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CHAPTER ONE


As her hands were full, Alloa was glad to see that the door of the suite was half open.


She sidled through it into the entresol and walked through another open door into the bedroom. It was only as she was putting the freshly ironed clothes down on the bed, that she realised a man was standing by the dressing-table.


He must have been aware of her at the same moment as she noticed him, for he turned and she saw, with a sudden shock of surprise, that he was holding in his hands the little diamond encircled miniature that usually stood beside Lou’s gold-topped scent bottles.


With a throb of fear Alloa realised what he was. For a moment they only stared at each other. Tall and dark, he was good looking in a rather raffish sort of way.


“What are you doing in this room?” Alloa asked.


She realised with a sense of satisfaction that her voice did not betray the sudden agitation within her breast and the fact that her knees were trembling.


There was a perceptible pause before the stranger answered,


“You must forgive me if I am trespassing.”


“Put that miniature down at once,” Alloa said.


He glanced down at it with an air almost of astonishment that it should be in his hands. Then obediently he set it down on the table.


“You are a thief!” Alloa said accusingly. “I am going to ring the bell and hand you over to the hotel attendants.”


She looked round a little wildly for the bell and realised that it was on the other side of the bed where she could not reach it.


“I promise you I have stolen nothing,” the stranger said smoothly.


Alloa thought that for a moment there was a faint smile at the corner of his lips. She guessed that he was laughing at her helplessness, knowing that she was at some distance from the bell and that although she stood between him and the door, she would prove a very small and insignificant obstacle should he wish to escape. But because she was frightened she would not allow herself to be intimidated.


“You may not have taken anything yet,” she said. “But you will have great difficulty in explaining why you are in this room and what you are doing here, especially as you were holding that miniature when I came in.”


She remembered, as she spoke, how she had said to Lou Derange only yesterday,


“That miniature is far too valuable to leave lying about.”


Lou had laughed at her.


“You can trust all the staff here,” she said. “Besides, they are not to know the diamonds are real. Personally, I enjoy looking at myself framed in such opulence. Encircled in diamonds! What more could any girl want?”


There was just a hint of bitterness behind Lou’s joking, but Alloa ignored it and laughed as was expected of her.


Now she thought how right she had been. Such valuable things should not be left lying about in a hotel.


“I think you are being unduly harsh with me,” the stranger said. “May I confess that, seeing the door open, it was only curiosity that brought me into this room?”


He smiled as he spoke and the smile transformed his face, making him not only measurably more handsome but almost irresistibly attractive.


‘He is a crook all right,’ Alloa thought to herself. ‘Only a crook would contrive to be so charming in such a very difficult situation.’


“My father has often said that curiosity is the first step towards temptation,” she said severely.


“Your father must be a very wise man.”


“He is a Minister of the Church of Scotland,” Alloa said.


She felt that in some way her father’s calling gave her an authority that was otherwise lacking.


The stranger smiled again.


“In which case he would doubtless add, in this instance, ‘to err is human, to forgive divine’. Are you going to forgive me?”


“If I did my duty,” Alloa replied, “I should report your presence here immediately. Oh, I know you are thinking that you could escape before I could reach the bell, but there is nothing to stop me from screaming. There are always waiters and chambermaids on duty on this floor. They would hear me and come running.”


“I can see that I am completely in your hands,” the stranger said meekly. “But I am not attempting to escape. Instead I am throwing myself on your mercy and asking you to give me another chance.”


“Then you admit you have done wrong?” Alloa said quickly. “That you are a thief?”


“You can hardly expect me to admit anything so incriminating,” he replied. “That would be very indiscreet on my part and would, in fact, saddle you with a very uncomfortable responsibility. Suppose I turned out to be a desperate dangerous criminal!”


He smiled.


“If in a week’s time you saw my photograph in the papers as being wanted for murder or arson, then you would never forgive yourself for having let me go. No! I promise you that my presence here is due, as I have already said, entirely to curiosity.”


“You wanted to see what the suite was like?” Alloa asked.


“Shall I say I wanted to see the suite in which the attractive Miss Lou Derange was staying?” the stranger answered.


“How have you heard about her?” Alloa enquired.


The stranger smiled again.


“Dare I confess it? I read the gossip columns!”


“Oh, of course!”


Alloa looked relieved. There had been many paragraphs about Lou and her great fortune and the parties that had been given for her and her mother since they arrived in England.


