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CHAPTER I

Leaving behind the mean alleys, reeking slums and crowded taverns of Montmartre, passing through the commercial centre of the city of Paris, you will come to the Champs-Elysées – a great wide road that leads to a star – The Étoile. But it’s a hard thing for a man to hitch his waggon to a star, as this story sets out to tell.

The Bois on this calm summer’s day was the usual scene of activity. Long streams of cars passed each other; little cars, sombre cars, long, luxurious cars with bonnets that glittered in the sun. On the lake numbers of boats glided up and down, and against the blue of the water the bright frocks of the women, the gay scarlet or green of a parasol, the white flannels of the men, were like vivid splashes of colour from a painter’s brush.

The Pré Catalan Café was full of fashionable people at this hour of half-past twelve. Here and there sat a group of Americans, conspicuous by their loud voices and nasal twang. Here and there an English couple sat more quietly, watching the vivid, busy scene with interest.

The little tables outside the café, overlooking the drive, were not vacant for long. Cars drove up to the main door by the dozen; couples strolled in; waiters hurried hither and thither. The hum and buzz of voices, the gay laugh of a girl mingled with the clatter of plates; the popping of corks. Here and there a stout, bearded Frenchman spreads out his legs and regards the scene with contentment, noisily gulping a great glass of iced beer. Here and there a love-sick young man drinks to his lady’s eyes, with a goblet of frothing champagne.

From the interior of the café came the strains of music, and through the glass windows could be seen a few couples, dancing feverishly in spite of the hot weather.

At one table, overlooking the drive, a group of young men and two pretty girls, exquisitely dressed, were drinking champagne and listening to their host, who was holding their attention and causing a good deal of merriment by reading them his latest poem.

This young man, the perfect dude in his check suit, wide bow tie, and white spats, was René Duval – just one of those things that happen even in the best regulated family. Many long moments had Monsieur Duval spent in brushing, oiling, fixing that smooth and glossy head of hair; that upcurled moustache which did not conceal a weak, girlish mouth. With languorous grace he leaned his elbow on the table. One white, manicured hand supported his forehead, the other held up his manuscript.

‘My latest poem is entitled “Purple Passion”,’ he was lisping. And repeated, seriously: ‘“Purple Passion”.’

A burst of laughter greeted this. One of the other men slapped him on the back.

‘Bravo, Duval! But why not purple with pink spots?’

‘Oh, René, do tell us what purple passion is like? Is passion more alluring in purple than in any other colour?’ giggled one of the girls.

René looked at his audience with a hurt expression on his vapid face.

‘I assure you this is not a joke,’ he said. ‘It is very serious. I write only when I am inspired … Please do not laugh.’

Fresh laughter greeted this remark. René sighed and passed a silk handkerchief across his lips.

‘It is lamentable, this lack of recognition of my talents,’ he said. ‘You choose to be ribald, my friends, but let us not forget that many geniuses go at first unrecognised by the swinish public, and –’

‘Come on, René – cast your pearls before us,’ interrupted the young man who had slapped him.

The girl on Duval’s right took his arm and brought a pretty powdered face close to his.

‘Ah, chéri, what a shame,’ she murmured, ‘to mock your genius! Come – read us your poem.’

Instantly mollified, he spread out his manuscript and squeezed the pretty arm tenderly.

‘You are more beautiful than a spring morning, Camille,’ he said, raising his eyes heavenwards; ‘and more kind.’

Camille gave the rest of the party a wicked look from her laughing eyes, and continued to interest herself in the stupid young man. After all, he had money; gave extravagant presents. One can put up with stupidity for the sake of diamonds.

Duval began to read his poem.

‘I cry to thee from the sick aching of my wounded heart …’

‘“Sick aching”,’ interrupted Camille. ‘Mon Dieu! But how passionate.’

Such laughter now issued from the throats of the others that people at the neighbouring tables turned to stare at them curiously. Duval continued with the poem, however, waving his hand in the air, putting full dramatic force into his voice.


