants and sheep for armibe, gave the
iImpression that he would consider a friendly ouertal provocation
and pity or concern an insult.

'‘Well?' His impatient voice challenged the silesdm. "WWho are you
and what do you want?’

Compassion filled her at this reminder of his bhads and it was all
she could do to keep her voice steady when stexddlt'l ... I'm Fleur
Maynard, the Reverend Mr. Maynard's daughter —Isged you
yesterday, if you remember?"

He tilted his haughty head and without turning aweym the
window clamped out, unforgivably, '"You mean thatlfof a priest? |
thought | had made it quite plain to him that hiegence was
superfluous, so why, | wonder, has he sent medugjlater? Perhaps
he would like you to guide me around the grounds smdispense
with my white stick,-'or—ah yes, | have it—he waytsi to teach me
Braille, a worthy occupation for a vicar's daughter

If he had mockedthershe could have forgiven him; his sarcasm cou
have fallen upon her own head and she would na¢ Aeached. But
to hear her kind, gentle-hearted father so maligvesimore than she
could bear. With the primitive instinct of a mothigier defending her
young, she rounded on him.

'l find your morbid self-pity abhorrenmonsieur Now | understand
why people prefer to leave you alone with your waitig thoughts
and childish tantrums!’

Her spurt of temper faded into an appalled silekigedid not speak,
but his fist clenched tightly and hovered momehtarver the hilt of



a non-existent rapier. But although silent, hiseangpuld be felt in
the quiet room. No one, she guessed, had everdbsfmken to the
arrogant Frenchman in that way and he had foundnaist
indigestible; if she had been a man she felt sane@duld have struck
her! Her whole body trembled as she waited, tocam&d and
frightened to run towards the door. Hot colourheds to her cheeks,
then receded, leaving her eyes enormous in heevidse. Just when
she thought she would crack under the strain, laxed his tense
body and turned around to face her. With a meekstessvould not
have believed possible he apologized,

‘You are quite rightthademoisellel have become impossible to live
with. You are not the only one who thinks this. Mymper gets
beyond control, but | know of no way to remedy thiRerhaps,' his
voice became silky, 'if you were to help me... & Hust have heard
her dismayed gasp, because his voice became chatitlpeshocking
sarcasm. '‘Come now, vicar's daughter, where is gbarity? You
know you dare not refuse me for your father's sttkdhow would he
react to the knowledge that his daughter had dehmg to a
desperate man?'

Immediately, a picture of her father's anxious fé@shed before her
eyes and the refusal she was about to utter fdltete silence. He

was clever, this Frenchman, unerringly he had ntnuthe one thing

that could influence her in his favour. If she wireefuse his request
her father would be hurt far more than he would.

'In what way can | helpmonsieu? There are people far bette
gualified than I just waiting for your command, whgt letthemhelp
you?' she questioned stiffly.

He moved away from the window, and using her vaika directive,
he walked towards her. Only a step away he stopped|ose she
could have reached out and touched him. It was twalztlieve he
could not see, so sure were his movements. Hidysteafathomable



eyes were trained upon her face as if taking imyedetail of her
features, so much so that a blush began to riseruret skin. It was
only when she saw the faint white scars on his iéyebnd
brow—denoting recent plastic surgery—that she vinkes @ believe
it, then her blush deepened with an onrush of shame

'‘Why you?' he queried, suddenly harsh. 'Simply bseaou are the
first person | have spoken to since my accident islhmnest enough
to tell me the truth about myself | For two yeardhdve been
consistently lied to and I'm heartily sick of iteHring you speak so
frankly was like a breath of spring air reaching tm®ugh clouds of
stifling commiserations and supposedly soothingtpldes. You are
the one person | would trust to speak the truttnéoalways and for
that reason | do not intend to lose sight of yoouYvill have to
humour me, vicar's daughter, because if you do stwdll refuse to let
them operate | What is your answer to that, areagreeable?'

'‘Agree to blackmail?' Fleur choked. 'Does one éaae a choice in
such circumstances?'

He shrugged and turned to walk back to the windstanding in a
shaft of sunlight, he lifted his face to let thghli play upon his scars,
seeming to enjoy the warm, delicate touch uporidrisented eyes.
Then, realizing she was waiting for an answer, dld her with
sudden irritability, 'No, you have no choice! | didt ask to become
the target of your over-developed sense of duty,camnot therefore
be charged with taking advantage of it!" Suddemlyited of her. 'Go
now, | want to rest, but be back here tomorrownretto have lunch
with me.’

Rigid with anger at her ignominious dismissal, stagched out of the
room, only just resisting the urge to slam the door



Sir Frank was amazed and delighted at the chanigis jpatient after
just a couple of weeks of Fleur's company. Jenrgfgressed the
view that Fleur had achieved the impossible wherstead of

brooding in his room, her patient began to demandenand more
outings in Sir Frank's chauffeur-driven car witledi acting as his
eyes, painting word pictures of the countrysidethees journeyed
through it. Malcolm Maynard was jubilant and so ymoof his

daughter he could not find words enough to pragse But the strain
Fleur was undergoing was visible to her mothery afile began to
rejoice less as she compared the young Frenchmesttsed spirits
with the subdued aura of disquiet surrounding Fledorought on,

Mrs. Maynard had no doubt, by his heavy demands tygo time.

She tried to remonstrate with Fleur about this afternoon as she
watched her getting ready for yet another outiRteur dear, you
look tired, why don't you rest this afternoon afidtélephone the
hospital to tell them you don't feel up to escartMonsieur Treville

to the races?'

Fleur was in the act of pulling a pink cotton dreser her head and
her reply was muffled, but audible. 'I'm not a tméd, Mother, so
please don't fuss." When her head emerged fromdthss she
continued firmly, 'Besides, Alain will be most dgeinted if | let
him down. He's very fond of horse-racing and wategkcited when
| mentioned there was a meeting to be held nearl lmpouldn't
possibly let him down now, could [?'

Her mother sighed. 'That's all very well, Fleurt bon beginning to

worry about you. You don't display half the eneygy used to and
also you look so pale. Alain Treville is a charmyaung man and a
most considerate one otherwise, but he's so pagse¥eu haven't

been out of his sight for more than a few hoursesthe first day you
met him. Are you sure it isn't all becoming too mdier you?'



Fleur turned away to hide the quick spurt of téemsmother's words
had precipitated. It was just as well her pardmisight Alain Treville
charming and considerate. To them he was, butsitdyknew of the
black depression that often overtook him when thaye alone
together. She had learned to keep silent whileanged and railed
against the fates that had blinded him. She hadrbedis safety
valve—his whipping boy. To everyone at the hosgiawas now a
model patient, easy to please and very co-operatig she bore the
brunt of the devils that roused within him a desgai violent that
only by lashing out at another could he achieviefret first when
these moods had overtaken him she had answereddaknsharply,
but this had tended to aggravate him still furtiwed after flinching
under his stinging tongue on half a dozen occasbeshad decided
to opt for the line of least resistance and ta@sietly until his spleen
was spent. But there had been a few occasions Wwadrad been
sweet, so heart-stirringly charming she would haesied him
nothing, and it was on the last of these occadimaitsshe had realized
she had fallen in love with him...

'Fleur!" Her mother was still waiting for an ansyw&y she went across
and knelt at her feet.

‘Mother, Sir Frank confided in me that he hopesgerate on Alain
some time next week, so | won't be wanted muchdong/hen he
regains his sight he'll go back to France andnrethe'll forget all

about me.' Her heart jerked painfully, but sheckj herself to go on.
'In a few weeks everything will be back to normadi &1l have plenty

of time to rest, but as long as he needs me | brustith him, do you

understand?'

Her mother patted her hand, understanding moreRleanr intended.
‘Very well, my dear, I'll say no more. Just remenikshe hesitated
then went on slowly, 'your happiness is very imaotrtto us and
anything you might decide to do will be accepted/byr father and
myself as being necessary to that happiness.'



Fleur hugged her. 'What possible decision could télled upon to
make that would affect my life with you and Fathgry goose I' she
laughed lightly. Her mother just smiled and sto@dt@ go towards
the door, but when she had left the room Fleur neeabkneeling by
the bed, reflecting upon her words.

Sir Frank's car was late arriving. Alain was alseadside and

through her open bedroom window Fleur heard hehertst voice
pleading with him not to get out as she was suee Bleur, would be
down in a matter of seconds. Alain's pleasantheated voice said
something in reply but she did not wait to list€rabbing her
handbag, she ran down the stairs and outside wwdhmg car, eager
to discover whether this was to be one of his gaygk or, heaven
forbid, whether she was to endure more hours ofbelslte

crucifixion from his searing tongue.

But she knew at first sight of him that it was ® & happy day; his
mouth relaxed into an involuntary smile of welcowleen he heard
her approach and, although screened by smoke-dasises, she
sensed there were no shadows in the eyes that switthgincanny

perception to her flushed face. 'Are you readyyFlehe questioned,
impatient to be on his way.

‘Yes, Alain,’ she replied, her tongue stumblingrdue name. He had
insisted, on the day she had been commanded tb Witic him, that
they dispense with formality and use first names jtthad taken him
the better part of a week to persuade her to dropgid¢ur Treville in
favour of Alain.

'‘Good, then let us be on our way, we must not thisgirst race I'

It was ideal weather for such an outing, pleasanym with a
flirtatious breeze preventing it from becoming aggsively hot. They
found a vantage point which was quiet—he did i@ Growds—but
which gave Fleur a comprehensive view of the raaekt and when



they were settled Alain dismissed the chauffedlingehim he was
free to enjoy himself in his own way until the tirmgranged for the
return journey.

Although Fleur knew nothing about racing,, she hadinstinctive

grasp of what would interest Alain. She describesrghing around

her in such detail that he became absorbed, anad wWiee racing

actually started her commentary was so crisp aedrate that his
face glowed with enjoyment. Between races she dhausethe food

from the lunch basket they had brought with thenakyfl sausage
rolls, sandwiches of delicious pink ham, sliverschicken breast,
fruit and abottle of sparkling wine that had been chilled ntipacked

In a thermos container to retain its refreshinggtaWhen they had
finished eating Alain lay back upon the rug theg pread upon the
grass and told her with a relaxed sigh,

‘That was wonderful! Thank you for a most enjoyaafternoon,
Fleur. When | get back home you must come to mgtand I'll take
youto the races!

Her heart lifted. It was the first time he had neméd his home or,
indeed, anything about himself. She would havedlitcehave asked,
but had been too afraid of being snubbed. In hesgmt mood,
however, she decided to chance it.

'‘Where is your home, Alain?' she asked diffidently.

A frown flickered across his face, then was goNear Grasse,' he
answered abruptly. Then as reluctant memory overtam, he
elaborated, 'Grasse, as you probably know, is¢h&e of the French
perfume industry, a region known as the gardenrahée. All the
year round the flowers bloom along the Mediterrane@ast— from
Menton to Hyeres they flower in infinite profusiddannes is famous
for its roses, acacia and jasmine, Nimes for g rosemary and
lavender. Nice for violets and mignonette. Butlbbathem the most



famous is Grasse, because there we grow the noostrs and it is
there the perfumes are manufactured.’

She was fascinated. No wonder he revelled in tbeht@f the sun
when he had lived his life in such a paradise!Weis all the year
round?' Unconsciously she had repeated the phraskad so caught
her fancy.

'‘But yes," Alain nodded, 'every single month of twar. From
January to March there are violets, jonquils andhosia; during
April, May and June, roses, and in June also we ltlz& mignonette,
pinks and golden broom. This month, the coast b4l a riot of
lavender, jasmine and tuberoses, then in AugugtieSwer and
October we will have mint, geranium and acacia.rEaeChristmas
time all districts are turned into a sea of yellawen the cassia
blooms, sending scent wafting for miles around.’

'‘Oh, stop!" Fleur laughingly admonished him. ‘Mynohisimply
cannot absorb any more! How fortunate you are t@ fsach beauty
to go back to, and how you must be dying to sa# &gain!

She could have bitten out her tongue the momenivtrels were
spoken, but it was too late. He made no physicatemnt, but
Instinctively she felt his withdrawal. Anxiouslyeheyes searched his
face, trying to probe behind the screen of darksgga, but he
betrayed nothing. His lithe, slim body seemed redbxintil she
noticed his clenched fists, the knuckles standingwhite against
brown skin, betraying his tenseness. Full of remoske reached out
and covered his fist with her hand. Earnestly, avedihis agony, she
assured him,

‘You will see again, Alain, | know you willl You nstn't allow
despair to mar your chance of success, becaus#tally important
that you are relaxed and in good spirits when &ink operates next
week.'



Her hand was rejected with hard fury as he hissezligh clenched
teeth, Mon Dieu! Don't humour meWhat do you know of
operations? Haven't | endured six of them, six tamragonizing
attempts to make me see agddoh't worry,' he mimickedthe scars
around your eyes are healing nicehat do | care about scars wher
all I want is my sight I

Fleur's breath caught in a hard sob. Willing hénselvithstand the
lash of his anger because of the relief he foundranting his
frustrations upon herself, she fought desperataly to let his
dejection take root in her own mind. She couldbezr even to think
what he might do if he were ever to be told theas wo hope; that he
was to be blind for the rest of his life.

Depression kept her silent as she gathered upetnains of their
meal and repacked the basket. Alain had retreateel imore into his
shell of moody aloofness and nothing she mightvgayld bring him

out of it. She began praying inwardly that thedwaling week would

pass quickly. Physically, she was strong, but hawehmonger could
her tortured spirit withstand the punishment steedlacted to bear in
order to help Alain Treville achieve his heart'side?



CHAPTER THREE

THE operation was over. Jennifer had whisked intonh#ing-room
only minutes before to tell Fleur that Alain wasngegbrought back to
his room and that Sir Frank wanted to have a wati er. She was
filled with foreboding. Had the operation been wtassful? Could it
be that Sir Frank was going to ask her to breakneads?

She paced the floor in an agony of doubt as theitesticked by and
Sir Frank did not appear. The operation had tal®mshto perform
and all the time she had waited, hoping her nearmgsild be in
some way communicated to Alain that he might befoord by it.

But now she wanted to see him, to assure hersalfn was not in
pain.

The door opened and Sir Frank entered, his facerdvath fatigue.
'‘Ah, Miss Maynard, thank you for waiting, | did esmlly want to
have a word with you I' As he pulled up a chair aaited for her to
be seated she scanned his face and saw beneahethéredness
signs of very real worry. Her hands plucked nerlyoas her skirt as
she waited for his next words.

‘The corneal graft has been made on his right legedld her gravely,
‘and | intended within the next few days to do kg one. You
realize, of course—as does Alain—that the operdimsto be done
in two parts?' When she nodded, he continued,r Afterating on the
right eye | examined the left one very carefullyShe stiffened when
his voice faltered into silence.

'‘And?' she urged.

He dropped into a seat before admitting reluctaritiy afraid the
outlook is not very promising...'



'You mean the operation was not a success— thah Adl not
regain his sight?'

He hesitated, searching for words to soften thevbldhe left eye is
the more badly injured of the two, but even sod fedt confident that
it was not irreparably damaged. Today, howevenuintl signs of
infection. We must reduce this infection beforetoanng and this
will mean postponing the second operation untilsittompletely
cleared up. That is why | asked to speak to youdesr. You have
worked such miracles with Alain these past few vgadlat | wanted
to be sure you'll be there when he needs you—asutedy will do

when | tell him of my decision.'

As if through a fog Fleur heard his voice soundimg death-knell of
Alain's hopes. Was it for this he had endured seteturing
operations? Would it not have been kinder to haftéhim altogether
without hope than to inflict upon his volatile negithe see-saw of
emotional strain which, more than anything elses th@ cause of his
moods of despair? Tearfully angry, she challengedri@nk, '"Why
didn't you leave well alone? Why tantalize him wtihther promises
that he might see when you know there's no hope?'

Gently, Sir Frank contradicted her. 'There is alsvhgpe, my dear.
We doctors have to believe that or we would neyarate. I'm as
depressed as you are by this setback, but | implmwe¢o believe that
it is just a setback—and to help Alain to believe it.tho a
year—even less— it will be possible for me to fintke operation,
this time successfully, but | need you to help mevince Alain that
things are not as hopeless as they might seeml Caunt on that
help?'

'He'll never agree,' she answered through cold 'Mggh Alain it's a
case of now or never, I'm certain of that.'



Sir Frank's shoulders sagged as if hearing whataed put into
words made the fact concrete. "Then God help hidnhes family to
endure the consequences! His mother is a veryfdead of mine, as
was his late father, and | would have liked nothoetier than to have
succeeded in restoring their son's sight, but @twou say is true |
shall never achieve that goal.’

His despondency was very moving. Fleur respondedt tby
promising tearfully, 'I'll do my very best to makien understand, Sir
Frank, but if he refuses to listen please don'tnelgourself. Later,
when he's had time to overcome his disappointmmerhaps he'll
consider trying again.'

He reached out to pat her hand. 'You're a swedd,chin not
surprised my patient found com-

fort in your presence and I'm certain that if yoeravto be with him
during the next very trying months you would be bkavation.
However,' he sighed, 'as that cannot be we must hepvercomes
his bitter disappointment and manages to reach msilde
conclusion.’

Before she went home Fleur was allowed into Alaiosn. Sir Frank
had assured her that he would not regain consasgsfor some
hours and that when he did so he would need veefudanursing and
therefore no visitors would be admitted. Her eyesrewdrawn
Immediately to his face that was etched darkly @sgjathe crisp
smoothness of the pillows. His head was held firmlyosition by
supports placed on either side of it and his distgy eyes were
cloaked by a web of bandages. For once his longgiteee fingers
were at rest, no longer hovering over a sheathp@réut resting
lightly and unmoving against the white sheet—eachger

outstretched as if, to her fevered imagination;tbuist in pointing
accusation.



She was present the morning Sir Frank chose té\ih the results
of his findings. It was a week after the operatidiain was no longer
confined to bed but was sitting by the window, Isyel-coloured

dressing-gown accentuating his post-operative palgainst all

orders he had parted the curtains slightly sodaatate rays B of the
sunshine he loved so much played upon his raven{odead and
warmed his stern features with a honey-toned glifitth one irritable

movement he conveyed his annoyance of the web rafaages still

cloaking his eyes, and Fleur braced herself, whefkr@nk entered,
for yet another rebellious argument that they sthéeal removed.

Sir Frank, however, gave him no time to remonstii¢h a warning
look towards Fleur, he strode up to Alain and d=ldd his own
surprise attack with such hearty bonhomie that Flenew
instinctively he was about to blunder.

'Well, Alain, | think it's time we had a little tl

Alain's nostrils flared with immediate antagonigfieur ached to tell
him that nervous concern was the cause of Sir FFanktating
tactics, but she was not given time to intervene.

'Indeed, yes.' Alain's voice was tipped with std&l.all means let us
talk if doing so will mean an end to the play-agtinhave had to
endure this past week!

'‘Play-acting... ?' Sir Frank was nonplussed, betiFlvas not entirely
surprised when Alain's cold voice bit back,

‘Do you think me such a fool | can't tell the difece between
success and failure? Even if | did not have physigas to guide me,
your own excessive sympathy and the anxiety in yaice would
have been ample warning! Added to that, I've hasufd pitiful
attempts to console me in secret. Obviously sl jscaware that the
operation was a failure, because every nuancerindiee is known



to me and she has betrayed in a hundred differags the heartfelt
pity she is feeling!'

His savage resentment and acute perception rendeesd both
speechless. Hopelessly, with tear-filled eyes, Fappealed to Sir
Frank, and when he gave a shrug of failure hertbreaught in a
half-strangled sob. Again, Alain demonstrated himazang
sensitivity by catching the barely audible soundd awinging
savagely towards her.

'‘Don't shed tears for me, | will not tolerate difgrom now on | must
resign myself to the life of a blind man—I mustrie¢o read Braille
and to walk with a white stick, | must also leawridlerate pity and to
accept expressions of sympathy from others, butfroh you,
Fleur— never from you | Always you must be honeisthme,doyou
hear? If | were ever to discover that you had eeohe, then would be
the day | should give up completely!

Fleur found her voice. 'l wouldn't lie to you, Afaiand you must
believe what | tell you now. Your case isn't hopsleSir Frank was
trying to tell you that in another few months hbe# able to conclude
the operation successfully. Only a small area f&fation needs to be
treated and after that all will be plain sailindedse, Alain, listen to
him, | beg of you 1'

His answer was to reach up with a curse to puik, offending
bandages from his eyes. He threw them to the fkbemn lifted his
head high. 'Let that be the end of it!" he deckeitld dreadful finality,
his bitter disappointment blinding him to reasbnever wish to hear
another word on the subject!

* % %

Sir Frank and Fleur disregarded that wish many gimering the
following weeks, but Alain remained adamantly opmbgo any



future operation. Finally, as he grew stronger #reltime for his
departure grew nearer, they had to concede deftatugh Fleur
secretly cherished the hope that he might changenimd once he
was back in his own surroundings; that the urgeewhat he could
now only sense would escalate within him. So, etreugh the
outings they had had before his operation had resemeed and she
was in his company almost every day, she gradeakged to speak
of it, because she had no wish to be hurt by thauid anger which
seemed to be increasing as gradually as his ratystrength.

During his convalescence he had become a frequsitdrvto her

home. He was now a firm favourite with her paremtd he in return
seemed to find pleasure and relaxation in their eorahding

company. It was during one of these visits as #dagytogether in the
garden soaking in the tranquillity of its ramblisglitude, that he
astounded her by asking casually, 'Fleur, will yoarry me?"

He was lounging in a garden chair, negligently dngwa stalk of
grass, when he tossed the startling question admdser, and
although he must have sensed her amazed reactgavhano sign of
it.

'‘Wh ... what did you say?' she whispered, afrai@peat his question
In case she had imagined it.

Impatiently he sat up and threw away the piecerasg) 1 need you,
Fleur, | can't face the thought of going back tarfeée without you.
Will you at least think about it?'

Her heartbeats quickened so much she felt the tiobsa right
through her body. She loved him so much she woafapity have
died for him, and yet he had sounded almost ingiffe when he
asked her to become his wife. Her lips parted, etgeell him how
much she loved him, but before the first happy waould escape he
turned her heart to stone by continuing calmly,



It would be a marriage of convenience, of courseould expect
nothing more of you than | have received theseywasks—you have
become my eyes, through you | can see again. |ipeogou,’ he
seemed presumptuously certain he would not be edfuthat you,
too, will benefit from the alliance.'

When the slow, hot tide of humiliation receded, fiiea gladness—a
desperate shamed gladness —that he could not seeffdtt his

words had had upon her. His cold, clinical offenwdrriage was the
greatest hurt she had ever suffered, her only car#p in the fact

that he was completely unaware of the feelingshsttefor him. He

had not moved, but sat with his head inclined giygin a listening

attitude, trying to gauge her reaction, so she meadbperfectly still

until her mind was calm and her trembling body waistrolled.

Sharply he questioned, ‘Are you still there?'

The words underlined his need of her, a need faatgr than he
would admit, and her gentle heart flooded with casgwon as it
ignored his arbitrary demands and heeded onlydtisascious cry
for help.

'Yes, I'm here,' she answered, completely intemnumaking her
voice sound calm and unruffled.

He relaxed, a slight smile curving his lips. 'Gobavas afraid you
hadn't heard. Well, what is your answer, Fleur, yal marry me and
return with me to France?'

'Yes.' Her voice was a mere thread of sound, butdaed it and his
smile widened, taking on a hint of cynicism.

‘Thank you, | thought the idea would appeal to you.



She had to strive hard to retain her composunet@mber how hurt
and alone he was and, deep down, how very mucidaffar two
years he had lived in hope; now all hope was gankta face the
future he needed to have an anchor, someone wheystadd all his
needs but who would make no claim upon his deadien® She
remembered Sir Frank's word'sn certain that if you were to be with
him during the next very trying months you wouldchisesalvation!
Perhaps she was being self- sacrificial, even aatty foolish, in
allowing herself to be used in such a way, but & &sked, and her
love was such she could refuse him nothing.

He, however, was under no illusions as to her mastiwVith one
cynical black eyebrow raised, he drawled, 'You like idea of
becoming a&omtesse?"

She looked blankly back at him, then rememberingdwd not see,
she stammered foolishly, 'C comtesse?'

'‘Oh, come now,' he laughed unpleasantly, 'dontepdeyou didn't
know that as my wife you will become the Comtess&kville? My
mother will then become the dowager Comtesse—avehagreat
relief it will be to her to hand over her dutiexofrding to sentiments
she has expressed often in the past, she is fi@ganizing things at
the chateau and your arrival will allow her moredifor leisure.’

Fleur's bewilderment was complete. 'l simply dom'tlerstand you,
Alain!" She appealed for an explanation. 'Are yellirtg me thatyou
are the Comte de Treville and that you own a ch&égthat is so,
then | could never accept your proposal—the vesa iof becoming a
comtesseerrifies me! Please say it's all a joke ... I'

'It's no joke, | assure you,' he stiffened withdpri'Our title is one of
the oldest in France and the Chateau des Fleursbuidsby my
ancestors in the twelfth century.’



She was appalled. 'But why didn't you tell me thefore?' she
gasped.

There was a small silence before he answered dhtlyought you
knew, it was no secret at the hospital. There wares,' he frowned
at the memory, 'when some of the nurses forgot skéras far
enough to call me thampossible Couttt—among other things,' he
concluded.

Vaguely Fleur recollected a similar reference Jemriad made. At
that time she had thought it a pseudonym bestowed tim by the
nursing staff because of his arrogant manner, bwt, oo late, she
realized the truth: he really was a count!

‘Your father, also, was not unaware of the facg' dontinued
pointedly. 'l told him myself days ago when | deddo ask you to
become my wife. It would not have beemmme il fauto have left
your parents in any doubt of my ability to lookeaf{ou.'

'‘Oh, Alain!" She had to smile at this piece of wldrld courtesy,

charming though it was. Although her life had beery secluded she
was modern enough to appreciate that such praatiddong fallen

Into disuse, and besides that, her father placedtoimportance

upon material things that he would never think veelll upon that

aspect of what Alain had told him. The knowledgewwild seek

from the man who wanted to marry his daughter wbeldvhether or
not she was loved, and Fleur doubted very muchafanswer he
would have received to that question would haviehieh satisfied.

Exercising his uncanny gift of knowing exactly wisae was feeling,
he sensed her bewilderment and attempted to dmegrimind into
different channels.

'‘Come, enough of this, you have accepted my proposhl will not
allow you to go back on your word. We must tell yparents what



we have decided, then begin making arrangementaifovedding. |

intend that it shall take place here, in Englamdthat | can present
you at the Chateau des Fleurs as my wife—the nemt€sse de
Treville!

