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For 
ADA MOURGEON-HUILLARD 
with my love
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It was generally accepted that the Ball which Lady Oliventt gave for her débutante daughter, Jennifer Rose, was one of the big successes of Coronation Year. Society was there en masse; some of the loveliest girls in England. The dance took place in a famous hotel overlooking the river. The May night was cloudless and warm, and the light of the stars seemed to dip into the water. At times couples drifted outside to get away from the heat of the ballroom in which the scent of the flowers had become overpowering.

Jennifer was quite a pretty girl, although on the large side—tall, fair, and exceedingly amiable. She did a lot of laughing and everybody liked her. She looked really sweet tonight in her crinoline dress of pink spangled tulle.

Lady Oliventt stood beside Rose, her sister-in-law, looking every inch the proud pleased matron and said:

‘Well, I think Jennifer’s going to pull it off. I’m sure she’ll get married very quickly. She’s danced a great deal with that nice boy, Simon Corvell. I wouldn’t mind. He is charming and he will have a title one day.’

Mrs. Michael Oliventt looked round the glittering room, searching the dancers for her own daughter.

‘Have you seen Raine lately, Maud?’

Lady Oliventt had just at that moment noticed the fact that her niece had left the room with a young man named Clifford Culver. But she did not say so to poor dear Rose. She knew how Rose detested young Culver. Really, she was sorry these days for Rose, who was a conventional and wholly English type in her way. But she had, Lady Oliventt reminded herself, a French mother and Raine had inherited a great deal of her temperament from the Comtesse de Chagny. Well—what with the French blood, and an Irish grandmother on the other side, what could one expect?

When Raine had ‘come out’ last year she had been noted as one of the most beautiful débutantes presented at Court. Too emotional and artistic—her Ladyship was glad that her Jennifer was neither of these things. Talent seemed to go hand in hand with trouble. And poor Rose had so set her heart on Raine making a good marriage and settling down.

Rose Oliventt, left to herself, wandered around still searching for the truant Raine, whose grandmother said she had not seen her for some time. Rather bitterly, Rose regarded the Comtesse. At sixty-five she was still magnificently handsome, and charmed everybody with her wit and humour, and that touch of the grande dame which so distinguished her. She wore black lace (Balmain), the Chagny diamonds, long white kid gloves, and carried an ostrich feather fan. She made everybody else in the room look insignificant. Her daughter respected and admired her. But they had never really understood each other. Now, there was an armed truce between them, which had existed ever since Rose married Michael Oliventt and left France.

The Comtesse had only one great interest and love these days—her granddaughter. She adored Raine. In her own youth, Adrienne de Chagny had had scores of young men at her feet—she understood emotions. She had suffered greatly during the last war and been financially reduced, like so many members of the French nobility. But she was still a wealthy woman, and owned one of the most beautiful places in the South of France. Raine was her sole heiress.

Mrs. Oliventt reflected that although the Comtesse spoiled Raine, she would share at least one view with her daughter Rose. She would not want Raine to become entangled with Clifford Culver—who was unworthy of her.

It was so maddening that Clifford was asked everywhere, because he was an eligible bachelor and came of a good family. Clifford was nearing thirty. Recently, following the death of his father, he had become the head of his firm.

Mrs. Oliventt was never quite sure what Clifford did. … She only knew vaguely that the ‘business’ was connected with spare parts for cars and that Clifford owned a big factory on the Great West Road. But she had lately heard rumours that he was rapidly spending all the money his father had made and that ‘Culvers Ltd.’ were not too prosperous. She was positive, anyhow, that Clifford was after Raine for her money more than for her youth and beauty. That terrified the mother.

In addition, Clifford had been scandalously connected with one or two girls, and once with a married woman in a case in which he had narrowly escaped being cited as co-respondent. In other words, Mrs. Oliventt loathed him, and could not understand why Raine preferred him to any of the nice boys she had so far met.

She wished that Michael, her husband, had not died so young. He had been one of the youngest Members of Parliament. He had succumbed to a fatal operation while he was visiting the Far East. He might have helped control Raine; it was so difficult managing her alone, Rose Oliventt thought.