‘Oh, come to me, fly to me,

Press thy lips against my mouth

Until I swoon with ecstasy …’



He paused, gulping, looked up, and saw that Camille had turned her back to him. Nobody was listening. Indignantly he stuck his monocle into his eye and was about to demand attention when he saw what had distracted his audience.

Three horses, two white and one black, had pulled up outside the Pré Catalan, and their riders were dismounting, attracting much interest from the groups at the various tables. The rider of the black horse was a young man; the other two were girls; one a vivacious brunette, the other a charming blonde – both dressed in well-fitting habits and smart felt hats.

But it was the young man who was the cynosure of all eyes as he strolled along the terrace outside the café. The moment René Duval saw him he sprang from his chair and began to walk towards him, waving excitedly.

‘Boucheron! By gad! It’s Boucheron!’

The young man, who was tall and handsome, elegantly dressed in white breeches, black leather boots and a black coat, smiled and acknowledged greetings as he passed each table. It was obvious that he knew a great many people and that the whole world knew him. He walked with unconscious grace, swinging his riding-crop, his hat under his arm. The two girls with whom he had been riding had disappeared, and he was making his way to the café to secure a table.

He walked towards the main entrance and was at once surrounded by attendants, clamouring for his hat.

‘Monsieur!’

‘Bonjour, Monsieur!’

The young man disposed of his hat, said a few words to the maître d’hôtel, who fawned upon him, rubbing both hands together, then with an indifferent glance at the couples outside, dancing on the open dance-floor, he passed through the swinging doors into the café.

Duval made his way towards him.

‘Hi, Boucheron!’ he called. ‘Boucheron! Come and join us!’

Boucheron waved back, half-bored, half-amused, then moved towards the table by the window at which Duval’s party were sitting. On his way he paused by the side of a lovely woman, who was drinking iced coffee, with a younger girl opposite her.

‘Pierre!’ she said, her eyes devouring him.

‘Ah! How do, Yvonne?’ he said, took the hand she held out to him and very gracefully kissed it. Her companion, the younger girl, also held out her hand, with a pretty blush. Boucheron pressed a light kiss upon her fingers, then moved on.

A stout, rather weather-beaten female at an adjoining table, observing this, hunched her shoulders and leaned across the table to the old woman opposite her.

‘Pierre Boucheron,’ she sniffed. ‘I’ve no use for that young man at all. He’s spoiled. The way the girls run after him is disgraceful. Did you see how that Yvonne Lelausseur made eyes?’

‘Who is he, my dear?’ demanded the older cat, following Boucheron’s graceful figure with a secret yearning she dared not express to her friend.

‘Under-secretary at the Foreign Office and the idol of Paris. But I’ve heard shocking scandals. They say he was nobody before Comte Henri Mercereau launched him … however Mercereau is very distinguished and important, so one accepts his protégé …’

The object of discussion, meanwhile, had reached Duval’s table. Room for him was at once made between the two women of the party. The pretty Camille hastily dived into her vanity bag for powder and lip-stick.

Pierre Boucheron chatted to them for a few moments, drank down a glass of champagne, then looked round the room, with dark, restless eyes.

Pierre Boucheron – under-secretary! Since he had captured the heart of the Smart Set, he had almost forgotten that he once was The Rat – an apache of ‘The White Coffin’ in Montmartre.

He had been called spoiled. Yes – he was spoiled and bored. Too many beautiful women sought for his favour; too many sweets had been poured into his lap, and he was sick of too much sweetness. It came naturally to him to flatter a pretty girl, to kiss a proffered hand; but he both kissed and flattered women mechanically. Every woman he met thrilled under his magnetic smile, and not one of them could thrill him. Pierre Boucheron was suffering from that very sad complaint – satiety.

René Duval, having rescued his manuscript from the party who were threatening to read it aloud in the café, dragged Boucheron a little away from the rest.

‘Boucheron, my dear fellow, come and talk to me. I need your advice.’

Immediately came a chorus from the girls.

‘René, you beast – you shan’t take him away from us.’

Duval stuck his monocle into his eye.

‘Now, now, you girls!’ he lisped. ‘Don’t be naughty. I want Pierre to myself for a moment.’

