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For Christina Foyle

With My Admiration and Affection


Each in another’s eyes finds light,

The Light of compassion.

This is the moment of pity, this is

The Moment of Love.

From The Desolate City

by Wilfrid Scawen Blunt
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GOLLING & Nash had closed down for the night.

The big departmental store in Oxford Street had suddenly become a great silent monument to all the good things of life that can be bought or sold. The long counters were shrouded; dust sheets flung over the dress models on their stands; lights extinguished; lifts ‘grounded’. Night-watchmen came on duty. Hundreds of employees, chattering, scurrying to get home, had left by the staff entrance. The huge glass doors all along the front of the block were locked. Nothing of the day’s clamour remained. Nothing but the brilliant, still-lighted windows displaying new summer dresses, coats and gay hats; gloves and stockings, bags and costume jewellery; linen; and all the variety of household furnishings.

What of the girls who worked in that vast establishment—the clerks, the shop assistants, the models, the buyers, the juniors, the dozen and one members of the staff? What of their personal lives, now that they had been released from the bondage of the long tiring day; from the necessity to serve the public, to be polite and patient in the face of continual frustration. Those who all day continue to smile and assist, no matter how weary or bored, can relax now and become individualists again. They can think of themselves—instead of customers. Their personal lives and joys and sorrows can once more become of paramount importance. Golling & Nash—the great gilded monster-god that devoured them all day, demanding perpetual sacrifice—can be abandoned.

Christa Coombe and Barbara Lane, friends from their schooldays, were both employed by Messrs. Golling & Nash. Christa as a typist in the cashier’s office on the top floor; Barbara in the hat department where she did a certain amount of modelling. She was a particularly beautiful girl with a warm white skin, brown lustrous eyes and dark auburn hair which she wore long as a rule, but which today was brushed high up on her head. She was slim and graceful. She had a good following of admirers among the male members of the staff.

Christa was one of her most loyal friends and generous admirers—without a trace of jealousy. She, herself, was a Devon girl, whose father had been a not very successful farmer and whose mother had had Scandinavian blood in her veins. Christa was on the small, thin side, with too high a forehead, and too wide a mouth. If she had any beauty it lay in her dazzlingly fair hair—thick and wavy, and eyes which were of a light fascinating grey with big black pupils. They held a soft, melting expression. Barbara often teased her friend about her ‘softness’. She was very sentimental.

“You’re a romantic little soul—you’ll have to be careful or one day you’ll get badly hurt,” Barbara would warn her.

Barbara was a vain, pleasure-loving, rather greedy girl. There was nothing soft about her. She was as calculating as Christa was the reverse. She even had a cruel streak that she concealed, and a quick, passionate temper. Men were carried away by her physical perfection. They were the opposite of one another. Nevertheless they got on well, mainly because the gentle, reserved Christa adored and admired her flamboyant friend.

On this warm summer evening as the girls walked arm-in-arm down Oxford Street, they both felt on top of the world. They were facing an exciting holiday; going abroad next week.

“I’m getting so thrilled, I can’t bear it,” Barbara announced, looking slantways, provocatively into the eyes of a boy who almost stopped in his tracks and turned to gaze longingly after the brilliantly beautiful girl. “Tomorrow—then Sunday—then over to the other side of the Channel. To my beloved, divine Paris!”

Christa smiled. Barby called it ‘her Paris’. She seemed to think of the French capital as hers. But she had never been there. It figured only in her dreams and imagination. Neither girl had so far set foot on the Continent. Their holidays, shared or apart, were usually spent in rather dull coastal resorts—in England (often with Barbara’s mother). In such places, a cheap boarding-house and more often than not, poor weather, spoiled any chance of a ‘wonderful time.’ But during this year, the two girls had been saving rigorously. Now at last they could afford to go abroad. They had bought their tickets from a Sloane Street Travel Agency. They had their passports. They were going across from Newhaven to Dieppe—the cheapest route.

What fun it had been planning it all, Christa thought, as she waited with Barby at the bus stop for the one that would take them both to Wood Green.