Despairingly, she abandoned the search through the ball-room for Raine, and told herself that she must insist upon the girl leaving London with her directly after the Coronation. They would accompany the Comtesse to France. There—in the de Chagny mountain retreat behind Cannes—Raine would be safe from that man (which was how Rose always alluded to Clifford Culver). She must stay there until she got him out of her blood. Thank heaven, the mother’s thoughts ran on, Raine was still under age. She could not marry anybody without her mother’s permission for another six months.
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On the Embankment, a young girl wearing a fur coat over her evening dress, stood beside a tall good-looking man in ‘white tie and tails’; her hand clasping his. They leaned over the balustrade, watching the fascinating Neon lights glittering across the water. Now and again they turned and gazed at each other long and ardently.

‘Oh, it’s wonderful out here with you, Cliff,’ the girl said in a low voice. ‘If only we needn’t go back to all those other people. Why, why can’t we get into one of those little tugs, vanish down the river and never come back?’

‘You are exquisitely impracticable, my darling,’ Clifford Culver laughed, and lifted her hand to his lips.

She shivered as she felt the ardour of his kiss. She was madly in love with him. He knew it and played on her emotions as a musician plays upon the strings of a sensitive instrument.

He was in love with her, too, in his way. Looking at her, his pulses quickened. He remembered the supple grace of her while they had been dancing a few moments ago, Raine Oliventt was enchanting enough to go to any man’s head. She looked particularly angelic tonight in her crinoline dress which was a froth of white frilly lace under the fur coat she had slipped over her bare shoulders. Shoulders as smooth and pale as ivory. Her face, too, was pale. She rarely had any colour.

He was crazier about her than he had been about any of the ‘others’. Pretty girls attracted Clifford as light attracts a moth, but he was cleverer than the moth. It was never he who singed his wings. But Raine was different. He wanted to marry her. But he had to be cautious despite the deep underlying passions which he knew existed within her. She was reserved and fastidious—sometimes so serious about life and love that it frightened him. He, himself, was not serious-minded. Life for him was one long amusement. He was not even good at business. Too lazy; too fond of the ‘flesh pots’, and too selfish.

His prevailing passion was for expensive cars (and, of course, expensive women to drive in them with him). He had liked racing at Brooklands, and this year he had entered for the Monte Carlo Rally, but was not placed.

But the thing that Clifford needed most at the moment was—money. He was in love with Raine but even more so with the small fortune which she would inherit both from the old French grandmother, and her late father, once she came of age.

There was also that superb old monastery in St. Candelle, near Mougins, which the Comtesse’s ancestors had converted, and she was still restoring. Clifford would enjoy being part-owner of a property and a fortune near Cannes. Just the job!

A deep sigh from Raine.

‘I suppose I’ll have to go back. It was mad of me to run out here with you like this.’

‘It’s delicious to be mad, isn’t it, sweet?’ he murmured, and smiled down at her sideways in that whimsical fashion which always made her heart melt. She was so defenceless and lovely—the moonlight gleaming in her large dark grey eyes. He looked at the slenderness of her, the sculptured lines of the small head (dark hair cut short with a crisp curving wing brushed from the brow), and he found her irresistible.

‘I love you,’ he whispered. ‘I daren’t kiss you and smudge your lips, but … oh, my dear! … you don’t know what you do to me!’

‘You have the same effect on me,’ she said, and gave an excited little laugh. When she laughed Raine was immensely gay. Yet she could look too sad for her twenty years; as though all the sorrow and poetry of Ireland and the coquetry of her French ancestors mingled in her eyes.

He grumbled:

‘Why the heck does your mother have to dislike me?’

‘I just don’t know! I find it so hard to forgive her for it, darling. But I shall never give you up no matter what she says.’

‘Oh well—in a year’s time you can do what you like.’

‘Will you mind if she cuts me off without a shilling when I elope with you?’

‘Of course not!’ said Clifford heartily. (But he had taken pains to find out that most of the money that Michael Oliventt had left, was in trust for his only child so there was nothing Rose could do about that!) And there was nothing the old Comtesse could do, either. The old monastery of Candella, and all the de Chagny property, must eventually pass to Raine.

Raine gazed up at Clifford with her misty adoring gaze. She found him wonderful. Right from the start six months ago, when she had first danced with him, she had thought: ‘This is it! I’ve found the one I want!’

