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They neither of them knew the way, but the driver was being briefed by the woman at his side, reading from a letter.


“Once you reach the village of Mougins drive straight through, past the little fountain in the Square, and then down the hill until you come to a sign that says ‘Mas Candille’—your hotel—where you turn left.”


They had reached the Square. Nat pulled in under a sheltering tree.


“Let’s get out and have a nice cold drink in that little place on our left. What’s it called? Hotel de la France. It looks charming and I’m damn thirsty.”


“That goes for two of us,” said Toni.


They were both hot and drenched with perspiration. It was eighty-five degrees today and no wind. They had driven three hundred kilometres from Avignon, having put the car on the train at Boulogne and spent the night in the wagon-lit. An admirable way of skidding over the miles and waking up to the sunlight of Provence.


Oh, thought Toni, this beautiful warm Provençal sunshine. It does something to you. It made you feel better at once. You glow—blissful, glad to be alive. Certainly not as they had both been feeling back in England. But that was another story.


“The Triumph has done us well,” said Nat Olver as he got out and examined his dusty five-year-old car. The fond look of an indulgent parent.


Toni said:


“Well, you always take good care of it. But you take good care of everything,” she added, and held out her hand. He squeezed it. With an arm around her shoulders, he walked to the welcome green gloom of the little restaurant where tables were laid under thick vines and there were trees to keep away the blistering sun. A waitress took their order. Iced beer for Nat; lager for Toni.


They could sit in the cool facing the Square and watch the diamond brightness of the fountain splashing into a round stone basin. The village seemed deserted except for an old woman in black, waddling along with two long loaves tucked under her arm; and a young man who mounted his motor bike, and roared off disturbing the peace of the late afternoon.


They could also see an apricot-coloured house with the word “Mairie” written over it and a low-windowed antique shop with paintings and pieces of pottery displayed outside.


The sky was a clear blue. The sharp contrast between sunlit walls and shadowed alleys was strikingly beautiful. It was a place for artists.


“Oh,” said Toni, “I’m glad we chose to come here.”


“So am I,” said Nat, “It looks enchanting.”


“I must buy a postcard and send it to Chris.”


“Women always seem to enjoy sending postcards.”


“Will it irritate you if I write cards?” she asked.


Now his smile vanished. Nat had a lean rather serious face with hollows under the cheek bones, and blue narrow eyes. Still in his early thirties he looked young in his sports shirt, linen jeans and with an untidy mop of dark brown hair. Ordinarily, Toni remembered, he was a smart, West End doctor, rather careful of his appearance. She preferred him as he was today. She loved him more than anything on earth.


“Why should I be irritated by anything you do?” he asked. “But I don’t quite see who you’re going to send cards to except Chris who is the only one who knows about us.”


Her enthusiasm over the local postcards she generally sent on holiday evaporated. Of course, she knew she had been stupid about that. She could not send any—except to Chris. All her relatives and friends believed that she was with Chris and Joe—in Ireland, where they were on holiday.


Toni felt half ashamed that she had had to go to such lengths to make her story water-tight. She had written a letter to Guy her husband for Chris to post from Connemara. And she had left a card to be sent to Mrs. Millins, her housekeeper, who looked after her country house in Bray.


“You’re so right,” she said. “Nobody else must know we are here.”


“I couldn’t bear anything to spoil your ten days with me.”


“Nothing will. Nothing could.”


Under the table his warm hand pressed one of her bare knees. Toni—christened Antonia—was a striking-looking girl. Not classically beautiful—her nose was too short and her mouth too wide, but she had the sort of childish face with small chin, wide brow and smooth creamy complexion which most men found attractive and endearing. Nat had at first thought her still a teenager and been amazed to find that she was twenty-four and married. As for her eyes—he felt that he had drowned in Toni’s eyes from the very first moment he met her; and a fatal moment it had proved for both of them. Nat knew from the start that it wasn’t too good for a man in his profession to get involved with a married woman. He was and had been a dedicated surgeon since he left the big London hospital where he had qualified and later added the F.R.C.S. to his name.


Toni’s eyes were remarkable—more golden than hazel. Her long dark hair curved smoothly to her shoulders. On first meeting he had found her warm and friendly. He had gone home from the party remembering her. She was strangely immature for a married woman, even shy.


