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FOR MY DELIGHTFUL COUSIN

FELICITY JEWELL


ONE

THE moment that Celia came down to breakfast, her aunt, Miss Cotland, who had just finished scrambling the eggs, knew that the girl had had a bad night.

Miss Cotland loved Celia dearly and was grieved for her. She knew quite well that Celia had been sleeping badly. She was worrying; she was going through a bad phase. She was completely unsure of herself. And although Miss Cotland had little use for ultra-modern psychology, she had to agree there was such a thing as an ‘inferiority complex’. Celia had one! However, Miss Cotland’s way of coping with the niece who lived with her, was to be tolerant and good-humoured.

‘Good morning, my pet,’ she said cheerfully. ‘How nice you look! I like that suit. Is it new?’

Celia Frayne flushed and gave a brief resentful glance at herself in the mirror that hung at that end of the kitchen which they called their ‘dinette’. She said:

‘Aunt Tiny—really, you know it isn’t new. And it doesn’t fit anywhere—like me. I don’t fit anywhere.’

Miss Cotland turned to the stove to hide the consternation in her eyes. Shrewd, kindly eyes behind horn-rimmed glasses. Celia was in a mood this morning. Poor child! She had been out to a party last night. Something must have happened to upset her.

‘Well, you fit in beautifully in Flat 1, Dendham Court, Battersea, S.W.,’ she said, with gay emphasis on the address of the little home which they shared. It had belonged to Miss Cotland before the war and was still at a low rent. But enough for her slender purse. All that Miss Cotland had was the small amount of money she had inherited from her father who had been a doctor in this very part of London. She took in a little dressmaking to swell the exchequer. Celia, whom she had adopted when her mother died, fourteen years ago, earned good money as a shorthand-typist with a firm of insurance brokers.

A deep affection existed between aunt and niece. Celia, stirring her tea, felt slightly better just at the sight of this dear, friendly aunt, who at fifty was angular and too tall, with shortish grey hair, and a face already wrinkled. She stooped a little because of her height. It was a family joke that she had been christened ‘Tiny’. The name had stuck to her despite the fact that she had grown to six feet tall. But in her case her character and personal charm triumphed over lack of looks. Behind her plain exterior she had a warm generosity and kindliness which endeared her to all her friends—and particularly to her niece.

This morning especially, Celia wondered what she would do without Aunt Tiny. She began to confide her reasons for her extra depression.

‘I wish I had never gone to that party,’ she said.

‘Ah!’ said Miss Cotland. ‘But why? You looked so attractive in your yellow taffeta.’

Celia choked over a mouthful of toast and gulped down her tea. This was where she could never be quite frank with Aunt Tiny. She made all Celia’s clothes, but they were never quite right. They lacked chic; Celia knew it. She never lacked boy-friends but they seemed to want to talk rather than make love to her. That wasn’t much fun! She knew she was intelligent. She could be witty and amusing when she tried. But that didn’t seem to be what the boys wanted. They preferred you to be glamorous and to suggest ‘sex’. Celia didn’t suggest it. She didn’t talk about it. She didn’t appear to want it.

She began to tell Aunt Tiny about one boy who, after dancing with her, discussed her with another girl and Celia overheard.

‘Did you see what I got in the Paul Jones just now? That one in yellow. Celia Something-or-other. She had nice eyes and attractive hair, but what a grim dress. Awkward kind of kid.’

Not very flattering but the girl’s reply had been even more crushing.

‘I think it’s desperate shyness that’s against Celia. She lives with an elderly aunt who doesn’t seem to have the know-how, so poor Celia hasn’t got it either. Personally I think she is attractive but …’

That was all that Celia had waited to hear. She had felt sick and rushed away. She went home. She meant to tell them at the office this morning that it was because she had not felt well. She told the story to Aunt Tiny—with reservations. Not for the world would she let dear Aunt Tiny think that her yellow dress had been criticised.

Her aunt tried to comfort her.

‘Don’t believe a word anybody says. You looked sweet and one day you will meet a boy who thinks you’re the cat’s whiskers—like I do.’