This was decreed with such grim satisfaction th&uf was
immediately suspicious. With deep unease, she &avhe was
smiling to himself, not a pleasant smile, rathee tgloating,
anticipatory smile of a man who has discovered g twasettle old
scores. What little comfort she had found in theuagption that he
had asked her to marry him because he neededdagpdiared in an
onrush of doubt. Who was waiting at the Chateau flesrs to
receive the revenge Alain was planning? And whyufthat be
necessary for him to take such a drastic stepdiorsesuch revenge?
Her blood ran cold at the idea of being used asapon of spite. She
loved Alain and however much she might deplorehi¢ svould
always love him, but she was not blind to his @ufttter, intolerant,
arrogantly immune from emotion, it was because hs &l of these
things that she did not refuse his proposal. Al&@iomte de Treville,
was sebna crash course, heading for self-destruction,sliecknew
she could never desert him while there was eveffaihgest chance
she might be able to help save him



CHAPTER FOUR

THREE weeks later they were married in the small villadpeirch
where Fleur had been christened and which had bieee the pivot
of her existence. There was no long white dres$agpant bouquet,
no virginal white veil to billow out behind her ake walked up the
aisle towards her father, who was to conduct theice and the
dark-browed, complex man who was to be her husiiand.wore a
simple white suit with a matching hat and carriedsmall
Ivory-backed prayer book, but as she walked dovenniédarrow aisle
she noticed that the church was decorated with ups@& vase of
sweet-smelling flowers, their colours splashingiasfathe sombre
oak-panelled walls with brave abandon. She hadnibesas she
recognized her mother's touch; this was her ontyohainspoken
rebellion against Alain's express wish that thémeutd be no fuss.
Firmly, he had quelled all her mother's enthusiagtans to invite
half the district to the ceremony, to rehearsedheir in specially
chosen hymns, to engage a caterer from the neavlay+he had
even managed to charm her into accepting thatstumaecessary for
her daughter to wear a full bridal outfit when he&ure husband was
unable to see. Fleur was deeply grateful to heergarfor their
unguestioning co-operation and for the way they staglen to hide
their deep misgivings and fear for the future @tlonly child.

She made very little sound as she moved down #he@n Sir Frank's
arm, but she knew by the way Alain's head wentaphe had heard
her. He moved forward, seemingly completely at gasd held out
his hand. Any onlooker would have been amazed &gimeness of
touch and calm command of ail his actions, bustiggt twitching of
a nerve at the corner of his mouth betrayed torRlee agony of
frustration he felt at his own limitations and stes not sorry she had
forgone the customary ceremony in order to savefrom a much
more prolonged ordeal.



It was a short, simple service, and afterwards thegt back to the
vicarage for a meal. Jennifer, who together withFsank had acted
as witness, was the only one in high spirits, aadéxcited chatter
carried them through what could have been a véyglised gathering.
Although Alain was on edge, he managed to be clmaynto
everyone, but when the time came for them bothetivd for the
airport he leant his head back against the seheafar Sir Frank had
obligingly put at their disposal and muttered tHatli: ‘"Mon Dieu,
I'm glad that is over, | could not have enduredtla@ominute!

Fleur did not reply. Alone for the first time withe man who only a
few hours earlier she had promised to love, hoaodrobey, she felt
a stirring of blind panic. The heavy gold band thiatghted her finger
was a fetter binding her to him for a lifetime;har desperation she
could have torn it from her finger and flung it aitthe window!

Perhaps the reason he began to chat so calmlyetcasi$e he sensec
her panic—his perception of her moods was her gséatonder. 'Not
long now until we are on our way to France,' hd tedr with unusual
kindness. 'l think you will enjoy the flight. Dideémember to tell you
we are going by executive jet?' She could only sttt head, but he
carried on, 'When | telephoned my mother to teliviae would arrive
home whenever flight times made it possible she noed of an offer
our neighbours had made to put their plane at syyadial whenever |
needed it.'

"Your neighbours have their own plane?' she chakednot really
interested but glad of any diversion to take hendmoff present
problems.

He laughed. 'Ah yes, but they are champagne pedpky have a
chateau near to ours which they occupy only a femths in the
year. They have built an airstrip in their groursdsthat they can
reach the chateau in as short a time as possidiéhéplane is really
for business use and Monsieur Chesnaye, whose plemdinds it



invaluable for business trips, so it is not sutdxary as you might be
imagining.'

'l see,' Fleur faltered, her mind boggling at tls#ion of owning a
private jet. 'How convenient for him." Alain lapsedtb silence at her
seeming sarcasm, his brooding look once more predomt; and
made no more effort to entertain her.

A couple of hours later Fleur had her first tadteugury. Sir Frank's
chauffeur, who had been well instructed, saw thénough the
airport formalities, then handed them over to angplrrenchman
who, he informed them, was the pilot of their plaikg he led the way
across the tarmac Fleur could hardly believe theeksl
champagne-coloured aircraft could possibly be tlopegrty of just
one man. Discreetly, a smart young hostess guidi@d fowards the
steps that had been lowered for the ascent, treensttered them both
into the cabin, the interior of which was unashamegulent. There
was seating for eight people; soft padded chaitls meadrests in pale
green leather and a champagne-coloured carpédidivaid across the
floor. Alain dropped into one of the seats withighsof relief and
ordered the hostess: 'As soon as we are airbatcterfee a drink.'

‘Certainement, monsiesine replied. 'And what about Madame
would she like something?'

Madame!A shock of surprise kept Fleur silent as she atsied the
word, realizing for the first time how irretrievaifiar she had stepped
into Alain's life. It was not the patiently waitingpstess who jolted
her out of her preoccupation but Alain, his shayperying voice
broke the silence with an insistence that callecafswift reply.

'Fleur! Why don't you answer?' It was the hiddelhfoareassurance
of her presence that never failed to touch hersliedanswered from
the heart.



'I'm here beside you, Alain where I'll always ddné eyes behind the
dark glasses were unreadable, but when he satibduk seat she
saw a slow smile curl his lips and at the sighit dhe panic in her
heart subsided.

As she, too, relaxed in her seat anxiety gave veayddwning

excitement. This was her first flight, her firstigpbse of a new world
that seemed full of enchanting promise. All durihg flight her eyes
were fixed firmly upon the round window through wihishe watched
England's coastline disappear gradually from sigtiil they were

left suspended between motionless sky and heaviogam

Disappointingly, because she was so looking forwtardher first

glimpse of France, thickening cloud began to olesd¢war view and
for a long while she saw nothing of what lay behdaae speeding
plane.

When the young hostess served them with a deliciees she told
Fleur, whose enormous eyes and flushed cheeksanggle evidence
that this was her first trip, that they were noveothe Mediterranean
coast and as the cloud was expected to lift shddrsmon have her
first sight of the country's most beautiful scenélain contributed
nothing to the conversation, but sat in morosesdeeating hardly at
all and barely tasting the champagne containetlergbblet he was
twisting restlessly between his long sensitive dirsg Each mile they
travelled he became more and more tense until, Wieespilot's voice
announced over the intercom: 'We are now prepatindand,
Monsieur le Comte," his grip tightened with suchsike strength
around the stem of the goblet it shattered in argdh

‘Alain! Have you cut yourself?' Fleur leant acressee for herself
what damage had been done, but he swiftly droppedtfending
glass and pushed his clenched fist deep into lukgto

'It is nothing/ he bit out, his face bloodless Wwith sweat beading his
brow. 'Please don't fuss!" She had no time to abgfere the young



hostess arrived to make sure their safety belts fastened correctly,
but her heart zoomed as swiftly low as the plaaewas taking them
so rapidly down to earth.

Her depression was so complete that she tookrittliee of the grand
mansion in whose grounds the plane landed. She isauall
superstructure in the distance and thought vagtnaly the owners
must surely be people of substance, but then slsebewmg helped
with Alain into the back of a sumptuous limousimel @riven swiftly
through an unfamiliar and unbelievably beautifuldacape such as
she had previously seen only in vivid technicolém$ and which,
even then, she had been hardly able to digest.

To her left were mountains, far away but visiblpwncapped, and to
her right blue sea flashed quickly into vision,rtheas as swiftly
gone, like the, coy glance of a blue-eyed coquéitatiously
displayed for a second, then withdrawn so thatveméd be bound to
be interested. The road wound through hills coveratl thyme,
rosemary, marjoram and broom, doubly attractivethair wild,
uncultivated state. Small houses were sunk dedp tigeir roofs in
pinewoods and interesting little streams meandaogdh into valleys
lush with semi-tropical vegetation. And the smelhe-toverall
sweetness of individual scents blending harmonyousigether
created a symphony of fragrance mere mortals coeNeér hope to
record nor manufacture. It was an Eden —a placeevaechance
breeze rippling restlessly through the aromatialgeatould transport
one unexpectedly into Paradise. Every now and athen passed
handsome, unobtrusive villas standing well backpacious gardens
filled with exotic flowers and sheltering palm tsgeend all around
tall cypress trees stood straight as sentinelsiagtie hot blue sky.

She longed to exclaim with wonder as each freslecspf beauty
appeared in view, but Alain's frowning countenamitscouraged
such exuberance, so she sat silent, her handgdlagptly in her lap,
absorbing it all in solitary wonder.



When the car slowed down to turn into a drive flzahlboy massive
stone pillars supporting huge wrought-iron gatas, was jolted into
reality with a suddenness that caused her heapital with alarm.
Could this possibly be Alain's home? The toweridfiee she saw in
the distance reminded her of a feudal castle. Ciestof time had
mellowed its thick stone walls to a warm shadeaidy, but this in
no way detracted from its grandeur. The rectangalamtral part of
the chateau was flanked by four corner towers octedeby a sentry
walk and in her bemused state she would not haee berprised to
see uniformed guardsmen ready to present armsl@aioa ten-gun
salute booming from theattlements. As they drew nearer she saw
crowd of people grouped in the main courtyard amckedibly, the
last few yards of driveway were flanked by men eholding a
French horn. Even as she watched, the car wasdiginid, as if at a
given signal, the men raised the horns to theis Bnd blew a
triumphant blast to welcome their Comte and his bade. It was all
so overwhelmingly feudal that Fleur felt she ha@rbé&ansported
back into the twelfth century. No need to wondemwnat the
out-of-date attitudes Alain was wont to adopt; hisconscious
arrogance and proud refusal to have his word quesdi stemmed
not from conceit but were the natural outcome sfupbringing and
came as naturally to him as breathing. Here, deefhe heart of
Provence, the French aristocracy were still revexed respected
masters of all they surveyed.

The sound of the horns brought Alain erect, his figiwtening as he
battled for control before facing the coming ordé# had not been
home for two years, all the time he had been ipiashe had vowed
never to return until he had regained his sight,rmw that proud
vow had had to be discarded. Fleur's heart achd#dpity for him,
but she had been too much hurt in the past tccoskmunicating her
feelings, so she subdued her own trepidation aoklespalmly.

'‘What a welcome, Alain! It must be very gratifyitgknow so many
people are anxious to have you home again.' Shesdpa group of



people standing a little apart at the top of thghfl of stone steps
leading to the chateau's main entrance. 'l thiigled your mother
waiting, too. How excited she looks 1'

'‘Who is with her?' When he grated out the quegteareyes flew back
to the group. Beside the slender figure of an attyIstood a young
girl and a step or two behind her was a slimlytbuén who looked a
few years younger than Alain. She was just aboytass on this
information when the car slid quietly to a staritland the chauffeur
jumped down to help them out.

A full-throated roar of approval rose from the wagtcrowds as she
and Alain stepped from the car. Unobtrusively, slygped her hand
under his arm to guide him towards the house argtsurprise he
accepted the gesture without a frown, willing face to put up with
interference rather than humble himself by stungbimfront of the

watching eyes.

Chattering like excited magpies the crowd surgedtdod, women
and girls nearly all of them dressed in black wginchiefs protecting
their heads from the sun; small boys, brown-limbadd

cheeky-faced, holding on to their fathers' handd, @der men with
their berets doffed in respectful homage to thengpGComte they
obviously all adored.

The first genuinely happy smile Fleur had ever $smn him creased
Alain's face as he returned their greetings, ansgdry name the
owner of each voice as if he were able to see aomgnize all those
who spoke to him. One very old lady pushed her wwafe front of

the crowd and grabbed hold of his sleeve as heega$¥ith tears
streaming down her wrinkled brown face she clunghitm and

sobbed!Ah, mon pauyre petit Alain, si pitoyable!'

Fleur's French was rusty, but the sentiment wagstakable and she
blanched inwardly, waiting for a storm to break o old woman's



head. But Alain reached out to find the old womaa'sd and when it
was clasped tightly in his own he answered geftgrci, Maman
Rouge, pour votre sympathidsefore disengaging himself anc
walking swiftly on.

Fleur was choking back unshed tears when they eebttte bottom
of the steps where his family were gathered. LycKiefore she
needed to instruct him on the ascent, the solitaan detached
himself from the family group and bounded down skeps to give
assistance.

'‘Welcome home, Alain, you have been far too longydihe greeted
him as he grasped his elbow to guide him up thessta

The smile faded from Alain's lips at the sound i3f Voice and his
astringent answer left no one in &ny doubt of hispteasure. 'One
would hardly expect the mouse to rejoice at theeabs of the cat,
Louis. Can it be that you welcome the curtailmentaur pleasures,
ox are you perhaps hoping that my wits have bededlas well as
my sight?"

Fleur gasped, and the young man reddened und@&mhi€ome now,
Alain, is that the way to return a cousin's greglinHe bowed to
Fleur, missing nothing of her wide-eyed distress the droop of her
soft, vulnerable mouth. He frowned for a secondnthith a very
Gallic shrug he shed his discomfiture and twinkl&thur wife is
looking quite shocked, Alain. Please reassurelfagritam not such a
villain as your words suggest, for | swear shee&ly to take flight!'

Alain's frown deepened and his tone was dry whentheduced her.
‘Fleur, this is my cousin Louis. If you are wiseuywill disregard

every word he says, because although he is in somgs

harmless—without malice, temper or sense— he hascnaples
whatsoever about idling away his time and thengymthe teeth to
defend his actions,' he finished contemptuously.



Fleur's sympathetic eyes met the unrepentant L.duis'she looked
quickly away after a brief nod, too embarrasseretorn his impish
smile. It was a relief when they reached the tophef steps and
Alain's mother. She was standing quite still, watghwith painful
intensity each step he took, silently urging hint twostumble as he
made his way towards her. Fleur was sure thath&a not been for
the watching crowd she would have discarded theityighe wore
with the air of a queen and rushed to enfold hilnenarms, but as it
was she restrained her natural impulses and behiavéde way
expected of the dowager Comtesse. Fleur suffecbd|af fear at the
thought of this same aristocratic behaviour beipeeted of herself:
she knew she was totally incapable of shouldenmudp & demanding
burden. She dared not think whidie immaculately dressed and
coiffured old lady was thinking of her own unsopicated manner
and indifferent dress. Clothes interested her mxahe liked nice
things, but there had never been sufficient mondhevicarage to
allow her to indulge in. luxuries and she had ssemuch of other
people's miseries, brought about through lack ohewp she had
considered herself fortunate in having enough la fier everyday
needs.

'‘My dear, dear boy I' As his mother moved towards Klain
reached out to enfold her slight figure in his aansl for a moment
they stood close together in silent communicatidfter a few
moving seconds he put her away from him and tuinischead in
search of Fleur. 'Maman,' he said when Fleur rdaaotgantly to his
gesture by moving to his side and slipping her baldd into his, 'you
must be anxious to meet your daughter-in-law." Thapposing
Fleur's shyness by drawing her further forward,shed simply,
'Fleur, this is my mother. | hope you'll come tedder as much as |
do.'

The moment was poignant with feeling, but evenlsough her
rioting senses Fleur heard the sharp angry gagémae from the
girl waiting to welcome Alain. It was evident tHa had heard it too,



when his easy assurance dropped from him likeak@dad he swung
round towards the sound with a sharp intake ofthrdas screen of
dark glasses hiding whatever message was betrayes eyes.

Fleur could never afterwards remember what sheteaws mother,

or what his mother said in return. She knew she weakomed

warmly, with tender tearfulness, and she registénedfact that the
old Comtesse would be easy to love, but her whellegowas centred
upon the meeting between Alain and the girl whosspaken

presence had had such an uncanny effect upon lrembéauty was
so incredibly perfect that Fleur blinked. She wasdark-haired as
Alain, but her skin was the soft matt whitenessaoimagnolia

blossom. Brilliant red lipstick coloured velvet-sqfouting lips so

that the eye was immediately drawn to admire tfailtless outline,

and her petite, voluptuously rounded figure wasskd to perfection
In a white dress so superior in style and cutudlg proclaimed itself
a product of one of the most exclusive fashion bBeus Paris. She
stared at Alain, not bothering to hide her angsndiy at the news
she had obviously heard for the first time from ¢wen lips, and as
the silence lengthened her large brown eyes clouttademper and
mortification.

'Is that Celestine?' Fleur went rigid when she gatxed sharp malice
in Alain's voice, sensing that one of the many tjaes seething in
her brain was about to be answered. She was evenaoovinced of
it when he went on to emphasize with cruel pleasure

'‘Celestine, | would like to introduce you to my e#fthe new
Comtesse de Treville!

This, then, was the moment for which Alain had besiting! For
some reason this girl was the instigator of hisedeined,
cold-blooded thirst for revenge!



CHAPTER FIVE

FLEUR stood contemplating an enormous built-in wardrabat
spanned the width of one bedroom wall. She hachusg up the last
of her dresses, but even though she had spacedoilteas much as
possible the great empty void that remained empbdghe sparsity
of her belongings. She shrugged, and closed the determining at
the same time to shut from her mind the worryingutfhts that
clamoured for admittance: thoughts about her owmpk
background and her inability to cope with the tgtalnexpected
maghnificence now surrounding her, thoughts aboain?d disturbing
family, his friendly but aristocratic mother, hisharmingly
Inconsequential cousin and lastly his friend, tkauiiful Celestine
Chesnaye who had made a tremendous effort to awerdoer
chagrin when she was introduced to the new Comigdsskreville,
but whose brilliant, angry eyes had belied the twmuws words she
had been forced to utter.

Fleur shivered at the memory. They were all to dogether that
evening and although she had welcomed the Condessggestion
that she might like to rest before dinner, she khemtoo-active mind
would not allow her to . do so. She wandered acyassls of

rose-patterned carpet towards the window, turnegrgdack upon the
sumptuous furnishings, endeavouring to recover $&emse of
proportion by gazing out upon the simplicity of un& But outside,
as within, the outlook was so lavishly profuse thla¢ felt satiated,
and a longing for home and for the sight of a déaflish meadow
overwhelmed her. Two crystal tears were on theklwfrfalling when

a gentle knock sounded on the door. Hastily, sheeaviher hand
across her eyes before calling dintrez!"

She was expecting a maid to appear and was distedaghen the
door opened to admit the tiny regal figure of Alaimother.



'‘Comtesse! | didn't realize it was you...' She bdaslike a schoolgirl
caught out in some misdemeanour, then in a nervasl she
remembered her manners. 'Please,’ she pulled @avelnair, ‘won't
you sit down?"

The Comtesse smiled graciously and accepted thiéepd chair.
Sitting straight-backed, in a grey lace gown wigémg sparkling from
a brooch pinned to her breast and from numerougs rupon her
fingers, she epitomized the luxury which alreadgt hagun to affect
Fleur with a sense of inferiority—causing her nersmess to
increase.

'Sit down, child,’ the Comtesse demanded kindlg have many
things to discuss. | am fully aware of the straou yare undergoing,
and, knowing such a strain would prevent you frdeeging, |
thought this a propitious time for us to talk. Dauymind, my dear, or
would you rather | left you to rest?'

'‘Oh no," Fleur assured her earnestly, eager ttodaetow her better,
'you- are most welcome, Comtesse I'

‘Then to start with,' she leant forward to pat lme@nd, ‘we shall have
to agree upon what you are to call me. You areGbmtesse de
Treville now, and must be addressed as such, wh¢@a now the
dowager Comtesse.' She seemed not one whit digtbspthis fact,,

but seemed to hesitate before voicing her nextagtquif the idea
does not offend you, my dear, | would like you &l cne Maman as
Alain does...'

Fleur's eyes widened with surprise, not at the esfjubut at the
diffidence in the old lady's voice. She was shyleTiegal old
aristocrat was as. afraid as any other new moth&aw might be that
she would be rebuffed. Fleur slid from her chaikneel at her feet.
Fighting tears of loneliness, she looked up intofaee and told her
simply, 'How nice of you, Maman, to do me. suctanour.’



For a moment the Comtesse looked as if she werat dbdoreak
down, but her shaking mouth was pulled sternly iotder when
years of self- discipline came to her aid.

'You know," she said shakily, 'l find many pleasimgnens
surrounding your arrival here as Alain's bride. iagtance, has it not
occurred to you how appropriately you are named?'

Fleur caught her meaning. 'Because my name is Bladithis is the
Chateau des Fleurs?'

she smiled. 'Yes, it certainly is an odd coincidgehc

'‘And also,' the Comtesse's hands were shakin@gytibdas two years
exactly since Alain's accident. How very upsetting dear boy
would have found his homecoming if he had not haul lyy his side
to comfort him.'

Fleur's smile faded. Alain truly was a solitary miimurt to discover
how little he allowed her to know about himselfwhthoroughly he

excluded her from sharing his troubles. There wasloubt in her
mind now that he intended she should remain igrico&rall past

events, but there were questions she had to haveeaed if she was
not to be thought unfeeling by his family and fderwho would

expect her to be informed of all the facts.

'‘How ... how did the accident happen, Maman?' sheel herself to
ask.

The Comtesse flinched, but Fleur's anxious expsasdhe pain
darkening her blue eyes to violet, showed plaihbt the answer to
the question was important to her and so, slowlsterang her
distress, she answered, 'No one knows to this dasgt weally
happened. Alain was working at the distillery, expenting with
some new fragrance he had evolved and which hééenime quite



excited about." She checked before continuing teensure Fleur
understood, then, when she saw her look of bewrdat, she
elaborated, 'Our family have been in the perfumsirass for
centuries, my dear—surely you've heard of Maisoreville
perfumes, it is our trade name?'Fleur remembeted/ ghial of the
extravagantly expensive perfume she had receiveal @hristmas
present from Jennifer one year. She had treastitedhe last drop
and even afterwards the empty bottle had laindnasver so that the
last whiff of scent could add fragrance to her handhiefs. 'But
certainly,' she agreed, 'everyone has heard ofdvidiseville!

The Comtesse gave a pleased nod. 'We are well kiotvmot, |
think, without just cause. Alain is an expert omfpee, he has had
years of training and a lifetime of familiarity Wit the industry, of
course, but then so has Louis and he is not hadfosal at his job.
Alain has something extra, an abnormally keen sehsenell that
enables him to detect the finest shade of odowrd@itdentify every
ingredient used to make the particular perfumeshdissecting. But
his real art and skill lies in his ability to blem@rious scents and
essences to produce new and exciting perfumes, estecfly
balanced and combined that even the greatest expad we have
many amongst our neighbours—find it very diffictdt detect the
ingredients of which they are composed. Yes,' sgked, 'the
industry had certainly missed Alain these past years. Louis, I'm
afraid, simply does not have that, extra bit of mdlgat is the mark of
genius. Not that he does not try," she was quiciefend her own
note of censure, ‘it is simply that he is still@ylat heart and would
much rather seek his pleasures outside of the éssirOnce,’ she
spoke as if to herself, 'Alain, too, was as caeefreShe broke off,
shook herself free of some unhappy memory and togtinued,
firmly, "You must let Louis take you around the w&rFleur. I'm sure
you will be fascinated, he can be a most entertginompanion.'



Tm sure of that, Maman,' Fleur agreed, reluctartbteédorced into
Louis' company in case she should incur Alain'gldessure, but
unable to find sufficient excuse to refuse. 'Peshagme day...'

'‘Nonsense!" The Comtesse seemed determined. 'Yall gh
tomorrow, I'll arrange it with Louis myself.'

Gently Fleur reminded her, "You were about tonsl about Alain's
accident..." But the Comtesse was either too timredhe found the
subject too painful. With a small shrug she diseulss. 'There is very
little to add. One of the workmen rushed up to¢hateau with the
news that Alain's eyes had been splashed withveltiié he worked
in his laboratory—the acid is used to clear thasits of all smell so
that future experiments are not ruined by contatiinafrom a

previous one. Even Celestine, who was with hinhatime, can give
us no clear idea of what happened, and as for Atam has always
refused to speak of it.’

Fleur's warning hackles rose at these last wdrdsbefore she could
guestion further the Comtesse stood up to makedymarture.

'‘We will talk again soon,' she told her fondly,t'lmow | must go if |
am not to be overtired before evening.' She tutnedalk towards
the door, then hesitated. 'Fleana petite | really came to tell you
how very pleased | am that yott accepted Alaine lfdr you might
become ... difficult ... he can be very tryingiatds, but please never
have any doubts that you have done the right tiilogvever unkind
he might be, however hurtful or secretive, theraasdoubting that
you are essential to his happiness—and he to yBlease accept a
mother's blessing and gratitude.'

Long after she had left Fleur pondered upon herdsowithout
being disloyal, she had managed to convey her symwnd the
bewilderment she felt at the change in her sorurRded not find it
hard to believe Alain had once been a devil-mag-cigr. who could



have caused his mother some anxious moments. Hadnsh
recognized at first sight of him the cavalier skréeat ran through his
blood, the swashbuckling, debonair attitude whech tvoman meant
excitement, racing "pulses and a dangerous atiréctthe put her
hand to her throat where a pulse was throbbinglhgphlain could
be like that again, she was certain, if only heldowl himself of the
black depression that bedevilled him, but if hewmlld he look to
her, the simple daughter of a country parson, &weshis excitement
or would his thoughts be more likely to turn towsadelestine who
would make a fitting mate for his tempestuous wg@iBuddenly she
felt suffocatingly hot. She decided she needed d@irgp shower
before going downstairs for dinner.

Alain and she were sharing a suite; she was imtne bedroom and
he was in a smaller room with a connecting bathredmch they
were obviously meant to share. There was no sawnd Iiis room as
she turned on the tap and stepped under the giakssed shower to
enjoy the sensation of needle-sharp jets of walasking against her
skin. It was so invigorating that she prolonged &ejoyment of it
until she began to feel numb with cold, then, rathan turn on the
hot tap, she groped for a towel and began to rufelfevigorously to
get rid of the chill. She was so engrossed thatfaited to hear the
door open and was only aware of Alain's presencenvghe looked
up and saw him dressed in a bathrobe, walking glfovivard in the
direction of the shower. Her hand flew to her motglsmother a
gasp, but she was not quick enough and his heleejerpright when
he heard the small sound.