On further acquaintance he had discovered that she had been badly hurt by life. She hardly mentioned her husband and she was not at all the ordinary rich girl who marries money. Yet she was wearing a ring with one of the biggest emeralds he had ever seen.


It was not until later that he had found out that she hated that ring and regarded it as a badge of slavery, but because her husband wanted her to show it off, and to avoid argument, she had given in.


Now Nat knew so much more about her.


Normally, he had excellent health and had never really been ill. But during these last couple of months—ever since he realised that he was desperately in love with Toni—he had felt off-colour and nervy, and lost nearly half a stone. He was a man who always attracted women. He had had minor affairs. But with his mind and heart set on his profession—the hospital, and his gynaecology taking up most of his time and energy, he had so far avoided marriage.


He removed his hand from Toni’s knee and said abruptly:


“This all seems unreal. How come we are just about to check in at an hotel in Mougins as Mr. and Mrs. Gray?”


“I don’t know. It seems pretty unreal to me, too—but wonderful.”


“I don’t mind for myself, but it does rather weigh on my conscience that you are taking such a frightful risk, Toni.”


“The risk’s greater for you. You’re a surgeon—a well-known gynaecologist.”


“Even if we were found out they couldn’t strike me off, because you’re not my patient.”


“But a scandal wouldn’t do you any good,” she cut in, and drained the cool foaming liquid from her glass. Then she shook her head. “Nat, Nat, why did it have to happen this way? Why didn’t we meet before?”


“That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question, my love.”


“The right people never seem to meet in time, if at all.”


Nat fixed his eyes on the glittering fountain.


“I know. My mother was very unhappy,” Toni added.


“Poor sweet. My own parents met and married at the right time. They loved each other till the end. But things were always difficult for my mother. She was half-Jewish, you know. I was christened Nathaniel after her father who was in fact a Rabbi. But my own father was one hundred per cent Gentile. He ran a small radio and T.V. business in London. They were always either broke or flourishing. Finally Mother had to go out to work. Eventually she ran a dress-shop. Then the war came. Father sold his business and joined up. He was rather a splendid fellow. I got a scholarship, and a small legacy from my Jewish grandfather which just about covered my years of training in medicine. Incidentally, my Rabbi grandfather died in Dachau—just one more victim of the Nazis.”


Toni looked at him with passion and tenderness.


“I adore that touch of Jew in you—it’s given you brains as well as subtlety. I think the Jewish people are so artistic and sensitive.”


He laughed and ordered two more drinks.


“It’s pleasant here. Let’s go on drinking and talking. I’m just beginning to cool off, aren’t you?”


“Yes. And remembering what you’ve said about the dangers we’re facing—I really don’t think you need worry about us being here. Darling Chris will cover up for us.”


“She’s a good friend to you, Toni.”


“We were terrifically friendly at school. We were in Switzerland together. Joe is an accountant. They have a flat in Ovington Gardens. You like my Chris, don’t you, Nat?”


“She’s very nice indeed—but without your attractions.”


“I think she’s very sweet to look at,” said Toni loyally, “and she sort of radiates good humour, she’s so happy. She adores her husband and they have the sweetest baby boy.”


He sat silent, smoking, relaxed. Then she said:


“Listen, darling, before we go any further I want to make sure you believe as I do that there is no real danger. I mean for you. I’ve really reached a point where I couldn’t care less if Guy divorced me tomorrow—I hate him so much.”


“You’re angelic. I hate to think of you living with Guy. It’s an insult to any woman to be forced to go to bed with a man she feels that way about.”


“Please don’t think about it today.”


“And you’re sure he won’t be back in London until the week after we get back?”


“Sure. He’s definitely gone to Rio. I saw him off. I’ve had orders to take the Rolls and chauffeur down to Heathrow and meet him when he comes back. I’ve already got the date and the flight number. You know—I’ve always told you—Guy is the most meticulous person. He rarely changes his mind. He isn’t likely to come back until the day he said he will. Besides—this South American trip is important to him. His firm is insuring the building of a huge dam somewhere out there and it will be worth millions. Money—money—ugh! I hate it—”


“You’re an amazing girl. Dollars seem to mean nothing to you.”


“Neither do jewels. It’s marvellous for me to be wearing none,” and she held out her slender ringless hands with satisfaction.