Barbara lived with her widowed mother. Christa had a ‘bedsit’ in a house in the same road. But since she had lost her aunt and only relatives in Devon, five years ago, she spent most of her time in the Lanes’ home, and ate with them during the week-ends. Mrs. Lane was like a mother to her—Barby, a sister. They had as good as ‘adopted her’. Without that small, shabby but comfortable little house where there was always a meal and a welcome, Christa would have been very lonely and miserable.

She felt that she owed the Lanes everything; there was nothing too much she could do for them in return. She loved Mrs. Lane who was a kindly, simple woman in her early fifties. Barby, beautiful Barby, with all her ‘boy-friends’, her party evenings, was often out. Christa felt such affection for her that she prayed quite passionately that she would one day find the right man and settle down. Her passionate nature and lack of stability frightened Christa. Barby was so restless and discontented. Some of the girls in the shop called her spoiled. Christa knew that she was selfish, even to her own mother, and often traded on Christa’s adoration. But Christa forgave her as her mother did, and bore her no ill-will.

Christa rarely went out to parties. She was painfully shy. She suffered from an inferiority complex, possibly because she was too much with Barbara. She was certain that she would never make the grade with the boys and would be an ‘old maid,’ although Mrs. Lane never stopped telling her that she was sweet and charming and would one day find some man to appreciate her.

Christa wanted desperately to be loved … and to fall in love. She had a store of deep sympathetic feeling … a great deal to give. Once when Barbara was modelling new hats, Christa watched her and said:

“You look terrific, Barby—you always do! But at least I’ll know that if any man falls for me, it won’t be for my glamour. It’ll be for myself alone!”

Barby raised a cynical eyebrow and grinned.

“Or for your pay-packet, honey-chile—men generally want something in return.”

Christa sighed and smiled.

In the bus going to Wood Green this evening, she clutched her bag tightly between her hands. She said breathlessly:

“My eyes are like X-rays—I can see straight through the plastic to my Traveller’s Cheques.”

Barbara smothered a giggle.

“And I can see my little packet of French currency. Oh, lord, I wish I had your head for figures! I can’t count. It’s about thirteen new francs to the pound, isn’t it? I must try to remember. Ten bob is roughly six and a half francs.”

“That’s right,” said Christa.

“You know that boy who works in the Men’s Ties and Socks—the tall fair one—”

“Yes?”

“He was in France in April. He says everything’s crashingly expensive.”

“Oh, well, we’ve got enough for our fortnight.”

“And the hotel these agents booked us into is comparatively cheap, they say.”

“Oh, I want to see Notre Dame and the Louvre and the bridges over the Seine,” said Christa.

“You’re too intellectual for me, duckie. I just want the shops in the Rue de la Paix and the Eiffel Tower!”

“I want to see them, too, of course.”

“We must both buy a hat—you can’t leave Paris without buying a hat,” said Barbara, her large eyes shining greedily.

“Okay by me,” said Christa.

A well-dressed business man, carrying a brief-case sitting opposite the two girls got off the bus. As he passed he glanced down at them. The romantically-minded, humble Christa thought:

“He’s looking at Barby—everyone does.”

She might have been surprised if she had known what the man with the brief-case was thinking. He had noticed the tall dark-eyed, auburn-haired girl, judging her to be a model. Then he saw the small slight one with the fair hair and serious face. He thought:

“Auburn-hair’s a beautiful girl. Yet I prefer the little fair-head. The other might be difficult. Damned conceited, too. Knows just how attractive she is. The small one has a very sweet smile. H’m!”

But he departed—never to see either of the girls again.

In the Lane household at Wood Green that evening, Christa and Barby were busy pressing, folding and packing. Barbara’s mother—a thin, tall woman with greying hair, sat with one eye on the girls, the other on television, and a cigarette between her lips. She was an inveterate smoker. She fanned herself with a paper. It was a close night and the little house was stuffy.

“You both look very pleased with yourselves,” she teased them. “I wish in a way you’d gone on one of those conducted tours. I don’t altogether like the idea of two attractive girls like you, who don’t speak one word of French, being alone in Paris.”

“Oh, we’ll be all right, Aunty Cath,” said Christa.

“Don’t be so old fashioned, Mum,” said Barbara impatiently. “Are you picturing us being robbed and left for dead in a back alley? I assure you we can take care of ourselves.”