'‘Who's there?' he jerked out.

She could not answer, searing embarrassment rehtderedlumb so
that even though she knew he could not see hawvabéncapable of

replying.



'‘Answer me, damn you!' He made an angry move fatwaut caught
his shin on a stray stool and would have overbaamicshe had not
instinctively ran forward to catch him. He caugbtdof her shoulder
and with one inflammatory touch made her vividlyaagthat she
was no longer a girl, a shy dreamer, but a womah wihusband
whose touch was fire.

'Fleur!" He spoke her name in a low hiss and farcanent seemed
ready to push her angrily away.

I'm sorry, Alain,’ she stuttered, crimson with thss and trying
terribly hard to remember that the dark eyes bpzilown at her
really could not see. 'l tried, but | couldn't tuhe key in your lock, |
think it must be jammed...'

When she became conscious of his sudden stillrexsgolce trailed
into silence. He still held her, and gradually, adtnimperceptibly,
his grasp was tightening. In his eyes, no longddém by smoked
glasses, a tiny flame was kindling deep, deep d@nd, his mouth
had broken from its grim lines to pucker at theness with the
beginning of a vagrant smile. Slowly he drew hewfrd until his
breath was fanning the damp strands of hair atdmaples, curling
them into fine baby tendrils. His voice, whimsigateasing, was
startling, coming as it did from a man who was eargjer to
tenderness.

'‘Louis tells me you are beautiful, a lovely Englistse, was his
description..." She trembled under his touch, liseness rendering
her incapable of response. 'Do you mind if | find for myself?' his

tormenting continued. 'I'm at a decided disadvantageing unable
to picture a wife whose beauty, according to Lowi, make me the

envy of my friends!

She did not flinch when his hands reached out twhodher face.
Lightly, his fingers traced across her" smoothwbi@nd hesitated



momentarily against her wide sweep of eyelashesréafontinuing

down the contours of her cheeks. 'Candid blue agdarge and soft
as purple pansies,’ he murmured, repeating Loagrgption. 'Hair

so heavy with gold dust that specks have fallegiltbthe tip of thick

dark lashes. And lips,' his fingertips scorched euth, ‘'miniature
petals of pink velvet.'

He raised his head at last, and she struggledmiitked feelings of
alarm and excitement. She felt strangely stirrediashands moved
gently over her face, cupping her chin to kissdgain, softly, before
moving down her neck and over her shoulders. Thweltbegan to
slip, and desperately Fleur pulled it more closelynd her—but the
movement had the opposite effect to what she hHadded, and with
a sharp intake of breath Alain pulled her against his arms closed
round her and his lips met hers in a long, demandiss that

contained all the frustration built up inside hinrithg two long years
of abstinence. Fleur responded with all her lovegrt to the need
she sensed within him, the need that only sheistmbment could
fill—though even through the sensation of drowrtingt filled her, a
tiny part of her knew that she was being made astgube for

someone and that the longing he was demonstrat@sgnat for her
but for some shadowy person belonging to his iagt.as the kiss
progressed she was swept past the point of caHiegwas her
husband, he was here with her. With all her headtsoul she loved
him and these few moments would be hers, and hmays for ever.

The past could take care of itself. The presentailakat mattered.

Just when it seemed they would drown together e dapths of
passion, he pushed her away. Breathing heavilyvatid his jaw

tightly clamped, he jerked out, Tm sorry, terrilslyrry, that should
never have happened 1' His fists clenched and nciobel as he
fought for control. 'l can offer no excuse for mghlaviour,' he
clamped out. 'I'm no celibate, I like the compafiyvomen and for
two years it has been denied me, but that in noakagplves me from



blame. My actions were despicable! Fleur," she stexcked to see
how white his face had becomeill you please forgive me?'

‘Don't be sorry, Alain,' she moved to put her aar@aind him once
more, but he fastened her wrists in a vice-likp gnd refused to let
go. 'Alain!" her cry held a world of bewildermefithere's no need for
you to apologize. After all, | am your wife!'

The coldness of his answer strangled every hopbaatheherished. 'l
married you for a purpose, but not for that purpbseed you beside
me, but,mon Dieu,even | do not understand why!" He spat out ti
words as if confounded by his own illogicalityml'beginning to
realize that | cheated you by allowing you to mdrajf a man, but-at
the time when | asked you | thought | was doing g@ervice.'

'‘Doing me a service?' she queried, suddenly cold.

There was an uncomfortable silence, then, obvidaslguring under
acute embarrassment, he admitted, 'l owe you caenptanesty, you
have always been honest with me and | must notadolgss than
justice in this respect.’

She stiffened, realizing that she was about to lsmamething
upsetting. Almost subconsciously she noted the kvayhands were
clasping and unclasping—a sure sign of unease—fatchis hair,
usually strictly controlled, was rioting over hisedd in unruly
confusion as a result of her having run her fingersugh its dark
mass. She forced her mind back to what he was galitirbegan
almost like an awkward confession.

'For various reasons, one of which you already knoweded a wife,
and you seemed an ideal choice. When | proposedagarl was
under the impression that you wereedibataire, she went rigid with
surprise, 'a middle-aged spinster stuck in the heiddl nowhere, at
the beck and call of her father and with no hopewar escaping the



rut she had been forced to occupy.' He held uphéingl for silence
when his quick ears caught the sound of her indoedugasp and
continued grimly, 'No one thought to mention thati ywere a young
and lovely girl who could probably have had theicboof half a
dozen men —not, that is, until Louis told me, agdhen it was too
late. | thought you owed your shyness and honesty tstrict
upbringing. Had | known that youth was the majartda | would
never have taken advantage of you as | did. Toyoewere a good
companion, an unassuming, undemanding person vigdma could
be myself and with whom | never needed to act & Batieve me, |
was astonished and most upset when Louis descyinedo me. In
fact, | thought he was playing out another of hip®l jokes; and that
Is the reason | acted as | did just nowatto know!

Her mouth was so stiff she could hardly manageptak, but she
finally managed a harsh, dry laugh before charbing 'If you really
thought me a middle-aged spinster—no doubt witbktlainkles and
wearing tweeds—why did you want to marry nWéRy?'she stressed
bitterly.

Through a haze of tears she saw him shrug. 'Cal nwvard if you
like, but all | wanted was someone to lean on—saorado protect me
from the cloying sympathy | knew -1 could expectamhl arrived
here. | also needed eyes, eyes that could seeemudilze to me in
detail what | need to know, and someone who, witipoevarication,
would speak the truth to me always. | wanted tRkgyr, and | still
do, but I now realize that the luxury and the urtit money winch
are all | can offer in return don't mean half socimtio you as they
would have to the person | thought you were.' dreliead wrinkled
into a puzzled frown. 'l simply don't understandywlou agreed to
my proposal. What possible reason could you hawk foatying
yourself to a blind man?’

Her heart took a frightened leap. He must nevemkabthe foolish
dreams she had woven around his unsuspecting Better by far



that he Should suspect her of mercenary motivesttet he should
guess the extent of her foolishness. Fighting tmisa the traitorous
bottom lip that was quivering so uncontrollablymbuld betray her
terrible hurt, she answered stonily,

'Perhaps you were not so very wrong in your judgenté me.

Gillingham is a dead hole and | often longed to a&ay from it; |

was hardly likely to ignore any offer of escape.y®a've really no
need to condemn yourself or your actions, AlainuYought me, but
| was willing to be bought, and only time will te¥hich one of us will
get the better of the bargain. Let's leave it at,tbhall we?"

His proud nostrils flared. He seemed so taken abhadatould find no
words to answer her flippancy. For a second heddoieady to
protest, to point out the glaring flaws in her argunt, but then his
lips twisted into his usual mockery of a smile #mellight faded from
his eyes, leaving them dark with fathomless thosigBketching a
quick salute, he turned on his heel and left held and shaking, to
cry out her heart in the empty room.



CHAPTER SIX

THEREIs a peak of suffering which, once reached, resunla blessed
state of numbness. When Fleur had gone over easlanf's brutal
statements and forced herself ruthlessly to adbteptshe had meant
so. little to him that he had not stopped even tmaer about her
looks or to consider her innermost feelings, shehed that peak and
her resultant numbness carried her over whatheratircumstances,
might have been a difficult evening.

After leaving the bathroom she had sat on the eddesr bed and
willed herself to think things out, to decide upmrourse of action
that would do the least harm to everyone concer@led.had rejected
immediately the idea of returning home to Englaste was
determined that her parents should not be subjéctetre worry on
her account. The yearning to go, to pour out hmulties into their
receptive ears, was almost overwhelming, but slete@concerned
for their peace of mind ever to burden them with theubles even
though she knew she could count on their wholeadatpport.

And the old Comtesse—she, too, must never learmxttent of the
breach between her son and his new bride. Alain beeh most
emphatic on this point when the question of shaaisgite had arisen.
He had apologized, but explained that his mother seaecstatically
happy about his marriage that he wanted no flanmtr that
happiness. She had agreed to his request thatpitepn an act
whenever his mother was in their vicinity and so,the Comtesse's
sake, she must keep her word even if it meant mangiat the
chateau indefinitely or, at least, for as long dairAdecreed that it
was necessary. However hard she sought she caadt re other
conclusion, arid so the decision had been takere ing she
resolved, however, and that was that Alain wouldamger find her
subservient to his every whim, nor passively adogphis every
brutal word without protest. She, too, had a lite live and,



unpleasant though the future promised to be, he¢ naide allowed
to make it unbearable.

She dressed for dinner and when she was ready imadevay

reluctantly downstairs to meet the challenge ofrfesv environment.
Once outside her room her steps faltered; the sbemer and

maghnificence of it all was frightening. Wide-eyeshe took in the
tremendous sweep of wood panelling that stretchgld &bove her
head until it reached a huge domed ceiling wheesuts with round
cheeks and plump little bodies garlanded with flewsere painted
so perfectly that she felt an impulse to reach g euddle them.
Long slender windows let in the light, throwingarelief panels- so
richly and fancifully carved they could have be&e work of a

metal-beater or silversmith, but in wood. Delicatatuary was
positioned here and there in niches along the vealtsironwork as
ethereal as a cobweb shawl supported the banistewale marble
staircase that swept down to the great hall andyeademto rose and
white blocks of marble that made patterns of coloarthe floor.

Numerous doors lined the walls of the hall andreg@ine slightly

ajar, she hurried over to it, anxious to be ridhef feeling of awe that
threatened to demoralize her completely.

But once inside there was no respite from her féEne room she
entered was a library in which thousands of coldudather-bound
books were ranged from floor to ceiling. Mobilepseo enable a
searcher to reach the uppermost row ~ beckonedirggiti and in

another few seconds she might have succumbed ttethgtation

were it not for the voice that sounded startlingllyse to her ear.

'‘Ah, la belleFleur | How pleased | am that you decided to cdmen
a little early. We can now proceed to become acqed’'

At the sight of her startled reaction Louis grinraguoblogetically. I'm
sorry if | made you jump. Come, let me pour youialdto make up
for my lack of consideration.'



She, had to return his cheeky smile. However samtpinion Alain
might have of him she could not resist the sportase&harm of her
new cousin.

‘Thank you," she accepted, 'that will be very hice.

He moved towards a table stocked with an assortofdmttles. "Will
Pernod do?"

‘Yes, anything,' she replied, nervous of admitthmgg she had no idea
to what she was being committed.

As he sauntered across with her drink he apprdieedhzily. In her

simple blue gown— painstakingly cut out and stitthegether by
herself and her mother—she represented an intgguavelty to the
blasé, sophisticated young man who for years haddimildly and

often dangerously with most of the women containghlin his circle

of rich friends. He was suddenly aware, as hisggdimgered on her
tremulous mouth and caught the nervous-fawn exjess her

lovely eyes, how bored he had become by orchidshamd much

more interesting he might find the natural beautyan English

country flower. Hothouse plants, though delicati&dyely, were

inclined to wilt, but Fleur's fresh, natural appdatked neither
character nor stamina...

She sipped her drink—its aniseed flavour was nothmto her
liking—and wondered when the rest of the family Vdoappear.
Louis' bold eyes were not disconcerting her hathsch as he hoped,
but she was on edge at the thought of another ngeeith Celestine,
who she knew was to dine with them that evening.

With a perception as acute as Alain's, he dravid@elestine will be
busy making herself look as stunning as possiliie.i$ not slow to
recognize a challenge to her so far undisputednctai being the
district's greatest female attraction. Even thoubh, breathed his



next words into his glass as he tossed back mg&,dthe object of her
efforts is quite unable to appreciate them...'

With a dignity that earned his quick respect, siokéd him straight
in the eye and stated quietly, "You mean Alain,'tdpou? Why do
you hint? If there is something | should know wiond you just tell
me outright?'

He was taken aback by her honest simplicity anéfeecond he felt
an uncharacteristic twinge of shame. But he quic&overed and
shrugged, a very Gallic shrug. 'Everyone aroune lkeows Alain
and Celestine were to have been married, so sfsagiwell that you,
too, should know." He shifted uncomfortably whensag her bite
her lip, then hastened to assure her, "You neefabtpset, it was all
over two years ago. Celestine broke off the engagesshortly after
Alain had his accident. He was in hospital at tineetand we all
thought her action pretty mean, in fact, | donlhkhMaman has
forgiven her even yet, but he never allows us &sgthis feelings and
he would never afterwards speak of Celestine. Ehahy | was so
astonished by his actions today. We tried to peisuzer to leave
before you and Alain arrived, but she insisted uptaying to
welcome him. She thought, of course, that he wbaldrriving alone
because Maman, who, as I've already stated, doefeabat all
disposed to be friendly, made me promise not totimera word to
her about the wedding. | think," he smiled wicked$piteful little
puss that she is, she was enjoying the prospesgeaing Celestine's
humiliation when she heard the news.'

Fleur did not return his smile. 'Am | to surmiserththat she was
intending to try to make up her quarrel with Aldin?

His brow wrinkled. 'No one ever quite knows whatlgSéne is
intending. We have seen very little of her herthatchateau during
the past two years. | suspect she may have heatldeopossible
success of his last operation, then laid her peotordingly. She



arrived here a week ago, full of helpful suggeditor getting Alain
back home—it was she who arranged for her fatpé&tse to fly him
back, did you know?' When she nodded briefly hdinaed, ‘It must
have been as great a shock to her as it was tlearh of the failure
of the operation. | can only hazard a guess tleatéhson she stayed
on here today had its basis in curiosity, and tiexk of seeing you
and learning of your marriage must have made Isaive to stay on.
Why, | cannot imagine, unless it is that she reg@din as her own
personal property and that, even though she hewsalld never
countenance being tied to a blind man, she resleatiact that he is
now your husband.' He frowned, and concluded wittharacteristic
seriousness, 'l should be very wary of her, if revgou, Fleur, she
can be a dangerous enemy and, spoilt brat thaisstehe won't
hesitate to try to make you pay for any imaginargngs.'

She blanched. Louis' words had created within Inea@he which,

added to the pain already inflicted by Alain, waatening to break
her gallant spirit completely. Louis had not spared but she did not
blame him, because at last she had been made aitre motive

behind Alain's actions. It was Celestine he hadtedmo hurt; she
who had motivated the spite that had driven hira marriage with

herself so that he could revenge the rejection bstrave felt so
deeply. She could have cried when she thought efctiael blow

Celestine had dealt him, a blow that would havenbeetful at any

time but which, coming as it had at a time whemé&éeded her most,
must have been savage in its intensity. She wenth#e that Louis

became alarmed. Cursing himself for his abruptresseached out
to clutch her as she swayed and she was gladttagamst him for a
second to marshall her swimming senses.

‘Well, well"' As Celestine appeared in the doorwaiyh Alain a
couple of paces behind her she voiced the words wihlicious
enjoyment. 'So you are up to your usual tricks,itlodou have never
been slow to make acquaintance with any reasorguag-looking
woman, but this time you have excelled yourselfu¥Yeould feel



quite touched, Alain, if you could observe how wékur and Louis
have taken to one another!

Fleur's cheeks flamed as she jerked from the cotleouis' arms.
She had eyes only for Alain and her heart sank vghersaw a great
flood of anger darken his face. As he was standimgthe
semi-darkness of the hall only she was acute entaughbtice it, but
when he advanced farther into the room he had ceeatpbis features
into a mask of polite amusement.

‘Tell me more, Celestine,' his voice was lightwvduld be the most
severely, handicapped of husbands were it not doir wver-ready
vigilance on my behalf.'

Fleur felt almost sorry for Celestine. His wordeagingly light
though they were, contained an allegation of spihefss and were
formed solely to inform her that he was aware oflf@ser motives.
The smile faded from Celestine's lips, leaving theertight line of
crimson anger, and Fleur shuddered as a chill éeathacross her
skin. Louis was right, Celestine would be a dangeidversary, and
if the look she had just aimed at them from actbesoom was any
criterion she had already declared war upon Lowdsheerself!

The Comtesse's arrival was a welcome relief. Winenesitered the
library they saw immediately that her sharp indtimad warned her
something was wrong and rather than face almostinanquisition
they each made an effort to disperse the pervadgimpsphere of
disquiet. . Surprisingly, because her entry had bremseless, Alain
was the first to greet her.

'‘Ah, ma petiteMaman, so you have arrived at last. Now, perhaps,
can eat.’



Her troubled frown disappeared as she responded teasing. 'Tut,
tut, Alain! As usual you reprimand me for beingelaBut as it is such
a joy to have you back | shall forgive you.'

‘How on earth did you know she was here, Alainfe€ime was quite
devoid of tact. 'l swear she made no sound!

Fleur winced, but Alain smiled, quite unperturbédave you
forgotten already, Celestine?' When the Comtessg lapuis
exchanged smiles Fleur realized that she was tlyeome who was
puzzled.

'Of course not,' she replied with a sulky pouthad merely slipped
my memory. Your mother is wearing the perfume yavised
exclusively for her and its fragrance obviouslyatead your senses
seconds before her actual presence. You alwaygra) playing
that particular game, didn't you, Alain? It was ypuoud boast that
even blindfolded you could tell immmediately your timer entered the
room." Suddenly the pout disappeared, and herliecame intimate.
'‘But have you forgotten, Alain, that you promisediteate a perfume
especially for me? Will it be the one you were wogkon when your
accident happened, or has that formula been logivier?'

Alain's face became so white that Fleur took arinoBve step
towards him, but Louis' arm shot out to detain dn&l he shook his
head, warning her not to interfere.

'‘More than a formula was lost that day," Alain biit, his fists
knotting as he strove to contain the feelings aadusy memory. ‘My
loss of sight should be sufficient excuse to freefram that promise
if, indeed, the promise was ever actually made!

Unhampered by any feelings of sensitivity, sheesidlip to plead
with him. It was a pity, Fleur thought furiouslys ahe watched her
pouting coquettishly up at him, he could not apiatecthe pathos in



her beautiful face nor the picture she made in hang,
figure-moulding gown of red silk jersey that costed so vividly
against the muted background she appeared as thbedine as a
slender-stemmed poppy. 'But yooustcontinue with your work,
Alain,' she urged him positively. 'The delicatesenf smell which is
your most valuable asset is unimpaired, and toggther with the
knowledge you have gathered over the years, isdlckeus of your
skill. All you lack is your sight, and | can helpwythere. You know
you used to say | was a great help to you in therktory, and | could
be again. You and I, Alain, could combine to brivagrk the magic
that made Maison Treville so famous!'

‘Are you implying that the magic has been lost® omtesse
intervened frostily, her black eyes snapping wiigex.

Celestine shrugged. 'Maison Treville is restingruge laurels and
well we all know it. Whatever you might be hopirggthe contrary,
dear Comtesse, you must admit that Alain's abdeficg gap no one
else was able to fill. There has not been one andgtg perfume
created by the House during the past two yearspanduse of this
your competitors are rubbing their hands with giBEse firm needs
Alain's flair, his genius because without it it nabhhope to retain its
reputation of being the foremost in the industry.’

Louis' face reddened, but he did not contradicefieie. Fleur felt
terribly sorry for him as she glimpsed beneatinask of nonchalant
indifference the hurt of a boy who has endeavotoefil an elder
man's function only to fail miserably. She was ghdeen Alain, who
was now in full control of his emotions, took chargf the
conversation.

‘You seem very well informed, Celestine, but | mask you not to
discuss affairs of business on my first night hobwuis and | have
been constantly in touch during my absence anck#iarhim there is
nothing | do not know about the business.' Drawimgself upright,



he pronounced distinctly, in a tone that impliedwwuld brook no
further argument, 'As for your offer of help, it svanost thoughtful of
you to offer your assistance, but | hope you wahitbk , me
ungrateful if | decline to accept. | think you mbastve overlooked the
fact that | now have a new partner, a permanenh@awho will see
me through all my difficulties—Fleur, my wife!'

The breath Celestine drew sounded like a hiss. fldatboyantly
dressed figure was tensely erect as she weathwreshtib he had so
coolly administered, and Fleur felt a surge of &falmess that, for
once she was not on the receiving end of his catmtigue. Alain
smiled into the silence no one seemed willing &akr Celestine and
he were the prominent actors, the stage was stitdor alone and the
rest of the cast were mere puppets placed thgigdeaharacter to the
scene. Fascinated, they watched the emotions tieded across
Celestine's proud, beautiful face: surprise, cimagage, they came
and went in quick succession, then finally, witd #id of tremendous
effort, a sweet reasonableness that did not gedehr her eyes. She
closed the gap between them and once more tookofidid sleeve.
‘You are quite right to chastise me, Alain,' shghed wistfully, 'as
usual I interfere in what is none of my businessr&\imy father here,
he would confirm that it is one of my greatestifak, this itch to
dabble in affairs of business which he, too, iisseét the affairs of
men only. Forgive menon ami?'

Her charm was so electrifying that it would havekan through
Fleur's mistrust were it not for the green danggras she glimpsed
when for a second her eyes met Celestine's. Theyldered like
those of a young, untamed mountain cat which, degrof prey, was
forced to harness its frustrations until the nebink. Such primitive
emotion was alien to her nature and she quicklgddaaway.

Alain, however, seemed completely deceived. His algght with
pleasure, he lifted her hand and kissed the tigseofingers with a
gallantry that would not have disgraced his cavalieestors. ‘Do not



speak to me of forgivenessia belleCelestine, when you know full
well that between us is such deep understandingding has become
meaningless.' He turned in the direction of thensjlwaiting group
and smiled, a boyish smile full of charm. 'l thiitls time we had
dinner,' he suggested, 'so if you, Louis, will |¢kae way...?'

Thankful at being released from their silent ord&&ur, Louis and
the Comtesse quickly obeyed, leaving Celestine rimmrwith
happiness, to follow on the arm of her suave adwers

Fleur was grateful to Louis for his attentivenessiy the meal.
Celestine monopolized Alain's conversation, exclgdeveryone to
the point of rudeness and he, surprisingly, sedmapgy to allow her
to do so. The Comtesse, however, was not, and asmébal

progressed she made a determined effort to makedimeersation
general. Making no attempt to hide her displeasshie,broke into a
tale Celestine was recounting to Alain concernimg tfriends

unknown to his family.

‘Alain, | have arranged for Louis to take Fleuruard the distilleries
tomorrow, she should enjoy the visit, don't younki¥'

His head lifted, and the fork with which he hadmésying with his
food was laid carefully down upon his plate. 'Whyuis?' he asked,
'Is there some reason why | should not accompanynlyself?' His
tone was as cold as his mother's and she, senstivie every mood,
flinched from his disapproval and became flusteiamt.for the world
would she have put into words the obvious drawldaskblindness
would be in the role of guide, but as he was serght waiting for an
answer she searched for one.

‘There is no reason why you should not go alorm,ntwn fils,Louis
could then acquaint you with the changes that bae& made during



your absence and at the same time he could shaw &ileund.' With
flags of distressed colour high in her cheeks,tshed to Fleur and
began feverishly to chatter. 'First of all, theysitake you to see the
flower plantations, a sight so incredibly beautifulmust not be
missed. You must also meet the pickers—some aat p@ople, but
most come as seasonal workers—there are famili@mgsh them
who have served us for generations, many of theoh as Maman
Rouge, for instance, were working here when | adigas a bride and
their sons have grown up with Alain and Louis st they look upon
them almost as brothers..." The shaky thread ofvbere broke
abruptly and Fleur felt a surge of anger againsirAWwhen she saw
how his coldness had upset her. Her fine old havete shaking as
she lifted her glass to sip a minute quantity afevand when she put
it down again she lifted her napkin to her liphide their quivering.

Hoping to turn her mind into happier channels, Flemiled across
the table and said gently, 'You must have beemalegely young
bride, Maman, and I've no doubt your thoughtfulreess charm have
much to do with the devotion your workers show talgayour
family.'

Her face cleared. 'How nice of you to say so, cllat no, | must not
take the credit. My dear husband was a good, kiad who held the
welfare of his people close to his heart. He wasi@ aristocrat, but
he had more sympathy with his workers than manyoaf
middle-class neighbours." For one infinitesimal ocs®t her eyes
flickered towards Celestine and Fleur wondered orfodably if the
Chesnaye family fell into this last category. Thesgcion became
stronger when she heard a slight choking soundhigtit have been
a half-smothered laugh coming from Louis, who s&trio her, and
the suspicion was clarified when an unbecominghfluan in an
angry wave across Celestine's perfect features.

Acutely ashamed of her small breach of manners,Gbmtesse
glossed hurriedly over her last remark. 'As | namd to Alain



earlier today, my dear Fleur, you must not hestatdhange anything
inside the chateau which does not please you. kemdmer how
excited | felt when my husband gave wete blancheto do as |

wished with the interior decorations and the plaesnceived for

each room as | wandered through them. For cenfwyias see, the
decor had been the same—renovated, of course|viiaysakeeping

to the same basic theme. Each room in the chatesaa fiower motif,

as you will see for yourself when | show you arauvidur bedroom
Is the rose room, whereas mine is done in deliglaéeles of yellow
and follows a mimosa motif. Other rooms are furagim lavender,
violet, white lily, red geranium—in fact, in the loars of every

flower that grows around the chateau. But, strangéhen it came to
the time when | actually had to make changes Iccaot do so, and
the decor has remained the same for yet anotherajsn.'

Fleur quickly assured her, '‘And so far as | am eomed, it will
always stay that way, Maman. | think it an origiaad lovely idea,
one | wouldn't dream of spoiling.’