Boucheron felt suddenly sick of the whole crowd. He rose and followed the delighted Duval to a corner table.

‘What is it, Duval?’ he asked wearily. ‘Hurry up. I’m hungry and I want to order my lunch.’

‘Be kind to me, Pierre,’ said Duval in a dismal voice. ‘I’ve been watching you come into the café. All the ladies rush for your smiles and kisses. Pierre, be a good fellow and tell me the secret of your success with the fair sex! They only laugh at me.’

Pierre shrugged his shoulders. His beautiful, clean-cut mouth, with its rather cynical curve, relaxed into a smile. He knew René Duval well, and the utter idiocy of the man could not fail to amuse, even while it irritated him.

‘You run after ’em too much, my dear Duval,’ he said. ‘I’m fast coming to the conclusion that it’s a mistake to imagine that women like men to be hunters. I am of the belief that they are born huntresses. You never give them a chance to hunt. Have you still to learn that love is a game without rules? Often a cold shoulder will carry you farther than a warm embrace.’

‘What astonishing philosophy,’ said Duval. ‘But you must be right. They all fall for you, Pierre. I’ve tried everything – presents – pleading – threats to commit suicide – swoons – even a week in bed. But they only laugh at me.’

‘You poor fish,’ said Boucheron, smiling more broadly.

‘And look – now I’ve sunk to this,’ said Duval, thrusting his manuscript into Boucheron’s hands. ‘Tell me, oughtn’t that to melt any woman’s heart?’

Pierre began to read the poem ‘Purple Passion’.

‘Sick aching of my wounded heart,’ … he quoted. Then he thrust the manuscript away, shaking his head. ‘Mon Dieu! I shall be sick if I read any more. No wonder the girls laugh at you, Duval.’

René did not answer, but stuck his monocle forlornly into his eye. The expression on his face became so pathetically puzzled and disappointed that Boucheron stopped laughing and patted him on the back.

‘Cheer up, my dear fellow. Try the cold shoulder. The more I show it, the warmer they become. They’re queer creatures, women, but when you know how to treat ’em, they are very simple.’

‘You’re the first man I’ve ever met who has called a woman “simple”,’ groaned Duval. ‘To me they are more complex than a crossword puzzle.’

He turned to the interior of the café, then clutched Boucheron’s arm.

‘Hello, here comes a friend of yours, Pierre.’

Boucheron followed the direction he indicated, and gave a little start and frown.

‘Zélie!’ he muttered.

‘Adorable … beautiful!’ sighed Duval.

Zélie de Chaumet, who had just stepped out of a splendid Hispano, with a dapper man of some fifty years, dressed in grey, and carrying a grey top hat, swept through the Pré Catalan, conscious of the admiring glances thrown at her by men from all sides, and not quite so bored by them as Pierre Boucheron. For what woman ever ceases to extract pleasure from the world’s approval? It is for that she tries to preserve her beauty even when she approaches old age; for that she spends hours choosing her gowns and hats and shoes.

Boucheron watched her coming without a single thrill of pleasure. She was lovely. But he was used to her loveliness. It had belonged to him; was still his for the taking. He was tired of her. He was slightly contemptuous of her. To his mind, had Zélie been a man she might have been a Receiving Officer – as a woman she took all she could get and tried for more.

She was faultlessly dressed in a gown of pale rose pleated georgette; a silk coat of the same hue, with collar and cuffs of chinchilla – thrown back from her beautiful shoulders. A black lace hat, with a daring pink ostrich feather curling down to her neck, was pulled low over her golden head. Very bright, very proud, she walked down the centre of the room, her lips, pencilled with carmine, curved in a slight, disdainful smile.

‘She is superb,’ Duval whispered to Boucheron. ‘Look – Mercereau follows – are they going to join us, do you think?’

‘I hope not,’ said Pierre.

But at that moment Zélie’s blue eyes, glistening between lashes which were skilfully blackened, focussed upon him. Her whole face lit up.

‘Pierre – what an unexpected pleasure!’ she said, advancing and holding out her hand.

Boucheron rose politely; barely touched the white fingers with his lips.