“We can take care of each other!” added Christa, vigorously pressing a blue and white linen suit (three years old). It had creased a bit since she had last worn it.

“We’ll call in Maigret if we get into trouble,” added Barbara, borrowed her mother’s box of matches, lit a cigarette and flung herself into a chair. “Finish my dress for me, Chris, you’re so much better at ironing than I am.”

Catherine Lane, who had never been out of England in her life (Barbara’s father had been a typically insular Englishman, preferring his regular annual holiday in Bournemouth or Brighton), sighed, then shrugged her shoulders. No use counselling the young today. They were too independent, and they were sure they knew everything. However, she was glad her ‘adopted daughter’ was going with Barby. Barby was so excitable and wilful. Christa was much more reliable, the mother had to admit that. Dear little Christa looked quite pretty tonight, if she but knew it, her cheeks flushed from the heat and exertion of ironing; her naturally wavy hair tossed back from her forehead. A pity she was so thin—so pale, as a rule. Rather insignificant perhaps compared with Barby. But she was a sweetie and most unselfish.

“I hope you’ll have a glorious time, my dear,” the older woman sighed. “If I were ten years younger I’d come with you.”

“Are you threatening us?” her daughter grimaced at her.

But Christa, always terrified of hurting anybody’s feelings, quickly added:

“I wish you could come, Aunty Cath.”

Barbara certainly did not wish anything of the kind. She loved her mother, but she loved herself more. She didn’t want the maternal eye upon her or anybody with her in Paris except Christa, the adopted sister and friend who was always ready to say ‘yes’ to any of her propositions.

On the Saturday morning before Golling & Nash closed down for the week-end, the two girls were given a ‘send-off’ by their friends, all wishing them “happy holiday” and teasing them.

“I bet you two’ll get into some sort of scrape.”

“Wait and hear what the Monsieurs say when they see our Barbara strolling down the Boulevards.”

“Gosh, don’t I envy you going to Paris!” exclaimed one girl who worked in the Hat Department. “Chapeau shops in the Rue de Rivoli. Think of it!”

It was exactly what Barbara was thinking about when at last she and Christa leaned over the rails of the Cross Channel steamer on their way to Dieppe. It was a French boat. The chatter of the French staff made the girls feel that their holiday had already started. It looked like being a perfect crossing. The June morning was cloudless. The sea was calm. The boat was crowded.

The girls were immensely thrilled. Christa wore a pale blue thin wool suit with a white sleeveless blouse. Barbara was in a delicate shade of yellow linen with a wide belt and carried a white jacket. Tall and graceful, as usual attracting a great deal of attention.

They were to be ten days in Paris and the last three were to be spent in Dieppe where they had booked a double room in a small hotel. Both wanted sea air and swimming as the finale to their holiday.

They went down below to eat lunch. They could hear the French language being spoken on all sides. Now and then Christa felt uneasy.

“Shall we ever manage—not knowing a word,” she murmured.

“Of course. Everyone seems to speak English over there.”

All the same, even Barbara privately wished that one of them was a bit more travelled and competent to deal with a crisis, if one should arise.

It was in the dining salon that they first noticed HIM; the tall, dark-haired young man who sat alone, eating his meal. He spoke to nobody. He had segregated himself. While he ate, he wrote busily on a sheet of foolscap and kept examining papers which he extracted from an attaché case.

His appearance attracted Barbara. She whispered to her friend:

“Isn’t he gorgeous? … that figure … those strong features … those marvellous eyes? He’s a film star.”

“He’s certainly very handsome,” said Christa.

“I wish he’d look at us.”

“Oh, Barby, you are awful—” began Christa.

Then the handsome young man actually turned his head and glanced in their direction but immediately looked down at his work again. The girls grimaced at each other.

“The woman-hater, huh?” muttered Barbara.

“No—just reserved, I’d think. Shy, like me,” Christa bit her lip and smiled. “He’s rather dignified,” she added.

“Wonder what he does …”

They ruminated. He was a diplomat … he was in the Secret Service … he was going to Paris on important business … he was wealthy and successful, of course. Look at his well-cut light grey suit … his pale yellow and white silk tie. He was a baronet, perhaps an earl, or even a duke. He spoke to the waiter in perfect French, adding a few words in English. He was definitely an Englishman. The ‘old school tie’ … and now the two girls, fascinated, watched him draw an English passport from his attaché case.