“And so, you see,” the stranger went on, “as I was passing down the corridor and saw the door of the suite open, I decided to look inside. Reprehensible, I must admit, but not criminal.”


“Then why were you holding that miniature in your hand?” Alloa asked accusingly.


“Because I had an idea that the portrait might be of Miss Derange. Am I right?”


“Yes, yes, it is,” Alloa admitted.


He seemed to have an answer for everything, and yet that made her even more suspicious of him.


“What do you do? I mean, what is your job?” she enquired.


“Oh, I do a lot of different things from time to time,” he answered evasively.


“And you are working here in this hotel at the moment?”


“I am here for the moment,” he admitted.


“Why don’t you get a proper job?” she asked. “You are young, you are healthy, you are well-spoken – and yet, as you admit, you are drifting from one thing to another. That is not the way to be successful.”


“Do I want success?”


“Of course you do,” Alloa said severely. “Everyone wants to make something of their life.”


“And if I tell you that I am doing what I enjoy doing, that I haven’t any ambitions?”


“But that is just what you mustn’t think,” Alloa said. “You see, one is not put into the world just to enjoy oneself, but to make the very best of one’s talents, whatever they may be, and in that way to be a good citizen.”


“You almost convince me,” he said slowly.


His voice was serious, but the corners of his mouth betrayed him.


“You are laughing at me!” Alloa exclaimed. “I suppose I am a fool to think I can alter you when you are already set in your ways, when you have already found it easier and more amusing to make money by crooked means than by honest ones. Well, if you won’t be saved from yourself, I suppose nothing that I can say will make any difference.”


“No, please, you are not to speak like that,” the stranger pleaded. “I wasn’t laughing at you, I was thinking how sweet you looked as you tried to point out the futility of my behaviour. You are very young to be a reformer, and perhaps I am too old to be reformed.”


“No one is ever too old,” Alloa replied. “I have seen my father convert men who were over sixty and they have become absolutely reformed characters.”


“I expect that was because they were too old to enjoy the pleasures of youth,” the stranger smiled.


Alloa gave a little gesture of hopelessness and irritation.


“It is easy to sneer,” she said. “But sooner or later you will find out that you are making a fool of yourself. There is no real happiness in wrong doing.”


“Are you sure of that? Perhaps you have never done anything wrong.”


“If I did I should be sorry, and I should try at once to make amends.”


“Yes, I am sure you would do that,” the stranger said. “And perhaps because you are so persuasive I will try, too, to make amends for the faults I have committed in the past.”


Alloa’s little face lit up.


“You will try to get a decent job?” she pleaded. “I wish I could help you, but I don’t know many people in London. You see, I have only been here six months. If we were in Scotland, my father would help you. He has helped lots of young men to start a new life.”


“I think perhaps I can manage to find employment without your help,” the stranger said. “But I shall always be grateful to you because you concerned yourself with me, not knowing what I am really like.”


“I am sure you are good at heart, even if you are...” Again Alloa stopped and looked embarrassed.


“...a thief,” the stranger finished. “For that is how you think of me.”


“I am sorry about that, but I won’t think hardly of you in future,” Alloa said earnestly. “Not now that you have promised me you will reform and will try and find yourself a proper job – a real job. You have promised, haven’t you?”


The stranger nodded.


“Yes, I promise.”


Again she fancied there was a touch of laughter in his voice, but his eyes, watching her, were very solemn.


“But now you had better go,” Alloa said. “It would not do for anyone to find you here and I could not explain your presence.”


“You would not lie?” he said.


“No, of course not,” Alloa said quickly, and added, “Not unless it was absolutely necessary – a white lie to save you from being arrested.”


“A white lie,” he repeated the words softly. “I would like you to tell a white lie on my behalf, but perhaps that is asking too much. Thank you for being so kind to me. Thank you for showing me the wrongs of the past.”


He walked towards her as he spoke and before Alloa was quite aware of what he was going to do he had taken her hand and raised it to his lips.


She looked down at his shining dark head. Then once again she was looking up at him, realising, now he was closer, how tall he was and how there was some almost indescribable pride – or was it arrogance? – about the way he held himself and in the carriage of his head.


“I hope that life will treat you lightly,” he said quietly. “And that you will never find it difficult to be positive about what is right and what is wrong. Black and white sometimes become almost indefinably mixed.”