‘As beautiful as ever, Zélie,’ he murmured.

But his voice was cold, his whole bearing indifferent and bored, and the light vanished from Zélie de Chaumet’s eyes.


CHAPTER II

Zélie de Chaumet loved Pierre Boucheron madly; had never ceased to love him from the day that little Odile, his sweetheart and saviour in the underworld, had died and she, Zélie, had comforted him. She had known the ecstasy of his passion even if she had never won his love. At least he had simulated love then, had been thrilled by her beauty and graces. He owed his present position to her. He had risen to the brilliant job at the Foreign Office through Comte Mercereau, whose jewels she wore and at whose expense she now lived.

‘These chairs are unoccupied?’ she said authoritatively, nodding towards the empty chairs by Pierre and Duval. Pierre bowed. A waiter hurried up to Zélie. She sat down at the table, and Pierre and Duval sat with her, Pierre at her side.

Comte Henri Mercereau joined the party, and with a swift, frowning glance at Boucheron sat down on the other side of Zélie. It was easy to see that he was not pleased to be done out of his tête-à-tête luncheon with Zélie. She turned to him instantly and laid a hand on his.

‘You do not mind, mon cher? The café is so full – and this is a quiet table.’

He shrugged his shoulders and gave her a cynical smile. He was a man of more cash than consequence, who kept his soul in his trouser pocket along with his other small change. He had spent half a fortune upon Zélie and was still anxious to spend. He knew the value of money with women like Zélie de Chaumet, and he also knew that their notorious ‘friendship’ was one of those give and take ‘affairs’ in which milady reserved the entire receiving rights. He did precisely what she wanted – always. He was enormously rich and important in Paris, and he could afford to satisfy her whims. He was satisfied to buy an extravagant jewel just for the pleasure of seeing it against the whiteness of her throat or her arms. But the one thing he refused to countenance was infidelity, and he had always been jealous of Pierre Boucheron.

The head-waiter thrust a menu into the Comte’s hand. He began to study it, ignoring Duval, who was trying to interest him in ‘Purple Passion’.

Zélie moved her golden head near Pierre’s.

‘Why haven’t you been to see me yet?’ she asked in an undertone. ‘You’ve neglected me shamefully.’

‘I’ve been busy,’ he said, with a look of disinterestedness which conveyed to her only too plainly his indifference.

‘Too busy – to visit me, Pierre?’ she asked, an angry little flush staining her cheeks.

‘My dear Zélie, I have a job at the Quai d’Orsay,’ he said.

‘That does not say you are occupied in the evenings,’ she said. ‘Oh, Pierre, Pierre, you are breaking my heart.’

‘Hearts do not break, my dearest Zélie,’ he said, stifling a yawn.

Her hand clenched and unclenched.

‘Brute … brute,’ she muttered.

‘Heaven be praised! Here is an exhibition of the cold shoulder,’ Duval muttered to himself, having overheard the little scene. ‘How he has the heart, I don’t know. I couldn’t bear to speak to a pretty woman like that.’

Pierre was not even looking at Zélie now. He was staring, for the first time with a suggestion of eagerness in his gaze, at a little group just entering the Pré Catalan.

Zélie studied his profile for a moment, bitter yearning in her eyes. He was incredibly handsome, with his pale skin, his perfect, chiselled features; straight dark brows over brown, brilliant eyes; fine head; smooth dark hair brushed straight back from the broad forehead. Nobody knew better than Zélie how charming, how utterly adorable Pierre could be when he chose to act the lover. She had seen those dark eyes melt, swim with ecstasy; had felt the passion of that beautiful, boyish mouth on hers. She was burnt up with her desire for him. Oh, the cruelty, the heart-breaking elusiveness of him!

She followed his gaze and suddenly she stiffened. Her eyes narrowed. She saw what was holding his attention. A girl! A girl surrounded by a crowd of admiring men. She was very simply dressed in white; a dainty white hat on her head. But her very simplicity singled her out from the other women in the café who indulged in more vivid and outré creations.

Boucheron regarded her intently for a moment, then turned to Duval.