She had always admired tall fair men—perhaps because she, herself, was slight and dark. There was just a glint of red in Cliff’s thick bright hair. Because he spent most of his time in open cars he was deeply tanned, which made his eyes seem a light bright blue. He gave one the impression of being stronger and more muscular than he was, because of the width of his shoulders. He dressed with taste. Raine admired his suits and his choice of ties. And he was so amusing—so full of enthusiasms. She could see that other girls were always trying to attract his attention. He was utterly charming. At the end of his first dance he had tightened his hold of her and said:

‘So this is Raine! London’s loveliest débutante—well, none of the pictures I’ve seen of you in the Tatler could give one the least notion of how beautiful you are.’ Then he had added softly: ‘Raine. Just the perfect name! Those dark grey eyes hold the shadowy depths of some enchanted pool full of rain-water.’

Well—that had been the beginning—and the end—for her. Now they were openly, desperately in love. Oh, it was maddening that Mummy didn’t like him. Neither did Granny or Aunt Maud. Yet they all admitted he had looks and charm. But Mummy had said the other day:

‘He’s too old for you—and there’s something I don’t trust about him.’

‘Well, I don’t care about the women in his past,’ Raine had protested. ‘Any man as handsome as Cliff is bound to have had affairs. If he loves me now, that is all that matters.’

‘I still don’t trust him,’ had been the obstinate reply. ‘Anyhow, you are merely in the throes of a foolish infatuation. He isn’t any of the things you used to say you wanted; except in looks. You always declared you would marry somebody who understood music, or painting, or books. You aren’t the type to want to rush round in sports cars and sit on high stools, drinking at all the smart bars in Europe!’

It certainly wasn’t what Raine wanted, but she laughed this off. She thought—as hundreds of girls had thought before her—that even if a man hadn’t as much in common with you as you might wish … it didn’t matter so long as you were enough in love. (As she and Cliff were.) He was going to teach her to like racing, and he wouldn’t interfere if she wanted to listen to music or go to art exhibitions—or ballet—which was her favourite of all recreations.

She had row after row with Mummy over Cliff. Of course, she was sorry in a way, knowing how terribly conventional Mummy was. And that she, Raine, must be such a disappointment, because she had turned down dozens of proposals from the sort of young men Mummy adored. Yet they had all seemed so feeble and dull and characterless after Cliff. Once, when Mummy had declared that Cliff was just after her money, Raine had thrown a scene with every drop of her French blood to the fore. And when she had threatened to run away just to prove that Cliff would marry her even if she were penniless, Mummy had ‘piped down’. But she still forbade Cliff the house. And still nagged and complained if Raine met him at other people’s houses.

Suddenly Raine said:

‘I’ve got something else facing me now. …’

‘What, darling?’

‘Oh, some new protégé of Gammère’s to deal with.’ (Gammère was Raine’s own particular name for her French grandmother.)

‘What’s it got to do with you?’

‘He’s a young man whom Gammère thinks is wonderful. One of the impoverished aristocracy now working as an architect and helping Gammère restore the monastery. She says he is most attractive and also has the makings of a great painter, but hasn’t had the money with which to indulge his genius. She has invited him to London for the Coronation and Aunt Maud said he could look in at Jennifer’s Ball.’

‘But he hasn’t come, has he?’

‘He was going to be very late. Some business kept him in Paris and he was catching a plane later this evening. Gammère’s taken a room for him somewhere near us.’

‘Well, I shall be jealous if you give him one smile,’ said Clifford lazily.

‘If I do it will be a frozen one,’ she returned with a sudden giggle.

He liked Raine when she chose to be gay. The materialistic Clifford could ill appreciate the deeper, more sentimental, side of this young adolescent girl. But once they were married, he thought, he would soon mould her into his own ways. And, of course, he would marry her. He knew that that mother and the old grandma were trying to get her away from him. But he was incurably optimistic and he had secretly calmed down one or two creditors by hinting that his engagement to last year’s popular young débutante, Miss Raine Oliventt, would shortly be announced.

‘Try and meet me tomorrow, sweet,’ were his last words as they entered the hotel again. ‘I’ve got to go along to the factory in the morning but I’ll be in the London office about ten. Ring me there.’