Attention was focused upon Celestine when she gavgh-pitched
laugh. 'Original?' she mocked, still bitingly awarfethe Comtesse's
ethereal snub. 'How can one call an idea origirtamwit-has been
copied by every bride for centuries? My definitioh original is
something not copied; this dress | am wearing,iristance, is the
only one of its kind. Unlike Fleur's," she finishmdliciously, it is not
a poor imitation of the real thing!

When this attack was followed by an appalled siée@elestine knew
she had gone too far. Fleur felt hot colour swegpinder her skin
and her lashes descended to fan across her clmesks gold-tipped
crescents thick enough to hide the humiliation én tell-tale eyes.
She felt grateful to Louis when he swiftly champmdrher.

'‘But, Celestine, my love,' he drawled with a mogkidnat infuriated
her, 'it never ceases to amaze me how girls likewfoo patronize the



exclusive gown shops somehow always manage to tloeksame,
whereas Fleur has a natural beauty that would shpte advantage
if she wore sackcloth! That alone,' his tone chdnigpebanter as he
nodded in Alain's direction, 'is an asset whichusthamake any
husband feel grateful.’

Alain frowned, displeased at the turn the convessahad taken,
while Celestine sat silently fuming, not quick-widtenough to bandy
words with the worldly Louis and resentful of tteet.

The Comtesse rose to her feet and declared firitlyink it is time
Alain and Fleur were left to their own company. 8&em to have
forgotten,' she looked pointedly at Celestinet this has been a long
and very eventful day for both of them and they tnlneswanting to
retire early. It is, after all, their wedding nigabhd we ought to be
grateful to them for their forbearance in allowumgyto share part of it
with them. But now,' she moved to tap Alain shagoiythe shoulder,
'l insist that you take Fleur up to her room, tberpchild is drooping
with weariness.’

Fleur's eyes were haunted when she looked imméditiesee
Alain's reactions to the order given with such lergvby the old
Comtesse, who was even now waiting, aghast at wer daring,
wondering what answer to expect from this stramger was her son.
With relief, she saw his brooding features light&robably to
humour her, or perhaps as an apology for his hashkls, he had
decided to obey his mother's command. Fleur heatdsLexpel a
relieved breath, then was startled into activityewlAlain's voice cut
across the room.

'‘Perhaps you are right, Maman, it has been a trdiang and an
extremely eventful one.' Then his eyes roved bjirdbund the table
as he asked, 'Fleur, if you are ready, | think Wweusd go to our
rooms.’



Louis jumped to his feet. 'Let me help you, Alain.’

‘No, thank you,' the answer came close to beingie, 'Fleur will
manage!Bonne nuitMaman, Louis, and thank you, Celestine, fc
your company this evening. As you are staying wélior a while we
shall perhaps meet again at breakfast.'

Her pouting bottom lip was very much in evidenceewhshe
answered shortly: 'Perhaps..." As, at that montkay, were turning
to leave the room, Fleur was the only one who séan/smile at this
peevish answer, but she was too much occupied hathtask of
guiding him from the room to wonder about his amoset.

Outside his bedroom door they said goodnight, leutvhited until
she had opened her own door before stepping in$idis. He was so
courteous in some respects, Fleur mused as shessedrin solitary
splendour, and yet so thoughtless in others. Itimasssible to read
his thoughts or to gauge his reactions becauseeahercurial quality
of his moods. Giving herself a mental shake, slselved not to
worry and hurried into the bathroom for a quickwha This time
she was not interrupted, and less than ten minateisshe was back
in her room sliding her refreshed body betweerdibphanous folds
of the black nylon and lace nightdress she hadeshfus her wedding
night—a wicked extravagance she had bought witlatahcin her
throat .;. It was a sultry night. She wandered s€to the window and
drew back the curtains protecting the night. It wask outside, with
just a weak sickle of moon and no stars to twinklgay the
melancholy in soul. She clung to the heavy drapeb dreamily
absorbed the heavenly fragrances drifting up frov@ ocean of
flowers that billowed and swayed somewhere outédarkness. She
stood, half awake, half dreaming, for uncountablautes until
gradually she became aware of a sound from Alamwsn; the
restless, monotonous sound of his feet marchindviecls and
forwards across the room. Her heart lurched athbaght that he
might be ill, but she dismissed the notion whenrgasoned he had



only to press a bell to summon his valet if he eeeassistance. As
she listened, the sound formed a pattern, threes siad then the
sound of a drawer closing; five steps and a lightch clicked; six
steps and his door squeaked on its hinges. Suddbkalyobject
became clear, he was pacing himself, counting esiitde and
memorizing where his steps led him each time. '@y, poor
darling,', she whispered brokenly, 'if only you wblet me help you!

She stiffened as his footsteps halted outsidedhenicating door.
Tears dried on her hot cheeks as she stood, hareldyhing, waiting
for his next move. It was a relief to hear his titgp upon the door.
'‘Come in I' she called out softly, her heart ragogapidly she felt
actual pain.

She had not bothered to turn on the light so Ilgaré, clad in a
dark-hued dressing-gown, was hardly discerniblennmhe stepped
into the room.

'‘Am | intruding?' He sounded so tense she was nradediately
aware of his unease. 'l can't sleep,' he wenson Was wondering ...
if you are not too tired ... if we might talk?"'

Knowing the folly of allowing him to sense pity,eslstrove to keep
her answer light. 'Of course, please come in, 't céep either, so we
might as well keep each other company.' When h&egalowards
her she saw his hair was tousled —run through wrtpatient
fingers. Under his dressing-gown the top buttohisfpyjama jacket
was open revealing the strong brown column of lesknwhere a
pulse was jerking rapidly. His nerves were as é&sutoiled wire!

Calmly, she began to talk, speaking about evergtlind nothing,
letting words ramble from her tongue at will urgNventually she
sensed an aura of tranquillity and fell silent,teoi to stand with him
by the open window and let the peaceful night c@iwhat she had
begun.



'You are such a restful person, Fleur, so seredecaim. These
gualities are the ones that first attracted medo. yProbably,' his
voice harshened, 'because of their direct oppaositdo my own
infernal moods!

'Hush, Alain,' she soothed gently. 'If only you wballow your mind
to relax your body would soon follow suit.’

'If only!" he mimicked, his fists bunching. 'Howexyone about me
must be echoing that wish! Tonight | hurt even nytmer with my
caustic tongue.' His hand jerked out and closedratdhe curtain,
grabbing it with such impatient strength she thduighiould rip from
the wall. ‘No one understands,' he muttered thrazlghched teeth,
'no one can comprehend the agony of trying to sarw a world of
darkness. | hear voices, listen to words, and woalll¢ghe time what
hidden shades of meaning are lost by my inabildystee the
expression on the speaker's face. For two yeardben tormented
by lies so now | distrust every word spoken to M#en | hear
someone say,How pleased | am to see you ‘ask myself if the
sentiment is accompanied by a genuine smile or aigrimace of
displeasure. When | eat, | ask myself: are my tamknners
disgusting or can | believe those who tell me Ihperfected the art
of eating blind? | even distrust my mother's wotulg, they at least
are bearable because | know she would never wilidgceive me.
But what of you, Fleur?' She was startled out afdtate of frozen
pity when his hands descended with force upon igrtly clad
shoulders. 'What am | to believe about you? | madgined you a
sweet, good person who thought only of others, theh you
disconcerted me completely by admitting yourselraotible—you
were for sale and | bought yoMlon Died' he shook her so hard she
had to bite back a cry of pain, 'for some reasour yaefection
torments me far more than any other's. | need yowra me,
confound youbut | will not play the part of a blind beggar!lTae
the truth, whom did | marry, the gentle daughteraot¥icar, or a
mercenary, scheming brat?'



She tried to shrink away, too shocked and frighdehg the raw
hatred that possessed him to even register thaestign had been
asked. The tiger she thought had been tamed, oniytes ago, had
snarled back to life with a ferociousness she coslther understand
nor cope with. His hands burned her shoulders thighr heat and his
eyes as they glittered down at her "mirrored aofusihatred mere
words could never hope to dispel. Down, under tl&enof horror
she was feeling, compassion stirred, but it wasateak an emotion
to combat the fear he had aroused—a fear thatdumpanic when
he pulled her close against his hard body and dhisge her earSo
you are too ashamed to answer!

She was lifted from her feet in one swoop and edrswiftly across
to the bed. She tried to gasp out a protest, bsiteshtears drowned
the sound in her throat. She did not attempt tagsgie, but lay
looking up with wide, frightened eyes at the armgaolitary man—
blinded in mind and body—who was her lawful hushaondwvhom
she had been joined for life that morning by hendather.

He leant forward and she saw him smile, the wintgkted smile of a
hungry predator, and a second later her hair waadpn a shower of
gold across his arm and her lips were being pliedief their
sweetness. He was strong in anger and bitter ird,nbat as his
loving progressed it drew from her shy responsatsdhased the iron
from his soul, making his caresses become suddmigiderate,
thoughtful and passionately gentle.

The pungent scent of roses detached itself fronmihes and drifted
through the open window, so that for ever afternsainé flower was a
reminder of this night when from out of raging dist and brutal
force an emotion so fragile —so ethereal it coulot mear

description—was conceived and born within a mankioad to see
what was written on his heart.



Later, as she lay still and inwardly weeping adaims steadily
beating heart, she wrestled with her bewilderedtems, trying to

sort out joy from pain, arid emptiness from swadfilment, and

conflicting feelings of love and shame. Was shestbwr was she
despised? Had he taken her as a wife or a courtesad paid for
services rendered?

He stirred, murmured her name, and tightened s amound her.
She relaxed against his warmth with a smile of eotment and
closed her eyes—Ieaving the question still unanseer



CHAPTER SEVEN

WHEN she awoke the next morning he was gone; onlyrtipgint of
his head against the pillow remained to convince diee had not
dreamt the whole shattering experience. She treedandwell upon
the events of the previous night, but as she fudwié the fasteners
on her dress one question kept recurring: how whbaldeact at their
next meeting?

She was sitting at her ,dressing-table wielding Herbrush with a
shaky hand when his image appeared behind herrotkie mirror, so
startling her that she dropped the brush with @teslaupon the
glass-topped surface.

'Did | frighten you?' he asked without a tracepdlagy. He had been
perfectly valeted, dressed in a light-coloured witlh a matching silk

shirt and an impeccably knotted tie. His dark kgs still damp from

the shower.

‘You could have knocked,' she had striven to ansaknly, but her
agitation was betrayed by a slight quaver.

Negligently he answered, 'Why? | can't see youglen if | could,
does it matter ... now?'

The coldness in his yoke was unbearable. She jutapeer feet, her
face scarlet, and made to pass him, but with kesmueption he
reached out and caught her by the shoulders bslfi@reould escape.

'l haven't come to apologize,' he told her, his thagrim. 'What
happened last night was quite unintentional, neifplanned nor
desired, do you believe me?'

Somewhere deep in her heart her newly nurturedshdigel a quiet,
death. It seemed hardly possible that the aloofde/@he had just



heard came from the same man who only hours agobkad
whispering soft French endearments against heafigdavhose fierce
then tender passion had introduced into her liignale new concept
of feeling.

When she did not answer, he shrugged and releasdwld. 'l see
you doubt me. However, it hardly matters, | shak $o it you are
recompensed. | cannot afford the, time to go wah o Paris, but |
shall arrange with one of the fashion houses ta seselection of
clothes for you to choose from. Also there are kanawels which
you might like to sort through. I'll ask Maman twosv them to you,
she will advise whether or not they need re-setting

Each word stabbed her heart with the precision olekberately
aimed rapier. She wondered if it was possible eéoalishame, if a
heart so badly wounded could bleed inwardly—andllfat-thus

bringing eventual blessed oblivion. She swayeditiigy a dreadful
nausea. It was as well he could not see the hawaevtrds had
inflicted—her slender-stemmed body was wilting, beight head
was drooping on her slender neck, and her bruisedtimwas
guivering with pain and disillusionment.

‘Well? Why don't you answer? If there is somethyay would
particularly like you only have to say.'

She drew in a great gulping breath to steady Hetbein trembled.
'I'd like to be left alone, please will you go now.

His eyebrows elevated with surprise at the paihen voice, then
drew back into a straight black line as puzzlenwmided his face.
His sightless eyes bored down at her, probing,toqpresg, seeming
to strive with everything that was in him to findtdhe cause of her
distress.



'‘What have | said to upset you?' he asked sharpmn slowly, as if
as an afterthought, he wondered aloud, 'Can itHa t have
misunderstood?' Once more his hand clasped hetdgmeuand he
pulled her forward with an urgency she could nanbat. Tell me
again why you married me!'

Five minutes earlier she might have told him. Th&me had felt
secure, wrapped around by the warm glow of whathslaebegun to
hope might be love or, if not that, then at leashe measure of
regard. But now, stripped of all illusions, she Vaoliave died rather
than let him guess how much she loved him. The rawghin her,
self-anger at her own weakness and stupidity, kdehge to play her
part with conviction. Jerking herself out of hisitthes, she stepped
out of his reach and with a deception that inwatdyrified her she
projected teasing frivolity into her answer.

'‘Upset, who's upset? Really, Alain, yomenchant for taking

pleasures seriously disappoints me. The Frenchiysdeen led to
believe, have the reputation of being expert loviels of verve and
completely devoid of inhibitions, but | must sayuyeeem totally
lacking in this respect. Relax, don't worry, | assyou that's what |
intend to do. | refuse absolutely to allow anythittg upset my
enjoyment of what promises to be a delightful nature!

Amazingly, her gallant words fooled him. As she aow&d, his

features hardened into a mask of angry dislike nireede her cower
against the bed, weak with self-loathing. 'I'm gaorhave been such
a disappointment,' his cold lips barely moved asytframed the

words. 'lt is just as well the error will never tepeated.’

'l don't understand... ?' There was no trace offtwener frivolity
when she choked out the words.

'l regret my lapse—my lack of control—but what ywave just said
absolves me from the need to apologize. Obviously gre not the



type of person to appreciate remorse, your nefed imaterial things,
and those | will willingly supply if only to washyrhands of a debt |
freely admit is owing to you.' His fists bunched las fought to
contain his rage. For a second he looked as ifd(vddrxsay more, but
then he compressed his lips to force back the wsh@scould not
have borne to hear. When the door banged behirdkparting figure
she sank back on the bed in a welter of despdermeed not to cry,
but helpless to suppress the hard, dry sobs tblé¢daher body.

Louis had just finished breakfast when she wentragairs half an
hour later. She had bathed her hot face with wadtare leaving her
room, and her trembling body was now under contoalk, every
chivalrous instinct Louis possessed was arousedwigesaw the
haunted look that darkened her beautiful eyes. Wiitlsual tact, he
forbore to comment when he rose from his seat ter dfer some
breakfast.

'‘No, thank you, Louis,' she waved away his offehwuch apathy he
felt an immediate fury with Alain. He knew her wehough already
to feel sure her loyalty would never allow her iscdss her husband,
not even with his cousin, but as he poured outkbtaxdtfee he was

resolving to seek out Alain and to take up with lin@a subject of her

deep unhappiness.

‘Thank you, Louis." Fleur took the proffered cuml atvank from it
thirstily.

'‘Won't you please change your mind and have sooissants?' he
pleaded.

She shook her head. 'No, but | will have some ncoféee.’ As he
refilled her cup he noticed the way her eyes képlygg nervously
towards the door, as if dreading the appearancalah, and on
iImpulse he asked, 'Did Alain give you a messagenie?' When she
again shook her head he frowned before continliinggoing down



to the factory this morning, | was supposed to VicitAlain, but as
he's nowhere about and he has left me no message'tl wait any
longer. How would you like to come with me?"

If he had any doubts about a breach existing betwesecousin and
his new bride they were dispelled immediately h& g relief that
chased across her troubled face. Without evenngatt drink the
coffee he had just poured, she jumped to her fleétstammered,
'Yes, I'd love to! I'll just slip upstairs for myag. | won't be more than
a minute.'

'Hold on!" Louis laughed, amused by her impatieridéhat about
your coffee...?' But she had already gone.

At any other time she would have been entranceatidogcenery they
drove through on the way to the factory. The langscwas vast and
refreshing, far away from cities and crowds, shapd artificial
entertainment. They drove through vast flower eleh veritable sea
of flowers—mainly roses and jasmine, real jasmingose scent
filled the air with perfumed pungency. Against tleckground of her
thoughts Louis' voice impinged, giving her odd p®of information
about the industry as he drove, mercifully contentramble on
without receiving or expecting any response. A $pat of her mind
retained some of his words and afterwards she ava®mhder at the
fact that seven hundred flowers were required foe ditre of
perfume—ten pounds of roses for two pounds of e&gsen

Absently, she exchanged waves with the pickers sthaightened
from their back-breaking work long enough to satbiteoccupants of
the car as they drove past, then continued likewarma of
honey-searching bees with their task of stripphrggydweetness from
the blossom-laden bushes.

Louis smiled wryly when, at the mention of Alaimgame, she
unconsciously betrayed interest. Cursing the spasnsudden



jealousy that had speared him, and vowing not lmwahimself to
commit the awful folly of falling in love with hisousin's wife, he
repeated the words she had missed. 'As | was sayiege are only
fifteen people in the world who can distinguishvieen six thousand
different fragrances, and at present twelve of théwe in
Grasse—Alain, of course, is one of them.’

'‘And what about you, Louis?' Her smile was sodfifjentle concern

that it was as much as he could do to resist feanihg across and
kissing her. 'I'm sure you are good at your jolo, tout for some

reason you seem reluctant to admit it. Why, | wond® He grinned

widely, but she was not deceived.

‘Alain has always bettered me in everything we hmota undertaken,
so | decided it was useless to compete. It waseddgrears ago that |
should always be regarded as a second-best Treélgouchsafed a
trifle bitterly. 'Alain's father and mine were twgiand for the sake of a
mere ten minutes in time his father inherited thateau and the
estate while mine had to be content with whate\es offered. | was
still an infant when both my parents were killedimair crash and my
aunt, whom | have always called Maman, broughtartéé chateau,
and this is where | have lived ever since. But edenng my
schooldays I lived in the shadow of Alain's brifice, just as | still do
today. He is the substance and | the shadow, thedanryly.

The forlorn note echoing through his words disteessleur deeply,
so much so that she leant forward to assure himesty, 'That's not
true, Louis, and | want you to promise me you'lferethink that way
again.' Her deep concern and the nearness ofdsedieply pink and
parted slightly with the eager innocence of a ghweds his undoing
and before he himself was fully aware of the intanhis mouth had
descended firmly upon hers in a kiss that wasjrg full of heady

sweetness.



She drew away immediately, too shocked to verbatydemn him,
and he had to give all his attention to the carcitad swerved
momentarily out of control. When he had rightedhi¢, sensed her
disapproval and quickly apologized, 'I'm sorry,Ufleruly sorry 1 |
did that on the spur of the moment. You were soesyweorrying on
my behalf, | simply couldn't resist you. Pleasd| you forgive me?’

For the first time in his life he was genuinely wed about being out
of favour with a member of the opposite sex. Flemhim, had begun
to represent all the things he had once lookethfarwoman, looked
for and then reluctantly abandoned after decidiagvas searching
for a myth, a member of a non-existent species.agjuay of it was
that, now he had found her, she belonged to themamein the world
whose property he dared not touch—his cousin. AicQunoreover,
who was incapable of feelings other than angercgndal scorn and
who, judging from Fleur's unhappy face, treatedwife with the
same lack of concern as he did the rest of hislyami

Louis' alien look of worry convinced Fleur he wagling abjectly
sorry for his lapse which, generously, she put ddwnyouthful
indiscretion, so she forgave him instantly. ‘Atjht, | forgive you,
but don't let it happen again!' she admonishedndahe misery she
saw on his downcast face. It was only when shelgavips quirk
with amusement and the twinkle reappear in his thegsshe realized
how prim she must have sounded —like a schoolmaproaching a
recalcitrant child—and her mouth trembled into asveering smile.
In a second, the ice was broken and they both begamuckle.
Louis' mirth overcame him to such an extent thahde to pull in at
the side of the road and for several uproariousutasthey were
helpless with laughter.

He was first to regain control. He wiped his stremmeyes and
struggled for composure in order to tell her, "Thgou, ma belle
Fleur, | enjoyed that; a day without laughter tag wasted!



Fleur, her eyes shining and with all unhappy thdsighattered to the
four winds, smiled back serenely and agreed, 'tleédt, too, Louis,
it has helped me enormously.’

‘Then | am glad to have been of service,’ he arexlyesobering
quickly at the memory of her previous unhappinéssust keep it in
mind to kiss you more often, especially when yaigepressed.'

She laughed, secure in the conviction that he whdomling, and
settled back in her seat, prepared to enjoy theaireder of the
journey.

They were still in a happy, laughing mood when tregched Grasse.
He drove along the Boulevard du Jeu de Ballon, lgldéul road
shaded from the heat of the sun by rows of plagestrthen let the car
coast gently down a slope leading to a terraceeshggmomenade
where he parked in a spot that gave a splendid \oéwthe
surroundings of Cannes and the flower fields. Ftiggut an arm to
encompass everything in sight, he asked her wehtriamph of a
little boy who has saved the best treat to the M#tll, what do you
think of the view?'

'It's awe-inspiring, magnificent ... oh, | can'tndi sufficient
adjectives,' she admitted, much to his pleasure.

‘Listen, Fleur, | don't have to go to the factargtjyet. Let me show
you around the old parts of the city, I'm sure Woldve it.
Afterwards, we'll have lunch at an hotel | know wethey make the
bestbouillabaissan the region. What do you say, are you agreeabl

She needed very little persuasion. The sun wasttetsky vividly
blue, and Louis was a very pleasant companion.d8edihat, there
was always the chance that she might run into Adaitme factory ...
Bright-eyed, she nodded, and he showed his delightising her
hand to his lips and kissing the tips of her fisgé&or a moment she



felt a slight unease, for behind his innocent esgisn she « had
glimpsed a worldliness that would not have shamatha twice his
age, but in a trice his boyish look returned anith wia renewal of the
trust she placed in him. Happily, she allowed honthélp her out of
the car and then hand in hand they wandered atotigetend of the
promenade where they descended large stairs thattte the main
street of the old city.

He proved himself to be an excellent guide. Spepkirowledgeably
on every subject, he pointed out the eighteentldcgmouses with
their irregular-shaped colonnades, the memorighéncentre of old
Grasse which he told her had been sculpted by Boisgexplored
with her an incredibly old, early Gothic cathedthEn took her along
a maze of quaint streets that had houses buillapes with stone
steps leading up to the front doors, each stepaoonyg boxes of
flowering plants that cascaded down to the streetcolourful
profusion. Outside some of the houses old ladiémnig black dresses
covered with spotlessly-white pinafores and withrcted caps of
white muslin protecting their heads from the sunckatting to their
neighbours, or watching over young children playagpily in the
dusty street. Fleur was fascinated by everythirggsstw and would
have lingered for hours amongst the legion of telyitered shops
displaying everything from pots and pans to antipaveellery and
paintings. She was astonished when Louis reminded h

'‘Well have to make our way back if we are to haveh before going
on to the factory, but I'll bring you back here trav day when we
have more time and let you browse to your heaot$ent.’

'‘Gracious!" she gasped, 'are you sure we have tondunch?
Shouldn't we go straight to the factory in case'rgoneeded there?'
But he was adamantly determined not to forgo theagire of
introducing her to his favourite meal, so she ditl argue and they
made their way back along the promenade to whergdbtaurant
was situated.



The bouillabaisse—a delicious fish soup—was excellent and s
filling that she could not attempt to eat a secoadrse. To please
Louis, she sipped a small amount of tRastis he had ordered
especially to tempt her appetite, but its liquotaste did not appeal
to her and she left most of it in her glass. Hgoynent began to
wane when, after an hour and a half, he was séiking no move to
depart. Gently, she hinted that she wanted to |dawehalf of the
carafe of wine he had ordered still waited to bentlrand with a
sinking feeling of dread she began to realize leer@mintention of
leaving until it was finished.

It was late afternoon when finally she managedtxdim out of the
restaurant. She bit her lip when he staggeredtsligh his way to the
car, but she said nothing, wary of the belligeramgumentative
mood that had overtaken him as gradually as the wad emptied
from the bottle. She was sick with worry when, a#iehair-raising
drive, they finally pulled up with a squeal of beskoutside of a large
brick building that hadViaison Trevillé scrawled across its front in
gold letters.

In her eagerness to get out of the car, Fleur dichatice another car
slide silently to a halt behind them. She spun dooim her heel when
Celestine's voice reached her. 'So here you beathl'ae-searched
over all of Grasse to find you!" She ran the tighnef tongue over her
lips and smiled with such venom Fleur was repell@thin,’ she
stressed, raking Fleur's face with obvious enjoymenfurious with
you!'

They left a suddenly sober Louis to make his owry wdo the

factory, and Fleur followed Celestine up a fliglitstone steps that
led, Celestine informed her, to the laboratoriesemghAlain and

herself had been working all morning.

Celestine left her in no doubt of her satisfactiaith this
arrangement. 'l drove Alain down from the chateféer ave were told



you and Louis had left earlier. Of course, we exge@do find you
here when we arrived. Alain had decided to contimeek on his
unfinished project, but as he naturally has to haweeone to
measure and weigh the ingredients for him, andaas were not
available, | offered my services—a better arrangemeeally,
because he trained me years ago to help him wstivbrk, and you,
my dear, would have been more of a hindrance thhel@ if you
don't mind me saying so.'

Fleur made no reply, so she carried on complacenflyere is
another reason why | want to help him finish trastigular job. The
creation he is working on is a masterpiece, it aimsost finished
when the accident happened, only small adjustmeete needed
before Alain would admit himself satisfied. Theshé drew in a deep
breath of satisfaction, 'the creation was to beemmy own personal
perfume devised exclusively for me by Maison Trewv!

By this time they had reached the top of the sthursbefore opening
the door leading into the laboratory Celestineduhltietermined that
Fleur should fully understand her importance inid&&life. "You will
find Alain a little distrait,ma cherie. About lunch time he began to
betray signs of annoyance at your prolonged absermad Louis',’
she added delicately. 'But you must try not to mimsl jealousy,
because once before he thought he had cause tecsssimeone he
loved of being unfaithful to him and he has nevanpletely trusted
anyone since.'

‘Someone he loved... ?' Fleur repeated gravelyuldibat someone
be you, Celestine?'