Miss Cotland meant it. She was certain that Celia had possibilities. How right, for instance, that boy had been about Celia’s hair. It was thick and wavy and looked like polished copper. And those wide-set eyes which were smoky-grey—they were beautiful. How could anybody say that Celia wasn’t pretty? Miss Cotland couldn’t think why things always went wrong for Celia. But Celia knew. It hadn’t needed last night’s disaster to tell her. She dressed badly. Her hair wasn’t well cut. She walked badly. She was not good at parties. Yet Mr. Flack, to whom she was personal secretary, was always telling her that she was the perfect secretary.

Gloomily Celia looked at Aunt Tiny. Dear, darling Aunty T. as she sometimes called her—she was no advertisement for her own dressmaking. She would wear knitted twin-sets that had gone out of shape, and skirts almost to her ankles which make her look so elongated. No man had ever proposed to Tiny Cotland. She admitted it. But she said cheerfully that she didn’t care. She liked being an old maid. Celia didn’t believe it. She knew that she, herself, did want to get married. She had all the capacity for love.

A knock on the door brought Aunt Tiny to her feet.

She returned from the hall with a circular and a letter bearing a French stamp.

‘Here’s something to cheer you up, very foreign-looking. Have you a friend in France, duckie?’

‘No,’ said Celia and took the envelope and blinked at it.

Monaco. For a moment she stared at it, remembering how often she and Aunt Tiny had looked at their neighbour’s television and seen Prince Rainier and beautiful Princess Grace and Monte Carlo harbour. All that splendour, that glamour—the incarnation of any woman’s secret dreams.

Feeling suddenly thrilled, Celia slit the envelope so as not to tear the stamp.

She read only a few words, flushed scarlet, turned over the thin foreign-looking sheets of paper and blinked dazedly at the signature. Then she gave a cry.

‘Oh! Aunt Tiny, this is from my father! I can’t believe it!’

Miss Cotland, most placid of women, confessed to her own heart missing a beat.

‘My goodness gracious me—no!’

Celia sprang up, went round to her aunt and spread the letter out on the table.

‘Let’s read it together.’

‘So he’s still alive!’ exclaimed Miss Cotland, adjusting her horn-rims. ‘How on earth has he traced you after all these years?’

‘Goodness knows!’ breathed Celia.

Her black mood had passed. Yesterday’s frustrations and miseries were forgotten. It was as though a miracle had taken place in the little flat in Battersea this bright April morning.

Celia could not remember her father. He had walked out of her mother’s life, and hers—when she was only two. Of course she had seen a photograph of him; the one taken with her mother on their wedding day. That had been two years before the Second World War. He looked rather a sulky young man with thick curly hair and intense eyes. All that she had ever heard about him from Mummy was that he had been ‘too much for her’.

Poor Mummy was a bit like me, Celia often thought; too shy and reserved. She had found it difficult to express herself. She and Daddy just couldn’t get on. But Mummy had admitted that Daddy had a flame of genius in him. An engineer by profession, he had possessed a quick inventive mind. In a good job, with a big firm, but always pressed for time, always frustrated. Always bringing home new gadgets of his own making. When they moved to London he got a better-paid job but still found no scope for his real ambitions, his unusual brilliance. Then one day he vanished. Celia’s mother had never seen him again. Three years later, a letter came from Nat Frayne—from Chicago—asking Mary to divorce him for desertion. Typical of the hard ruthless man he was, he avoided sentiment, told her nothing except that he had at last found his milieu in America, and he would never return to her. Aunt Tiny once mentioned to Celia that ‘poor Mary had never had the spirit to be malicious’. In her negative timorous fashion she gave him a divorce. Afterwards all she ever knew about her strange husband was that he paid her alimony regularly into her bank. Once she died, the money stopped. Aunt Tiny adopted Celia. All these years, like her aunt, Celia had believed that she would never see her father again. But now he appeared to be very much alive, and living in France. What could be more exciting, she asked herself?

Miss Cotland began to read the letter aloud:


‘My dear Celia,

‘I am a man of few words so wish to be brief. I have traced you through a detective agency, being at last mindful of the fact that I have a daughter in the world.