“I’m mad about him—” Barbara rolled her eyes heavenwards, lit a cigarette, and smoked it dreamily.

Christa smoked but was less of an addict than her friend. She sipped her coffee and with her soft eyes watched the handsome stranger. The stories they were weaving around him were probably the absolute opposite of the true facts. But it was during the few seconds in which he had glanced toward them that she had noted how blue his eyes were, and how tanned his face—a curiously attractive face with high cheek-bones. And she liked his well-bred hands … noted the signet ring, on his little finger. He was the kind of man a girl could fall very much in love with, she thought. And there followed the sadder thought that never would such a man look at Christa Coombe.

Suddenly Barbara smothered a laugh.

“I’ve made up my mind what he is,” she whispered. “He’s married and running away from his wife and children. I saw him start like anything just now when a woman appeared with two little girls in the doorway. All hope is lost, Christa, let’s turn our attention elsewhere.”

She laughed at her nonsense, but Christa continued to think about the sun-tanned stranger with the wonderful eyes and the aloof personality. Somehow she did not want him to be a married man.
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AT last they were in Dieppe. As they stepped on to French soil, the girls broke into mutual sighs of rapture.

“We’ve made it!” sighed Barbara, “I can smell France. Garlic, and coffee, and quite a different brand of cigarettes.”

Christa nodded. She stared excitedly around her. Jostled by the crowd as they stepped off the boat into the Customs shed, she began to wish again that she had gone to night classes at the Polytechnic and learned to speak French. It seemed to her that now she and Barbara were separated from everything and everyone English. It was a French world that screamed and gesticulated about them. They passed through the Customs easily, but while still in the Customs shed (the Paris train was waiting for them on the track), they were confronted by a blue-bloused man with a peaked cap who smilingly seized their two suitcases.

“Wait!” began Christa.

“Hi!” said Barbara, “we can carry those ourselves …”

The man disappeared. So did their suitcases. Other porters were trundling piled-up trolleys towards the train. Barbara said in a slightly doubting voice:

“Everyone’s doing it. I suppose we’ll see the stuff again on the train itself. I’m jolly glad we labelled everything.”

But once they reached the train, the girls searched up and down the corridor and saw no sign of the smiling porter or their luggage.

Christa began to feel anxious. Every porter they spoke to answered by shrugging a shoulder and letting loose a flood of rapid French. It was a warm day—warmer here than across the Channel. Tendrils of hair clung damply to Christa’s forehead. Even the impeccable Barbara looked hot and bothered.

“This is a nice start,” she said in a grumbling voice. “Our luggage has been nicked. That fellow wasn’t a porter at all.”

Then suddenly she turned. There stood The Man … the dark-haired, blue-eyed ‘ambassador’ (or whatever he was). Barbara seized her opportunity.

“Oh, please can you help us,” she began.

He looked politely at the tall beautiful girl in yellow.

“Of course, what can I do?” Christa thought his voice as attractive as his face. She plucked up courage and put in her say.

“A porter seized our suitcases and we just can’t find him.”

“Did you take his number?”

Barbara shrugged. Christa felt ashamed and small.

“No, we didn’t,” she admitted.

The Man’s expression suggested disdain and an ineffable air of boredom.

“He thinks us idiots, so we are,” thought Christa.

But Barbara had decided to make the usual attack with her beauty and charm. He listened to her explanations, then went off. He returned with the porter and the suitcases. The fellow, it appeared, had been looking for les deux jeunes dames. They followed him towards a second-class carriage.

“Thanks terribly—” Barbara began, flashing her big brown eyes at their rescuer.

“Not at all,” he said in his cool voice, turned and jumped into a first-class carriage near by.

The girls, laughing a little, seated themselves in their own carriage which was already half full.

“There you are,” whispered Barbara, “He is married and too terrified to stay talking to us. Can’t you tell.”

“He was very nice,” said Christa.

And that was the beginning of the adventure and of a train journey which was to end in tragedy. Until they reached the outskirts of Paris all went well. Christa and Barby had tea on the train, and an early dinner washed down by a cheap bottle of vin du pays. They enjoyed every minute of it. They found the unfamiliar countryside vastly interesting. England … Wood Green … dear Mum and the house in Nightingale Avenue … all seemed so far, far away.