"You know!" She sounded surprised. 'Did Louisyeli?' When Fleur
nodded her expression changed. Fleur was comptetay in by the
sudden look of hurt vulnerability that swept over face. Her lovely
mouth was trembling with hurt when she whispergdhurts even to
thinkof it. Alain and | were to have been marrigdyoa month later.



The day before his accident he wiasdd by someone whose name
have yet to discover that | had a ... lover.' Heice broke on the
word, but she straightened as if determining tasfirthe tale, and
carried on bravely. It was a lie, of course, frone thoment we
became engaged | never gave a second thought mtlayman, but
the damage had been done— Alain refused to beheyeand he
broke off our engagement.' Fleur's eyes widenel batvilderment
and Celestine hurried on as if sensing that she almait to be
interrupted. 'Oh, it was made to look as if | chd {ilting, to spare my
feelings, ,he said at the time, but it was he rteeérss who was
responsible for ending our engagement. He refusediscuss the
matter with anyone— not even his mother—and noths@d made
the slightest difference, his mind was made up. rfew you

understand,' her eyes raked Fleur's face, seekimgad her very
mind, ‘why you must be very careful what you do aag to Alain.

He is very sensitive of his position and very, v@glous of his
possessions.'

Fleur was shocked, appalled to think even Alainabdp of such

intolerance and unable to understand how he coae aken the
word of a stranger against that of the girl who teasave become his
wife. Celestine seemed so sincere it was impossiaesbelieve her.
How could Alain, who must have loved her deeplwéieefused to

listen when she had attempted to explain? Why shbel have

become so embittered, so suspicious of everyorwises? From out
of the past her father's words echoed in her nihd:man has turned
into an insensible automaton. | feel he has beehdauoften—and

perhaps not merely physically—that he has detemninever to

allow himself to feel ever again!

Her hand went to her mouth to stifle a gasp of pp&in for Alain

whose mental torment at ,, his believed betrayal tnmase scarred
him deeper than the incisions inflicted upon hilgpbally. She had
suspected him of having other reasons besides nieehe had
mentioned for marrying her, and her suspicionslieh correct. He



had wanted to hit back at Celestine for her suppa®ezeption, to
show her how little he cared about her. He haddeditely sought a
wife—any wife—so that he could confront Celestinghwa fait
accomplj someone who would be a buttress against thetinashe
must still hold for him, someone dependable whold/dill the gap
she had left in his life. She gasped as realizdtibher. She had let
him down! This morning he had needed her to hetpwith his work
and he had had to fall back on Celestine's offéregs!

'‘Where is Alain, | must go to him?' She soundecagibated that
Celestine automatically moved out of the way towlher to pass
through the door. 'Please,' Fleur implored whenrsade to follow,
''d like to speak to him alone.’

Celestine's eyes narrowed, but the flash of stubless revealed by
Fleur's outthrust chin warned her not to arguests® shrugged and
began descending the stairs. 'Very well, I'll bthwdouis when Alain

asks for me,' she warned defiantly, daring Fleurydo dispel the

growing accord between herself and Alain. But Flrad already

disappeared into the laboratory in search of him.

She found him talking to an earnest young manvitniée jacket who
was very carefully weighing a small amount of flitrdm out of a
brown glass bottle. Tiers of such bottles, eachketrwith a
chemical formula, were ranged around the workbewithin easy
reach, and Fleur remembered hearing Louis desdtibas a
'keyboard', a library of odours from which the penfer selected,
weighed and measured the ingredients he planneagseoin his
experiments. Test tubes, petri dishes and beakers wcattered
around the workbench, which was covered with anh glpas top and
faced a wall covered from floor to ceiling with wétiles. It was her
first visit to a laboratory, and as she gazed ailosime felt rather
disappointed by the thought of glamorous, enchgnperfumes
being conceived in such clinical surroundings.



When the young man spoke to Alain and nodded irdinection she

knew he was telling him of her presence. Alainfetiéd, answered
him without turning, and the young man gave heapologetic look,

took off his working jacket and walked out throughother door,
leaving them alone together.

With all the timid earnestness of a child who knasi® has done
wrong and is anxious to be forgiven, she stammaneapology. 'lI'm
sorry I'm so late. Perhaps | should have told yawa$ leaving with
Louis this morning, then you could have explaineat tyou needed
my help, but | simply didn't think ..

He swung round, his proud head arrogantly tiltesl flaring nostrils
denoting icy displeasure, and stabbed out accysingbu didn't
think—or you thought too much? | am well aware of oousin's
attraction for the opposite sex. He is, as you hawe doubt
discovered, the epitome of the ideal you cherish dakhing
uninhibited young Frenchmen. Unfortunately for ythere is one
commodity he lacks—money | Louis' allowance stretcho farther
than his own extravagant commitments, so if youthnmeking of
tapping his resources | must advise you now thatllylee wasting
your time!'

His words were a slap in the face, and Fleur, fies @normous with
hurt, recoiled from them as if from a physical bl&hoking back the
denial she knew would fall upon deaf ears, shedstooted with
shock watching his lips twist with a bitterness &laged. Dully, she
recognized the futility of putting into words theed she had felt to
reassure him of her loyalty, to make him believevhouch she
regretted the impulse that had driven her to seakid. company
rather than his own. Desperation urged her alnwo#td brink of an
explanation, but once more his words cut throughthbges. Turning
impatiently back to his workbench, he groped foohject just out of
reach and when his hand did not immediately aligan it he bit out
an expletive and threw savagely across his shquldleneed



Celestine! Get her for me immediately, if you pkeathen ask
someone to drive you back to the chateau. Not L'dvescommanded
sharply. 'l need him here! We have much groundakemup and | do
not want you to encourage him from his work!'

Fleur fought to instil dignity into her voice, babuld not entirely
suppress an unsteady quaver. 'Very well, I'll dg@asask. But you
have no need to warn me against becoming a nuisanoever
intended keeping Louis from his work, nor do | mdekeeping you
from yours. Goodbye, Alain,' she blinked away secajdears and
dared the tremor in her voice to worsen, I'll sed that Celestine
knows she is needed before | leave.'

For days afterwards she avoided him whenever gdesgibing down
to breakfast only when she was sure the car tdkingelf, Louis and
C&estirie to the factory had driven away. In thermongs she made
her way down to the plantations where the mass#iewérs and the
friendly pickers who greeted her vociferously weralelight. As
Alain, Louis and Celestine did not return to theatetau until just
before dinner, she and the Comtesse had lunchhigetch day,
after which they sat in the garden for an hourtafieed before the old
lady retired to her room for her afternoon nap.ylwere becoming
very close; the Comtesse's growing affection, wisioh was at pains
to make obvious, was a balm to Fleur's hurt feslisngd she returned
the old lady's regard with an eagerness that waty mhue to the
Comtesse's charm and understanding and partly doirttense
loneliness that caught her by the throat whendweresmembered her
own parents and the abundance of love with whioky thad
surrounded her.

It was during one of their lunchtime chats that@wntesse revealed
her awareness that all was not well between herasonhis bride.
They were sitting together in the garden, chattlagultorily, with a



musically tinkling fountain playing in the backgrm when the
Comtesse leant forward to peer bright-eyed intafddace.

‘You are not happy, child," she stated flatly, meuth stern. 'l had
hoped your sunny disposition would rub off on Alet instead the
reverse is happening and his misery is penetratng soul. Don't
deny it,ma cherie,5he rapped out when Fleur tried to protest, 'ypu t
very hard to appear at ease, but in repose yowstdaee is troubled,
far more so than a bride of two weeks has any tmbe. My son is a
difficult husbandn'est-ce pasFleur became suddenly white and th
Comtesse hastened to apologize. 'Forgive me fdinguyou, ma
petiteg my probing is unforgivable I'

'It's quite all right, Maman,' Fleur managed tolsiml know how you
worry about Alain and how much you desire his haegs. It is
unfortunate, but I'm afraid he will never find thappiness you wish
for him, at least not with me."’

'If not with you, then with no one I' the Comtessplied with such
conviction Fleur was momentarily heartened. Thea ¢thd lady
sighed. 'l wish | could reprimand Alain on your aant, his neglect
of you is unpardonable. But he is not the son leockisew—Kkind,
lovable, one | would never hesitate to approaan has entered his
soul and, though I'm loath to admit it, | feel 8w | knew and loved
Is lost to me for ever.'

'‘No! Never allow yourself to think that, Maman!eklr was surprised
at the strength of her own conviction. 'He couldhbaself again if
only he could see. If we could convince him thalyoone more
operation would be necessary... !"

The Comtesse caught a little of Fleur's enthusiasih her face
brightened. 'Then we must trgna cheriewe must both try! There
must be some way of convincing him, and betweewaishall find

it." Her slender, finely- veined hand reached awufclasp Fleur's,



communicating renewed optimism and Fleur found dven hopes
miraculously revived by the effort she had madedispel the
Comtesse's despondency. With rising excitement, sgan to
marshall her thoughts. Alain was not omnipotentmewhere in his
armour there had got to be a chink and it was ubpetoto find it,

whatever the cost to herself. He could destroy betause in loving
him she had given him that power, but if in destigyher he should
find happiness for himself then the sacrifice wonddjustified.

The Comtesse's voice reached through her glowtbtisiasm. 'How
wonderful it would be to have my son restored ta @ece, Alain
was a constant reminder of my dear husband, theg ae alike in
every respect it was as if part of him had neviémte. That is why |
felt doubly deprived by the accident that robbedikhot only of his
sight, but also of his generous, loving nature. Mysband,’ she
mused, lost in the past, 'was a man of volatildirfgs, his loving
could take the form of tender consideration or emblrage. In a
matter of seconds, if something happened to make think it
justified, he could sweep into a storm of jealodsyastating in its
intensity.' She laughed softly, her eyes tendeln wiemories. 'Then
afterwards, he would be contrite, ashamed of lais ¢d control, but
always his favourite excuse would be: "Consideoitas a lapse but
as a compliment to yourself, because if | did metel so acutely |
would not feel so acutely." What woman,' the Costeappealed,
‘could resist the logic. of such a statement? He s@vibrant, so
vitally alive, he found it impossible to represss hnatural
inclinations— not like Alain,' she sighed sadlyhtge balance of
feeling weighs down so heavily on the side of ragel icy
displeasure that one wonders if the gentler emstiare lacking
entirely...'

For a moment while they both struggled with therdspion her
words had engendered there was deep silence, shddenly, the
Comtesse drew a sharp breath. Fleur looked up lguiglarmed by
the sound, and saw that the Comtesse was smilpgyt amile whose



mischievous glint was echoed in her eyes.'| hdvElie snapped her
fingers with the vivacity of a young girl, then, at the sight &leur's
obvious puzzlement, she laughed excitedly and lstafter still
further by commanding: "You must make Alain jealbus

‘Jealous?' she stammered, completely bewilderatdwBy ... how?'

'‘Because,' the Comtesse answered firmly, 'thatywaywill prove to
yourself—and to him—- that he is not the unfeelmgomaton he
tries to be! Jealousy,' she insisted triumphafififhe twin of love, if
you arouse one you must surely arouse the other!

Fleur's heart sank. The Comtesse made it soundssp whereas the
situation between herself and Alain was not halfiscomplicated as
the old lady thought. To her, it was merely a aagelting Alain out
of the despair she thought was an aftermath oaduglent. She had
no idea that not even attraction, much less load,ldeen part of their
strange alliance, and Fleur knew she could notkbtfea promise to
Alain never to allow his mother to discover thel ie@msons behind
their marriage.

Gently, she tried to dissuade her. 'I'm afraid yplan won't work,
Maman. Alain would never be jealous on my accokat.one thing,

| see very little of him now, and even if | did has no cause to feel
jealous when he knows | spend most of my time watln and the rest
in the plantations.’

'‘Hm... m," the Comtesse pondered. 'We must consitt@rg Louis
into our confidence. | know a situation such as thill appeal to his
sense of humour and he is always ready to indalggrank. Yes, we
must certainly ask for Louis' advice.'

Fleur felt the situation was getting out of hand #mat now was the
time to put her foot down, but before she could ghal her
arguments the Comtesse took the initiative. "Wetrals® entertain!'



She rose from her seat and began pacing backwaddsmvards, her
enthusiasm in full flood. '‘Our neighbours and fdsrare eager to
welcome Alain home and they are especially eagendet you, my
dear. | have put them off with the excuse that gaiboth still at the
honeymoon stage, but news that Alain is workingheday at the
distillery must by now have spread all over Graseayhen | put it to
him he will not be able to refuse to go along vt plan for a dinner
party. She stopped dead, her tiny figure alivehwsuppressed
excitement, and asked Fleur abruptly: 'Well, do glate?'

Fleur, to her own dismay, was incapable of dislesang her.
Struggling to submerge the trepidation she felg stared mutely
back at her. Then, when the Comtesse tapped heinfipatiently,
she whispered, 'Very well, if you think it will damy good ... I'll try.'

The Comtesse's rigid frame relaxed. 'Good!" she sianply. 'Alain
car” not fail to find you lovablesherie,and when we have finished
our campaign to rout his morbid self-pity he wi# Bo anxious to
regain his sight that he will allow nothing to sdan his way."'

'Oh, | do hope you are right, Maman, | do hope Blelur choked.

The Comtesse leant forward to take her chin betvneerands and
when she saw tears glistening-in the velvet blueeéher eyes she
derided softly, 'No tearsna petite \ shall excuse them only if they
are tears of joy. Come, dry your eyes, | have sbhimgto show you.'
She urged her to her feet and shooed her in thetdin of the house.
‘Alain left instructions this morning that you wetiee be shown the
family jewels so that you might choose from thera theces you
prefer. | had forgotten, but now that | have remeradd I'm sure
you'll see his request as | do—as a good omerné&future n'est-ce
pas?'

No, not so!Fleur wanted to scream as she followed her down t
passageway to the library. Quite unknowingly then@sse had



plunged a dagger into her heart; how distressedvsiokd be if she
knew she had been delegated by her son to pay ifesthe first
instalment of the debt he considered was owingeto h



CHAPTEREIGHT

THEREwere pearls, milk-white and perfectly matched, enag into a
necklace of three strands long enough to have eglbhlr waistA
pearl and diamond suite comprising tiara, necklaserings and
bracelet, so magnificent they could only be worfuattions of royal
proportions, nestling against a background of bhaelket. And an
abundance of rubies, sapphires and emeralds moumsgsdtings of
fine gold were fashioned into a fabulous assortmehtrings,
bracelets and brooches. The Comtesse took thérorall concealed
safeir\ the library, and as she opened the caskets omadyo lay
them on a table for inspection Fleur drew back franeir
magnificence with a dislike that amounted to negrugnance. She
hated each and every one of the beautiful thingsdifferent
circumstances she might have delighted in the @s&rof colour, in
the purity of design, but as it was each pearlasgmted a tear, each
diamond echoed the cold hardness of Alain's eyes.

Lovingly, the Comtesse displayed the Treville fafsiltreasures,
now and then holding up to the light some partidylne piece so
that the sunshine flooding the room delved into hieart of the
stones, making them burst forth with scintillatingplourful

brilliance.

'‘Well?' The Comtesse cocked her head on one sidbeagueried,
'‘Which pieces do you most admicherie?'

‘They are all gorgeous, Maman,' she stammeredtHeytare much
too lavish for me to wear, | should be terrifiedading them."

'‘Nonsense!' the Comtesse answered fondly. 'As thmt€sse de
Treville you will soon become accustomed to weaffing stones.
Our neighbours entertain extensively and you wdl dxpected to
return their hospitality. Such occasionsare welabnigy the
womenfolk because they give them an excuse to diess well as



being a help in prising husbands away from théiradsorbing work.
So you see there will be plenty of opportunity you to wear your
jewels. Come, let us decide together which piecdisbest flatter
your delicate colouring.'

But not even to please the Comtesse could she es\sofficient
enthusiasm, and the old lady was quick to senséahbkrof interest.
After debating at length upon the merits of eadmatand receiving
very lukewarm response, she began with a perplshedy to replace
the jewels in their caskets, snapping back théheatwith a sharpness
that emphasized her disappointment.

Conscious of her hurt feelings, Fleur tried to makeends. Lying in
the bottom of one of the jewel cases, looking,afn and out of
place amongst its grand companions as she felelhensas a small
blue enamelled charm on a fine gold chain. Sheheshout with
pretended eagerness to lift the small object froendepths of the
jewel case.

'l ... I like this very much.' She sounded so dtathat the Comtesse
had to respond with a smile as she took the bdtdne her.

‘This? But it is almost worthless, child! Louis lgin it for me years
ago,whenhe was a mere boy—a birthday present, | thiyks-'m
almost certain, and for all these years it hashanme overlooked.' She
dangled the chain from her finger so that the cH&sihed blue in the
sunlight.

‘Then of course you must keep it,' Fleur told hvekwaardly, wishing
she had never glimpsed its cool beauty.

‘Certainly not,’ the Comtesse smiled fondly, 'l'legsed you have
found something to your taste, my dear. See!' shetgd out an
inscription traced inside the chartnis mais toujours se pares.'
When her eyebrows were raised enquiringly, the Eesa



translated: 'Together but always apart.' Fleursstherked painfully.
What mischievous fate had ordained that she shmakdout the one
thing that expressed so aptly the situation exgdietween Alain and
herself?

The low neckline of the cream-coloured silk drebe svore that
evening cried out for a trinket to relieve its setyeand the little blue
charm fulfilled the purpose admirably. It nestleghimst the tender
smoothness of her skin, making itself an immediaie of her, rising
and falling gently with each breath she drew, tgpant message
hidden from sight but emblazoned in letters of fcgoss her heart.
Together, but always apar8he and Alain had become as one, h
heart had beaten against hers with a wildnestteat now brought a
tremor to her vulnerable mouth and an urgent wavgearning
through her suddenly weak body. For the spacefeiashort hours
she had been completely his and she had had higdeud attention.
If, for the rest of her lifetime, she had only tbae night to remember
she would have no regrets, because however fat tyggr were to
become in the future she would have those moment®mplete
unity to sustain her. She closed her eyes, shutnghe sight of her
own agony reflected in the mirror, and sat for lomgments battling
with tears that sprang from a seemingly never-endource.

Alain's entrance was noiseless. His presence hivitle the force of
a blow when his voice resounded across her shouldeave been
speaking with my mother. She tells me none of ¢lnee|s are to your
liking?'

She spun round, her hand going immediately toitthe blue charm,

clinging to it as if to a talisman that would prdtéer from his anger.
Her throat ached as she forced out the answen.th®contrary, they
are all much too beautiful and too costly for mereto wear with

comfort. You must remember that | am a country, gmused to such
opulence, and you must give me time to adjust.’



Expecting a sarcastic rejoinder, she held her bydait his voice
when he spoke was unfamiliar—run through with tendss.

'‘Poor, meek little girl, don't you like living frothe top of the bottle?'
Wary of his unaccustomed gentleness, her blue digésnded with

alarm. When he moved to touch her she stepped forgach so

hastily she overturned a stool, projecting it agaihe dressing-table
with a crash that set bottles and jars janglingela sword into a
scabbard, his hand was quickly sheathed.

Blind remorse filled her. She stepped forward tacto him—to
communicate without words— but even as she moveddharkly
handsome face clouded and his mouth tightened anttne of
arrogant scorn.

'You have no need to run from me!" he accused,dhik eyes
glittering. 'l came, at my mother's request, beeah® has formed the
opinion that | am neglecting you. She, naturaypot aware that you
prefer my neglect to my attention and | would naghwher to know.'
Ignoring her attempt to stammer an objection, hatwa, 'She has
willed me into agreeing to yet another plan forevhi have no liking
but which, nevertheless, | have promised to suppdetare to give a
dinner party—rather a formal one, I'm afraid—sda tha friends and
neighbours might be introduced to the new ComtdssEreville. My
mother will help you arrange it, she is an expedtbss and you will
learn much from her. | shall be too busy during rilegt couple of
weeks to be of much help, but I'm certain you arahidn together
will be able to cope. It should, at least, alleziabme of the pressure
she is bringing to bear upon me regarding my neglegourself, and
it will also be a good opportunity for you to be@djusting to your
new position. Everyone, therefore,’ his words bexaneavily
charged with sarcasm, 'should then be completgipyha

Fleur thought, as she scanned his grim face, tleahad never seen
anyone looking less happy. It seemed that not e@elestine's



constant companionship, nor the return of theimfar friendliness,
was enough to drive the demons from his soul.

'‘We will go downstairs together," he gritted, hofgiout his arm with

such surety in her direction that she thought hetrhave built-in

radar where she was concerned. She took it wihouirmur, laying

her fingertips so lightly against his white-jacleetem that it seemed
impossible he should be aware it was there. Butihgcles under his
sleeve responded immediately to her touch, knotdmg to control

any stray impulse that might lead to a softeningt tbould be

construed as intimacy.

During dinner Fleur was reminded of the schemeGbmtesse had
evolved that afternoon. It was obvious that she lbatino time in
acquainting Louis with the facts, because as sedhey were seated
at the table he began to flirt outrageously, flingghimself into the act
with an enjoyment that was not all manufactured.

Holding her eyes with his, he leant across and penexd
penetratingly, 'How flattered | am that you havesdn to wear my
small contribution to the Treville treasuma petite Do you like it
for itself alone, or did the fact that | boughh#ve a bearing on your
choice?'

She was taken completely by surprise and beforecshlel form a

reply the Comtesse spoke to hefr. Without so mchrmashamed
blink, she informed everyone, 'Fleur fell in lovétwthe charm as
soon as she saw it, Louis. Every other stone wssadied in favour
of the little blue charm you bought me so many y@@o. You do not
mind that | have parted with it to Fleur?'

'‘Mind? | am delighted, Maman! Its wearer has braugho life,
enchanted it with her beauty so that it rises afld fvith every beat
of her heart. How | envy it its resting place...'



His wicked enjoyment of the situation sent the Hlagashing to
Fleur's cheeks. She tried not to look at Alain, Wwhen she finally
succumbed to the urge she wished she had not, see#though he
seemed to be listening calmly, even disinterestesiig noticed that
the hand holding his fork was showing white atkhackles and the
other was clasping and unclasping in the mannehatbdong since
learned was an indication of savagely held redtrain

Celestine, ever vigilant, seized upon the situatmiwist it to her
advantage. With her eyes trained upon Fleur's sawfuface, she
mocked,

'‘Poor Fleur, you must not let Louis embarrass ymuhe is an expert
philanderer, never to be taken seriously, and égiheaot by a girl
as unsophisticated as yourself. Although | mustigdoouis,' her
brilliant glance speared him, 'your teasing doegehan uplifting
effect— Fleur's flushed cheeks and bright eyesvarg becoming,
don't you think?'

Unwittingly, Celestine had helped along their caumed the
Comtesse was delighted. 'Indeed they are,' sherfeaksto agree, 'and
you do seem to have the gift of cheering her upjd-e-Fleur always
seems so happy in your company.'

‘And | in hers,' he returned smoothly, one wickgdlid closing in a

wink as he met her glance across the table. 'ltah@ays been my
pleasure to indulge beautiful women, and my newscosiloveliness
Is unique.' With sudden cruelty he taunted Ald#tgw maddening it
must be, dear cousin, to have a wife whose beaunhseg/ou the envy
of every man and yet to be unable to enjoy youreraimp to the full.

If I were in your shoes,' his voice became sibilarth meaning, 'l

should not rest until | could look upon what is min

'‘Louis! ' His name, uttered in reproof, was the @esge's warning
that he had gone too far, but he shrugged, unraperdand ignored



her unspoken warning. 'Well, Alaidp you feel as | do, or axe you
immune to the frustrations that bedevil the commmam?"

Alain folded his napkin with great deliberation, kiteg them keenly

aware that the limit of his control had almost beeached. Fleur's
shocked eyes were upon his face when his lips mtwvegect words

born of an anger so great he could barely keepdice steady. 'If

you were me, Louis? But that wish is not newly cawed, is it? It is

one that has plagued you for a lifetime! If you gvare, you would be
in control of the business and would find limitlégads to squander!
Again, if you were me, you would sell this chateeegardless of
sentiment, and travel the world in search of pleslsdow fortunate

for us all that you are not me,' he bit out witl+-gontained fury, 'as

you will never be allowed to get your, hands onlihisiness, on the
chateau or," his eyes flashed cold flamme,ry wife.'

Fleur jumped to her feet, appalled and sickeneth®gtark bitterness
revealed between the two men. 'No, Alain, you nmattsay such
things! You've misunderstood ... Louis is only mgyito help—'

'‘Himself!' He turned on her savagely, daring her to conttdaither.
She would have taken up the challenge. Louis nibghteak, but he
was not the villain Alain had portrayed and it wabhlave been, less
than justice not to have defended him, but the @esd intervened
with a command that demanded all the respect dhertage and to
the position she had occupied for the greatergddrer life.

‘Alain! Louis!" Her thin old voice was as inflexible as steelu'yall
put an end to this disgraceful scene immediately!

But with unheeding fury the cousins rose to thegtf their stance
antagonistic. Lithe, tensed to spring, they cowdehbeen the spirits
of bygone Trevilles, each reaching instinctivelyhis side for the
sword that would revenge their outraged cavalistinicts. The old
Comtesse's frame was rigid as silently she wilkeght to obey her



command. Celestine's eyes glistened with enjoyasshe revelled
in excitement seldom experienced within the ulixalized circle in
which she moved. Then into the over-stretched s@diroke a sob
Fleur failed to suppress and at the sound Louis\gwuher direction,
looking contrite and, at the sight of her distrefssntly ashamed.
When her lips moved, silently forming the wordded3e, Louis!" he
forced back his anger, then managed a short labgihwlid not quite
project amusement. Lightly, his flippancy beliedaowry expression
Alain could neither see nor sense, he concede@tlefe

'‘Forgive me, Alain, | spoke out of turn, and foatthmust apologize.'

Alain did not relax; on the contrary, he seemedagaly disappointed
at being thwarted of his prey. If he had held arswbwould have

been thrown to the ground as a measure of his slisgut as an
alternative he chose merely to acknowledge Lopislagy with one

terse nod of his proud head before reaching outdmsl towards the
ever-ready Celestine so that she might accompamy flom the

room.

When the door closed behind them, Louis sank dgvamnis chair
with an exaggerated attitude of exhaustion. 'Whéwe!'expelled a
relieved breath, 1 thought for one awful moment tira were about
to exchange blows! Please, Maman,' he begged shaidiComtesse,
'if you have any more ideas for arousing Alain'sogams please
leave me out of them. I'd much prefer to teasemiséring tiger than
go through that again!'

But the Comtesse was not amused by his banter. fiogvdaer
shaking frame into a chair, she faced him acrassale and accused
sternly, 'You>.,were very cruel to Alain, Louis—iberately and
callously cruel—and that I find hard to forgive. Wtid you taunt
him so?' Her voice trembled as she fought backt¢aes. '"Why,
Louis?'