‘Who is that?’ he asked.

‘That girl in white? Ah, that is the ravishing, exquisite Madeleine, Comtesse de l’Orme,’ said René in a soulful voice. ‘Pardon me, my dear fellow. I must go and say a word to her. An angel, I assure you – an angel!’

‘An angel,’ echoed Boucheron. ‘Yes, she might well be one. She has a face, an air that sets her apart from other women.’

Madeleine, Comtesse de l’Orme was very young, and not so tall, so superbly built as Zélie de Chaumet. She was of medium height, and slender; like an immature child in her white gown. But her throat and arms were exquisite, giving promise of lovely womanhood. She was very fair; not with the bright metallic fairness of Zélie’s golden hair and blue eyes, but with the soft colouring of an old miniature. As she drew nearer the main entrance, Pierre, eagerly watching through the glass windows, noticed that she had a pale, camellia-like skin, fair brown hair with golden threads of light, waving under the white hat, and the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen: hazel, luminous, long-lashed, with an expression of extreme innocence. There was a complete absence of cynicism, of world-weariness about Madeleine de l’Orme which attracted Boucheron. She was like a flower – fresh – sparkling – pure. As she drew yet nearer his gaze rested on her mouth, and a look of sensuous desire came into his eyes. What a mouth … small, red, curving with just a hint of wistful passion to belie those innocent eyes.

Zélie watched Boucheron for a moment in silence, then, with heaving breast and clenched hands, she addressed him:

‘The Comtesse de l’Orme! Which puts you out of the running, Pierre.’

He swung round and faced her, his face hard, smiling.

‘And why?’

‘Has my Pierre forgotten how, not long since, he was The Rat of the underworld?’ she said.

Just for an instant her words cut him like a knife, as they had meant to do. He did not wish to be reminded of his life as The Rat … of those old, wild days in ‘The White Coffin’ when he had slunk about, a ready knife in his hip-pocket, scarce a sou in his pockets … The Rat … an apache, brilliant amongst his kind, but still – a Rat!

Since Odile’s death, with Zélie’s help and Mercereau’s money and influence, he had buried that life completely. Poor little Odile … he did not forget her! She had died of pneumonia, the cruel winter following his release from prison, and he adored her memory as that of a saint. But now, with the passing of years, he had put away The Rat. He was under-secretary at the Foreign Office. He was Pierre Boucheron; popular idol of Society. Nobody, nobody except Zélie and Mercereau knew from whence he had sprung.

Just for an instant he looked at Zélie as though he could kill her. Then he turned and stared through the window at Madeleine, who was coming down the terrace with a lady chaperone, and René Duval, now at her side.

Zélie pushed away her wine and sprang to her feet.

Boucheron looked up at her half contemptuously.

‘Winning hearts is just the matter of playing your cards right,’ he said. ‘I could win Madeleine de l’Orme if I wished, my dear Zélie.’

‘Oh, I hate you, I hate you, Pierre,’ she said in a sobbing breath.

He rose and took her hand. As he was about to raise it to his lips, he smiled down at her with his dark, handsome eyes.

‘Just to prove to you what even a Rat can do, I wager you Madeleine de l’Orme shall be in my arms within a month from today,’ he said.

Zélie snatched her hand away, her whole body shaking with rage. Boucheron bowed to her and the Comte, who bowed coldly back, then strolled to the entrance to meet Madeleine, who was just entering the café.

Zélie sat down again, her eyes full of passionate tears. The Comte glanced at her, his lips twisted.

‘Tiens! You are easily distressed by your ex-apache lover,’ he remarked.

Zélie made a gesture of exasperation.

‘Don’t forget, chérie,’ continued the Comte in a sarcastic voice, ‘that I took him from the gutter and made him what he is today. But I’ll send him back if I have much more trouble with him.’

Zélie looked at him with an expression of supreme contempt.

‘On the contrary,’ she said, ‘you will use your influence to get our brilliant and popular under-secretary a much higher position.’

Mercereau fell back with an expression of amazement.