Then came the accident. Suddenly the Dieppe-Paris express began to sway and lurch. There was a screeching of brakes, the whining of broken metal, the splintering of wood. The dangerous swaying and rattling brought the two girls on their feet, white-faced and terrified. The other occupants of the carriage shouted and grabbed at seats or luggage-racks. Then they were all hurled together in a sobbing, screaming tangle of bodies, legs and arms, as the Paris express met an out-going suburban train moving at full speed.

For months afterwards, Christa remembered that dreadful moment. It was as though she had been hurled from a pleasant gentle dream into a ghastly nightmare. She heard her own voice screaming and Barbara calling:

“Christa! … Mum! …”

After that, silence and darkness. Christa’s forehead had hit the window-ledge, violently.

She was one of the first to regain consciousness. She had been only temporarily stunned. Her awakening was a continuation of the nightmare. The lights had gone out. She found herself in a dim ghastly twilight in which she could see little but could hear the screams and moans around her. She pushed a suitcase off her legs and struggling up, she saw, to her horror, the figure of her friend opposite her. Barbara lay trapped under a pile of jagged woodwork. Her beautiful face was a terrible mask. Blood ran down from her head. Her complete stillness struck chill in Christa’s soul. She cried out frenziedly:

“Barby, Barby!”

To her immeasurable relief, Barbara’s heavily-lashed eyelids lifted. At least, thought Christa, that meant she was still alive.

Christa began to laugh and sob hysterically. She managed to stagger on to her feet. She, herself, had escaped miraculously—she realized that. Her injuries were little worse than a few odd cuts and bruises. But what of the others? She could hear that terrible screaming still going on along the line. People were shouting, rushing along the track. Now also, she could hear the sinister siren of fire engines, rising above the other grim sounds in the night.

She began to pray as she used to do when she was a little girl.

“Please God don’t let this be true …!”

But it was true, and Barbara did not stir again, and the dreadful sights and sounds went on until suddenly two hands, strong and warm, lifted Christa’s shivering body clear from the wrecked carriage and set her on her feet. A man’s voice asked:

“Are you all right?”

She looked up at his face dumbly. She saw that it was Him. Save for stains on his suit and his dishevelled hair, he appeared to her as debonair, as cool, and controlled as ever. He touched her gently. He seemed suddenly like an old friend … the only English friend she had in this dark shattered world … in this alien land in which she had landed only a few hours ago, full of joy and gaiety.

Christa burst into tears and clung to The Man. He looked down at the fair head … at the tangled waves of hair grey with dust and splinters of wood … then at the grimy young face. Her soft grey eyes were tragically frightened. He felt a sudden tenderness toward her. He wanted to comfort this poor young girl. She was obviously too shocked to think of herself.

“There, there,” he kept saying, patting her shoulder, “all right. It’s a grim show, but you’re all right.”

“My friend …” sobbed Christa, “my friend … Barby.”

“Where is she?”

Christa pointed a shaking finger at the half-buried girl behind them. With shocked exclamation, the man left Christa and started to pull aside timber and metal tearing at them—trying to extricate Barbara. After that, it seemed to Christa that things were taken out of her hands and passed in to those of the unknown Englishman. He was in complete control now—the wonderful blessed control of a strong resourceful person who could speak perfect French, give orders, and see that they were carried out.

In less than a quarter of an hour, he had pulled Barbara clear of the wreckage. She was unconscious but still breathing, so he assured Christa. An ambulance would soon take them to a Paris hospital. He could not go with them. He must stay, he said, and help along the line. A business friend, who came from Dieppe and had been travelling with him, was unhurt and already assisting the stretcher-bearers. Christa looked at The Man with frightened eyes.

“We can’t speak the language … we’re absolute fools, I’m afraid. Must you leave us alone …”

Then he smiled. Christa thought she had never seen anything so comforting and understanding as that smile.