Alloa did not know what to say to this and she was still feeling shy because he had kissed her hand.


“I want to know your name,” he said. “Are you a friend of Miss Derange?”


“No, not a friend,” Alloa said. “I am Mrs. Derange’s secretary and, well, sort of companion to her daughter.”


She glanced down as she spoke at the pile of underclothes that she had been ironing and thought that her jobs were so varied that it was difficult to put them into any particular category.


“And your name?”


Alloa smiled.


“It sounds strange,” she said, “but my name is Derange, too – Alloa Derange. Alloa because I was born in the mining village of that name and Derange because my father belongs to the British branch of the same French family from which Miss Derange’s father claimed his ancestry. We had never met. It was quite by chance I heard that this job was going.”


“Alloa Derange. It’s a charming name. I shall not forget it.”


“If it is not the wrong thing for me to ask, what is yours?” Alloa enquired.


“Why do you want to know?”


She thought his voice was unexpectedly sharp.


“It was because...” she said, colouring a little, “I thought perhaps I could pray for you. It is difficult to pray for someone if you do not know his name.”


“My friends call me Dix,” he said. “And, pray for me. I should like to be sure of your prayers.”


For a moment he looked down into her eyes and Alloa had a strange impression that he was looking down into her very soul. And then, almost silently, so swiftly that she hardly saw him go, he was gone and she was alone in the empty room.


She drew a deep breath and then walked across to the dressing-table to pick up the diamond-studded miniature from where he had put it down and place it in its usual position. Lou Derange’s pretty face, with her dark, winged eyebrows, had been exquisitely painted on the oval base – but Alloa knew that it was the glittering brilliants encircling the frame which had made the stranger notice it the very moment he had come into the room.


She gave a little sigh.


It was a pity that someone so good-looking, so charming, should be living what her father would call a life of corruption. And yet, how many people there must be in the world who preferred the easy way of making money to the more difficult one of earning it by honest work.


Alloa sighed again and looked at herself in the mirror. Why, indeed, should he have paid any heed to what she said? She looked so ridiculously young, she told herself. She was twenty, nearly twenty-one, but she hadn’t seemed to change since she was a little girl in the schoolroom.


Her fair hair fell straight on either side of her little pointed face and then curled up at the ends just a few inches from her shoulders. Her eyes were very blue and, though her lashes were dark and she had plucked her eyebrows to look sophisticated, there was still, she thought despondently, an almost childish look about her.


Who was likely to take her seriously? Especially a man of his age, a man who undoubtedly had a wide and varied experience of women.


“Oh, God, help him! Please help him.”


She whispered the prayer, then turned away from the sight of her lips moving in the reflection in the mirror.


Dix! It was a strange name, meaning ten in French. She supposed he must be a Frenchman, and yet it was hard to tell. His English was faultless, but there was just that very faint accent. Perhaps he was Spanish, or even Italian. She had no way of telling, and now she wished she had asked him.


Alloa gave herself a little shake. Why did she keep thinking about the man?


Resolutely she crossed the room and started to put away the beautiful underclothes of satin and lace that she had ironed so diligently in her own room. There had been no mention of her maiding Lou Derange when she had been engaged.


“I need a secretary,” Mrs. Derange had said, “while I am in Europe. I had to leave my own at home to look after the house and all my social engagements. I thought it would be easy to pick one up in London, but the agency tells me that they are quite hard to find.”


“It is a busy time of the year,” Alloa had answered. “I am only giving up my position at the end of the week because the firm for which I have been working is moving to Manchester.”


Mrs. Derange looked down at the slip of paper that she held in her hand.


“Well, it seems as if it was meant for you to come to us. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw your name. ‘Look, Lou,’ I said to my daughter. ‘This girl has got the same name as our own. Do you think it’s a mistake or is it genuine?’”


“I can understand that you thought it very strange,” Alloa said.


“Strange is the right word,” Mrs Derange agreed. “It isn’t as if our name’s a common one. As my husband explained to me over and over again before he died, all the Deranges in America are direct descendants of the original de Range who was sent by Louis XIV with various other noblemen to populate Canada.


“He had a title of course and I have always believed that my husband was entitled to call himself Comte, but he wouldn’t listen to me. ‘I am an American, Susie,’ he used to say. ‘And I don’t hold with titles. Just straight democracy is good enough for me.’ But now we’re in Europe and I intend to visit the head of our family. Lou should know her French relations.”