This proud, cold woman, with all her beauty and charm, could accept a snub from Pierre Boucheron, and still desire his good? It was more than Henri could understand. And what cheek, what nerve to say this to him.

Zélie was thinking:

‘I need not worry about the de l’Orme girl. Her mother would not permit her to speak to Boucheron. He will lose his wager and return to me, crestfallen …’

She laughed suddenly, the derisive little laugh of a woman who is confident of herself, then leaned forward and looked into Mercereau’s withered face (which resembled cracked porcelain), and pressed his hand under the table.

‘Chéri,’ she whispered. ‘You are jealous. I adore you for it.’

Instantly he thawed. A look of passionate devotion entered his eyes. She could twist him round her little finger, and she knew it.


CHAPTER III

Pierre Boucheron on that day following his first glimpse of Madeleine de l’Orme walked into the boudoir of René Duval’s apartment, where he knew the fashionable young man was to be found, just before noon, attiring himself for the pleasures of the day.

Duval was standing before a three-fold mirror, partially dressed in trousers and fancy waistcoat of very exaggerated cut, shaped into the waist. He also wore a high wide-winged collar and cravat, and patent leather boots with white uppers. The whole room was in disorder, clothes thrown over the bed, over the chairs, the carpet strewn with articles of apparel. The atmosphere was hot and scented, and Pierre, fresh from a morning’s ride, grimaced and sniffed as he entered.

‘Good morning, Duval,’ he said. ‘I wonder you are not choked in here.’

Duval’s valet was in the act of tightening the laces of his corset. With purple face and bulging eye, the fop held on to the back of a chair. When he saw Pierre’s tall figure reflected in the looking-glass, he gasped out an order to the valet to let him go, sank painfully into the chair, then greeted his friend.

‘My dear Boucheron … mon cher ami … welcome, ever welcome. I need your advice.’

‘What – again? Don’t ask me how to make the ladies love you, Duval – it’s too difficult a problem,’ smiled Pierre.

‘No, no – it is about my moustache,’ said René gravely. He leaned forward and examined the little, fair moustache over his silly mouth. The valet was about to approach him with heated tongs. ‘See, this must be curled properly, Boucheron. Shall I have it curled down for a change, instead of upwards?’

‘Oh, mon Dieu, don’t ask me,’ said Boucheron, lighting a cigarette. ‘But why wear your moustache upside down?’

Duval fingered the moustache lovingly.

‘Because it tickles the girls,’ said Duval, then went off into a paroxysm of laughter at his own joke. Instantly his expression changed to one of agony. His hand had accidentally knocked the tongs out of his valet’s fingers and they had touched his mouth. Tears began to gush from his eyes. He hopped out of the chair, caressing the burnt lip. ‘Mon Dieu … Mon Dieu … my lip … quelle horreur!’

The valet offered profuse apologies. Pierre roared with laughter. Duval wiped the tears from his eyes and cast a reproachful look at his friend.

‘How can you be so unfeeling, Boucheron? I have got to go to Madeleine de l’Orme’s garden party … and with a grilled lip … it is the most dreadful thing that has ever happened to me!’

Boucheron’s smile faded. The mention of that name, Madeleine de l’Orme, reminded him of his wager with Zélie, and of the girl … the slender girl in her white gown, with her luminous hazel eyes, her exquisite mouth.

‘Duval,’ said Boucheron, ‘I wish you would take me along with you.’

‘Why, my dear Boucheron, I would be charmed!’ Duval exclaimed. ‘It is so rarely you wish to go anywhere with me. I am honoured. And you will be ravished when you see the charm, the adorable sweetness of the Comtesse.’

Pierre twisted his lips. René’s superlatives, the whole attitude of the fop sickened him. But poor Duval meant well … and he knew Madeleine de l’Orme. It was, at the moment, the ambition of Boucheron’s life to meet Madeleine. To obtain an introduction to her, he suffered a fool gladly.

‘Eh bien,’ he said lightly. ‘I’ll just slip back to my flat and change my clothes, then I’ll join you, Duval.’