‘I was sorry to leave you, but I had either to live my life in my own way or remain at home and be crushed by domesticity. Rightly or wrongly I quit and broke every tie that bound me.

‘I know it was wrong. A young girl like you will probably hate me for having abandoned you and your mother, but I had something to offer the world and I met an American who gave me my chance. I went with him to the States. The first invention we put on the market succeeded beyond my wildest dreams. I became a wealthy man overnight. Today I own huge factories in several capitals.

‘During the war I played my part in France, but a tricky heart put me out of action, and I went to America to make munitions. Now I am retired, virtually a millionaire. I live here in Monte Carlo in a villa overlooking the harbour.

‘In a roundabout way I heard of your mother’s death and was told that my sister-in-law adopted you, so I knew you were all right. Until now I had no wish to be involved with a daughter, so I never got in touch with you.

‘I married again—a young and lovely French girl. I suppose I centred all my affections on her, but the full circle turned. She died in childbirth. It was a fearful blow to me and one which I imagine you will think I deserve. Now I, myself, am ill and old. My doctors tell me my heart is really bad nowadays. I may live a few years—or only a few days longer.

‘A few weeks ago, I suddenly felt a nostalgic longing for my one and only daughter. I have no heir. I am surrounded by friends, but who is to know whether they are not sycophants or fortune-hunters? I want to leave my money to somebody who has a right to it and upon whose honesty of purpose I could rely. So I had you traced. I discovered that you were earning your living as a typist.

‘What exactly you are like I can only guess, but you must have something of me in you—that part of me that the British always call “guts”. Your poor mother had none, but you are mine as well as hers.

‘I want you to come to Monaco to live with me at Villa Psyche. If you go to the Midland Bank (head branch in London) you will find that I have opened an account for you and paid five hundred pounds into it. Buy yourself what clothes you need, your air ticket, etc., and come to me as soon as you can. Perhaps I haven’t long in which to make amends.

‘You have much to forgive and I thank God that I can prove to you that I wish to become what I have in the past failed to be.

Your father,

Nathaniel Frayne’



There was a P.S. to this letter:


‘Upon thinking things over I have decided that for the moment I wish to let it be thought that you are my niece. I am sure it will not be difficult for you to call me “Uncle Nat”. I have seen too many wealthy young women pursued and married for their money. I intend to see that does not happen to you. Later I will publish the fact that you are my daughter—and heiress.’



Miss Cotland finished reading and looked up.

‘Did you ever! Nat Frayne alive and a millionaire. Well, he always swore he’d invent a world-shaker, and he’s done it …’

‘And he wants me to join him in Monte Carlo!’ Celia gasped.

Aunt Tiny stood up. She had to admit that she was shaken. But she said:

‘I couldn’t be more glad for you, duckie.’

‘But I don’t think I shall go. He left my mother and me. I despise him.’

Miss Cotland smiled at the flushed passionate young face. Ironically she thought that it took a cyclone to infuse this brilliance into Celia. The pale sulky young girl who had come into breakfast was transformed.

‘Don’t judge him too harshly, child. Nat was always a bit cracked and unreliable. Morally, nobody could excuse his actions. But your poor mother was a weak timid girl and Nat just could never take weakness. He and I, as a matter of fact, were quite friendly. In a way I understood him, sorry though I was for poor Mary.’

‘I couldn’t like him,’ persisted Celia.

‘You will. Everybody adored Nat. As a matter of fact, you’ve got quite a lot of him in you, Celia. You’re physically brave. You’re intelligent. And you’ll soon blossom out once you start leading a new life with him in a place like Monte Carlo.’

‘No—I heard the truth last night!’ said Celia, biting her lips. ‘I know I’m too ordinary for my father. I’d disappoint him.’

‘No—I know Nat. He’ll infuse you with some of his own supreme self-confidence. Look child—there’s £500 waiting for you in the bank. We’ll buy you a trousseau, and fly you over to Monte Carlo, looking as the daughter of a tycoon should.’

‘But what about this business of being called his niece?’

‘Nat was always a wise one. I can see his point. He doesn’t want the men to make a rush because they think you’re an heiress.’