Dull colour ran under his skin as he shifted urdgasnder her

reproachful gaze. He tried to answer, ruffled har hwith an

impatient hand, then began, shamefaced, on hisiceefd reasoned
that the only way his armour could be pierced wasainting him

with his affliction,’ he confessed. When Fleur daiLgypained breath,
he swung towards her and challenged, 'Well, it wdrkdid it not?
Anything else | might have said would merely haceakhed the
surface of his damnable aloofness, not pierceti@!swung back to
his aunt, his anger rising at the condemnationawe ia both their
faces. 'That, or so | understood,-was the objeth®fexercise. Do |
now stand condemned because of my success?'

His belligerence, fierce though it was, did nottgutover up his
bewilderment and Fleur responded quickly to thé harwas trying
so hard to hide. Gently, she placed her hand oslée&ve to convey
her sympathy before attempting to explain, ‘It wasso much your
words as your actions that upset Maman. It wasiiierra shudder
ran through her body at the recollection, 'to sae yrepared to fight
your cousin —youblind cousin, Louis!

He blanched before answering, 'l understand.’ & avflat statement,
spoken without a trace of shame, but they werefésfling he had
more to say, so they remained silent. After a femutes of
introspection he threw out his arms in a gesturbeffflessness and
appealed, 'lt's his damned arrogance, it makesomgetf that he is
blind! Sometimes, when | see him striding downgtaers or walking
unhesitantly to his chair | wonder if he reallyhbnd or if he is
perhaps having a

tremendous joke at our expense I' When both of thesde' to
interrupt, he shrugged off their protests. 'Oh ydsjow, | know, it
simply is not possible! Hés blind, and I'm ashamed of the way |
provoked him just now, but explain to me if you deow he does it.
Can it be that he possesses some extra sensedHasser mortals
lack?"



Fleur answered his defiant question by saying simde counts...'
'‘Counts?' Louis was startled.

She nodded. 'Yes, he counts. Everywhere he walkl w®ich

assurance has already been paced out in secréastd knows
exactly how many steps will be needed to reaclybad.' Louis was
speechless. 'l've heard him," Fleur continued/ ankmgly betraying

her own agony. ‘Night after night when he thinkergene is asleep
he paces the passageways, his bedroom; the stdwaysacounting,

retracing his steps time after time until he isséi@d he can find his
way without stumbling.'

'‘Mon Dieu!" Louis croaked, his eyes fastened upon her calm, fa
‘what endurance ... and what courage!'

The Comtesse intervened, her eyes bright with uhtdees, ‘None of
us has ever doubted the existence of that. WhattserAlain might
lack he has proved he has courage in abundaneaaé TWas a short
moment when Fleur thought the Comtesse's iron clbwbuld break,
but after a visible struggle she lifted her headligplay a bright
smile. 'Well,mes enfantsshe directed them both, ‘we must not alloy
tonight's scene to weaken our determination to coree Alain's
resistance. By keeping in mind what you, Louis,enavanaged to
prove—that the battlementsan be breached—we must remain a
resolute as ever to penetrate Alain's armoured.shet we all
agreed? You, Fleur? And you, Louis?'

Louis' impish look returned as his volatile natuesponded to the
challenge. 'Very wellmon Colonel he mocked, sketching a gay
salute.

But when the Comtesse's imperious, demanding loak trained
upon Fleur she blushed, wild carnation, and folesdelf to stammer



painfully, 'l ... I'm willing to try ... if you arejuite sure it will help
Alain.'



CHAPTER NINE

FLEUR was on her way to the flower plantation. For mibian three
weeks she had been kept busy helping the Comtatisehe many
arrangements necessary for the success of thergpany which was
to be held that evening, and now, the first chastee had had, she
was hurrying to renew her acquaintance with theynfaends she
had made among the pickers. The Provencal peaslartdd taken
to her warmly, delighted with the genuine intersisé had shown
towards themselves and their families, and Flemrreturn, was
rewarded by a feeling of homecoming when at evdsjt wshe
enquired after each one's ailments, real or imagimast as she had
done during the parish visits she had undertakebeadralf of her
father.

They were hard workers, these people of Provertuey Toiled from
dawn to dusk during the successive harvest seabamhsvent on
almost all the year round, reaping the blossomsnftbe great
terraced plantations and from the great gardensraeown, filling
sacks which were then loaded into wagons read toaoled to the
distilleries so that the soul of the gorgeous hstreeuld, be extracted
and sent, in the form of oils and essences, tdadinecorners of the
globe.

It was early afternoon and very hot. As she hurakxhg the path
Fleur smiled to herself, remembering how only fzdfhour earlier
the Comtesse had insisted upon sending her tabaer to rest after
remarking that she was looking peaky and distuitipipgle. She had
had quite a job convincing her that she felt pelyagell and was not
sickening for anything, but eventually she had giva to the

Comtesse's urging and had been glad to go to ber to escape her
fussing. But it was such a beautiful day—the skyotsheet of blue
with the surrounding countryside displayed like adésmaid's

bouquet against its uncrumpled backcloth; the thirgsypress trees



throwing a circle of relieving greenery around tleelourful
mass—that she had not been able to resist theatmgeout of doors.

Her springing steps faltered as disturbing thougtitaded, acting as
a depressant upon her usually sunny nature. Shiededmarried for
almost four weeks now and for three of those westles had seen
Alain only infrequently, a glimpse of his straidigck as she watched
him each morning from her bedroom window being @nivto the
factory and again in the evening, very late, beeaisce the row
between the cousins Celestine and he had formelaathie of dining
each evening in Grasse, making as their excusathéhat pressure
of work would not allow them to leave the factonytime to dine at
the chateau.

So the Comtesse's brave plan had come to nothexk Of

opportunity had prevented any repetition of the $asrmy evening,
and Fleur was secretly thankful at being sparedlantical ordeal.
Besides which, she had become convinced over thief@a weeks
that there could never be a second passionate satirieerself as the
predominating influence; Alain's absorption with |[€3#ne was
ample evidence that he was now regretting the isgpdhat had
driven him to marry a girl he had never seen.

Almost without thought, her feet had carried hethi right direction
and a shout of welcome from nearby workers jolted dut of her
reverie. Instantly, her face lit up and she retdrtigeir greetings
happily, completely at ease with her new friends.

She spent a happy hour wandering along the rolwssifes talking to
the pickers whose nimble fingers never once stojupdukir task of
gathering the sweet-smelling petals while at tlreesame, in halting
English and with many uproarious- attempts to mithey managed
to convey to her up-to-date news of their familids.the sun rose
higher, generating molten heat, she felt the ftisinges of a
headache. Gradually the rows emptied of pickete@sdeparted for



the break they took each afternoon, to return lateen the sun's rays
" were not so fierce and they were able to worlkcamfort. Fleur
followed in their wake, her headache now too markelde ignored,
and accepted thankfully an invitation from Mamaruge to share
the meal they brought with them each day to tHddie

She declined food, her stomach revolted most destysiagainst
sharing the wedges of bread, strong cheese anch avlicch was
offered, but she eagerly accepted the cup of stcoffge which was
handed to her. As she sipped at it, Maman Rouggisiaed her
white face and rebuked her with much concern fohawing brought
a hat.

'‘Our sun is much stronger than your weak Englisletsa Madame la
Comtesse, and already you are looking palehn-Paul!" she
screeched suddenly at a cheeky-faced boy who widmtamoment
running past. 'Go to your mother and ask if Madanmght borrow
her new sunbonnétite! Vite! And tell her | sent you!'

'Oh, really, it isn't necessary... !" Fleur prodelstwondering at the
back of her mind if she really did look such a virdicat everyone
should be commenting about it. But Maman Rougeitath was
reinforced by another of the group, a sweet-faaathy girl whose
large dark eyes had not left Fleur's face sincénaldgoined the party.
‘Maman Rouge is rightmadameit would be a tragedy if you were to
spoil such a beautiful complexion,' she offeredyshy

The rough chorus of agreement that came from threaaesed a tide
of rich colour to flood her cheeks and one marewidan the rest and
therefore privileged, leant forward to pass a tepsompliment.

‘You are aptly named, Madame Fleur, for, if youlwekcuse my
presumption, you are the favourite flower of aflittgrow around us. |
named you "English Rose", but on second thoughts/e changed
my mind. The English rose is attractive enough,iboannot equal



those of Bulgaria. Roses grown in the hilly Ball@untry are the
loveliest in the world, none can compare with thest as, in our
opinion, none can compare with you, Madame la Csseteand now
that Monsieur le Comte's experiments are quitshied we have two
triumphs to celebrate tonight—the coming of thedsii flower of the
family of Treville with the most subtle perfume ewdevised by
Maison Treville! Mmmm!' he bunched' his fingers difig¢d them to

his lips in a smacking kiss. 'What an achievementMonsieur le

Comtel’

So Alain's work was finished. Fleur did not doubg told man's
assertion because on plantations, as in villagesets are kept only
for as long as it takes one man to tell anothet. e had not the
heart to tell them that the perfume was not forhiat Celestine's
claim to it was far superior and of much longeratian than her
own—and also she did not want to spoil the pargt thad been
arranged for them that evening...

All at once, the row of laughing, expectant fackesried into one with
the sheet of blue sky and began wavering in frérteo as if seen
through a heat haze. The heavy perfume of thevefls merged with
the smell of strong cheese and garlic and begassimge down,
depriving her of air so that she could not brea@leattering voices
escalated into a tremendous clamouring when, withaking sigh,
she slid from her seat and blackness descended hipomn an
irresistible wave.

When she came to she was lying flat on a roughtcmside one of
the workers' huts. It was dim, cool and silent &oxda moment she
was bewildered by her unfamiliar surroundings. Stneggled to sit
up, but before she was upright Maman Rouge's kumohkled face

appeared above her head.

Tie still for a moment longemon enfanshe urged, 'to give yourself
time to recover.'



Fleur sank back and admitted ruefully, "You weghtito rebuke me,
Maman Rouge, | must have a touch of sunstroke I'

'Indeed, yes,' the old peasant nodded affirma#iod,showed signs of
distress. 'We ought to have warned you sooner aheuttrength of
the sun upon an unprotected head. When Monsiélonate will say
when he hears of our neglect | shudder to think.d&®erve to be
cursed for the idiots we all are!’

‘Nonsense!" Fleur tried to sit up, but the effodught on a wave of
dizziness that caused her to sink back thankfydgruthe bed. Her
voice surprised her by its weakness when she adirio try to
soothe the old woman's fears. 'lt is entirely myndault, J should
have known better than to wander around bareheisd#ds heat.
When I've rested for a while, I'll make my way bdokhe chateau
and no one will be any the wiser.’

‘Mon Dieu!" The old woman blanched at the thought. 'Thatmalter
be allowed, Madame la Comtesse! One of the men dmat you
back to the chateau! Bad enough that we allowed tposuffer
because of our unthinking stupidity, but never niiusé said that we
were guilty ofdeliberateneglect! No, when you are able, you will be
transported back home in one of the trucks.'

Nothing Fleur said could budge her from this decisand so it was
that instead of creeping up to her room by a sioer s she had
planned, she was driven to the front of the honseamoke-belching
truck whose engine made so much noise that it atbaseryone in
the chateau when it revved up the drive.

The servants were the first to appear, but' asahéle driver made
known to them the reason for his noisy appearaheeComtesse
appeared at the head of the steps demanding aanaxjpin. One
quick glance at Fleur's ashen face as she wasdelpgeof the truck
was enough to startle her into giving terse insions, and before



Fleur quite knew how it had happened she was hiaolgd up in bed
in her own blessedly cool room where shades werermagainst the
hard light which by then was beating against hesseforcing a pain
to throb through her head with the persistencenahaidious drum.
The Comtesse uttered no word of reproach, but feaanxiously
when she gazed down into Fleur's pain-filled eyes.

‘Try to rest,ma petit¢ she murmured. 'The doctor has been sent 1
and should arrive very soon.' When Fleur answeriéu avdeep sigh
and closed her eyes, she tiptoed from the roomchosed the door
softly behind her.

Fleur awoke much later completely free from paimgérly, she
raised her head from the pillow to test her reastiand when the
expected pain did not materialize she sank badkav#mile of relief.
For one dreadful moment she thought her stupidomstihad
jeopardized her chances of being present at theediparty, and
although she was not in the least looking forwardhie event she
would have been most upset on the Comtesse's dcifoalh the
weeks of preparation had been wasted.

Her bed gave a slight creak when she moved andwakestartled
when a voice carried a question across the dinofdabe room.

‘Are you awake?'

Her eyes sought the source of the voice and fodath Atanding by
the window, hardly visible against the screenirgpés.

‘Yes, thank you.' She sounded small and weakalikleild expecting

a scolding. His voice had been austere but notnalland under the
flimsy lace of her nightdress her heart began tondo When he

moved towards her she clasped her hands tightlytr@edl hard to

control a fit of trembling when he sat down on dage of the bed, so
near that his presence overshadowed everythingretee room.



‘They tell me you have not been looking well forek®. | should have
been told earlier.’ He frowned darkly. 'This aftsn | gave
Instructions to the doctor that you are to haverajlete check-up.’

‘The doctor has been?' The words tumbled out reatbless rush.

He nodded. 'l brought him myself after receivingeephone call
from my mother telling me you were ill. When weiaed you were
asleep, but he managed to make his examinatiorowtiitisturbing
you and left instructions that you are to havehtldiet and for a few
days you are to say out of the sun—especially dtday. You may
get up whenever you feel like it, but you must dthing strenuous."'

His mouth relaxed into a smile so unexpected ik tver breath away.
'‘Mad dogs and Englishmen ... I' he quoted with \eadtating lift of
his eyebrow. 'Even our tough, sun-baked pickers \aagy of
exposing their , heads to the noon heat and yetlyoelieve, do not
hesitate! How can | guard you from the folly of yqaroud English
independence? Will you give me your promise to loeencareful in
future?'He sounded as if her answer really mati@®d he intended
staying there all day until he received her asugdimat she would do
as he asked. She cleared her throat, but stilWhels came out
huskily. 'Very well, | promise.’

For a few minutes there was silence, a pregnardanmgful silence
he made no attempt to break, and she became vesgioas of his
lean strength mere inches away from her. Her hdnmsped to pull
nervously at the silk coverlet and a restless mareraf his resulted
in their hands colliding. When she tried to drawcily away, her
fingers were caught in his cool clasp and once rsbeghrilled to the
terrifying ecstasy of his touch. It was the firshe they had made
physical contact since the first night of their nege when anger and
contempt had motivated the hard passion that hadrdhim beyond
control. But anger held no sway over this briefemter, and in that



moment she caught a glimpse of deep lonelinesmaihess which
was usually kept well hidden under his solitarytpatatic manner.

She suddenly felt his nearness was too much. Hightovas
electrifying, sending a charge of high tension tigto her body and
hitting her heart with a force that started theoblgounding in her
ears. Her fingers fluttered in his, attempting acape, but his grasp
tightened.

'l ... | feel well enough to get up now," she picadty implored. It
must be almost time to begin getting dressed f®dthner-party.'

‘There's no hurry," he told her coolly. 'As it @re time since we
talked together we might as well make the moshisf@pportunity.'

She flinched from the memory, of the last time thag exchanged
words and tried to relax, but when his hand reachuténd began to
stroke her cheek she became startlingly alert.

‘Your skin is velvet smooth," he murmured, 'witle ttexture of a
petal. Are you blushing? Your cheek feels hot bédnegy hand.'

His touch was so gentle and his eyes so confusteglyer she could
not draw away. His cool fingers were caressingamby her flushed
face but also her wretched, troubled heart, andherfirst time in

weeks she began to feel completely at peace.

'You can be so understanding when you want to kanAlshe
whispered against his hand as it feathered aga@msnhouth.

Her action surprised him. For a second his hand stils then it
descended with meaning to grip her shoulder. 'Dea%e me, Fleur,’
he warned. 'l am not a boy who can be tormentedteerdtold to run
away and play!



His words underlined his deep mistrust of her aad Heart jolted
against her ribs. For some reason he had beconmeambable, but
the balance of his emotions was so fine that ortleinking remark
could upset his equilibrium and chase him back mtbrooding
shell. Carefully, her eyes wet with tears, she péied, 'l am your
wife, Alain!'

His fingers tightened on her shoulders with a gjtiethat threatened
to paralyse all feeling, but she gladly withstobd pain rather than
destroy the fragile, unbelievable moment.

'Fleur...' Her name was crushed out from betweahtly
compressed lips. With a small murmur of surrendex swayed
towards him. His hands were reaching out to dramcloser when a
tap sounded on the door and the Comtesse's voictrowgh the
tender ribbon of emotion.

‘Well, ma petite and how are you feeling now?' Her bird-brightseye
swept from Fleur's flushed face towards Alain, wieml stood up
immediately his mother entered the room and was a@euple pf
paces away from the bed, his features a composesk. nide
Comtesse, always alert to the chance of furthdrergcause, nodded
meaningfully at Fleur before asking slyly,

‘May Louis come in? The poor boy has been distdaatiéh worry
since | told him of your mishap and he is blaminggelf terribly for
not taking more care of you. He will not rest uhglhas seen with his
own eyes that you are quite recovered 1'

When Alain's face darkened at the sound of Lows\ey Fleur sank
back on her pillows with desolation in her heameTComtesse's
well-meant interference had torn the flimsy falofcunderstanding
into a thousand pieces and she doubted if she vemddbe allowed
so close to Alain again. Struggling to overcome hesery, she
nodded and told the Comtesse, 'Yes, of courses@ledl him to



come in." Then she closed her eyes to shut ousigig of Alain's
rigid back as he strode, unspeaking, from the room.

* * %

An hour later, composed and outwardly calm, Fleagam preparing
for the evening ahead. The huge wardrobe that hadrs up her

scanty possessions was no longer empty; days b#ferelothes

Alain had promised her had arrived and she now é&atioice of

outfit for every conceivable occasion. But, as \ité jewellery, their

possession gave her no pleasure. Size, fit andicolere all perfect,

carefully chosen by someone to whom explicit dicets must have
been given, but if it were not that the occasiors wagrand one that
called for a high standard of grooming she woublkhzhosen to wear
one of the dresses so lovingly stitched by her eroth

She stood undecided before the racks of clothgmgtito decide

which dress to wear, and finally she picked a ifketa dress in a
shade of pink that reminded her of the thrust dightly packed

rosebud newly emerged from its protective boll. Biit on the bed
ready to step into after she had finished applyiag make-up. She
had already bathed, so she crossed over to hesimyesble and
began coaxing her gleaming hair into heavy coiltoprof her head, a
style that added a regal dignity to her naturatigcgful carriage. A
touch of mascara to darken her lashes and the ttemes of pale
pink lipstick and she was ready for the dress.

It whispered as she lifted it from the bed, andragdnen she stepped
into it to zip it fastened. As, she walked acrdss floor the sound
intensified, a rustling and sighing that might has@me from a
despairing ghost always just one step behind hédainAhad
mentioned in England that he liked her to weaetafbecause he hac
said being able to hear her movements compensaditbtk dor not
being able to see her, so it was not surprisingrniust of the evening
dresses he had ordered were made of the same &tdriah and



underskirts of taffeta had been included for weé&h whe filmier
dresses.

She stood back from the mirror to judge the fiatsleffect and
wondered at the elegance money could achieve. doted of the

dress was a pink shell above which her white sleyaldose

satin-smooth; from her slender waist the skirtsaaight, following

the line of her slim body, and stopped just shdrthe delicate

cobweb of silver straps that formed an excusedndals. She bit her
lip and frowned at her reflection. Her mouth stietrayed a
tormented quiver which must not be allowed to bensdier eyes
echoed a sadness that was sure to excite comnoemtafrcompany
expecting to meet a radiant bride of a few weekd; @gark smudges
under her eyes imparted an expression of fragilamséoly to her

wan face. She was reaching for her make-up whap attthe door
caused her to brace instinctively. She turned tdsvéine sound and
reacted just in time to remove a pair of discardiedes which lay
directly in Alain's path as he walked unsuspectirigivards her. He
stopped, his head tilted, and she knew he had hieandistle of her
dress when she moved.

'Fleur?' he clipped, his eyes roving the room, wgifor the answer
that would pinpoint her presence.

'I'm here,' she answered, her eyes assessing hwvelgr wondering
at the control that enabled him to suppress alltiger that burned
within him. For a brief moment he hesitated, thernéld out his hand
to offer her the object he was holding. Abruptlg,dommanded,

‘Tonight, | wish you to wear this perfume. It is mgw creation, the
one that has kept me busy these past weeks. Iyoepeill like it.’

Surprise overwhelmed her as she took the proffgiass phial. This
was the perfume Celestine coveted so much—why wadfaring to
give it to her? She felt her question was answeseeh he went on



coldly, 'Most of the guests invited here this emgnare competitors
as well as friends. They will all have heard runsonfra new perfume
from Maison Treville and | thought this an apprapei occasion to
introduce both my new acquisitions.'

'l understand,’ she answered, mechanically, sufdina wave of
hope that had led her mistakenly to believe he tiagsen her
particularly to be the one to introduce the perfufk®the Comte de
Treville he had a position to live up to, familyrfour to maintain,
and that alone was reason enough for his decisiam ¢hough
afterwards, once the proprieties had been seemlyidnds to have
been observed, the perfume would be handed ovés taghtful
owner.

She started violently when he stepped closerall pit it on for you,'
he stated, so coldly matter-of-fact she could haesleeved she had
dreamt the tenderness of an hour ago. She wantstatomer a
refusal, but he was already removing the phial fiogn nerveless
fingers and unscrewing the stopper.,

'First," he took the stopper with its attached mppbr and stroked it
across her wrists, 'it is applied to the wristseftho the crook of the
elbow,' his fingers burned her skin as he progceapener arm. ‘Next,
the throat.' His impersonal fingers started a phksating like a wild

thing, and when he transferred his attention to tecovered

shoulders she had to battle hard to suppress tsefrmm running

through her body. 'A touch here," his voice wasirbggg to sound

constrained, 'and a little on the upper lip isth#t is needed.' He
released her and stepped back, completely withdrawn

The warmth of her body generated a cloud of fraggasuch as she
had never before enjoyed and she drew in a deegthbees the
beautiful smell filled the room.



'Do you like it?" he questioned politely, givingetimpression that her
answer, whatever it might be, was quite superfluous

'‘Oh yes!" She twirled around so that the smell @htbout her, and
breathed in deeply. ‘It reminds me of home, of daeden after a
shower of rain when the scent is so heavy and @wogk one feels
enfolded in a mist of magic! Yes, k really does irdrme of home!'

Ignoring her delight, he warned, '‘Never apply pewubehind the
ears or on the nape of the neck, its fragrance siliply float off
behind you. Perfume, properly used, can work wandEnere is no
more innocent or delicate means of self- expressiod by its use a
woman's very soul, her spiritual atmosphere, camtused around
her in an unmistakable cloud of fragrance. It smerely a cosmetic,
but an essential aid for all women who wish to meralluring and
enticing to men.’

She stared at him. If a perfume, to him, was susérsonalized thing
how could he bear to allow her to wear one he heated especially
for another woman—a woman who, both physically spiditually,
was her own direct opposite? Suddenly she felcshéd not bear it.
Her tangled emotions, together with the slight wiss she still felt,
combined to create within her a feeling of deeprélegion. If there
had been time, she would have run to wash off dreupe she now
felt was alien. Highly fastidious, she felt degrddaes if forced by
circumstances to wear another woman's clothes tlamddea was
abhorrent to her. Her distaste was evident in loécevwhen she
answered flatly,

"You make it sound like a love philtre, a bait withich to hypnotize
the unsuspecting male! According to what you haws gaid, the
relationship between perfume and personality isrégs, but if this
Is so, the psychological side of your art requmese study, Alain! |
have no wish to wear a perfume devised solelyitongn's emotions
and I'll be obliged if you will hand over the rediit to the person for



whomit was originally intended. Certainly | haveintention of ever
using it again!'

His eyebrows drew together in a straight black .likdl his
aristocratic pride was evident in the haughtydffhis chin and in the
flare of his narrow nostrils when he answered hgust two terse
sentences.

'‘As you wish! Please be ready in five minutes &egjour guests!’

When he had left the room, she stood for a . monuewkecided, then
a quick upsurge of hurt helped her to make up hedn$he grabbed
the phial of perfume from the dressing-table whiien had left it,

and ran quickly to the door and out into the pasaay. Celestine's
room was on the same floor as her own, and whemnestoled it she
did not wait to knock but hurried straight insidefdre her courage
could desert her. She was determined the perfumadive turned
over to its rightful owner and the sooner the be#dthough it was

necessary to pretend, for the sake of Alain's fiseiCelestine had to
be made aware that the farce was being playedi®egening only.

But the room was empty. Celestine had obviously |pfs, because
her possessions were scattered all around the amahthere was a
mess on the dressing-table which the maid had awbtilme to clean
up. Fleur's nose wrinkled with disgust as she stdmver discarded
clothes to reach the dressing-table where a psgem@wed- up tissues
and other trivia betrayed Celestine's untidy hab@sickly, she
cleared a space and left the phial where it coatdail to be noticed,
then she hurried out of the room and went dowrsstaiAlain and the
waiting Comtesse.

The first guests were announced just as she readheds side, and
for the next hour she was fully occupied tryingrtemorize the many
names and faces presented to her. Elegantly dressedn escorted
by distinguished-looking men filed past to be idioed, all



displaying a natural curiosity that was quickly lss@d by genuine
liking as Fleur's shy diffidence was communicatethem. The men
especially were not slow to voice their admiratiand Alain's

features grew slightly less bleak as the introadunsticontinued until,
by the time they were seated at the dinner taldeathitude towards
her showed signs of thawing. She knew, of coutsa, the change
was purely for the benefit of his friends, but bagkn the warmth of
his approval was a heady sensation that broughéghekle back to
her eyes and an upward tilt to her drooping mouth.

C£lestine, much to her own chagrin, had been pla®tar down the

table to take part in Alain's conversation, and Isae to be content
with glowering every now and then at Fleur and kowho were in

her direct line of vision. But afterwards, whenmn was over and
the guests were circulating or sitting in groupsuad the room, she
made a beeline for Alain, who was in the centra gfoup of local

businessmen, all extolling praises of the new peefu

Fleur found it amusing to be the focal point ofrsany inquisitive
noses, and she almost giggled aloud when Monsiewei2ux, a
rival manufacturer, took hold of her arm and begamecting his
nose along its entire length, sniffing deeply.