He left her to return to the hotel alone so that they would not cause undue gossip. Raine entered the ballroom with a sinking sensation—that sick feeling that she always felt when she had to say good-bye to Clifford. When she was going to meet him it was all madly exciting and she felt able to brave anyone or anything for his sake. But to leave him was to suffer as only the very young and intense know how. The thoughts of these two as they parted were entirely and characteristically different. The young girl deeply in love—loving and suffering for love’s sake and with the highest ideals. The man, remembering with satisfaction the money she would inherit and how amusing it would be to see her, not in a conventional débutante’s ball-dress, but as a Bohemian—wearing gay tartan stove-pipe trousers, for instance, and a yellow sweater, strolling beside him along the Croisette in Cannes. She had the sort of figure a fellow wanted to show off. And it would be good to get her away from the stiff set in which her conventional mother moved. As his wife, she would be a mad success with his friends.

Raine, walking across the ballroom, came face to face with her mother, smiling and nodding at her friends. Her heart sank as she saw the frozen and deeply disapproving look on Mrs. Oliventt’s delicately made-up face. Raine was the first to think how handsome her mother looked—always so chic and poised. So correct. Yet sometimes she wondered why her father, who had been so Irish and charming and gay, had ever fallen in love with Rose de Chagny. Perhaps because in her young days, Mummy had been less cold and difficult and, of course, she had always had good looks. Perhaps, Raine had sometimes thought whimsically, Daddy—like everyone else—had ‘fallen’ for Gammère, who had infinitely more charm and understanding. All young men adored her—except Cliff. But Mummy and Gammère had not been nice to Cliff. No, even beloved Gammère had turned the cold shoulder when she met Cliff—primed, of course, by Mummy; which Raine found hard to forgive.

‘Where have you been?’ Mrs. Oliventt shot at her daughter.

Raine grew suddenly reckless and decided not to lie. Her grey eyes—they looked enormous when she was being emotionée, and wonderfully luminous under the black long lashes—answered:

‘Having a few words alone with Clifford. Do you mind?’

Rose Oliventt felt herself go taut with anger. Her very love for this only child of hers who so resembled her father (and Rose had truly loved Michael Oliventt) seemed to breed a disapproval of everything that Raine did.

‘You’re mad—determined to ruin your reputation!’ she breathed.

Raine’s wide sweet mouth drew inwards into a tight line. It was only her mother who ever saw the hardening of that naturally tender mouth.

‘Oh, Mummy, you get so het up about Cliff. It’s just ridiculous. You’ve so little really against him and you make up what isn’t there.’

‘On the contrary—any time I ever mention his name—I am informed that he has done something which I find objectionable. I’ve told you a dozen times, and I tell you again—he’s a fortune hunter and …’

‘A wicked flirt—a villain—and a wolf …’ Raine finished, and laughed, digging her teeth into her lower lip. ‘How sick I am of this, Mummy!’

‘And so am I. But your behaviour this evening ends it,’ said Rose Oliventt darkly. ‘I’ve spoken to your grandmother, and we all three leave for Mougins directly after the Coronation.’

Raine’s small heart-shaped face grew pale rather than flushed when she was most upset. She turned so white now that her mother seized her arm and shook her a little.

‘Don’t look like that—I won’t have you feeling this way about Clifford Culver.’

‘Then drag me to France and keep me there, locked up in Candella, and see if it makes the slightest difference,’ said Raine, her breath coming quickly and jerkily. ‘I don’t care. I shall go on loving him just the same. A thousand miles between us won’t make any difference. You’ll see. And you’ll find out how much he loves me—me and not my money. …’

She dragged her wrist from her mother and left her standing there. Rose, who was flushed and thoroughly upset, almost wept in public.

Raine was off her head! Rose had heard of young girls going mad about men—this was awful—her own well-brought-up daughter to be capable of such abandon!

At that moment, Clifford sauntered back into the ballroom. Raine saw him and the sun broke through the darkness for her again. Once more her heart sang to the stars. It was frightening to know that she was to be forced to leave London, and she knew that even Gammère would show her little sympathy. But so confident was she that Cliff would go on loving her, and that once she was twenty-one, he would take her away even though they disinherited her—she could not be downcast for long.

Then she saw a young man standing beside her grandmother’s chair at the far end of the room and her grandmother beckoning to her. She walked across the room to them. She saw a slimly built man, not as tall as Clifford but by no means short, watching her approach. His slenderness of build gave him a youthful look. She guessed at once that he was Armand de Rougement—Gammère’s architect—and that he must be about twenty-four or twenty-five.

The Comtesse said:

‘Ah! Here comes my granddaughter, Armand. You must dance together, and you may take her in to supper.’

Raine extended a hand. Armand bent over it, and touched it with his lips. He spoke in good English with a slightly clipped accent.

‘I’m delighted to meet you, Mademoiselle Oliventt.’

‘How do you do,’ said Raine coldly.

The Comtesse beamed on them. Lightly she touched Armand’s shoulder with the ebony stick which she used on account of her sciatica, which made walking painful.

‘Here you see a very clever boy, my dear Raine,’ she said. ‘He knows more about old buildings and the history of France than anybody I have met of his age. And he paints portraits in his spare time, exceedingly well, too. He shall paint you when we are at Candella.’

‘If I may be permitted,’ murmured Armand.

‘It sounds most exciting,’ said Raine in that small cold voice which struck the young man as being a paradox—like the cool remote way in which she looked at him.

‘Mon Dieu,’ he thought, ‘with such eyes—such a mouth—she should be full of warmth. The very essence of vital youth. It is all there, somewhere, surely. Yet she appears as glacial as the snow on our beautiful Alps.’

Later, dancing with her, one arm lightly supporting that slender body in the white Victorian dress, he found her nymph-like grace enchanting. But somehow he became tongue-tied and unable to talk to her as freely and warmly as he would have wished. About so many things—the goodness of her grandmother; the big chance he was having to prove his worth because of the work she had given him, and how much he longed to paint a portrait of her, Mile. Raine.

As a rule, Armand de Rougement was quite at ease with people. Women found him charming and quite friendly as well as studious. But he made no appeal to Raine. He was, to her, just another Frenchman. She did not care much for the French, despite her own mixed blood. She had always had a mind to marry an Englishman and Clifford was her beau idéal—for ever. Her large eyes restlessly searched the colourful crowd of dancing couples and found the tall handsome figure of her Clifford. He was dancing with a girl whom she did not know. Tall, fair and rather attractive, dressed in pale yellow. How magnificent Cliff was, thought Raine, towering above all the youths who came to these ‘deb dances’.

‘When will you be going over to Candella?’ She heard Armand’s pleasant voice with its faint foreign inflection.

She dragged her gaze away from Clifford. She was jealous because he was smiling down at the girl in yellow who seemed to be enjoying her dance with him. But somehow Raine managed to talk to Armand.

‘Quite soon, I believe,’ she said.

‘Then I hope that you will sit for me.’

‘I dare say,’ she said indifferently.

He ignored the slight.

‘You must be very happy to have such a place as Candella in your family. It is, without exception, one of the most fascinating houses in the South of France.’

As they continued to dance—it was a slow waltz—he began to tell her about the top floor of the old monastery, which had once been a corridor of monks’ cells and which the Comtesse was now rebuilding, turning them into guest-rooms. He described the inimitable view of the Esterels from those upper windows. The gorgeous stonework of the monastery, still in such good repair. The fine timber. And so on—warming to his subject. It became obvious to Raine that Armand was an enthusiast—absorbed in his work, which was why, Raine supposed, her grandmother liked him. She had always been a patroness of the genuine artist.

Raine also became aware—faintly but definitely—that Armand de Rougement had quite an attractive personality of his own. And his face, she decided, was like one of those Chevaliers in ancient French history, sometimes to be found in old illustrated books. Pale and sculptured with large serious eyes—very dark and thickly lashed. His was a fastidious scholarly face with a touch of melancholy. But when he smiled he looked eager and winning. He had rather rough brown hair, worn shorter than most of the young men of his race, and inclined to curl. Raine, trying to concentrate on Gammère’s architect, and being imaginative, could almost see Armand wearing shining armour, storming the walls of some ancient castle during the reign of Charlemagne the Great. A Galahad of a man—a romantic—gentle and courteous. One had to like him. But she longed to change places with the girl in yellow who was dancing with Cliff. What a completely different person was Cliff from Armand! So much more worldly, not at all shy. And not often gentle (for he had a streak of hardness which fascinated Raine). Her own intense femininity responded to it.

The waltz with Armand came to an end. He thanked her. She said with sincerity:

‘It was awfully nice. You waltz well.’

He bowed again; pleased with the compliment. She turned away from him to speak to her Cousin Jennifer. As she moved, a white flower fell from her hair. Armand picked it up. It was a gardenia. The waxen petals had been bruised and were turning brown. He put the flower against his nostrils and his head swam suddenly with the intoxication of that same perfume which had been drifting from Raine’s hair while they danced. He thought of Candella—the de Chagny sun-lit monastery; his work there; his prospect of seeing Raine daily in the near future, and of painting her in the big room in the Round Tower which the Comtesse had given him as a studio. He had only a small bed-sitting room of his own in Cannes where he lived. His mother was dead; his father had perished with the Maquis soon after the fall of France. Armand had had a hard struggle to earn enough money and to eat enough food to maintain his strength during his professional studies. Now, at last, with Maçon Frères (Paris architects, who had an office in Cannes)—and with the patronage of the Comtesse, he was being given his real chance.

He had come to London this evening on business for his firm. To be here at this party tonight with the de Chagny family was a great honour for him and he felt thrilled and happy. Not only to enter for the first time in his life, an English ballroom, and to be among English people, but to see London so gay with lights and decorations for the Coronation of a young, beloved Queen.

He had been happy. Yes! But now, all of a sudden, he felt depressed. Behind that façade of formality and absorption in his work, Armand had the mercurial Latin temperament. Swift, strong emotions. And crushing that flower from Raine’s dark hair between his fingers, remembering the grace and beauty of her while they waltzed, he also became aware that there was to be no more peace of mind for Armand de Rougement.

In a single hour, and for the first time in his life, he had fallen desperately in love.
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Jennifer’s dance was over. Out of the big hotel poured a bevy of young men and women, laughing, talking, yawning a little. It was two o’clock in the morning. A small cool wind had sprung up and ruffled the river. Sleek cars pulled up at the hotel entrance. One or two reporters had lingered to take photographs. It had all been a great success.

Raine drove back to her Knightsbridge home in the Rolls hired by her grandmother. She was neither talking nor laughing. She looked pale and sad. Rose Oliventt was in a good humour now because Raine was safely with ‘the family’ and That Man was out of it. Rather cattishly she said:

‘Did you see Clifford Culver with the pretty fair girl in yellow, Raine? He is driving her home. Did you notice his Jaguar sports-car, Armand?’ She turned to the young Frenchman who was seated opposite Raine, looking not at the streets of London through which they moved, but at the sorrowful face of the young lovely girl.

She could not know it, but the gardenia she had worn in her hair lay in his pocket. Sentimental, like a Victorian, he would not part with it. And she would not look at him but stared out of the window. He would have liked to have said or done something to drive that sadness from her sombre eyes. He knew, of course, that she was in love. He had watched her dancing with the Englishman whom they called Clifford Culver and had noticed how her whole face lit up while she talked to him. He would have given the world to have her look at him in just such a way. He knew, also, that her mother and grandmother disapproved, for he had heard the two older women discussing the matter.

Now, as her mother mentioned Clifford’s name, Raine looked up. In a sharp little voice she said:

‘I don’t know that girl. I wonder who she is?’

‘A last year’s débutante like yourself, my dear,’ said her mother. ‘Lilias Fitzbourne—don’t you remember? Daughter of Fitzbourne the Banker. Mr. Culver always chooses young women with money behind them.’

‘Mummy!’ Raine uttered the name in a low angry voice that quivered with resentment.

The Comtesse sighed and tried to make things better by plunging into a conversation about the forthcoming Coronation day. Quite a pity she was so old, she said, and with such a bad leg, for she would gladly have sat on one of those hard benches overlooking the route and watched the procession. It would be unforgettable. Mrs. Oliventt had not taken seats, she said. They were going to content themselves with watching the television in their Knightsbridge flat. But if there were any seats going begging, cheaply perhaps, she might get a couple and send Raine and Armand.

Armand’s eyes lit up.

‘That would be magnificent,’ he exclaimed. Raine said nothing. She was quivering with the jealous anger evoked by her mother’s cruel deliberate attempt to blacken Clifford’s character. She was agonised, too, by the thought of the tall fair Lilias Fitzbourne being driven home in Cliff’s Jaguar; at this very moment. Lilias had no mother. Her aunt who chaperoned her must be very easy-going and allow her much more rope. Oh, lucky Lilias! Oh, to be free, able to get away from the family! thought Raine.

Once back in the big flat, not far from Hyde Park Corner, where the Oliventts had lived for the last five years, the old Comtesse retired to bed. As she kissed Raine, she whispered in the girl’s ear:

‘I hate to see you so unhappy, my darling, but be guided by your mother and me and do not think too much about this man, Clifford. And be nice to my Armand. He is a charming, sensitive boy, and you will find him interesting.’

Raine flung her arms around her grandmother’s neck and kissed her. She adored the old lady. It was her mother whom she blamed for this general antipathy towards Clifford, whose only crime in their eyes was that he was too handsome and popular with the opposite sex. It was not true that he only wanted money. He had plenty of his own; he said so. And no axe to grind by associating with Lilias Fitzbourne. That Raine did know! She was certain of his love for her, Raine.

Deliberately, Mrs. Oliventt made a sly exit from the drawing-room on the grounds that she was going to help Gammère to bed. So Raine was left alone with the young French architect.

He offered her a cigarette. She refused it. She did not smoke, she said. She also said that she was tired and going to bed.

Armand’s breath quickened while he looked at her. She touched her hair and glanced at her reflection in a gilt mirror hanging over the fireplace.

‘I seem to have lost the flower from my hair.’

He made no answer but flushed. The bruised gardenia in his pocket burned a hole. He had a ridiculous desire to throw himself at her feet and ask what he could do for her. But he could only say:

‘Madame la Comtesse has asked me to take you out tomorrow afternoon. What would you like to do? A drive? A cinema? A matinée?’

Raine bit her lip, angry and frustrated. Just before leaving the ballroom, she had whispered to Clifford that she would call upon him at the house in Regent’s Park where his widowed mother lived with an old aunt. The two old ladies went for a drive in the park every afternoon. He would see her alone for a little while. She had promised to go. She needed those few moments alone with him; she ached to be held in his arms and kissed. It was so rarely that she could get away to a secret meeting.

Now that she knew she was to go to France—to be removed from him altogether—she felt desperate. Suddenly, she looked intently at Armand de Rougement. Her feminine instinct told her that he was immensely attracted by her. And with that slight touch of ruthlessness which lies in every woman, no matter how soft or gentle, she decided to make use of that attraction. She said:

‘Armand—you must, by the way, call me Raine and not Mademoiselle—Armand, you do so much to help Gammère. As you know, her whole heart lies in the restoration of Candella. I think we should all be grateful to you for this great interest that keeps her alive and well.’

He was surprised and grew speechless with happiness because Raine said such things but as he began to state, modestly, that he was paid for the work he did and that it was his pleasure and pride to be allowed to work in the monastery, Raine interrupted. Her whole soul was bent on seeing Clifford tomorrow. It would be intolerable to have to spend the whole afternoon with Armand. So she flung herself on his mercy. She told him about Clifford and their love for each other.

‘You see,’ she ended, ‘what a position I am in. I am not of age. I have to get my mother’s permission to marry. She has taken an uncalled-for dislike to the man I have chosen. He isn’t what she thinks he is, I assure you. Oh, Armand, you don’t know how unhappy I am! I’m telling you, a stranger, all this, yet I find it difficult to talk about it to my dearest friends.’

The young Frenchman stood silent a moment. He smoked quickly and nervously. He had been taken aback by her confession, although to be made her confidant was an enormous honour. He was thrilled when she drew close to him—so close that he could catch that irresistible perfume of her hair and see at near quarters the pearly, exquisite texture of her skin. He tried to remember what Clifford Culver looked like, to form an unprejudiced opinion. But he was filled with secret dislike of any man whom Raine Oliventt could love so madly. Here, then, was all the fire and passion he had suspected was hidden behind her mask of cool disdain. Now her secret and true nature were revealed to him. But all that torrent of feeling was for another man, Clifford Culver, of whom her mother and grandmother disapproved.

She placed Armand in an impossible position.

‘I will go out with you tomorrow, Armand,’ she said; ‘but I ask you as a great favour—please just give me half an hour to call on my … on Clifford. You see we had arranged to meet … it isn’t that I don’t want to go out with you. I do want to show you London, but I must just see Cliff alone for a few moments. I beg you, as a great friend. I rely on your kindness and tact. …’

She broke off. He saw her pallor and emotion and hardly knew what to answer. He only knew that she affected him in a way that made his senses swim and that he would like to love and serve her for the rest of his life. He had lived too much alone. There had only, so far, been one woman in his life: a young French girl in Cannes who had fallen very much in love with him. But the pursuit had come from her side. He had tried to love her because he had often thought it would be a fine thing to have a wife and home … but the attempt had failed. Poor Yvonne had failed to stir him for more than a fleeting moment to passion or tenderness. He had put an end to the affair, knowing that he could never marry her.