“Here’s my address,” he said. “It’s my sister’s apartment. She lives in Paris.” He wrote rapidly on a piece of paper and gave it to Christa. “Go straight to her when they’ve finished with you. I expect they’ll keep your friend in the hospital, but you’ll be discharged, I’m sure. Do you understand? Go to my sister. She’ll help you.”

“Yes,” Christa nodded. “Thanks terribly,” and she held on to the piece of paper as though it were a mascot to which she must cling at all costs.

The ambulance moved swiftly through the outskirts of Paris to the Hôpital St. Georges. It was a Convent for the sick run by nuns. Christa’s gaze rarely left the pale still face of her friend whose hand she held all during that drive. An attendant had temporarily bandaged the wound on Barbara’s forehead. But the injured girl did not stir. The French ambulance man—speaking broken English—tried to reassure the weeping Christa. Mademoiselle’s pulse was quite strong, he said. There was no fear of death.

It was a grim entry into the gay French capital for the girls who had set out from Newhaven so happily this morning!

Christa was too dazed to take much interest in the handsome brightly-lit streets through which they were now being driven; she barely saw the parks or boulevards or the crowds sitting outside the cafés, drinking and chatting; yet she had so often dreamed about Paris—those wonderful chestnut trees in the Bois—the silver waters of the Seine—the old, lovely bridges—the spires of Notre Dame.

Then, high on a hill in Montmartre, they came to the St. Georges. White-robed nuns with winged caps received the patient. Barbara was wheeled into the theatre for immediate examination and X-rays. Christa was taken to a casualty reception ward.
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ONE hour later.

Nine o’clock. Christa was now allowed to leave the hospital. She felt considerably better. The terrible sensation of cold and sickness had gone. The nuns had given her food and coffee and she had enjoyed both. A bespectacled young doctor had dressed the minor cuts and abrasions on her left arm and told her she was fit to go home. She had seen Barbara, who was back from the theatre and in bed now in one of the women’s wards. A nun who spoke English convinced Christa that her friend’s condition was not critical, and suggested that Christa returned to the hospital to see her friend tomorrow. By then Barbara should have recovered consciousness. The wound on her head was nasty but not dangerous. Her face was unmarked.

“Quelle jolie fille! What a beautiful girl!” Even the old nun had made this exclamation when she spoke of Barbara. Christa left the Convent warmed by the feeling that her friend’s beauty had not been impaired. She also took the precaution of wiring her adoptive aunt in case news of the Paris express disaster should be announced over English radio or television and come as a shock to Mrs. Lane.

“In train accident but both safe writing,” Christa worded her telegram.

Now she stood on the steps of the hospital gazing at the lights of Paris—seeing for the first time the outline of Sacré Coeur, loveliest of churches, etched against a luminous sky on this perfect moonlit night.

The nuns had given her the name of a small hotel where she would be safe for the night, and, also enough money for her bill. They had lost both handbags and suitcases. Christa intended to take a taxi to the hotel, but dreaded dealing with the foreign driver. After the first hysteria had died down, she realized to her dismay that she and Barbara had absolutely nothing left. Tomorrow, of course, she could go to the British Consul. He would doubtless make arrangements to issue new passports and advance them a loan. The doctor at the Hôpital St. Georges had told her, too, that they could claim compensation from the railway company. But that would take time. Meanwhile … what a holiday! As soon as poor Barby could travel, they would have to return to England.

Then Christa remembered the address The Man had given her.

“Go at once to my sister’s apartment,” he had said.

She felt so utterly lonely and wretched, she was seized suddenly with an overwhelming desire to take advantage of this kindness. She was about to hail a passing taxi when a car drew up before the entrance of the St. Georges Hospital. Out stepped The Man himself. Christa, thrilled and delighted, hailed him.

“Oh, hello … hello!”

He recognized the slender fair girl and greeted her quite warmly in return.

“Hello there! I was just coming to ask after you two,” he said.

“How good of you!” exclaimed Christa and the tears rushed to her eyes.

“The professional rescue chaps are down there at the wreck now, and they don’t need my help any more. Fortunately there are not many dead. Most of the injured seem okay. And your friend—”

“Still unconscious but they say she is going to be all right,” said Christa.

“Good. And you?”

“Oh, I’m not hurt—only the odd cut and bruises on my left arm. And of course I’m a bit shaken,” she smiled.