'‘Ah.' He meditated for a second. 'A sweet, freghriote!" Then he
challenged Alain, 'Bergamot, sweet orange, verbém@mon and
mandarin!'

'‘And...?" Alain retorted.

At his cryptic reply Monsieur Devereux looked almagoplectic and
seeing Fleur's look of bewilderment Monsieur desais, another of
the party, offered an explanation. 'Devereux prigiesself on being
an expert "smeller", Comtesse, and refuses to ddmgelf beaten by
the balance of ingredients your husband has useHisinlatest
creation. A perfume expert is expected to be abl#etect the finest



shades of odours, ' to name the various ingrediesgd, and to say
whether it is wholly natural, wholly synthetic, pairtly one and partly
the other, but Alain's skilful blending is so petfg balanced that we
experts are all baffled.’

As Fleur acknowledged this tribute to Alain's talsehe felt a deep
thankfulness that he had retained the skill for owhhe was
renowned. She was just about to thank MonsieuiEdsalts for his
ungrudging praise when Celestine's voice cut inéoconversation.

'‘And have you decided yet what name is to be gigahe perfume,
Alain?' The question rang out like a challenge, hat seemed
unperturbed by the angry undertone projected iatonords.

'Yes, | have decided,' he answered smoothly. "Tdraenis "Fleur

d'Amour".

Amid the clamour of approval no one but Fleur sae tlash of

chagrin that chased across Celestine's proudféaa. herself was so
astonished by his declaration that she could donoce than stare
across at Celestine, willing her not to read inswords a slight he
certainly had not intended. The perfume was Cele'sti blended and
created only for her, and the naming of it was aensep to Alain's

conscience—a ploy to hoodwink his friends. Sheevell this so

sincerely that Monsieur des Essalts' next worddletibher.

‘Ah,' he said. 'Flower of Love! A most apt titlteon amj you have
captured your wife's beauty and personality falthhfwithin your
new creation; the portrait you have so skilfullyeented should
certainly bear her name.'

Fleur's heart missed a beat as dreadful doubtdessseer. With a
sense of anti-climax, she heard Monsieur Deverewdgingly
admit, 'Yes, indeed. Alain, you have not lost yblanding skill, nor
has your gift for matching perfume to subject disiied. No one



could possibly doubt that the young Comtesse,' dweld towards
Fleur whose eyes were distended with growing alaim,the
inspiration behind "Fleur d'Amour"; its soft, delte, sweet floral
complex matches her personality perfectly.'

There was a question she had to ask and she faroed huskily.
‘Thank you for your compliments, gentlemen, but idowot this new
perfume also suit the personality of others— Calestor example?'

The immediate chorus of dissent that greeted hestopn verified

her growing suspicion that she had badly misjud§eath, and when

Monsieur des Essalts took it upon himself to expddue listened with
shocked dismay. 'You are right in one respect, @es&. There could
be others with character and looks similar to yown who might

wear this perfume successfully, but Celestine? Neder type of

beauty calls for the essences of the Orient, in, flac the sultry

penetrating jasmin-patch you note that she is \wgaat this very

moment!'

Fleur could not bear to look at Alain, so certassvghe that his face
would be registering grim satisfaction. He had lbathered to deny
her wild accusation; he had probably consideretbemheath his
contempt and unworthy of notice. How she must lawehim by her
rejection of his gift. Even if it had been meannhgly as another
payment of the debt he considered he owed heratlelbserved to
have his generosity acknowledged. Instead of whishe-had given
it away! A wave of shamed remorse swept her. Fealiyi she
searched her mind for some way of preventing hisorafrom being
found out and with a flash of inspiration she rkszhlCelestine's
empty room. Celestine must have already been dawssthen she
had crept in to deposit the bottle of perfume andnessing-table and
as she had had no reason to return upstairs shecbpttle must still
remain in her bedroom, undiscovered! Even as thegiht struck her
her eyes swung towards Celestine, just in timee® Iser lift her
shoulders in a disdainful shrug before moving adayn the men



who were too engrossed in talking shop to givetherattention her
ego demanded.

Fleur murmured an excuse and moved discreetly away the

company who were so intent upon their conversatin@y hardly

noticed her departure. With her eyes firmly fixgebn the door by
which she intended making her escape, she passaggyrof

chattering guests, smiling and nodding when the@ksgbut evading
any attempt to delay her from her purpose. Her haaslon the knob
of the door, when Louis's voice sounded close todae and his
detaining hand descended upon her arm.

'‘Where are you rushing off to in such a hurryjyhiened, making no
effort to hide his approval of the blush that ekaatatched the pink
rosebud colour of her gown.

'l ... I've left something in my room ... a handiteef ... | was just
slipping upstairs to get it,' she stammered, thstbtleepening as she
forced out the lie.

Til ring for a servant,' he insisted lazily, detamed not to lose sight
of her.

'‘Don't be silly," she answered crossly, frettinthatdelay. "You know
I've never been able to accustom myself to youithafbleaving
everything to the servants, Louis, and | certambuldn't dream of
asking one of them to undertake a task | can daelysa matter of
seconds.'

His eyes suddenly narrowed. Ignoring her criticibi@m,bent to peer
into her face and wondered aloud, 'You look diffeereonight! |
noticed it during dinner, but could not quite pirdown to any one
thing. At first | thought it was your dress,, blsgcoming though it is,
the cause of the change is not a material one. Nwiithen | watched
a tremor pass your lips and saw you suppress didpying in your



pretty white teeth. Your hands shook when youdiftg your wine
glass and a couple of times when | spoke to yseé&med | was
dragging you back to earth from out of some privleam world you
were reluctant to abandon. What is it, Fleur? Winatard upheaval
has caused you to look upon the world with a mad@eyes—ifull of
tender, painful secrets?'

She recoiled from the notion that her unasked o enwanted love
for Alain had become obvious to curious eyes. Shadered, with
panic, if everyone present had the same awaretess,comforted
herself with the thought that Louis was particyladcute. His
perception was as great as Alain's, even more soeehkl see!
Fighting down the panic his words had caused, shdena brave
attempt to appear unconcerned. She even manadaddio a little
when she drawled, 'You have an inventive imagimati@uis? but it
becomes over-active with too much wine.'

The likeness between the cousins was never morieechénan when
their dignity was outraged, and when Louis' chirs\@erogantly out-
thrust she knew she had offended him. 'Are youymglthat | am
drunk?' he demanded of her with a coldness akiAlamn's. Her
spirits sank. She had no wish to hurt his feelimgg,she dared not
allow him to probe further and, besides that, veéith moment she
was delayed her chances of recovering the phial ghenmer. She
had no choice but to offend him further.

'‘Not yet,' she deliberately teased, 'but you vegnswill be and then
Maman will become annoyed. Why don't you pay matenéion to
our young lady guests and allow your imaginationuto riot in their
direction, I'm sure they will be most gratified?itiout waiting to
hear his explosive reply, she slipped through thenday and sped
up the stairs towards Celestine's bedroom.

A servant had tidied up the room, but otherwisegiheng remained
as before. Light headed with relief, she tiptoedoss to the



dressing-table and her hand was just about to dase the bottle
when a voice cut through the silent room. 'Wouldu ymind
explaining what you are doing?'

She spun round to face Celestine who was standitigei doorway,
obviously having just followed her up the staireeThard angry look
she had worn all evening deepened as she waitedponhtapping an
impatient tattoo on the floor, for an answer.

'I'm sorry," Fleur gasped, 'but | left somethingrohe here by mistake
and I've come to collect it.'

'‘Something of yours?' Celestine walked up to tlessing-table and
her eyes grew stormy when they alighted upon tha& ph perfume.
'‘Why is that here in my room?' she demanded impsiyo

'l brought it just before dinner,” Fleur admittddiowing it was

useless to prevaricate any longer. 'l made a termhbistake in

thinking Alain had created it especially for yowaithough | knew |

had to wear it this evening for the benefit offniisnds, | wanted you
to have what was left. However,' she drew in a deepth and closed
her eyes for a second as she relived the memohat W heard

downstairs made me realize the terrible mistaked made. The
perfume is miné and I've come to take it back.'

Celestine expelled a hissing breath, her beawttfuhg face growing
ugly, distorted with a rage she made no effortaieceal. 'l shall find
it hard to forgive Alain for leading me to belietlee perfume was
mine, then waiting for an occasion such as thiglagy his diabolical
trick 1'

Fleur shrank back from the venom in her voice. "Yoa saying he
planned it deliberately, just to hurt you?' shestio@ed huskily.



'‘What else?' Celestine flung back. 'l should hawvewn there was
some underhanded reason for his decision to disperts me in

favour of a new assistant, but | never dreamt hante deceive me
in such a way! For weeks | have hung around thidldry, bored to

distraction but willing to be on hand in case heudtt need me, and
what is my reward? A slap in the face from the man Comte

whose insufferable dignity will not allow him tosteuntil all slights

have been avenged!

‘Do you mean,' Fleur faltered, fastening on toyaafahope, 'that all
these weeks while you have been together at thidedis you have
seen hardly anything of him?'

Celestine's mouth twisted into a derisory sneératTs so, my dear,
but that, too, was part of my punishment; he wanésenge, to pay
me back for imaginary wrongs! But do not deceiveirgelf that
everything between us is ended. Come, stop pretgradid begin to
face facts! Why do you think he feels such reveisgrecessary?
Why would any man who is supposedly indifferendt@oman go to
such lengths to hurt her?' When Fleur flinched sheled and
continued in a satisfied purr, 'We understand owdieer, Alain and |.
Ours is a love-hate relationship that far outshiteswishy-washy
emotion you English call love and, make no mistakeut this, he
will be drawn to my side whenever | call howeveramwyou might
appeal to his chivalry and his sense of respoiigibHis mother can
remind him as often as she wishes about his pas#ial his duty
towards yourself, but he is tied to me by bondsstaonger than
bonds of marriage. He knows this, the Comtesse &ritp@wnd now—
you know it

Fleur nodded, hypnotized into believing by the &uf conviction
behind the words, and too dazed with hurt to demy truel
statements. How could she deny what she knew tioule®@ Alain's
complex nature was such he could derive savagsfaeton from
hurting the one who was closest to him, she knawftom her own



experience in England when for a few short weekshsd been the
only one to bear the brunt of his displeasure. thath again, she had
guessed right from the beginning that there wasemmetween
Celestine and himself than was ever allowed to shiothe surface.

Still struggling with chaotic thoughts, she straegied and without
speaking made to leave. Celestine watched her2yafieline smile
playing about her lips, and when she had almoshezhthe door she
mockingly questioned, 'What about your perfume? teat what you
came for?'

Fleur mustered a shred of dignity and turned tovansquietly,
‘Thank you, but | should be glad if you would dispaf it for me. |
never want to wear it again.'

When Fleur left the room Celestine's smile disapmkeSounds from
downstairs told her that guests were beginningetové, so she
decided against returning to the party. Her eyksip@n the phial of
perfume and she picked it up and looked at it land thoughtfully,

then with a slow smile she made her way to therbath to run her
bath.

Fleur, too, heard the sound of departing guestsnbthing could

have persuaded her to face the prolonged goodihekreew she
could expect if she returned to speed them on eyt Knowing the

family would make some apology for her absence vadra straight

to her room and closed the door with a feelingetiéf. Here, she had
no need to pretend that all was well between Afaid herself; the
strain of behaving all evening like a devoted ahedrished wife had
been greater than she had realized.

Her hands shook as she prepared for bed and inwek later as she
lay, unable to sleep, when she forced herself taewe the
conversation between Celestine and herself. Naggiogbts,
subdued until then by Celestine's forceful argusiewere allowed



space in her mind and her just nature rebellednagaiaking

Celestine's word without first seeking confirmatimom Alain. He

was too honest, she assured herself inwardly,ny oa an alliance
with Celestine while still married to herself. Headh taken his
marriage vows with an impressive sincerity thdt Btigered in her

mind, making it impossible for her to believe is kieceit. While he
had made it quite plain before their marriage tleaneither offered
nor wanted love in return, she had nevertheless beele aware of
his genuine regard and his unswerving resolveshatwould never
have cause to regret her decision to become hes Bifie clung to
these facts with desperation, forcing them to dneffont of her mind
that they might enable her to whip up sufficientiage to confront
Alain with a request to either confirm or deny Geilee's words.

It seemed a long time later when she heard him pask her door on
his way to his room. She would have confronted thiere and then,
but it was late and the questions she wanted tavaskd sound better
in the morning when she hoped she would be bditerta control the
emotional quiver in her voice. Just then, a feathgint tap sounded
on the door that connected her bedroom with thierbain she shared
with Alain. She was so startled that for a moméat imained very
still, staring in the direction of the sound, buhem it was not
repeated she relaxed, telling herself it was thekwwbher over-active
imagination. But the noise bothered her. She jumpatidof bed,
shrugged on her negligee, and walked over to te &he hesitated
for a moment, then turned the handle and walkedens

Across the width of the floor speared a ray of liglat came from
Alain's partially open door. She wavered, but ardemmable
compulsion drew her forward. Through the gap shidcsee into the
interior of the room and the scene inside turnedifmbs to stone and
her heart to a hurt, quivering mass. As she waick@filestine,
looking especially lovely in a dressing-gown offsivhite brocade,
its high, outstanding collar framing her face, legtacross to Alain
and stood close to him for a"-moment without spegkiefore raising



her arms to place them confidently around his nEoka moment he
looked startled, as if her presence in his room waxpected, but
then his face was transformed by a look of suchemse pleasure
that Fleur knew she was looking at a man deeplgua. When his
arms reached out to clasp Celestine around the,Wésir lingered
no longer. She withdrew from the scene, her radggglthgs unable to
cope with more, and stepped backward into the dmkrBut before
she was out of earshot she heard Alain's deep waicenuring with
passionate feeling®h, my heart's darling, how I've yearned to hav
you back in my arms!’

Sickened, and so hurt she could hardly swallow libektears that
constricted her throat, she stumbled back to hemrsank back on
the bed, and stared with desolate eyes at thesgli@eiling above
her head, searching its empty surface for an answte problem
that had suddenly become insoluble.



CHAPTER TEN

IT was not quite four o'clock the next morning whéeeuF left the

chateau. She crept downstairs, her shabby suipesded with only

those possessions she had brought with her fronlaBthgyripped

tightly in her hand. In the solemn quiet of earlgrmng the chateau
was full of unexpected creaks and sudden smales@sd a dozen
times she halted in her tracks, in a sweat of fi@acase one of the
sounds should herald the arrival of Alain demandiknow why she
was opting out of fulfilling her end of their barga

The solid wooden doors swung open easily in resptméer touch,
and once outside she stepped on to the grass gad berun along
the length of the drive, never once allowing hepstto falter until the
massive iron gates loomed into view and she kneawethvas no
longer any danger of being seen from the house.

The road was deserted. She had no idea which idmeshe should
take, only that she wanted to get to Nice whereksigsv she could
board a plane for England—and home. So she toakdagwess and
began walking in the opposite direction to Graasguing to herself
that as the town was inland and the chateau stetwaelen it and the
coast she must surely be going in the right dioectAfter travelling
along what seemed miles of tree-lined road witloauming across a
signpost or any person who might have directedhearsteps began
to flag. Her suitcase felt a ton weight and in herry to leave the
chateau she had not stopped to consider the neémbfh Dinner the
evening before had been the last meal she had aatetine exercise
of walking, together with the freshening effectotéar morning air,
had combined to make her feel ravenously hungry.

She was just about to sit down for a rest whenhgaed behind her
the chugging of a heavy motor. Her first instinetswo hide, but then
she reasoned that no one from the chateau wouldsuse an

obviously slow-moving form of transport with whitt catch her up



so she waited hopefully at the side of the road tn& noise appeared
in concrete form.

It was a tractor-driven wagon, piled with boxescaf flowers, and
her relief was tremendous when in answer to heidesperate word:
‘Aeropart!' the young driver nodded his understanding of heag
for a lift and answered\ais oui, mademoiselle!

She could have kissed his cheerful young face vedeant to clear
a space, then helped her on to the wagon. Her siragheling of the
local patoishad improved enormously during her many talks with

pickers and she had no difficulty in understandiigen he told her
he was on his way to the flower market in Nice.d4¢emed glad of
her company, even though the noise of the tractmtentonversation
difficult, and when he took from his pocket a paat@ntaining bread
and cheese and offered to share it with her shepted gladly.

Munching her slice of fresh bread—not long from theen and
spread liberally with pale, creamy butter—she sgh lbehind the
lumbering tractor and watched the coastline draarere feeling for
the first time since her discovery of Alain's trieaxy a sense of peace
entering her soul. She would soon be home, badk et loving
parents and the friends she had missed so badlgtfullyf, she
wondered if the old Comtesse would miss her. Slenlod had time
to write a note, her flight had been made on impulsut she
promised herself that as soon as she reached haweosild write to
her and try to explain, in a way that would causeds little pain as
possible.

Very soon, the tractor rumbled into the streets No€e. The
promenade and avenues were deserted, only one diotmer-sellers
were setting up stalls in the market place, prépaydo displaying
their blooms. Fleur jumped from the wagon, thankkedyoung man
for his help, then set off according to his direxs to find a taxi
which would take her to the airport. A sense ofemay was



beginning to make itself felt. About this time afydthe occupants of
the chateau would be beginning to stir, and shdedto be well on
her way to England when her absence was discovered.

With relief, she hailed a cruising taxi and scraaokihto it, giving the

rapid instructions'Aeroport, vite, s'il vous plait?t was not until she
had been driven almost half the way there thatsakzed her hands
were shaking and her heart was beating with handious thumps.

As soon as they arrived at the airport she paitheftaxi and hurried
into the vast reception area where, even at thdy baur, porters
were rushing trolleys full of luggage towards maytonveyor belts
and people were rushing to buy coffee, cigarettddmxes of freshly
cut flowers as last-minute mementoes, as well asadding all kinds
of information from the harassed staff.

Her fingers gripped her bag with unconscious apgmsion as she
approached the counter and stated her requirem@nis.seat on the
first available flight to England, please,’ sharsteered.

The official smiled reassuringly, thinking the nens timidity he saw
In her face had its origin in a fear of flying. Yavill be quite safe,
mademoiselleno need to worry | Wait until your flight number
called, then go to the appropriate gate where &asteess will be
waiting to take you to the plane. You have plerftyine/ he added
swiftly when she clutched her ticket and lookeddgeto run, 'your
plane is not due to leave for two hours yet!'

Two hours! Somehow she had not expected to be ekklayer
fevered mind had led her to imagine she would stepf the taxi and
straight on to a plane that would whisk her awaj{ngland before
any last-minute doubts could begin to cloud herdnBut two hours!
That was time enough for Alain to alert the poleed half the
countryside!



She wandered disconsolately into the airport louage found a
corner seat partly obscured by a large potted p8ine. sat down
facing the plate-glass window that looked out orhi tarmac and
prepared to wait, determined to keep her thouglt® fstraying to

Alain and the scene that had precipitated her &égirdeparture. At
first it was not hard—the incoming and outgoing ngla were

fascinating to watch—but then as passengers distebé seemed
each batch contained at least one tall, lithe &gwhose arrogant
profile caused her heart to lurch with sickeningc& then subside
into a terrified thumping when she realized she \wasping at

shadows: her tormented mind had fashioned into @mad Alain.

A dozen times she looked at her watch, urging #redh forward to
the appointed time, until at last over the metadbcinding tannoy she
heard her flight announced. She moved quickly tow#ne departure
gate with her eyes fixed straight ahead and hed mmintensely set
upon reaching it that she did not hear her namenvitheas called.
She had just joined the end of the quickly fornggue when a hand
closed over her arm and a. voice called dtieur! Thank God I've
found you!

She spun round, her face ashen. 'Louis!" Her tmpéored him not to
delay her as her fellow- travellers began movingatals the waiting
plane.

'Fleur, wait! | must speak with you!'

‘Not now, Louis.' she answered wildly. 'I'll misgy plane. I'll write as
soon as | reach home, | promise!'

She was almost through the gate when he caughtdfididr again
and swung her round to face him. For the first tshe noticed the
signs of distress in his face. His hair was tougig@gitated fingers
and he was breathing heavily as if fighting to ceene the aftermath
of a strenuous sprint.



'Fleur, it's Maman, she's had some sort of anlatfde doctor is with
her now, but she's been-asking for you...'

‘Mamar®? Oh no...!" Her shocked cry was drowned by thegingvof

powerful engines, but she did not give a secondghbto the plane
that was waiting on the runway. "Take me to heorate, Louis!
Hurry!

It was not until she was in the car, speeding alttregmiles that
separated Nice from the chateau, that Louis wastal@xplain fully.
In a matter-of-fact, steadily controlled voice tleaphasized rather
than hid his strong feelings, he told her,

'‘She was found lying on the floor of your room bg maid when she
took up your early-morning tea. We think she mustehfelt anxious
about you—when you did not reappear last nightrA&aiplained to
the guests that you had had a touch of sunstrakeafternoon and
that because you had not quite recovered fronmuthaal retired early.
His mother accepted the explanation, but she nay& tvoken earlier
than usual and decided to find out for herself lyow were feeling.
She had tried to reach the bell to summon helpbbtdre she could
reach it she collapsed. Luckily, it must have hagpkless than half
an hour before she was discovered, otherwise tmsecmences
might have been much more serious. A stroke i®ggmt any time,
of course, but at her age...' He shrugged, andtheft sentence
unfinished.

'‘How bad is she?' Fleur whispered.

'‘One side of her body is paralysed, but the dastbopeful that with
careful nursing this condition will improve. Her wis, when she
tried to speak, sounded gibberish to me, but Aleaderstood. She
was speaking your name, asking for you, and thg waly we could
get her to rest was by telling her | was goingetict you. Thank God



| started my search at the airport, otherwise iotlzer few minutes
you would have been on your way to England!

He was concentrating on his driving, but her desneas so intense it
was communicated to him. He glanced around andsivasked by
the horror he saw in her eyes.

'Fleur! For heaven's sakeYou're surely not blaming yourself for
Maman's collapse—you couldn't possibly have foresee

When she crumpled up in her seat and began toesobrked his own
stupidity and drew in to the side of the road. Thpulling her

forward into his arms, he cradled her shaking badd tried to

comfort her. But her remorse went too deep for meseds, and it
was a long time before her storm of weeping hadigeld enough to
enable his words to penetrate.

It was not your fault, do you hear!" He shook h&he Comtesse is
old—it was unfortunate and terribly distressingtthashould have
been your absence that triggered off the stroke,itbecould have

happened any. time, Fleur, you must believe thatlis agitation he
shook her again, but she was stiff and unresponsmpelled by

compassion, he half-lifted his hand to stroke heghb hair, but

changed his mind and with a grim look-of maturipon his strained
features he decided to try to arouse her from henkmess by
appealing to her for help.

'l do not intend to ask questions, Fleur," he b@ddquietly, 'but as it is
obvious that the situation between yourself andrAle much worse
than was thought, | must ask you a favour." Shendidstir, but he
was sure he had her attention, so he carried ah,you stay at the
chateau? Maman needs a woman, someone who Iloves
understands her as you do. The servants are devtetthey are not
the same as family, as | am sure you will agreed Rleur ..." She
looked up when he hesitated, wondering what itheafound so hard



to say, and faint colour stained her cheeks whewdrd on, 'l feel |
must ask this of you, both for my aunt's sake amd Alain's.
Although both he and his mother need you despgrateis quite
plain that after your flight from him today his g¢& would never
allow him to ask for your help.'

Her colour receded, leaving her deathly white. iest hate me for
what | have done to his mother,' she whisperedhluereyes pools of
agonized remorse. 'And why should he want me aredrah he has
Celestine?"

'‘She packed her bags and left for Paris this mgrnive answered
flatly.

Hardly able to believe it, she faltered, 'Does Alanow?'

'‘Presumably, since it was he who told me,' he gfedg|t seems they
discussed the possibility of the trip last nighmigl ahis morning, even
though she was told of the Comtesse's illness, sGeée saw no
reason to change her mind—she hates sickroomdiesbas gone,
bag and baggage, and good riddance 1' he flaradroptuously.

For long seconds they were wrapped in silent thgugiuis hoping
desperately that his plea would penetrate her ndndemses and
Fleur fighting with the devastating knowledge tshte had almost
caused the death of the old lady she loved. Finhtyis broke the
silence. 'Well, what do you intend to do? Themagjuestion of your
being forced into a decision, but if you feel yannot stay it might
be less painful for Maman if you leave now witheaging her at all.
Believe me,ma petite|f that is what you decide | will understand
Just say the word and | will drive you straightbb&xthe airport.’

He was pretending she had a choice, but she kneWwashnone. Even
if she had not come to love the Comtesse as muaheglid, her



strong sense of duty would not have allowed hefetgert her in her
hour of need. But she had Alain to face...

Louis never guessed the effort it cost her to wémsiplease drive on,
Louis. Of course | must stay.'

She went straight up to the Comtesse's room whemnesdthed the
chateau. The doctor had left, but a nurse wasté@m@nce upon the
old lady whose frail body barely disturbed the aoef of the silk
coverlet that was spread like a bright wave of n@anacross her bed.
Fleur tiptoed across the carpet, and was shockseetbow small and
withered the Comtesse had become. Her face wascktdke a
delicate porcelain carving against the pristindopi$; her hands,
with blue veins showing prominent through almoahsparent skin,
were still, their lifelessness curiously emphasibgdhe absence of
the many rings she usually wore. When the nurse Ungher hand,

warning her not to speak, her apron crackled aadtisp sound split
the silence of the room with the impact of clasheggbals.

There was an almost imperceptible movement fromboets then a
low moan, and the Comtesse opened her eyes judtleas's
concerned face appeared above her head. Her dyuded eyes
brightened, and her lips moved to speak, but tfeeteflas too much
and with a sigh she slipped back into unconsciasndut with a
small, secret smile tugging at the corner of heutimo

The nurse motioned Fleur out of the room and winenabeyed she
followed her into the passageway.

'‘She knew younadameand she is now content. . She will not wake
again until the sedative has worn off, so if yoketany advice, you
will sleep yourself for an hour or two. You lookiégou need it,' she
concluded with a keen professional look at Flewsn face and
unsteady mouth.



Fleur thanked her and agreed to follow her suggeskut when she
was back in her own room she knew sleep would Ip@ssible. She
had one more upsetting duty to perform before sh&leven hope to
rest. She washed away all traces of tears and edaingp a fresh
dress before going downstairs in search of Alain.