‘I admit I’d hate to be married for money,’ muttered Celia.

She was in a daze. This letter from Monte Carlo seemed to have dropped from the skies. In one way it terrified her, in another it excited and thrilled her because of its staggering possibilities. She was critical of her father’s past behaviour; but as Aunty T. said, who was she to judge him too hastily. And if he wanted to make up for it all now, how could she deny him? Besides what right had she to deny herself the chance he offered.

She caught her aunt by the hand.

‘But how can I leave you all alone, Aunty T?’

Miss Cotland turned to the sink and made a great to-do by swooshing hot water over the dirty crockery. Not for worlds would she let Celia see there were tears in her eyes, or guess that she dreaded the very thought of being left here, alone. Celia was as dear to her as her own daughter. She had always been such an affectionate little thing—such a real home-girl. They had shared their good times and their bad. The day’s hard sewing and cooking for Miss Cotland had always seemed worthwhile because Celia was coming back at night.

Miss Cotland sniffed.

‘I’m not so sure I shall miss you, my girl. I shall be free to find myself a nice boy-friend, and make whoopee at last,’ she said gruffly. ‘You sit down and write to your father and tell him you’re on your way.’


TWO

‘Is there anything more that I can do for you, sir?’

Nathaniel Frayne leaned back in his chair, glanced at a pile of papers on his desk and took a cigar from a cedar-wood box open before him. He sniffed it, then rolled it against his ear, listening to the crackle of the dry leaves.

‘Not another thing. I’m through for today, boy.’

‘Then I think I ought to be off, sir. I’ve arranged for the car to take me to Nice at half past four.’

Nat Frayne lit his cigar and puffed at it for a moment without speaking. He knew that he oughtn’t to be smoking. He had been warned neither to smoke nor drink alcohol, nor indulge in the rich food that he liked too well. He could feel his tired heart pumping too fast, but he refused to take any notice. To hell with doctors and gloomy prophecies of sudden death. He was fifty-five tomorrow. Queer … his very own daughter would be here for his birthday. She wouldn’t even know that it was his birthday.

He glanced at the secretary who was putting some papers into a brief-case. Nice chap, Geoffrey More; what the French called charmant garçon. Good brain and a tireless worker. He was twenty-five and had been personal assistant to Nat for the last four years. His father, Ted More, had, like Nat, been in the engineering world and assisted Nat through some difficult times long years ago. When Ted and his wife died in an air crash, leaving the boy more or less alone in the world, Nat had offered him a home. Geoff had just come down from Oxford. He knew nothing about engineering. He had taken a degree in economics, which made him invaluable in business to Nat. He also had a love of art and literature, and these two things were Nat’s passions now that he had put work behind him.

When Nat settled in the villa down here on the Riviera he started to collect paintings and antiques. For amusement he opened a splendid shop in Nice. As usual, whatever Nat Frayne touched turned to gold. Frayne et Cie was now a flourishing concern; the salon was visited by some of the most famous dealers in Europe. There followed branches in Paris, London and New York. Geoffrey took care of Nat’s enormous correspondence when he was at home and attended to all his private business.

Power and money—those things used to be Nat Frayne’s personal gods. But now he felt the need for something more. He had felt it when he married poor Marie-Thérèse, but he had lost her. He was positively excited by the idea of seeing his daughter today.

What would she be like? He hadn’t even seen a photograph of her.

When Marie-Thérèse died he had learned what it was to suffer, for he had loved her. Now he was a tired sad old man. He wanted the one thing left in the world that was his own—Celia.

Geoffrey said:

‘Weather’s brilliant. Your niece should be having a perfect flight.’

Nat blinked. His niece! Yes, of course, that was how he had wanted Celia to be known.

‘Okay, Geoff, cut along to the airport,’ he said, and chewed on the butt of his cigar.

Geoffrey More closed the door of the study behind him. A magnificent book-lined room, air-conditioned, and with every luxury, like all the other rooms in the Villa Psyche.