It was that courageous smile and the way she looked—so small, so fair, so child-like in the soft summer moonlight—that went straight to the man’s heart. A heart that had for a long time been armoured against feminine seduction of any kind. But there were no wiles here he thought—no artificiality—this girl was only a child whose holiday had been ruined. She looked pathetic. He said:

“I’m just in time—I’ll drive you to my sister’s apartment.”

The colour rushed to Christa’s cheeks.

“There’s no need. The nun gave me the name of a hotel …”

“You won’t like being alone in a strange Paris hotel tonight after that accident,” he cut in. “Look—here is my card. You can place your trust in me. I am well-known in Paris. My sister and brother-in-law, Monsieur Claude Roché, are directors of a big perfumery business. You may have heard of Parfum Joyeux. I also am a director. I handle the English side of the business. I was on my way over for a week or two to stay with my sister, and to meet a business contact in Dieppe. That is why I was on that train. I usually fly.”

Christa recognized the name Parfum Joyeux. One of the most popular perfumes in the world. It was Barby’s favourite scent. Christa had actually bought her a tiny bottle of it last Christmas from the Perfumery Department at Golling & Nash.

The Man continued:

“Will you come with me and let Madame Roché—my sister, Julia—look after you?”

Christa looked down at the card.

Mr. Stephen Harrimay.

So that was his name. Stephen. He seemed to have two addresses; one in St. James’s Street, London, and one in Paris, c/o Parfum Joyeux, Faubourg St. Honoré.

She raised her head and looked at him.

“I’d love to be with—English people—I admit I—I am rather miserable,” she said in a choked voice.

Once again he found her extreme youth and inexperience and the candid humility that went with it—touching.

A few moments later Christa and Stephen Harrimay were driving downhill and across the bridge to the other side of the river. The Rochés’ apartment was at the top of a huge block in the Boulevard Suchet.

On the way the man asked a few questions. He learned the girls’ name, and Barbara’s; where they came from; what they did. He might have guessed it, he told himself. Two young business girls from London … of course he knew Golling & Nash … who didn’t? A second Selfridges. He had shopped there, himself.

This shy unimpressive child was a typist. The more beautiful one who had flicked her long eyelashes at him, a model in the hat department.

Poor darlings, thought Stephen. Rotten show … this accident on their first day in France. But they were lucky (all of them) to be alive. What a collision! A ghastly pile-up on the line! Damn good thing they’d got that fire out so quickly. The unfortunate driver of the express, poor chap, had died.

As Stephen talked to Christa, she felt her nerves quieten and her spirits rise. He no longer seemed the frigid, haughty ‘diplomat’ of hers and Barby’s imagination. He had become quite human—kind—friendly.

Stephen sat back in his corner of the car, smoking a cigar—he liked the thin French cigars, and conscious that his own nerves were jangled after the shock of that accident. He was exhausted, too. His clothes were dishevelled and dirty. He would be thankful for a hot bath.

He was very attached to his sister Julia. She was a woman of thirty-five—a year older than himself. A bit possessive—always had some beautiful girl lined up as a future wife for him and at the moment wanted him to marry a young pianist—a friend of hers. Her husband had plans for moving their home from Paris to Cannes, thus settling near their main factory which was at Grasse. It was Julia’s idea that they could then leave the Paris business entirely in Stephen’s hands. He would have to live part of the time here, and part in London. But he needed a wife—the right sort of wife, Julia kept saying—the sort to help him in his career.

But Stephen was in no hurry to find a wife.

He had already had one unfortunate experience—a youthful attachment to a young girl who had changed her mind on the very eve of their wedding and married the ‘best man’. Stephen had adored her—his beautiful honey-fair Dorella. She was a Canadian whom he had met on a business trip over there. He had been twenty-four at the time, full of ideals and believing in loyalties. The cruel sudden jilting and betrayal by his fiancée and his best friend, overnight turned the idealistic boy into a cynic. At first he felt that he no longer cared much about Dorella or any girl in the world. But lately, there had been Julia’s latest discovery—Felise. Half-French, half-English, Felise Markell had come to Paris to study music at the Conservatoire. She was wonderful to look at, and had money, too, inherited from her English grandfather on her father’s side. With her not inconsiderable musical talent, she had much to offer a man; and Stephen loved music. Julia stated openly that she thought Stephen would be mad not to take advantage of the fact that Felise was deeply in love with him. But so far, Stephen had not committed himself.