He wished—as he had been doing ever since he fell in love with Toni—that he was not a well-known surgeon, and that he could have just taken her away altogether and given her the happiness she wanted. So far he had been entirely absorbed in his profession. He had a large private practice. He shared a consulting room with a colleague—a heart-specialist—Keith Lucas-Wright. Nat could hardly forget all these things, much as he desired Toni.


He looked at her rather enviously—she seemed so blissfully happy—living for the moment. Women are capable of that—so much more than men are, he decided.


“Oh, darling,” said Toni, “I can’t think of anything except the fact that we’re going to be together as Mr. and Mrs. Gray for a whole ten days—alone, day and night. Won’t it be gorgeous?”


He nodded, smiling. They had chosen the name Gray because it had been her mother’s maiden name. As he paid the bill and they drove away, Nat remembered the first night he had ever spent with Toni.


Guy was away on business in Paris. Nat had dined with Toni in their penthouse—in a huge block facing the river. There were no servants to spy. It was a service-flat. It had seemed to the lovers quite safe. But the small risk they ran, nevertheless, spoilt some of the rapture.


During the last two months, there had been other meetings—equally unsatisfactory and nerve-racking. Nat had his work to absorb him. She had to go back to a husband she loathed. And she wasn’t the type to enjoy pretence and deception. Nat had little or no conscience about Guy. He was a sadist. A man who had enjoyed destroying his young wife’s innocence. He treated her without tenderness or understanding. She was one of his valuable possessions—like the paintings he collected. Nat’s concern for Toni made the position almost unbearable. But when at last his feelings ran away with him and he said “to hell—let’s get a divorce”, Toni stoutly refused to agree—for his sake. And she never wavered from that.


One of her chief attractions for Nat was the fascinating mixture of strength and weakness in her character, and the strong side dominated.


* * *


Once they reached Mas Candille—the hotel Chris had chosen for them—Nat doggedly turned his back on all their problems.


The small hotel was enchanting. Once a private house, it was built of stone, and half-covered in flowering creepers. Three tall trees stood at intervals flatly against the façade, like green sentries stiffly on guard. There were white painted chairs and tables on a broad terrace under white umbrellas from which there was one of the most beautiful views in the district. One looked far up the misty mountain side toward Grasse or down the valley in the direction of the sea.


Everywhere there were big tubs of vivid flowers. In the restaurant one incredible tree, looking as though it had grown out of the stones, was a solid mass of exotic pink blossom.


The patron and his wife were charming. M. et Mme. Gray were given just the sort of room they wanted. At the back of the hotel, their french windows opened on one side out into a garden. They could walk up a few steps, then a path to the small swimming pool. The room was spacious and essentially French with bare polished wood floor and antique furniture. A heavy carved wood chest of drawers, a painted cupboard, and a wide double bed with a white quilt. There was an atmosphere of tranquillity, simplicity and peace—all they had longed for and never been able to find in London.


After Nat had parked his car and the young waiter who had brought in their cases departed and closed the door behind him, Nat went to the windows at the further end of the bedroom and pushed open the shutters. In the heat of the day they were shut. It kept the room cool and dim. But with the Englishman’s essential longing for the sun, Nat felt compelled to let its warmth pour upon him. It was a truly beautiful view. The sky was incredibly blue and pure. Far below he could just see the white curve of the Auto-route leading to Nice.


Nat pulled the damp shirt over his head, flung it on the floor and threaded his fingers through his thick dark hair.


“God, it’s hot, I must have a bath.”


Toni examined the bathroom with feminine appreciation.


“It’s sweet—so clean and shining.”


“Sweet,” he echoed, jeering, “What a description of a bathroom.”


She giggled.


“I’ll run a bath for you, doctor.”


“Don’t call me that,” he said suddenly, jerkily, “I don’t want to be reminded of it or anything back home.”


“Nor do I,” she breathed and ran to him, and pressed her cheek against his naked chest, brushing the brown curling hair with her lips. “Monsieur Gray,” she whispered, “it seemed so funny to hear them call me Madame Gray.”


His arms enfolded her; with his right one he gently pulled down the zip of her cotton frock and began to push the dress off her bare shoulders. As it fell at her feet he pressed his lips to her long throat.


“Don’t let’s start having a conscience about anything. It’s too late,” he said and pressed her whole body against his.