Geoffrey did not always approve of Nat Frayne’s ruthlessness. The young man was, himself, first and foremost a humanitarian with a sympathy for all living creatures, including animals. It amused Nat because Geoffrey was always befriending some overworked horse or neglected dog. When Nat wanted to pull his leg he called the boy ‘a vet’.

Nevertheless Geoffrey—like most of his staff—was devoted to the Chief and served him with an abiding loyalty. And perhaps Geoffrey, who was so closely associated with Nat in his work, knew how lonely the great man had been since his second wife died. Geoffrey had been a little surprised to learn that Nat had ‘a niece’ in England and that he had sent for her. But he thought it not a bad idea. He hoped the girl would be the right sort, and look after the old man a little, and he hoped, too, that she wasn’t a self-centred ‘glamour-girl’ like so many of them here in the golden warmth of the south. Geoffrey couldn’t stand seeing them spending the whole day sunning their brown bodies on the beach, drinking endless aperitifs, wasting time and money at night in the Casinos.

He looked at his watch. Miss Frayne’s plane was due in about an hour. He would have time to bath and change before he went to the airport. He had been invited to a dinner party which the Chief was giving for his niece this evening. He was not particularly glad about that. Formal parties bored Geoffrey. And he would have preferred to spend the evening exercising the mongrel which was his own particular pet.

Geoffrey occupied a ground-floor room in an apartment house at the back of Monte Carlo, where he had lived for several years. Well looked after by Madame Pavette, the amusing, sharp-tongued old creature who allowed him the use of her back-garden for his animals. (Even while she made it plain that his love of animals was, to her way of thinking, fou. Crazy!)

In particular, Geoffrey wished that he had not got to meet Philippe Clermont … or the Comtesse Nadine de Sachelles.

Geoffrey was by nature gregarious and good-humoured, but if there was one man in the world he could not stand, it was Clermont—Nat’s right-hand man and adviser in the fine arts business. Philippe looked after Frayne’s in Nice, and sometimes accompanied Nat on a buying expedition when there was a private sale of treasures. Philippe was a nephew of the late Duc de Froganard, whose money and estates had been dissipated long before his death. Philippe had inherited nothing from him except the old Duc’s exquisite taste. Nobody, even Geoffrey, who could not stand the fellow, could deny that Philippe had a flair for laying a finger on the right thing. He rarely made a mistake and he had been clever enough to teach Nat without appearing to do so. He was a master of subtlety and wit. Women adored him. Nat found him indispensable, more particularly because he was a blood relative of Marie-Thérèse, who had also been a Clermont.

Geoffrey had no jealousy in his disposition, but somehow he could not like or trust Philippe. The temperaments of the two men clashed. Geoffrey was essentially English. Philippe so smoothly, charmingly French. There were times when Geoffrey wondered whether Nat knew all there was to know about Philippe’s private life, facts that Geoffrey himself was aware of. For instance, that Philippe had an old blind uncle living up in the mountains above Grasse, whom he totally ignored; and that he had been responsible for the death of a young Yugoslav girl whom he had left with an illegitimate child and completely abandoned.

Geoffrey More had found during his four years in Villa Psyche that it was difficult not to become a cynic. One broken heart or so mattered so little to Philippe (or many other people who surrounded Nat). But to Nat, the artistic delightful Frenchman was his ‘cher Philippe’. The touch of diablerie about him found, perhaps, an echo in the older man’s heart—an echo of his own past.

Then there was the Comtesse, Nadine de Sachelles, who was also coming to dinner tonight. If it was irksome for Geoffrey to have to make himself agreeable to Philippe, it was even more so where Nadine was concerned.

She was a young and beautiful widow whose husband, twice her age, had died in an accident two years ago. Her father used to be one of Nat’s many friends on the Riviera. Nadine was persona grata at Villa Psyche (nobody quite knew whether she came so often to see old Nat, or Philippe—or Geoffrey). Philippe was crazy about her. Everybody knew that. What they didn’t know was that Geoffrey More persistently refused to number himself among her admirers.