Later that day – a fair afternoon of mid-summer, when the sky was a flawless blue and Paris a city of shimmering gold in the sunlight – Pierre Boucheron drove with René Duval in the latter’s car to Madeleine de l’Orme’s home in Versailles the Château Lernac.

Never had the fine old pile of that historic château looked lovelier than today silhouetted against the bright blue sky, surrounded by glorious gardens, fringed with woodlands which offered cool green shade from the heat of the sun.

Boucheron, bored though he was by parties of this kind, was forced to admit that the de l’Ormes’ garden-party made a charming panorama. The white terraces were relieved by borders of flowers – blazing with vivid and varied colour. Every pathway was bordered with flowers, blue, crimson, violet, yellow. At the bottom of the garden stood a fountain, spraying cool water into the air, where the sunlight caught and dazzled it into a shower of diamonds ere it splashed back into the great stone basin.

Moving to and fro through the spacious grounds were groups of people; the lovely dresses and jewels of the women as vivid and colourful as the flowers.

‘It is a heavenly sight, Boucheron,’ said Duval with a sentimental sigh. ‘Women and flowers … as delicate, as fragrant as each other.’

‘Oh, dry up, you idiot,’ laughed Boucheron. ‘Now, whom do we know amongst all these people?’

‘The girls all seem to know you,’ said Duval with a touch of envy. ‘Look at them – nodding and waving.’

Pierre’s dark, handsome eyes roved over the scene, as he stepped out of the car and, followed by Duval, walked towards the main entrance of the château, where Madeleine’s mother stood receiving her guests. Most of the women who, beside their escorts, shielded themselves from the sunlight with gay, silken parasols, turned to nod and smile at Boucheron as he passed by. It was a recognition to which he was well accustomed. He smiled and bowed with that slightly indifferent manner which added to his charm. He was extremely good to look at, in his smart grey morning suit, with a red flower in the button-hole; top hat, yellow gloves and gold-headed cane in his hands. He was a head taller than Duval, who swaggered just behind him, simpering and smiling, in the endeavour to be reflected in Boucheron’s glory and receive a few of the charming smiles directed at the idol of the hour.

Boucheron bowed over the hand of the Comtesse de l’Orme. Madeleine was not to be seen. But the old Comtesse received Pierre very graciously. The foolish René was distantly related to the de l’Ormes and had known them all his life; hence any friend brought to this château by René was accepted by the family, added to which the Comtesse had heard that Boucheron was a protégé of Mercereau, that very distinguished diplomat.

Boucheron regarded Madeleine’s mother with genuine approbation. That was the type of woman which never failed to please him; a gentle, exquisitely bred old lady of a bygone age, with her Dresden china face, lovely white hair; beautiful laces and jewels. A pity, thought Pierre, that that age had given place to the modern. He despised the old women who dyed their hair, painted their faces, wore short skirts and low necks. A curiously romantic streak ran through this man who had once been The Rat of the underworld. For all his apparent hardness and cynicism, he was sensitive and imaginative. In his fancy, he saw Madeleine’s white-haired, gracious mother in the old court of Versailles with brocaded gown and powder and patch … entertaining for the hapless Marie Antoinette whose glory had passed with the glory of a thousand aristocrats – victims of the blood thirsty mob.

‘I am of that mob, really,’ Boucheron told himself with cold irony. ‘And yet I love these aristocrats … I try to forget that I have ever been any thing but Boucheron – their equal … their idol … their guest.’

The memory of Zélie’s stinging words was reiterated in his mind.

‘You are out of the running … you are only a Rat …’

But no … he would show her that she was wrong; that he could make any woman in France eager for his kisses … even Madeleine de l’Orme, who was of the first-water, whose blood was blue, whose ancestors had been royal.

‘Madeleine is down at the bottom of the rosary, René,’ said the old Comtesse with a gracious smile at both the young men. ‘Take M. Boucheron there and introduce him to her.’

René put an arm through Boucheron’s and led him through the gardens towards the rosary. Just before they reached that perfumed spot, Boucheron paused. He had caught sight of Madeleine. She was standing in the centre of a little group – all of them men who were obviously very interested in their young hostess. Pierre watched her for a moment intently. She was laughing and shaking her head, as thought the chatter of the crowd was too much for her. She was charming; but aloof. She made the men keep their distance. That pleased Pierre. She was one of the few girls he knew who could be charming without the least suggestion of coquetry.