“And who is the head of the family?” Alloa asked.


“You don’t know?” Mrs. Derange asked. “Isn’t your father interested in his antecedents?”


“I am afraid he isn’t,” Alloa answered. “He always thinks of himself as a Scot. He is back in Sutherland now, where his father and his grandfather lived, and to him that is home.”


“Well, I have taken the trouble to trace the family back to its very beginning,” Mrs. Derange said with satisfaction. “And the head of the family is the Duc de Rangé-Pougy. You can see, of course, how the de got added to the name in the New World and became Derange.


“That was understandable but there is no doubt at all that we are all direct descendants of the de Range family, who go back in a direct line to Charlemagne. I have been in touch with the Duchesse, the Duc’s mother, and she not only acknowledges our branch of the family but is prepared to welcome us.”


Mrs. Derange paused impressively. Alloa, feeling that something was expected of her, said,


“How lovely for you!”


“That’s just what I say. It’s a great opportunity for Lou. You’ll have to impress on her what a lucky girl she is. She’ll perhaps listen to you because you’re young.”


Alloa was to learn that it was only one of the many things which Mrs. Derange wished her to impress on Lou, but Lou remained singularly unimpressed by them all.


“Oh, shucks,” she said when Alloa obediently began to speak to her about the Derange family. “You didn’t fall for all that stuff of Momma’s, did you? She only dug it all up because she wants me to marry the Duke.”


Lou pronounced it “Dook”.


“Marry the Duke!” Alloa said in amazement.


The idea had not entered her head that there was anything behind Mrs. Derange’s interest in the family tree.


“Yes, of course. She wants to get me away from Steve Weston because she fancies that he’s after my money, and the best way she can think of is to bring out of the bag this French Duc.”


Alloa gaped at her, uncertain what to say.


“Not that I’m particularly allergic to Dukes,” Lou went on. “La Duchesse de Rangé-Pougy. Sounds all right, doesn’t it? Momma got hold of the pictures of the castle where they live. It’s called the Château Pougy. It’s pretty breath-taking I can tell you.”


“Are you really considering marrying a man you have never seen?” Alloa enquired.


“Why not?” Lou answered. “If I can’t marry the man I want to marry, it might as well be a French Duc as anyone else. Besides, I can always be a Duchesse first and Mrs. Weston afterwards.”


“Lou, you can’t really be talking like that,” Alloa said in a horrified voice.


“Have I shocked you?” Lou asked. “Gee, you’re soft, aren’t you? Well, perhaps I’m making it out worse than it need be. I wouldn’t marry the Duc unless he’s attractive and I like him. But, of course. Momma makes out that he’s like Apollo.”


“And does he want to marry you, not even having seen you?” Alloa asked.


Lou shrugged her shoulders.


“That’s Momma’s problem,” she said. “According to her the French always arrange their marriages, and the de Range family would look quite favourably on a few millions of good American dollars. That’s why I gather the Dowager Duchesse, or whatever she calls herself, and Momma have been getting together. The Federal Mail has been working overtime. Anyway, that’s why we’re here and I’m quite prepared to sit back and see what happens.”


“And what about Steve Weston?” Alloa enquired.


Lou’s rather hard expression softened for a moment.


“I guess I’m real crazy about him,” she said. “But still, maybe Momma’s right and he has got an eye on my dollars as well. It’s very hard if you’re an heiress not to think everyone’s trying to get their hands on your bank balance, so if you’re at all practical you feel that you might as well sell to the highest bidder.”


“I don’t think you really feel like that at all,” Alloa said. “I think you are just like every other girl, Lou. You want to love somebody who loves you. You want to be loved for yourself. And if you wait long enough you’ll find the right person.”


“Maybe Steve is in love with me for myself,” Lou said a little wistfully. “How can one tell?”


“I feel somehow one ought to know instinctively,” Alloa said. “It’s awfully difficult for you, I can see that. Can’t you tell if he is really sincere?”


“Oh, he’s sincere right enough,” Lou answered. “But I can’t help wondering if he would be quite as keen on wedding bells if we had to live on just what he earns.”


“And what does he earn?”


“That depends. He’s in real estate. Sometimes things are good and sometimes they’re bad. