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February 1935.

My Dear Denise,

When some years ago I acted The Triumph of the Rat in a further adventure of that redoubtable animal, I was told that a certain Denise Robins was going to do – nay, had already done – a novelised version of that film, I lifted my apache cap to her, tentatively, because I imagined that having read the said novelised version I should have to replace my head covering. But no, I was able to remain bare-headed, for out of the welter or shall I say maelstrom of unlikely happenings and false values had come a most convincing story, full of excitement and mysteriously enough retaining the conception of the character of ‘the Rat’ as I had originally conceived it. This prompted me to ask the said Denise Robins – oh, I forgot, I am addressing the said Denise Robins – to try her hand, or rather your hand, at a novelised version of my play Murder in Mayfair thinking that you – having injected something of that which I did write into something which I did not – would even more closely recapture, embellish and amplify my own work. This you have splendidly done. Anyone who has tried it will know full well the difficulties that beset a dramatist attempting to dramatise a novel, and in my opinion how much greater those difficulties become in turning a successful play into a successful novel.

I like the way you have gone back to the original motives of the characters before we are able to see them on the short ‘traffic of our stage’. I like also the way you have, without admitting it, slily insinuated that you know more, as indeed you do, about Auriol and Jacques, Mary and Fania, than does the original author, who signs himself,

Yours affectionately,         

(Signed) Ivor Novello.




CHAPTER I

They had danced together all night, waltzing most of the time, the dreamy enchanting Lehar melodies intoxicating them as did their close contact with each other.

All night they danced, untiring; young ardent lovers, students of music in Dresden.

In the Biergarten there were many other couples. The night was gay with the hum of voices and of laughter, the chink of glasses, tankards foamy with lager, huge cups of coffee crested with thick whipped cream. There were other lovers dancing or sitting close together under the green trees, looking up at the luminous stars. From them came the low laughter that is for love’s sake or the gleam of tears that spring from love’s emotion.

But for the two students, music in their hearts, music and love drenching them, there was nothing, nobody else in the world this night but themselves.

They danced on and on, enchanted with each other, the slim fingers of the young man twined with the little white and delicate ones of the girl, her red-gold head against his black one, warm cheek pressed upon cheek; all the passion and beauty of life rendering them dumb while they moved.

At length, when the stars were paling, the lights went out, and sleep descended upon one of the loveliest cities in Germany, the lovers danced no more, and walked together out of the Biergarten into the quiet streets.

The boy wrapped a coat around the slender figure of the girl and looked down at her tenderly.

‘You must not catch cold, my lovely one.’

‘Jacques,’ she said, looking up at him with eyes that reflected the stars and were as blue as the morning sky would be when the dawn broke, ‘I’m afraid we shall get into trouble for this.’

‘With Techi?’ Jacques Clavel shrugged his shoulders. ‘I do not doubt! There will be a terrible scene in the morning, but is it not worth it for us to have spent this evening alone together?’

‘It was worth it,’ said Mary Lessington. ‘But –’

He looked down at her small troubled face. It was pale, and as lovely as a flower in the moonlight.

‘Always “buts” with you, my sweet Mary.’

‘Because it’s different for me, Jacques. You’re alone in the world. I have my mother –’

Jacques Clavel opened his lips to say something very unflattering about Mary’s mother, but wisely refrained. Oh, that woman, that hateful woman! She was the granite wall between him and his love; the gulf between him and his heart’s desire; the dragon, spitting forth fire ever guarding poor Mary.

Jacques Clavel was fully aware of his own charm, and of the attraction that lay in his handsome eyes for most women. But Mrs Lessington, a narrow-minded woman with ambitions, he could not move. She disliked him, and showed her dislike. He was a struggling French student and her Mary was a nicely brought up English girl with beauty – a beauty that Mrs Lessington meant to put upon the marriage market at a high value. There was to be no giving way to a youthful infatuation, no Latin Quarter. Unfortunately for Mary, she was transparent – too honest to be able to hide from her mother the passion that had sprung to light in her young heart for Jacques Clavel, who was studying music under Techititsky, the famous Russian who was a professor at the Dresden School of music.

Since that discovery, Mrs Lessington had nagged Mary into a state of hysteria. There had been a series of stolen meetings, wild promises, forlorn hopes, and finally – tonight.

Tonight Mary and Jacques were supposed to be attending a symphony lecture given by old Techi. But they had played truant and stolen away together to dance. It had been glorious. They were more in love with each other than ever. And Jacques more than ever was determined to break down Mrs Lessington’s resolutions and become Mary’s acknowledged lover.

But Mary was not like Jacques. She was much more hidebound by the convention of her upbringing, the Roman Catholic religion, and a sense of duty which sometimes drove Jacques to distraction.

Now that this wonderful evening was over she was unhappy and afraid.

‘Mother is sure to find out about tonight, and she’ll make life unbearable for me.’

‘If she would only make it sufficiently unbearable, you would leave her and come to me,’ said Jacques.

She looked up at him wistfully. He was so handsome and so impetuous. Every warm human instinct in her clamoured for him. Of course, her mother said that he was a wild Bohemian Frenchman without social standing, that he wore his hair too long and was too ardent to be respectable, and that never, never would he be received by any of her relations in Belgravia or up in Scotland. But to Mary, aged nineteen, and with romance tugging at her heartstrings, Jacques Clavel was the prince of her dreams. A prince with sculptured features, an ivory skin, and dark heavy-lidded eyes which could sparkle with gaiety or grow soft with love. Brilliant, clever eyes. He was clever; Mary knew it. Old Techi had acknowledged him to be the most promising student of the day. When Jacques played, it made one’s eyes close and one’s heart almost stop beating, so beautiful was his touch, so perfect his interpretation. Mary herself had talent, and was no mean musician. Her father had recognised that fact before he died, and it had been his wish that she should come to Germany to study, a wish which Mrs Lessington would have preferred not to carry out. She would much rather have kept Mary securely in London and married her quickly to a title. But Mary knew that whereas she had talent, Jacques had genius. Jacques would be great one day. Not only Techi, but many others who knew, said so. And Jacques himself was always telling her that he would be great for her.

If only her mother was not there in the background to thwart every wish, and prevent her from doing any of the things she really wanted to do!

‘Listen, ma mie,’ said Jacques, bending his head to the red-gold one of his beloved. ‘We can’t go on like this. I can’t live without you, and, if you feel the same, then we must run away together.’

‘That,’ said Mary, ‘is absolutely impossible!’

Jacques Clavel’s eyes opened wide.

To him nothing was impossible. All things could be achieved when one was young, and in love, and there was music, and just enough to eat and drink.

Thus he argued with his Mary. She wanted to believe all he said and do as he wished. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and beg him to take her away now, quickly, before she faced her mother again. But that word which had been flung at her so often recently, danced in front of her mockingly. Duty! DUTY!

‘It is your duty to give up seeing this young man,’ Mrs Lessington had told her last night. ‘And, what is more, you are under age and you cannot defy me. There should, of course, be no question of defiance. Your father is dead, and you are all that I have left. It is your duty to stay with me. I will never consent to your marriage with this impossible student. Never … never!’

Futile to argue with her that Jacques was a genius and would one day be one of the most famous pianists in the world. Futile to protest that he was well known and respected in the circle in which he moved, and that Techititsky himself had the utmost regard for Clavel. And it was more than Mary could do to fly with her lover in the teeth of such opposition.

‘But, Mary, surely you’re not going to let your mother separate us?’ Jacques protested.

She answered:

‘No. Not if I can help it. I’ll always love you, Jacques. Always. I could never love anybody as I do you, but …’

‘“But” again,’ said Jacques, and clicked his tongue and rolled his eyes heavenwards in a very French manner indeed.

‘I must go now,’ she said.

‘Always it seems to be we say good-bye.’

‘I know,’ she whispered.

He saw tears winking on her long lashes like tiny diamonds. In an ecstasy of love and tenderness he kissed them away. He covered her face with kisses.

‘Je t’adore,’ he said again and again. ‘Without you life means nothing. Even my music means nothing. When I play, I play for you and to you. Mary, you must never desert me.’

She trembled in his arms. She heard another voice, not only that of her mother, but of the priest who was her confessor and to whom her mother had been talking.

‘It is your duty, my child,’ he had said, ‘to obey your mother and not give way to these passions. They must be controlled. And, even supposing that young Clavel was acceptable from your mother’s point of view, he is not of our religion, therefore would not be acceptable to Mother Church.’

She wondered miserably why she owed duty to everybody save herself. But she was young and gentle and without that touch of hardness which would be necessary in a girl if she was to stand up to Mrs Lessington – and a Jesuit.

She allowed Jacques to hold and caress her a moment longer, then broke away from him and took her departure. He could only see her as far as the corner of the street. She was so afraid that her mother might be standing at the window waiting for her, and would see her with Jacques.

Clavel let her go with a feeling of great uneasiness. Even when his lips were still warm from her kisses and the air was still fragrant from her perfume, he was afraid that she was a spirit from another world, a spirit that would vanish, never again to materialise.

He walked back to his lodgings just before the dawn, forming a dozen resolutions and schemes. He must find some way of persuading Mary to elope with him. He must possess that white and gold beauty, not for an hour, but for ever. There was something in the mere touch of her hand which electrified him as no other woman’s touch had ever done. He had known love before in the manner of the young sophisticated Parisian, but never love like this, which seemed to spring from the very foundation of his being. And it was not only physical. Mary was lovely, but she was sweet and good, and he adored her for these things: for the musician in her which responded to him, for her enchanting moments of gaiety when they laughed together, for the Mary that his love made her once he got her away from that terrible old mother of hers!

‘Tomorrow,’ he told himself, ‘I will brave even that creature, her mother. I will go to her and tell her that she must not forbid me to see Mary; that I, Jacques Clavel, will marry her and no other woman in the world!’

He slept only a few hours. He must be at the Academy of Music shortly after nine. In the morning, while he dressed he grimaced a little at the thought of the row with old Techi, who would be furious with him for not attending his lecture.

But what did it matter? Never while he lived would he forget the hours during which he danced with Mary in his arms.

Every morning regularly he met Mary on the steps of the Academy, and they went into the lectures together. But this morning she was not there. Jacques, carrying his music, waited a few moments anxiously. The summer morning was fair and warm. Dresden lay sparkling under the sunshine. Jacques felt glad to be alive. But he wanted Mary. It was always like that now. Life was never complete without her. Perhaps she was tired, poor darling, and had overslept. Perhaps that dragon was so angry about last night that she was refusing to let her come to work this morning at all. A horrible thought!

At length Jacques could wait no longer. It was time for his lesson. So he hurried inside to the music-room, where the white-haired professor walked impatiently up and down.

Jacques greeted him a trifle dubiously, and was not surprised when the Russian lifted his head and broke into a furious onslaught.

‘So!’ he said. ‘So, Clavel, my poor lecture last night was less to you than cheap music and Biergarten.’

Jacques tried to apologise, to explain about Mary, to excuse himself. But Techititsky would not listen. He flung his arms above his head and said violently:

‘I will hear none of it. You are a student here, and you wish to become a great musician. Do you think you will ever learn to play if you spend your nights frivolling, and finding a woman’s foolish chatter more acceptable than the words which I speak of a Beethoven Symphony? Mon Dieu!’

It was a wretched morning altogether. The professor remained in a towering rage. The lesson was a failure. Jacques played abominably, and knew that his thoughts were with Mary rather than with the Bach Toccata and Fugue which he was studying. He knew that old Techi would forgive, and before the end of the day would embrace him like a father, for he was the old man’s favourite pupil. But what mattered was that Mary did not come. She did not come all day.

Late that afternoon, by the time Jacques was finished with his studies, he was like one demented. Hatless, soft tie flying, pale handsome face anguished, young Clavel rushed straight from the Academy of Music to the rooms in which the Lessingtons lodged in the Alstadts.

He must see Mary or die.

He did not see Mary and neither did he die. But that starlit summer’s night found him in his room, sitting before his piano, which was closed, his face buried on folded arms. In his clenched hands was a note: the note which Mary had left for him, every word of which had entered his heart like a knife:

‘By the time you get this I shall be on my way to Italy. My mother has arranged for me to continue my studies in Florence because she is determined that you and I should not meet again. Oh, Jacques, believe that I love you and do not reproach me too bitterly. But I must do as she says. It is my duty.’ (At that word Jacques had almost screamed.) ‘I will not endure total separation. If you still love me, write to me and I will write to you. Good-bye. I will always love you, my darling Jacques.

‘Your Mary.

‘PS.–We are going to the Hotel Principio, Florence.’

When he had first read the letter, Jacques had rushed straight to the post office and sent a telegram to Florence, telling Mary that he must see her again, and could not and would not accept his dismissal. Then he had sat down and written a crazy letter imploring her, if she loved him, to let him take her away.

And after that he had walked the streets of Dresden blindly, seeing and hearing nothing, wondering why the mental pain did not destroy him utterly.

It was old Techi who found him sitting there in his rooms that night in that abandon of despair, and who pulled him back to reason.

The Russian, with an arm about the boy’s shoulders, talked gently and wisely to him.

‘You must be philosophical. This girl is not for you, mon cher. It hurts – oh, yes, old Techi knows how love can hurt! But there is something more for you – as there was for me. Work. This.’

And he pushed the boy away from the piano and sat down and played to him – Bach, grand and inspiring, as he alone could play it and as the crowned heads of Europe had once paid fortunes to hear him.

‘How can you feel lost and alone with this in your blood, with the intelligence in your brain and the technique in your fingers to produce such a miracle of sound?’ he said.

And he added, smiling at the boy:

‘Today you are Jacques Clavel. But another day you will be the Clavel, and this Mary but a sweet memory. But let it be sweet and not bitter, for no man who is embittered can bring forth the real sweetness that lies in the strings of a piano!’

And thus he talked and played, and played and talked, and Jacques, huddled up in a chair, listening, was drawn gradually from the blackness of his soul into the light of comfort and understanding that the old man gave him.

It was a sin to despair. He would see Mary again. It was not the end with her. He would not believe it. And to win her he must work. He must justify his master’s belief in him. He must become the Clavel and lay his laurels at Mary’s feet.

A week passed. There came no word from Mary, from Italy. He wired again, six frenzied telegrams; ten anguished letters. He did not even know whether she received them. There came no answer. After a month’s silence he was a different Jacques. The crazy boy had become a serious young man who looked no longer into the eyes of women, danced no longer in the Biergartens, and exchanged no more kisses under the stars. He was wholly and completely a student of music, wrapped in his art, full of a burning determination to become great.

Mary was lost. Lost and gone. But the memory of her remained with him, not bitterly, but, as old Techi desired, sweetly. Deep buried in the sweetness lay the secret hope that one day … one day they would meet and love again.

In three months’ time he would be finished with Dresden. He would be going back to Paris, and from there he would get into touch with Mary, who would probably have returned to London.

He was playing as brilliantly as Techi could have wished by the time he left Germany, and was full of high hopes for his career once he returned to his home. Upon reaching Paris he sent a telegram to Mary at her London address:

‘I’ve done great things and will shortly play at my first concert. Can I come and see you?’

‘Jacques.’

The impetuous message was not answered. But two days later a bulky package reached Jacques Clavel, addressed to him in Mrs Lessington’s handwriting.

Jacques tore open the envelope. Out fell ten letters and seven telegrams. His own … addressed to Mary and unopened. There was no word from her mother, but, clipped together, a collection of newspaper cuttings.

They reported the marriage of the beautiful Miss Mary Lessington on her twentieth birthday to Anthony Percival, Earl of Ventyre, and gave a full description of the wedding, which had taken place at St James’s, Piccadilly. Lord and Lady Ventyre, it was stated, were leaving for the Continent, where they intended to spend their honeymoon.

So the blow fell, yet somehow it was only what Jacques Clavel had expected. He had known that night in Dresden, when he had read Mary’s farewell note, that he had lost her. He had buoyed himself up with false hopes, worked like a slave for his laurels, and it looked as though he was going to get them, but not to lay at her feet.

Mrs Lessington had won! She had married her Mary to a title. Mary was the Countess of Ventyre. Her husband came of a strict Roman Catholic family. Mrs Lessington and the Jesuit priest had got their way.

And what of Mary? It was almost more than Jacques could bear to think of her, for he believed that she had loved him and that she had been forced into this marriage. Sweet, gentle child – before her twenty-first birthday she was caged and accepting captivity, no doubt with the resignation of one who so seriously admitted that word ‘duty’ into her vocabulary.

Even now Jacques could not think of her bitterly. He continued studying his music in Paris, and went about feeling curiously numb after the news of that marriage. But two or three days later came from Mary herself a letter, a brief note in an envelope bearing the Milan postmark.

‘Last night I went to the opera,’ she wrote. ‘We heard Tristan und Isolde. It brought back all the memories of you and when we heard the same divine music together in Dresden. Oh, my dear Jacques, I hope that you do not think of me too hardly. I had to do it. Marriage between us was out of the question, and if I had seen you again it would have been disastrous. My husband is a good man, and good to me, and I am going to try to be happy. Go on working, dear Jacques. I shall watch for your success. God bless you.

‘Mary.’

Jaques read that letter again and again. So typical of his lost Mary, sweet, dutiful. But when he thought of her sitting beside her husband, listening to the ‘Liebestod’ of Tristan; pictured her going on, perhaps, to Dresden, where he, Jacques, and Mary had known such mad, glorious days, something in him seemed to break. He knew that life would never be the same again for him – or for Mary.


CHAPTER II

Seven years passed: seven triumphant years for Jacques Clavel. That name was one to be conjured with now amongst the musicians of the world. Seven years, first of work, then of success, of grand and glorious tours from one end of Europe to the other. A succession of Big Moments. Hushed audiences listening with rapt wonder to the golden cascade of melodies issuing from a big grand piano under the magic touch of Clavel’s fingers; rapturous applause, tumultuous cheers, critics’ praise, and the public’s adoration.

Clavel had justified all old Techititsky’s hopes. He had satisfied his own ambitions. He was ranked amongst the first-class pianists of the day. And to women he was not only a great pianist, but a personal hero: a young god before whose shrine they spilled tributes, letters, hysterical outpourings of adoration.

It was well known that Jacques Clavel, with his genius, his intriguing personality, and unusual good looks, received quite a ludicrous number of proposals from all parts of the globe.

But Clavel remained unmarried, and that was perhaps yet another fact which increased his popularity in the feminine world. The usual gossip which inevitably follows all artists in the public eye also followed Clavel wherever he went. Some said that he had once loved a woman who had died and that he played always to her memory. Some said that he had been jilted in his youth and played from the depths of a broken heart. Others said that love had never yet come into his life, and that when it came his playing would be more glorious than ever.

There was one woman in particular, however, who said none of these things, and cared about none of them, although she was a devotee at the Clavel shrine. In the last year or two, Auriol Crannock had attended every concert which Clavel had given, sat as near to the piano as she could get, and waited afterwards outside the concert hall to catch a last glimpse of him before he left.

She did not care what had happened to him in his extreme youth, nor whether he carried with him a broken heart or concealed an ardour waiting for expression. She only knew that he was the one man on earth whom she wanted. Whenever she thought of Clavel, with a curious persistence which was part of her particular character, she would say to herself:

‘One day I will possess that man.’

Ever since she had seen him, first heard him play, Auriol Crannock had fallen in love with Clavel. That love developed into a passion which entered her blood, and finally became an obsession.

Things had always been thus with Auriol Crannock. She was a creature of obsessions.

A certain January night in the year 1931 found her in her bedroom at the top of a large house in Eaton Square, changing her dress.

She was having an early meal and then going to the Queen’s Hall. Clavel was playing. Auriol had known that fact long before half the music-lovers in London were aware of it. She saw to it that the theatre-libraries informed her immediately Clavel was billed.

Her bedroom, always very untidy, was a litter of papers advertising the six concerts which Jacques Clavel was giving in London, commencing with tonight. There were even a couple of posters which she had managed to get hold of, stuck on the wall with drawing-pins. These she looked at repeatedly while she moved about the room completing her toilette.

Clavel at his piano, a close-up showing the beautiful sensitive hands which had been photographed and sculptured by some of the greatest artists alive; Clavel, slim and graceful in the dark-blue tails which the young Frenchman always wore when he played. Auriol Crannock knew every feature of his remarkably handsome face by heart. From the poster his eyes seemed to look straight at her. The expression in them thrilled Auriol. And his hair, a little long, densely black, how thick and sleek it was! She would like to touch it, feel the satin smoothness of it under her hand. What a vital, attractive creature he was! And when he played – oh, God, how her heart ached and her senses swam with longing for him!
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