She felt his strong heart-beats against her breast. Suddenly she came alive, tingling from head to foot. When she opened her eyes he thought he had never seen anything more beautiful, they were so large, so expressive of her roused passion. He knew that she wanted him as much as he wanted her. He let her go for a moment, walked to the windows and drew the shutters together again, reducing the room to its former cool darkness. With his lips fiercely demanding upon hers, he pulled her to the big white bed.
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In the night Toni woke up. For a moment she did not know where she was. She thought she must be back in her own Empire bed—the splendid one Guy had bought for her in Paris—a magnificent affair with taffeta-silk ribbons sweeping from all four posts, and a fabulous white lace spread.


Soon she realised that she was in quite a different kind of bed and that the man who lay beside her was not her husband. She put out a hand and touched his back; a thin rather bony back. She loved it.


He turned over and took her in his arms.


“Darling—my darling!”


She ran her fingers through his hair and kissed him with hungry passion.


After a moment she drew away, sat up and switched on the table lamp. Nat reached for a packet of cigarettes. He said:


“You’ll have all the mosquitoes in with that light on, my love. I’ll close the shutters.”


“It’ll be hot, but I don’t care.”


“Let’s just look at each other for a moment. I like to see your face.”


“I like to see yours. No—no cigarette,” she added.


“I need one to calm my nerves,” Nat grinned at her, and struck a match. She gazed at him speculatively and with admiration. He could be so many different people. The clever formal consultant—fast making a name for himself; or the ordinary human being, like this one tonight. A man of deep understanding. A perfect lover. She had never guessed a man could be so fiercely passionate yet so tender.


“I love you,” she said and wondered how many times she had uttered those words.


He put an arm around her. They leaned their heads back against the pillows. The room was full of the strange odour of a green pastille burning, in a spiral, on their dressing table. A ‘contraption’ as Nat called it, given to them by the manager. He claimed that the special vapour kept away all winged insects. True enough, they had not yet been disturbed by the whine of one mosquito.


“Isn’t it fun here?” Toni spoke dreamily.


“Much more than that,” he said, “Toni, we’re both so wide awake, tell me about yourself. More than you’ve ever told me. You’ve only sort of sketched your past life for me because we’ve so far had such hideously curtailed times together. As soon as we’ve begun to learn intimate facts about each other, it’s been time to go—and farewell!”


“I know,” she sighed, “I’ve often wanted to tell you things I’ve never told you, and to hear more about you. Then we could feel closer. Why must tonight ever end, Nat? Oh, why is it only going to be ten short days for us?”


“It’s all life offers. Remember your Omar Khayyam? ‘One moment in annihilation’s waste’?”


She nodded and sighed.


“Your life hasn’t been wasted, darling Nat. You do a great service to humanity. It’s my life that’s been a complete washout.”


“I don’t like to hear you say that.”


“But it’s true—”


“Look, Toni, why don’t you come away with me and let everything else go—?” he began.


“Darling, not again,” she protested. “You must believe me when I tell you that Guy is a horribly vindictive person and if I left him for you, he’d use all the money he’s got to try and hurt you.”


“Damn and blast Guy,” said Nat under his breath, “I’ve never met him but I loathe his guts.”


She shuddered and hung on to Nat tightly.


“So do I. So do I.”


“Listen, my love, you’ve been through a lot you’ve never even told me about. Here we are, shut away from the world. Tell me everything, right from the start. Get the horrors out of your subconscious.”


“I don’t really want to spoil tonight by talking about him.”


“It’ll never stop festering deep down inside you, my love, unless you do bring it out. This is a good quiet time—tell me all.”


“All?” she sighed.


“Yes—we’ll record your autobiography like this together.”


“Okay,” said Toni suddenly, “I’ll smoke after all. Light a cigarette for me. I’ll start—right from when I was small. Sometimes I admit it kills me to realise that most people look on me now as a pampered puss with an adoring millionaire husband. In public, Guy seems so kind and devoted. In private he’s horrible. He’s schizophrenic.”


“Start from your childhood, darling,” Nat interrupted, softly.


“Okay. Everything was fine until my mother died. She was pretty, sweet and gay. One of two sisters. But not like my Aunt Penelope, who I had to live with eventually; she was always a sourpuss and has never married. Poor Mummy was brave as well as beautiful. She hid her troubles behind her gaiety. She worshipped my father and he broke her heart.”