But in Raine Oliventt he found the answer to his quest for love—to the sun and moon and stars. She was all that any man could ask for in this life. But here she was, begging him to aid and abet her stolen meeting with another man.

Raine looked at him anxiously.

‘Are you shocked?’

Now he laughed. He replied in French.

‘One cannot be shocked by a confession of love. It is charming and demands sympathy. I only hope, Mademoiselle … I mean Raine … that this gentleman is the right one for you.’

‘I assure you that he is.’ Raine spoke in Armand’s own language and he was enthralled because her French was so pure.

For months now he had worked at Candella. He had found Raine’s grandmother all that a distinguished and wonderful old lady should be. Raine seemed truly of her flesh and blood—a de Chagny rather than an Oliventt, he thought. He was anxious to do anything that she asked—anything on earth.

‘You must be happy,’ he stammered. ‘I will hire a car; we will tell Madame la Comtesse and Mrs. Oliventt that we are driving to see your Zoo. I have never seen the London Zoo. …’ He laughed. ‘It is Regent’s Park—near this … this gentleman’s home—is it not?’

‘Yes, it is. And I think you’re a poppet!’ Raine exclaimed, relieved and excited now that she saw that she was not to be deprived of her meeting with Clifford. Her big eyes, dewy with gratitude, regarded her new friend and ally. She decided that he was very nice indeed and that he had a sense of humour and understanding. She liked him.

‘What fun! … yes—we’ll go to the Zoo. I’ll show it all to you. I won’t stay long with Cliff—I promise.’

He bowed. He felt amply rewarded … he felt that they were no longer strangers, if she placed such confidence in him. Of course, he would be guilty of helping her deceive her mother. That thought alarmed him. But this beautiful enchanting girl already held him in the hollow of her slender hand and he was her slave. At the same time, he would like to know more about Clifford Culver. He must watch over Raine. He must for she was to be his responsibility tomorrow.

When she said good night, she thanked him again for his sympathy. She left him to smoke another cigarette alone—and to calm down, standing there in the big, handsomely furnished sitting-room in which there were several pieces of French furniture which made him feel quite at home; obvious legacies from Candella. Later, he returned to his hotel.

He hardly slept that night—his mind full of Raine and this newly discovered love at first sight which had shattered him. He also thought a great deal about Clifford Culver and all that had been told of him.

In the morning Raine went out with her mother and grandmother. Armand took himself down to the City where he had a business date on behalf of his employers. He had seen Raine after breakfast, and she had said:

‘Till this afternoon then—the Zoo—at half past two.’

‘Now that will be nice,’ Mrs. Oliventt had put in, and beamed upon them both. It made Armand feel as guilty as a truant schoolboy. But Raine’s big eyes shone at him with an encouraging and rewarding radiance. And he was enthralled to share any kind of secret with her—even this one. But the moment he was away from her, he was miserable again. He brooded over the thought of her forbidden passion for the Englishman; agonised by the prospect of having to leave her alone with him this afternoon.

He decided that he must get to know Clifford. It would be better if he could like the man and feel able to side sincerely with Raine in this matter. And after all, why shouldn’t she marry the man she loved? Armand knew all too little about him; but last night Raine had told him some of the facts about Cliff’s business, his factory and his London office.

Armand conceived, suddenly, the absurd plan of making himself personally known to Clifford. He would judge for himself what manner of man he was. Armand looked in the telephone directory and found that Clifford Culver’s office was in Theobalds Road. Spare parts for motor-cars … Raine had said. Well … Armand could call at the office and ask to speak to Mr. Culver; he would think up some inquiry about the prices of such things, and compare them with prices in France.

Drawn as by a magnet, full of curiosity, Armand went along to see Clifford. The office was at the top of a building, and there was no lift. Armand started to climb the narrow dusty staircase. Half-way up he hesitated. No—this was ridiculous—he would go down again, he thought, and turned. Then he paused. He had heard voices from the floor above. First a rather high-pitched girl’s voice; Armand could hear clearly what she said:
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