He was alone in the library, sitting in a deepHeatarmchair placed
in front of the window so that a stream of sunliglatyed on his dark
head with the directness of a silver-bladed lakiez.cotton dress did
not betray her with a whisper as she glided thratgltpartially open
door, and when her eyes fell upon his hands, clegcland
unclenching as he wrestled with solitary thoughés, heart sank.

‘Alain!" Although she tried to project her voices Imame sounded like
a frightened whisper, but she knew he had heardchvileefroze to
attention, his restless hands immediately stilai#\' she trembled as
she walked towards him, 'I'm so terribly sorry!

He stood up and towered over her. "You have seéh he

‘Yes,' she choked. 'She knew me ... she smiledhe.'cBuld not go
on.

His grim mouth relaxed, but not enough to form a@eniHe moved,
an uncertain, uncharted movement that projectetbbisagainst the
leg of a chair, sending him slightly off balancbeS®larted forward to
help him, but he righted himself immediately andpgd outwards
with his hands, seeking the back of his chair. Fleas shocked. It
was the first time he had ever shown any lack affidence; he
seemed stripped of all the arrogant assurance vgbieimnoyed Louis
but which to her had symbolized his complete indepace of
everyone around him.



She was not allowed time to wonder at the changam Aloofly, as
if aware he had betrayed a weakness, he asked ydilplease sit
down, Fleur, | think it is time we discussed ouufe.'

Her heart turned over when he ran his fingers tjindus hair with a
movement so dispirited, so weary, it seemed tocatdi that all his
brave battles had been lost. Suddenly it seemedlyemportant that

he should know how bitterly she regretted her asti¢ier heart was
full of the words she wanted to say, but all shenageed to force
through her. trembling lips was the inadequateesa®: 'I'm sorry,

Alain, so very sorry...'

He went white to the lips. 'I'm sorry, too, Fleswyry | talked you into
a marriage that has brought nothing but regretsade a dreadful
mistake; | only wish it were possible to turn b#wok clock so that you
might be spared more heartbreak ...'

The meaning behind his words brought staggering. gd¢ had no
need to go on, no need to spell out his yearningCfdestine when
she had already heard and witnessed with her oes te intensity
of the love he felt for her. She had to stop hiomfrsaying any more,
stop him before her pitiful defences crumbled anel embarrassed
him still further by pleading with him not to sehdr away.

'‘Don't worry about me, Alain. I'll stay for a whitentil your mother
recovers, but afterwards...'

‘Thank you, it is good of you to even consider doso, in the
circumstances,' he replied gravely. 'l know whairypresence here
means to her, so | cannot try to dissuade you Btaying, but..." his
face wavered in a grey mist as he considered kiswards carefully
before continuing in a controlled voice that conéal neither apology
nor remorse, 'Do you think you will find your stegsier if | tell you |
intend going away for a while?"



'‘Probably!" Pride made her answer just one word.

He stood up to walk a few paces away, turning ackldiowards her.
‘Aren't you interested enough even to ask whee@demanded with
sudden savagery.

Again, it was just as well her answer needed onl/word, because
it was all she was capable of uttering. Tense arftesitantly, she
answered: 'No!' then she ran from the room asabittained all the
devils in hell. She had no need to ask where: Ge&esvas in Paris,
so where else would he be going but there?



CHAPTER ELEVEN

FLEUR was pushing the Comtesse's wheelchair along ttie that
wound its way through the grounds of the chateawak October,
almost two months since the Comtesse's stroke #&id's\desertion
which had followed just a short week later, but k@ was shining
upon countryside profuse with flowers, only therddead changed
from that of roses and mimosa to the even headsgrdnce of
geranium and wild mint. Fleur stopped and carefpthgitioned the
wheelchair so that fingers of shade cast by tgteys trees protected
the Comtesse from the sun, then she sat down omvacient garden
seat facing her.

‘Are you comfortable, Maman? Would you like a coshbehind
your head?'

The Comtesse smiled up into her anxious face aidedhgently,
'Stop hovering, child! | am almost completely reexd, the doctor
himself has assured you of this, and yet still ysist upon cosseting
me as if | were made of some insubstantial substéme sun's rays
might melt. | insist you sit down and stop fussing.

The words were gently said, but meant to be obes@é|eur smiled
and relaxed in her seat, comforted by the knowletige what the
Comtesse had just said was true: except for bdilhg bttle unsteady
on her feet, and the fact that she now grew tissdlye she had made
a marvellous recovery. For weeks Fleur had watcived her, hardly
leaving her side by night or day, until the dodtad insisted upon her
relaxing her vigil for the sake of her own healtidais peace of
mind. But she had found it impossible to take kigiee. Constantly,
she had been drawn back to the Comtesse's sideipatihg her
every need, and finally she had been rewardedligyhening of the
tremendous load of guilt that burdened her mindrwae each day
passed she saw signs of progressive improvement.



Alain's absence hovered like a giant question nhetkveen them.
The Comtesse had never once questioned her almetvénts that
had led up to her flight from the chateau, it wasfashe wished to
erase the incident from her mind, to pretend it hader happened,
and Fleur was content to have it so because shve tkieeoldlady was
not yet well enough to withstand the upset of hguine painful
subject reopened. It would have to be discussechufse. Sooner or
later Alain would have to make known his attachmentelestine,
but his absence lessened the urgency of a de@sidreach day he
remained away extended the Comtesse's chancesiraf bell
enough to weather the shock when it came.

The Comtesse settled back in her chair and lookedghtfully
across to Fleur. 'Did you know | had spoken to i\an the telephone
last night?' she enquired, her knowledgeable oldsegyeeming
capable of reading thoughts.

Fleur gave a visible start and lifted her hand iamtarily to her
cheeks to hide the rush of burning colour. She ktieat during his
absence he had been in constant touch with hisenbthtelephone,
but not once had he asked to speak to her andipadiprevented her
from asking the Comtesse for news of him.

'‘No,' she managed a stifled answer, 'l did not krigéow is he?'

Cautiously, obviously wary in case an unthinkingavehould cause
distress, the Comtesse told her,

'He sounded in surprisingly good spirits, in faus voice was so
confident and so full of vigour | could have bekevl was speaking
to the man he used to be; the son | thought waddawse for ever.’
She wiped away a vagrant tear, then, as if detegimot to succumb
to the weakness of self-pity, she took a deep braatl spoke with
asperity. 'He would not speak of himself. Even whéted to insist

upon knowing when he would be returning home alilidevas tease



me by saying that he preferred that his homecosioglld come as a
surprise but that when he did come home he wowe same very
special news for me which he wished to deliveranspn. It is most
annoying of him to persist with this secrecy,’ st@mvned. 'Why
won't he even tell me where he is staying? Whasiptesreason can
he have for wanting to keep us in ignorance ofnlisreabouts?’

Fleur did not reply. It was agony to think of him Paris with
Celestine. Many times during the past weeks shenakg@ned from
her sleep imagining his arms were around her, hgami her dreams
his husky voice whispering wonderful, passionat@apés and feeling
for a fleeting, drowsy second a delirious happiresshe teetered
once again on the threshold of the heaven shedwdibtroduced to
one rapturous night when the scent of roses hdigdrhrough the
open window to add extra sweetness to those prediours. She
wondered if he, too, remembered; wondered if ilda@ossibly have
been the memory of that evening that had promptaddname his
new perfume 'Fleur d’Amour'— Flower of Love...

But when the Comtesse's words returned to moclsteiknew she
was grasping at straws, dreaming impossible dreldmbad sounded
in surprisingly good spirits, she said—confidend &l of vigour. If
Celestine had wrought such a wonderful changenndhie deserved
to be congratulated. Not even Maman, with her hailesistance to
Celestine's charms, would be able to speak dissjmgly of the
woman who had restored her son to her, and st8lveould she find
it possible to object to their alliance once Alamade it plain how
much his future happiness relied upon having hdriggide.

She stood up quickly, unable to bear the agonyc shoughts, and
forced back an onrush of tears as she comfortedlthéady, Tm
certain Alain will not keep you in suspense mugigler, Maman, and
meanwhile you must stop worrying. Think how disapped he -will
be if he should return home to find you too ill angket to hear his



news! Come now,' she exerted gentle pressure Uf@Gomtessejs
shoulders, 'lean back and close your eyes, itne for your nap.'

She sat beside the wheelchair for ten minutes shélwas sure the
Comtesse was asleep, then she tiptoed along the yrall she
reached a favourite spot which gave a wonderfubpamic view of
the plantations and the surrounding countrysideneBth the spot
where she sat the ground fell away, then roseamigtance in waves
of vivid red, shaded here and there by tones ok.pMassed
geranium petals, heavy with a perfume so poteitigged the senses
and with a beauty so indescribable that to gazétogpwas to induce
a hypnotic state bordering almost upon stupor.

It was here Louis found her half an hour laterw#ts quite some
seconds before she became aware of him standikghépdown at
her, and when she eventually did her pensive figteehed with a
smile of welcome.

'‘Why, Louis, how unusual to see you at this ' tohday! Maman was
remarking only this morning how little we see ofuythese days.
Suddenly you seem to have become a dedicated kasiaa!

He did not respond with a smile to her teasing,\@hdn he dropped
down beside her and said gravely: 'Fleur, | muktttayou,' her eyes
widened with foreboding. She twisted around to sepdnic-stricken
look towards the wheelchair, but he shook his fsabreassured her,
‘She's perfectly all right when | passed her shesleeping soundly.'

She relaxed. 'Then what is it, Louis? What havetavdiscuss that
makes you look so serious?'

But now the opportunity he had sought was uponh@rseemed to be
having difficulty in finding words. She waited patitly, her eyes
puzzled, until he had sorted out his thoughts, thififened with



shock when he abruptly jerked out, 'Is everythingrdoetween you
and Alain?'

The geranium-red mass behind her was no brighaerttie colour in
her cheeks when she whispered, 'You have no righsk me 'that,
Louis.'

Her answer snapped the tight rein on the feelirg$dd sought to
contain and with sudden anger he turned on het.I'Ba have that
right, Fleur, no one has more right! For weeks Jehavatched you
slowly dying inside while you wait for a word osegn from the man
whose neglect of you absolves him of all rightadsisband! Each
day your eyes have grown a little sadder, yourlioface a little less
serene until now you are a silent little shadow tnaeps around the
chateau with a heart that is heavy with remorse argpirit too
depressed to recognize the love | have found iniiples® conceall
love you, Fleur!His hands fastened upon her shoulders as if iexgbel
to shake the dazed incomprehension from her €yeme away with

, me—now, today—and | swear | will spend my whdfle leaking up
to you for Alain's devilish treatment!

When he pulled her forward, intent upon kissing rembling
mouth, her numbed senses revived. With every bitngth she
possessed she pushed against him so that he leddhéo go.

'‘How could you, Louis!" she panted, so shaken sliett tense every
muscle for control. 'How could you betray not only friendship but
also your family's trust! Have you no thought foaiMan's feelings? |
know there is little accord between yourself andid\l but surely he
has done nothing to deserve such treachery fromlyam Alain's
wife, Louis! You might forget that fact—and so might hbut |
never shall!'



When her voice broke on a heartbroken sob, hisldamisagged.
For a while there was silence between them, theriamtly he told
her,

'l tried to fight it, Fleur, | am not so entirelyittwout conscience that |
found it easy to plan to steal the wife of a marmwhblind. If Alain
still had his sight | would not have found it nesmy these past
weeks to work myself almost to a standstill in #ioréto keep my
mind off loving you. But he does not deserve sumisceration! He
left you to cope alone with Maman and went off toque his own
interest without a thought for either of you. Hoang/ou defend him?
Surely you can't still have a regard for him?'

'‘Would you have me hate him simply because he ¢ametarn my
love?' she asked simply.

‘Most of the women | know would do just that!" hedut in return.

She winced for him. 'Then | don't wonder you aredsialusioned,
Louis.'

'‘Mow Dieu!" He turned away with a defeated shrug. 'l shouleha
known better than to expect you to return my I@Main is even more
fortunate than | thought." He thrust his hands it pockets and
kicked moodily at a stone. 'l suppose | now havelternative but to
leave the chateau...'

'‘No, Louis, you can't do that! What about Maman®itan you even
think of deserting her when her health is so preaa? You must
stay, for her sake and also for the sake of thmbss. WWho will make
the necessary decisions if both you and Alain beeat?’

‘Alain! Alain! Always your thoughts are for himl' He threw hisnar
wide in a furious Gallic gesture, amazed that $toeilsl be worrying
about the man who alone was responsible for herlmantbreak. He



was so angry on her behalf she saw she had noechaicto make
him' fully aware of the situation between Alain dretself. Steadily,
with her emotions firmly under control, she toldnhi

Itis I who will be leaving the' chateau. When Alaeturns he will be
bringing Celestine to stay ... permanently.’

He stared back at her, surprised and shockednfttloe true! Are you
sure of this?' he questioned sharply, hardly neetindoubt her
words when he glimpsed the agony that darkeneddwgpy blue eyes
to purple.

'Yes, quite sure.' But when she saw a flash ofwedehope lighten
his eyes she had to disillusion him. 'But that nsake difference to
my feelings towards you, Louis.' She swallowed haral when she
again began to speak her voice had descended kospes. 'l shall
never love anyone but Alain, never ..."' Her handtte the little blue
charm she always wore around her neck and he kwétv,quick
insight, that she was thinking of the inscriptibattmight have been
penned exclusively for herself and Alairagether but always apart!
Marriage vows bound them, but nothing, it seemeduld ever
bridge the gulf that kept them apart. Her couragéderhim feel both
ashamed and dejected. He was no scoundrel, buttlegrears an
innate selfishness had been allowed to sway hismcte until he had
become accustomed to taking for granted that weatey wanted he
must have—regardless of the cost. Dull colour natghen his skin as
for the first time he saw himself as he must appebher eyes, and the
picture was not a pleasant one. Discovering hintsgdble of shame
was an experience he found hard to digest and ibtaste was
reflected in his voice when finally he came to aisien.

‘Very well, I'll stay, but only because you askftme.Le bon Dieu
knows I'm no martyr, but if you think my presenegénwill help then
| cannot go.' He spun on his heel and walked ahiaygack rigid with



disapproval of his own uncharacteristic benevolentteen he
hesitated and turned back towards her.

'Fleur!"
'Yes, Louis?' She trembled, not far from tears.
'I'm sorry if what | said hurt you, can you forgine?'

She recognized this as his way of saying the stipjas now closed,
never to be reopened or referred to again, andyéeerous heart
opened to accept his plea. Her smile was like $umrg) through
clouds when she answered.

‘Your friendship will always be very dear to meulisy | should hate
to lose it. There is nothing to forgive.'

It took great effort to begin dressing for dinneattevening. The day
had contained too. much worry, too much emotior awhen she
walked across to the wardrobe to choose a dress's-keyes were
immediately drawn to a restful smoke- grey chifieith a demure
white collar thatseemed to match precisely her naidde moment.

The flimsy fabric moved silently around her as sladked, floating

outward on each suspicion of a breeze, then wafjegtly back

without any betraying whisper to caress her sleratédes. She
brushed her hair until it shone, but lethargy Hetd in its grip and
instead of piling it on top of her head she lefbihang loosely down
to her shoulders. -

Somewhere downstairs there were sounds of unustiaitya A car
door banged twice, voices echoed in the hall, thetsteps began to
ascend the stairs—eager, vital steps that spellgdth® owner's



Impatience to arrive at his destination. When thayne to a halt
outside in the passageway her nerves began toWiili.a suddenly
dry mouth she stared across at the door, willingevier it was who
hesitated outside to walk in and put her out ofrisery.

The draught from the opening door caught her daessswirled it

around her so that she looked enchantingly ethelikalsome fey

creature caught up in a grey mist. Completely imirepshe waited,
then released her breath in a sigh when Alain'édake walked into

the room. Hungrily, she watched him as he advanceards her.

-Dark glasses screened his eyes, but through teednglass they
caught and held hers in a look so intense it woolkdbe broken. An
unaccountable shyness made her blush scarlet, aexd e stopped
so close they were almost touching she could Heasdund of her
heartbeat pounding in her ears.

She had to break the tense, pregnant silencen,Akhe breathed
nervously, 'you've come home.'

'Hello, Fleur.' He spoke as if at a first meetinig,glance exploratory,
his manner eager, slightly impatient of prelimieariHis mother was
right, he had changed. Despite a slight palenedschwwas

understandable considering his stay in Paris, bdexka raw vitality,

an aura of curbed excitement that was so markedatleed away
from him in confusion.

'‘Are you pleased to see me?' There was devilmdheiguestion; he
was playing with her like a cat with a mouse and stsented the
cruel torment he so enjoyed inflicting. He was sttty happy, of
that there was no doubt, but did he have to flaismhappiness in her
face? Celestine was probably downstairs waitinghfar, ready to
discuss ways and means of getting rid of an unwlawite---a wife
both unknown and undesired. The thought, bitteughoit was,
caused her to tilt her chin with newly-aroused @ridHe was



confident, unaware of the fact that she knew wiherbéad spent the
last few weeks, and it was time to enlighten him.

Cool as an April shower, she asked him, 'How wasPa

She expected him to look shocked, but puzzlemestheoverriding
expression on his face. One enquiring black eyebidied
guestioningly when he repeated:. 'Paris?’

Nerves in her throat fluttered like a captive bamdd she caught her
breath when she charged him, 1 know you've sp&setipast few
weeks in Paris with Celestine! Please don't trgieny it, Alain. You
once said,' she bit her lip to steady a quiveat flou always expect
the truth from me. Haven't | the right to exped #ame from you?'

She could have sworn his astonishment was gensireefelt pinned
down by the intentness of his look as he stooatbyleligesting the
shock of her words. She backed away from eyes whhabugh
sightless, seemed to bore into the depths of hal, smd was
astonished when his hand reached out to snap at@marist.

'You are adept at jumping to conclusions, are yoy Rleur?' he
charged with dangerous softness. 'l have not lmeParis. Nor have |
had any contact with Celestine since the day ghéhke chateau!'

Her heart threatened to somersault straight oubesfbody. ‘I'm
sorry,' she gasped. 'Perhapdid jump to a hasty conclusion, but it
hardly matters, does it? | know you are in lovehv@elestine ... | saw
her in your room ... heard what you said to her...'

When the quiver in her voice turned into a sob, fered into
silence and turned her head away.

'‘And the next morning you ran away from me," hellehged, with
such gentle concern her tear- wet eyes flew imnbelgligo his face.



His hand dropped from her wrist. He walked towartfe
window-seat and sat down. '‘Come, sit here beside' me
commanded.

She fought to withstand the softly given order,Wwhén she hesitated
he demanded forcefully, '‘Come, Fleur, | want yeue!'

She obeyed, but reluctantly. The window-seat wadevand she
made towards the opposite end from where he satadgain he
disconcerted her with his uncanny perception bgheag hold of her
arm and pulling her down beside him. She trembtddsatouch, but
when he kept her hand a prisoner and began to speaiepidation
died as she began to listen intently.

'‘As you are so convinced of my love for Celestihegems | must
share with you a secret known only to her and td His voice was
so devoid of feeling it gave no inkling of what wtascome, but she
knew by the gravity of his expression that the wgordme painfully
to him.

'It was Celestine who caused my blindness,' hegd&mply.

A start of sheer horror jerked through Fleur's hdulyt she held back
the cry that sprang to her lips and waited, widedeyith distress? for
him to continue. 'We were engaged to be marriethattime; an
engagement that crept upon us both as it does soesewith two
people who have been thrown together since childreow whose
family and friends have come to expect it. In tlegibning | did not
mind her fits of caprice, her childish demands fay complete
attention; she was a spoilt only child whose wor@svaw to an
indulgent father. But as my interest in the busngew | found it
less and less convenient to dance attendance upqnahd the
consequent scenes that followed because of my ctefjlwlly
decided me that the engagement should be termih&tedstirred
restlessly, reliving the pain of resurrected mes®riand his grip



tightened around her hand, but she was too inteo this story to
notice pain.

'It happened,' his mouth grew grim, '‘on the dayldl her of my
decision. We were together in the laboratory. | fisidhed my work
for the day and had just begun to clean out thesitel had been
using. Perhaps | was partly to blame, my mind wasupied
choosing the words | would use to tell her of mgidien and | must
have absent-mindedly poured more spirits than Ihbugto the
cleansing compound. But that is beside the poh#,'shrugged.
'‘Celestine lost her temper. She threw some obpezirds me and it
dropped into the dish of spirits | was holding,asbling the contents
straight into my eyes.'

For long minutes there was silence as he relielwechorror of that
moment, and when she felt the shudder that ramdgtrbis body she
knew that never again would she suspect him ohlp@elestine. Her
throat was so tight with the pain of shame and @ssjon that she
could barely force out the words.

'‘Oh, how could she, Alain! How could anyone ...’

When her choked exclamation reached him, he shimogetf free of

retrospective thoughts and brought them both deteatty back to

the present by sliding his. arm around her slinstvand drawing her
close against his heart. 'Don't condemn her toohméteur,’ he

whispered against her suddenly fiery cheek. 'l ¢wwe a debt of
gratitude | will never be able to repay.'

‘Gratitude? How can you speak of gratitude in ceotiae with
Celestine?'

She was very still within the circle of his armsriface hidden
against the breadth of his chest which was risingj falling with
increased rapidity. A paralysing shyness held $lee, was afraid to



lift ,her eyes, afraid the message she might segdamt be the one
for which her bewildered heart was searching. tdischsearched for
her chin and forced her face into the open, thetoldeher,

‘The night of the dinner-party... the night you saelgstine in my
room—I had mistaken her for you, Fleur..." Her tmacto this

admission seemed to be of great importance to stuafelt his arms
tense around her as he waited for her reply.

‘Me? But how...' she stammered, her heart racirtgeatmplication
behind his words.

'‘When | entered my room | heard a rustling noisee+tbise | always
associate with the clothes you wear. Also, theymeef | had devised
especially for you, to which, so far as | was awaieone else had
access, was heavy in the air. So — naturally...'

‘You thought they were my arms that closed around ypeck,' Fleur
added incredulously. She was allowed only fleetsggonds to
ponder on the scene, to remember the light tagobbadroom door,
the stream of light that had been left as a guyjd€didestine who must
have been waiting in the bathroom for the soundlain's footsteps
as he passed on his way to his room. How clevénylsad fooled
them both!

'Fleur!" Alain's urgency was not lost upon her, vikes becoming
dissatisfied with talk! A thrilling wave of feelinmrned her bones to
water when she met his glance and remembered thésvine had
spoken to Celestinély heart's darling! How | have longed to have
you back in my arms!

His eyes glittering down at her sent shivers ofgii¢lup and down
her spine. He was holding on to his control, waitimtil he was sure
she understood before attempting to encroach furéhes there any
other of my actions | need to explain?' he jerkatlthickly. 'Other



than those which were caused by my diabolical moaud my
frustrated longing to see the wife whose sweethadded me once to
the very gates of heaveivbon Dieu!' he whispered passionately a:
his lips hovered fractionally above hers, 'if thex¢hey will have to
wait. | refuse to be put off a moment longer!

He kissed her, and her whole body was consumed hgaaly,
intoxicating wave of desire that rose to meet tagspn in his hard,
demanding caresses. When their lips met restréaol, fand the
hunger in him was gratified by the sweet and wgtarerosity of her
responses.

k was a very long time before he was ready to selé&r and when he
did so it was only to hold her a mere fraction aiilayn him. He
looked down at her bemused, rapturous face andpetad, 'Fleur,
mon ange, je tadore!'Then, deliberately, 'l thought Louis
exaggerated when he described your beauty, butderstatednon
amour. You truly are the loveliest sight | have everrsée

She became very still, registering the implicatittmen her eyes,

startled and pleading, fastened upon the dark egadisat were

protecting his eyes. He removed them, and she wzsat by the

eager, sparklinglivenessthat twinkled down at her. She felt the
beginnings of an” incredulous joy and could notneaéempt to force

out the question that was clamouring to be asked.

Completely understanding, he smiled and noddedhéasl as proof
he could read the question mirrored in her eyess,'Fleur] can see
you! This is the. reason | owe a debt of gratitude ¢te§tine. When
she came to my room that night she stayed only &raugh to be
told the truth about herself, but in that time tedenined that no other
arms but yours would ever tempt me ... no otharhipt yours would
ever rest under mine. That was why, as soon aslswee Maman
was out of danger, | went back to the hospitaly@osee, my darling,



if you want it, | can furnish proof that | was notParis!" he teasingly
charged her.

She was unable to respond to his quip. The shodkadegiven her
was so intense that she could only grapple withnthey emotions
that overwhelmed her in swift succession. But e rdit intend to
wait longer than a minute for her reaction. She juesd time to
whisper, 'Alain, is it really true?' before he swhpr up against his
heart to kiss her again, long and dynamically, prgwnce and for all
that dreams are mere figments of the imaginati@hrensubstitute at
all for glorious turbulent reality!

His lovemaking demonstrated the depths of his dmoraand helped
to heal the scars upon her heart. But one smatl qgfaher still

quivered with hurt, one hint of reserve still lingd in the deep
recesses of her mind. She knew he was aware dfahwe pressed
his lips against a pulse that was fluttering intheoat and murmured,

‘Tell me you love me, Fleur, let me hear you say it
'l've always loved you, Alain,' she admitted gravel

‘Always?' He held her away and searched for thé truher steady
eyes. She was wildly happy that he had regainedipi, but his
added perception made it doubly hard to hide anyeseloubts. So
she did not try. Swallowing the fear that "fiis a@$ might prove
more hurtful than her burden of doubt she asked him

'Did you really believe ... in the beginning ..athmy motives for
marrying you were mercenary?'

She closed her eyes as she waited for his answechwas given
solemnly and without reservation.



'‘Never,ma petite| swear it! | pretended to myself that | belieybdt

only because | was searching for an excuse to ¢akemy own

humiliation on you. | had treated you so badly, lbuich as |
regretted having had to hurt you | cannot be sfaryny actions that
night. | came to you full of rage and bitternesg k&ft you with peace
and love in my heart.’

‘You loved meher?' It was a cry from the heart, an echo of a hurt :
appalling that he flinched from the realizationtbé agony he had
forced her to endure. Her lashes swept up jusime to meet the
torment of remorse in his passion-dark eyes befbeawas gathered
quickly back against his heart. 'Yes,' he stredisietly, 'l loved you
then as I'll love you alwaysnon coeurl was jealous of Louis, in
despair of ever regaining my sight, but nothing Ildoequal the
madness | felt at the thought of losing you!'

His mouth closed over hers in a fervour of passayg within his
vital embrace the slender chain that held the bham snapped and
fell from around her neck. It lay discarded andatioed on the floor,
only two of the words it contained now relevantais, toujours!
Together always!