Nat’s hold around Toni’s waist tightened.


“Like mother—like daughter—you’ve hidden your sorrows very well.”


“Well, Daddy was not as bad a man as Guy. He was just too keen on women. But he was lovable and Mummy forgave him even when she found out that he was unfaithful. The last straw came when she discovered she had cancer and knew she couldn’t live. She was terribly ill and being nursed at home. Daddy made a pass at her nurse. I was fifteen. I saw for myself what was happening. Then the nurse, who was pretty and silly but a decent girl, actually came to me and said she was sorry but she couldn’t stay because of my father. So we got a new nurse. One evening I was talking to Mummy, trying to make up a good story as to why the other nurse left, Mummy opened those wonderful eyes of hers and said: ‘You needn’t try to spare me, darling. I know. I’ve always known.’ When I cried, she comforted me and said that she wasn’t upset any more and that, after all, Daddy was good-looking and vigorous and she had been so ill and he needed some fun and so on. Daddy, as usual, was marvellous to her in between his love affairs and during the last month of her life he never left her bedside, so she died happily enough.”


Nat drew a long sigh.


“And you, my poor love, just a child—were left to yourself; lonely and disillusioned in men right from the start.”


“Let’s turn over the record,” she said with a brief laugh, “We’ll skip those awful days after Mummy’s funeral. Then came Daddy’s second marriage—only three months later, to a young Australian girl—the opposite of Mummy. Only about five years older than me. Rather good-looking but a bit loud, and rather sexy in her blatant way. I didn’t blame Daddy. I didn’t even feel resentful because of Mummy. I just crept into my shell—a sort of ivory tower I had built around myself—and I don’t think I even shed a tear when I saw Daddy and Bunny—that’s what he called her—off to Sydney. Daddy settled there. He was a chartered accountant. I think I once told you. He got a job at once in Sydney.


“Bunny’s father was a wealthy grain-broker and she had plenty of money of her own. They wanted to take me with them but nothing would induce me to go. I didn’t really care for Daddy once I found out about that nurse. He arranged for me to live with Aunt Penny in London. She was and is still a bit eccentric and couldn’t have been more unlike Mummy in looks or character. She ran an antique shop; still runs it, in Hampstead. It’s fairly successful. She told Daddy she’d be glad to have me live with her when I left my Swiss school. I might help her in the shop, etc. So began the second phase of my life. I survived constant battles between my aunt and myself. I didn’t give way easily, shy and reserved though people find me. I fought Aunt Penny but hated her whole outlook on life. She was interested in the antiques only because of the commercial value. I was only interested in beauty—in art—in romance. And the sort of friendly warm atmosphere that was lacking in her home. I soon found out that she only really took me on because Daddy left her some money for the continuation of my education—and my keep.


“Anyhow, my aunt was always calling me ungrateful and saying how like Mummy I was and that she’d always thought Mummy stupid. I felt I just couldn’t work in her shop and be tied to her day and night. I made up my mind to get away and strike out on my own. I was nearly eighteen when I came back from Vevey. I could speak and write good French, and after a blistering row one day, Aunt Penny and I parted company. I found a job with a family in Paris through the Contactus Agency who placed au-pair girls. I taught English to the two children of a French diplomat. I was quite happy for a few months. The family were very nice to me and I liked my two pupils. Then one night—oh, Nat, I can’t tell you what fate had in store for me—Madame gave a big buffet supper party for a lot of her husband’s diplomatic friends. Monsieur also had strong interests in a French insurance company owned by his brother, and it so happened that his brother was a close friend of Guy’s. Guy, you know, inherited a fortune, and was continuing to make more despite taxation. His firm, Brand and Skipperton, insure vast enterprises such as the construction of dams and bridges in all parts of the world. He gets huge contracts. He’s a brilliant man in his way.”


“So you met him at this supper party in Paris?” said Nat.


“Yes.”


“Describe him.”