In his opinion she was a dangerous woman. She was wonderful to look at but she was greedy. Geoffrey hated greedy women. But Nat admired her and indulged her. Queer, how the brilliant Nat managed to surround himself with the wrong friends. The late Comte de Sachelles used to be a close friend of his. And he had been a gambler—a fool who had lost most of his money at ‘the Tables’. To Geoffrey, Nadine was just another of the lovely acquisitive girls who flew around the flame of Nat Frayne’s wealth and position like hungry moths. He also had a shrewd suspicion that she was playing with Philippe. Nat wouldn’t like that, if he knew. But it was none of Geoffrey’s business.

He had been invited to the family dinner and he had to accept her. Just as he had to meet Celia Frayne—bored though he was by the prospect.

Half an hour later Geoffrey was driving in Nat’s fabulous white Cadillac down the Corniche Road that wound along the spectacular coast between Monte Carlo and Nice.

The Comet bringing Celia to Nice touched down dead on time. The young girl looked to Geoffrey a trifle dazed when she finally got through the Customs and appeared in the beautiful clean French airport, and stood for a moment looking around her, doubtfully; wondering if the father whom she did not remember would recognise her after all these years. She had supposed he would meet her. All that she had received in answer to her letter, giving him the date of her arrival, was a wire which said:


‘Good. Looking forward to seeing you.

Uncle Nat’



Celia had wrinkled her nose a bit over that signature and Aunt Tiny had laughed.

‘Just like him. He’ll play the part properly, you’ll see.’

But Celia saw nobody among the crowds of passengers who even faintly resembled the Nathaniel Frayne of that early photograph. She only knew that this was the first time she had set foot on French soil; that she had had a wonderful flight and that it was so warm that she could hardly bear the light summer coat she was wearing. She did so hope that she had brought the right clothes.

Then she saw a tall loose-limbed young man with a rather rough head of light brown hair and very blue eyes set in a bronzed earnest face. He was striding towards her. Not exactly handsome, she decided, his features were too irregular and his mouth too big, but he was nice-looking, what Aunt Tiny would call a ‘likeable type’. He wore a thin light suit that might be called Continental, and a very English-looking tie.

Face to face with her, he said:

‘Are you by any chance Miss Frayne?’

‘Yes,’ said Celia breathlessly.

His furrowed brow cleared.

‘Good. I was wondering if I had missed you. I’m Geoffrey More—your uncle’s private secretary.’

She understood now. ‘Uncle Nat’ had sent this young man to meet her.

‘What about your luggage?’ added Geoffrey.

She pointed to the two brand new suitcases lying on the ground beside her. (What a thrill it had been buying them with Aunt Tiny.) Geoffrey looked surprised. Unusual for a fashionable female not to have a lot more luggage than this, he would have thought. But he supposed that the Chief’s niece could hardly be called fashionable. Au contraire. She was rather nondescript and young-looking. She had a small innocent face, and grâce à Lieu, thought Geoffrey, she bore no resemblance to any of the glamorous young things he was used to seeing down here on the Riviera. Mediocre English tourist was written all over Celia Frayne. Printed silk dress with matching navy blue coat. White cloche hat, white bag, floral silk scarf—it gave Geoffrey a bit of a shock to find a niece of Nat Frayne’s looking so ordinary. She seemed shy, too. She bent to pick up a case. He bent to take it from her. Their heads knocked together.

‘Oh, I say—frightfully sorry! Did I hurt you?’ from Geoffrey, his face red.

‘It was my fault,’ from Celia, equally red.

Then they looked into each other’s eyes. Celia felt more nervous and stupid than usual, but Geoffrey More decided suddenly that Celia Frayne was not so ordinary after all. She had lovely grey eyes, and with his intuitive compassion for the timid, the forlorn, the difficult people in this world, he was drawn to her.

‘Poor little thing,’ he thought, ‘she’s the type that just can’t cope … immature, I’d say. Nat isn’t going to be impressed.’

Quickly he led the way into the sunlight. When Celia saw the white and silver gleaming Cadillac she gasped:

‘Is that my … my uncle’s car?’ (It was still not coming easily to call her own father by that name.)

‘That’s only one of ’em,’ said Geoffrey cheerfully.

‘He must be terribly rich,’ Celia sighed and settled back against the pale blue leather cushions luxuriously.