Once again, she was distinctive by the simplicity of her dress. She wore no jewels except a necklace of pearls. But she was a lovely, slender figure in her white cloth gown, little white cape with white fox collar; a big white hat on her fair brown head.

‘Well, come along, Boucheron,’ said Duval impatiently.

To his amazement, Boucheron deliberately turned on his heel.

‘No – I’m going to speak to Yvonne Lelasseur,’ he said calmly. ‘I see her over there with Madame de Giraud and her daughter.’

‘But – but Madeleine,’ stammered Duval.

‘Later; later,’ said Pierre, shrugging his shoulders. ‘I am in no hurry.’

Duval raised his eyes heavenwards. The spoiled fellow! However, let him do as he wished. Duval hurried off to Madeleine.

At this moment Madeleine de I’Orme had ceased laughing and chatting and was looking across the lawn at the tall, distinguished figure of the young man in grey who was talking to the Girauds and Mlle. Lelasseur. How handsome he was, she thought frankly … what a head, with that jet-black hair; what a face … so pale, so classic … How gracefully he moved.

Who was he? Why had he not come to pay court to her? Madeleine was truly feminine, and she was piqued. She greeted Duval, her gaze still centred upon Boucheron.

‘Who is that man, René?’ she asked. ‘He came in with you.’

‘Ah, that is Pierre Boucheron, under-secretary,’ said Duval. ‘He is a marvellous fellow, Madeleine – all the women are crazy about him.’

Madeleine’s fine brows drew together in a little frown.

‘Who has not heard of Pierre?’ sighed Duval. ‘He is as handsome as a Greek god, and so fascinating! Mon Dieu!’

‘H’m,’ said Madeleine. ‘Well, why do you not bring him here and present him to me?’

‘Oh, but he is dying to meet you!’ Duval assured her. ‘Literally dying to meet you. He begged to come here – just to catch a glimpse of you.’

‘Oh, get along with you, René,’ said Madeleine laughing. ‘Go and tell him to come here.’

Duval walked with his mincing little steps to Pierre, who was now smiling down into Yvonne Lelasseur’s eyes in a manner calculated to make any woman’s heart beat the faster.

‘Come at once, Boucheron,’ he said. ‘The Comtesse de l’Orme wishes you to be presented to her.’

Pierre’s heart inwardly leaped. But he turned his handsome head lazily, cast a look at Madeleine, who was watching, then shrugged his shoulders.

‘In a moment, Duval … I am engaged …’

René’s eyes bulged. Such nerve … such conduct towards the most beautiful and sought-after girl in France! Was the man mad?

Madeleine saw Pierre glance at her, then turn back to Yvonne. The blood rushed to her cheeks. Her eyes gleamed with anger. His effrontery was not to be borne. She did not care how handsome or fascinating the fellow was. She would refuse to know him. All the same, her heart sank a little. She was a spoiled child … used to the admiration of men. Pierre Boucheron, having ignored her charms, seemed the most desirable of all men, now.

Duval pulled at Boucheron’s arm.

‘Mon Dieu, mon ami, you must really come. You cannot be so outrageous.’

Pierre turned his head again.

‘Oh – ah! Of course – sorry,’ he drawled. Then, with a bow to Yvonne, he accompanied Duval to the young Comtesse. Madeleine’s charming mouth grew set and her big hazel eyes hardened as he came towards her. She determined to make him suffer for his indifference. As he greeted her, she tilted her head very haughtily.

‘I am sorry to have dragged you from your admirers,’ she said.

Boucheron bent over the small hand which she held high in the air, and answered in a bored voice:

‘The admiration was all on my side, Comtesse.’

Then, with a deep bow, he turned and left her and rejoined the group of women to whom he had been chattering.

Madeleine’s eyes glittered with fresh anger. How dared he! Well, she would make him suffer, somehow.
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