“He is most peculiar. Monsieur was impressed by his brains and Madame, who had met him, by his outward charm. When I first saw him I thought him terrific—poor innocent that I was! Elegant. Faultlessly cut suit; perfect shirt; tie from Sulka (he used to buy at least a dozen every time he came to Paris); hand-made shoes. He’s what Madame calls très distingué. He was about thirty then but running to fat. He’s a great gourmet and drinks the best wines. But with good tailoring he manages to conceal his bad figure. Like so many men of his build, he walks lightly and dances well. We danced together later that night of the party. He showed me what a Viennese waltz could really be. His face—” Nat felt her shudder suddenly, “I dislike him so much now that I can hardly describe him without prejudice. But you can see his prototype on certain Roman statues—full-lidded eyes, as cold and grey as the Northern sea, short curly hair. His is reddish-gold and he has a chin with a cleft in it. Handsome; but he shows all his teeth when he laughs and can twist his lips into a horrid little circle. It’s a cruel mean mouth.”


“Go on, darling,” said Nat and his fingers stroked her bare shoulder which he kissed now and again.


“He smiled at me delightfully when I was introduced to him by Madame and bent over my hand with Continental courtesy. He is always courteous even if he’s doing or saying something horrible. That’s the worst of Guy. It’s like living with a polite robot. And not a very nice one. Then there were his hands. They’re cruel, too, plump and soft. He has his nails regularly manicured. But I didn’t pay much attention to such details then. As you can imagine, I was a young girl and an employee and rather dazzled because I had been permitted to join the guests. Madame said she thought it time I got to know some nice young men though one couldn’t exactly call Guy Brand a nice young man! On the contrary, he was very sophisticated—a man of the world. Well, he smiled down at me with those extraordinary cold eyes. I was fascinated. He kept looking at me. I was eighteen then, and had few nice clothes but Madame who was quite slim for her age had dressed me up in one of her own cast-offs. White pleated chiffon with a jewelled collar. Rather super. It came from one of the haute couture salons in Rome. Madame used to buy a lot of her clothes from Balenciaga.


“During dinner, sitting next to Guy, I found him a brilliant conversationalist. It was all above my head, but he made me talk about myself and seemed interested, and I heard about his penthouse, his business and his hobbies. Although, of course, I knew a bit. Madame had already told me he had a famous and very fine collection of Old Masters.


“He took me out to dinner that next day and at the end of it said he must see me again. I can actually remember his words: ‘Antonia’—he never used my nickname—‘I’m a perfectionist. Everything I have must be perfect. You are perfect and I admire you tremendously.’ I didn’t of course realise the implication of those words.


“The next time we met in Paris he asked me to marry him. Naturally at eighteen, I was dazzled and flattered because he had always been considered by Paris Society to be so very eligible and he was so charming to me then. Monsieur and Madame encouraged the whole affair.”


“And so?” Nat questioned.


“So I fell for it and said ‘yes’. One of those things that seemed to attract him so much was the fact that I had never slept with anybody. He wanted to be the first.”


In the darkness and silence of the summer’s night, she felt Nat’s distaste for this and she embraced him convulsively.


“If only you had been first, Nat. I would like to have given you everything—everything, darling.”


“Don’t let’s lose our sense of proportion, my sweet,” he tried to cover up his own tension. “Carry on. Guy proposed. You accepted and you got married. Where?”


“In Paris. Incidentally, because I was under age—they hadn’t brought in the new law then—we had to get my aunt’s permission. She gave it only too willingly. We hadn’t corresponded since I went to France but she was quite willing to welcome me again once she heard about the great Guy. I think she hoped he’d buy all her antiques! But you can imagine her potty little things never attracted him. And he hadn’t the kind of nature that would allow him to go and buy her rubbish just to help a stupid woman. You would have done that.


“Well, we were married on a cold wet day in Paris. I was not a white bride. We were not married in a church, either, because Guy was not at all a religious man. I wore a fabulous honey-coloured dress and jacket trimmed with sable—with a Balmain—one of the first of a new collection. Guy told Madame to get me the sort of trousseau she would buy for one of her own girls. What with the model dresses and gorgeous Italian shoes and bags, and a sable jacket (which must have cost Guy thousands), I had a trunk-full quite fit for a millionaire’s wife. I began to feel suffocated, even scared. And the night before the wedding I had awful qualms about really loving Guy and wanting to go to bed with him. Perhaps I had a hunch that there was something I wouldn’t like behind all that charm. But I told myself I was being stupid and fooled myself into believing I still wanted to marry him.
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