‘Right first time,’ laughed Geoffrey, ‘he is.’

‘How awful!’ said Celia, and now she too laughed and the young man thought that it was a pretty unaffected laugh, and that when this girl smiled, she had charm.

‘Do you think it’s so awful to be rich?’

‘Well, I never have been, so I don’t know.’

‘Same here.’

‘I’m just a shorthand-typist,’ she confided.

He liked the simple directness of that confidence.

‘I’m one of the world’s workers, too,’ he grinned. ‘But make no mistake, your uncle has had to work mighty hard to get where he’s got, and from the bottom, he told me. He’s terrific.’

‘I’ve never seen him. This will be the first time,’ said Celia. ‘He—he left England when I was nearly three.’

‘Oh, well,’ said Geoffrey, ‘life in the Villa Psyche will be an eye-opener for you, Miss Frayne.’

‘It terrifies me,’ she admitted.

Geoffrey thought: ‘It will terrify her still more after she has had dinner tonight with Nadine de Sachelles and Philippe Clermont. They’ll seem to her like people from another world. Poor little shorthand-typist from London! It won’t be fair. She’ll be flummoxed. But I suppose this is the Chief’s idea of giving his niece a holiday.’

Now Celia gazed dumbfounded at the passing scenery. The Cadillac rolled smoothly along the lower Corniche Road which led from Nice to Mentone. Never in her life had Celia seen such green palm trees, vivid flowers and elegant, shuttered villas. And once away from the crowded town it all seemed even more glorious. Her eyes were dazzled by the blueness of the sea; the sparkle of the hot sun upon the beaches and rocks below; the palatial hotels and the famous white Casino.

She kept uttering little cries of delight.

‘Oh, look at that marvellous creeper all over the walls.’

‘Bougainvillaea,’ said Geoffrey a little astonished by her ignorance, but wishing he had her capacity for enjoying what was to him a monotonous sight. He had long since grown tired of the glitter of the Côte d’Azur.

‘All this is very artificial really,’ he added, ‘but before your holiday ends you’ll have to go up to the hills—see the real Midi. The olive groves, the fields of carnations, the lemon-tree plantations, etc. I think you’ll like those better than this hothouse orchid-like cultivation down on the coast.’

Celia hardly heard him. She was still fascinated by the scenery. When they reached the little principality of Monaco which had become so famous she could hardly believe that she was really seeing it at last. She only caught a glimpse of Prince Rainier’s palace high on the cliffs, and the beautiful gardens of the Casino, then the Cadillac climbed up a winding road, through some wrought-iron gates and came to the villa which was her father’s home.

She was overwhelmed. It was superb—too much to take in at a glance. A low white building built in Spanish style round a patio. There were pale blue shutters, scarlet-tiled roof and a wide terrace; a fine swimming pool and a well-watered garden full of ilex trees, multi-coloured carnations and scarlet salvias. Blue and white striped awnings shielded the windows from the hot sun. An air of tranquil beauty lay upon the Villa Psyche. The white statue of the marble nymph, which had given the place its name, stood in the middle of a fountain, her lovely limbs constantly moistened by the falling water as it splashed into a deep stone basin.

Geoffrey glanced sideways at Celia’s rapt face.

‘Poor kid, she can’t have ever seen anything like it in her life. She’s in a whirl,’ he thought.

Then he handed her over to a smartly-dressed maid.

‘Annette—take Mademoiselle to her uncle’s study,’ he said.

‘Oh—are you going?’ asked Celia, blinking at Geoffrey through her lashes.

‘Yes, I must. See you tonight at dinner,’ he said and vanished.

She looked after him. He had been awfully nice and kind and attentive. She liked him. But now she was all agog to meet the man who owned all this magnificence; the father whom she did not know whether she would love or hate.

As soon as she saw him, she knew that it must be the former. She was to recall and understand Aunt Tiny’s words: ‘Everybody adored Nat.’