“If I fall in love with Felise eventually—I shall marry her. Nous verrons. Wait and see, Julia,” he had said.

That was as far as things had gone, although he had to confess that he had sometimes considered an engagement.

He missed Felise, her vibrant, exciting personality and her music, when he was away from her. He admired her musicianship. Now as he drove with little Christa Coombe to his sister’s home, he thought about Felise. Already he had spoken to her on the telephone. He had got through to the Roché apartment to explain why he was so late. They had known he was not flying this time as usual, because he had arranged to interview this business associate who proposed to build a new perfume factory near Dieppe. Monsieur Proust had been talking with Stephen when the collision occurred. Proust, like himself, had escaped injury and had gone on to his mother’s home in Passy.

Felise happened to be with the Rochés when Stephen phoned. She had seized the receiver from Julia’s hand.

“I was terrified when I heard the news on the radio,” she had exclaimed. “Oh, come home quickly—let me look at you—let me make sure you are all right.”

He could be sure of a dramatic welcome from Felise. He could so easily picture her vivid face with the green-gold, almond-shaped eyes, and their long black, painted lashes. Felise loved an exotic make-up. Her mouth was always brightly rouged, her dark hair, cut with a fringe low on her forehead rather like Elizabeth Taylor’s in style. But somehow his attention kept turning in this moment to Christa’s thick fair ‘schoolgirl-mop’ of hair. Of whom did this funny, shy, rather badly-dressed little thing remind him? he asked himself frowning. She was really so unlike the chic women in his own circle in Paris or London. As for those light grey eyes—

Now his pulses jerked; remembrance played its part. Dorella. Of course. The fair-haired faithless Canadian whom he had been so near to making his wife—yes—she had had hair just like Christa’s, and even the same pale grey eyes—deceptively soft eyes.

Abruptly, almost crossly, Stephen turned his attention from Christa. To hell with her and her sad childish type—all a snare and a delusion as well he knew.

“We’re here,” he said.

Christa stepped out. Stephen paid the taxi. She looked around her. This then was the Boulevard Suchet. A beautiful broad street with trees on either side.

“Tomorrow when you have recovered, you must see more of Paris,” he said trying now to forget Dorella and to be kind again.

Christa was humbly grateful. She had already fallen in love for the first time in her life, quite deeply in love, with this stranger. Since the accident he had become her rescuer, her hero, the most marvellous man in the world.

Now they were in a lift, going up to the top of the big block. The Rochés occupied the Penthouse which, Stephen told Christa, had a superb bird’s-eye view of Paris.

Stephen had his own latch-key. He opened the front door. Christa caught a vague impression of a wide handsome hall full of fine colourful tapestries. A bronze figure on a marble and gilt stand held aloft a candelabra in which six electric candles burned goldenly. On one side of the hall stood a marble-topped Louis-Seize table; on it stood a huge jar of mauve carnations and pale pink roses. The floor was of black marble. It looked tremendously new and exciting to Christa—the home of wealthy, artistic people; the kind she had hitherto only seen in films, or the stage, or in pictures in expensive magazines.

She stood shyly behind Stephen. Then a tall woman with a perfectly made-up face, and wearing faultless black, rushed into the hall. One glance at her told Christa that this must be Stephen’s sister, Madame Roché. She had the same very blue eyes.

“Steve—my dear—are you all right?” she began in a breathless voice and shot a terrified look at his weary face and dishevelled clothes. She did not seem to notice the young girl hiding behind him. He answered:

“I’m fine, Julia—absolutely unhurt—no need to panic, my dear.”

“Grâce á Dieu!” she sighed in French. “Felise and I have worried out of our wits.”

Stephen moved aside.

“I have brought you Miss—er—Christa Coombe,” he said, “One of the English girls I told you about over the phone. Her friend is in hospital still unconscious. This poor child has no money, no luggage, and as I said, I felt sure you’d give her a bed and look after her tonight. It would be a kindness, Julia—she is a stranger in France. A hotel would be very unnerving for her.”
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