In the big cool library Nathaniel Frayne waited to greet his daughter, a half-smoked cigar in one hand, a glass of iced lemon and water in the other. He put down both as Annette ushered Celia into the room. To her, he looked old for his years. He was dressed informally in a tussore suit, no tie, and open-necked blue shirt. He wore sandals. She stood dumbly staring at him for a moment. His face was old, yes, but she had never looked into such deep, dark, attractive eyes—young eyes still, in the brown ageing face. Then she stuttered:

‘I … oh, hullo … I’m Celia!’

Nat stared back. He had the capacity of being able to sum up a person at a single glance. He prided himself on that. He knew at once that his daughter was just a simple unsophisticated child. She might have been sixteen instead of twenty-one. Like her mother, he thought a trifle grimly. Mary had never grown up. (But that was why she had bored him.)

Frankly he was disappointed by his first glimpse of his daughter. Nice little girl, but how had she spent his five hundred pounds? That uninspiring two-piece must have come off the peg in a cheap store, and as for her hat … why wear one? Her hair was more attractive.

He held out both hands to her.

‘Give us a kiss,’ he said gruffly.

She had only to receive the invitation and she was in his arms. Something seemed to well up inside her and flow over … a torrent of longing for the father she had never had. She clung to him. Gently he pulled off her hat and threw it on the floor (where it belonged he thought). He ran his long bony fingers through her thick coppery hair. That was better. Beautiful hair—just like his own had been when he was a boy. Naturally wavy, glossy as a chestnut. Feeling her tear-wet cheek against his, he was moved as Nat Frayne had not been since his young French wife was buried.

‘Welcome to Villa Psyche, honey. Glad you’ve come.’

‘I’m glad, too,’ she said, fumbled for a handkerchief and blew her nose.

Immediately Nat drew back into his shell. He hated people who blew their noses, and with him, moments of sentiment passed as swiftly as they came. In an abrupt way which scared Celia, he motioned her to a cane-backed settee with yellow leather cushions which stood at right-angles to windows opening on to the broad terrace.

They sat there side by side under a striped blue-and-white awning. Nat put on sun glasses. Celia sat blinking at the hot Mediterranean sky trying to remember where she had put her own smoked glasses. She was always losing things. But she wouldn’t like her father to know that or to realise how difficult everything in life seemed to her. Mr. Flack, her employer, had found her an efficient secretary, but once away from the office, she seemed to become a different person.

She had hoped to feel very close to her father and to be comforted and reassured, but all he did was to puff at a cigar and bark out a few words about the past—with obvious reluctance.

After a few preliminaries, he said:

‘Don’t let’s delve too deeply into what is dead and gone. Let’s face up to the present. I daresay you think I behaved very badly. We’ll leave it at that.’

‘Oh, I—I expect you had your side of the story,’ stammered Celia.

‘I have adhered to every contract I have ever made except the one of marriage,’ he said grimly. ‘But I’d have gone mad if I’d stayed with your poor mother and I wouldn’t be where I am today.’

‘I hope it’s made you h-happy,’ Celia stammered again.

‘Is that a crack at me?’ he asked grimly, his lined face looking still more lined and suddenly formidable to her.

She shrank back and whispered:

‘Oh, no, no, of course not.’

‘There, there, don’t look so terrified. I’m not going to bite your head off really.’ Now Nat grinned in the friendly way he could summon up at a moment’s notice, and which made people forgive his hostilities. He thought:

‘Poor brat—she’s scared out of her wits. She knows nothing and I bet Tiny Cotland chose those clothes. I remember old Tiny’s own appalling garments.’

But he’d soon change all that. He wasn’t going to have a gauche suburban daughter. Nadine would put her right. He’d already had a talk with the soignée French woman whom he knew to be short of money, and willing to take the ‘job’. Well, in London, penniless ladies of high degree often accepted a fat cheque to present a débutante at Court. He’d promised a few very nice emeralds to Nadine if she would ‘put his niece’ through her paces.

‘My dear Celia,’ he said aloud, ‘tonight you are going to meet one of the most beautiful and polished young women in Monte Carlo. Just emulate her example. She’ll help you. She’ll take you to places where you’ll be taught how to walk and talk and learn French, and so on. We’re going to streamline you into taking your place as my heiress—not that Nadine knows that,’ he added with a chuckle.
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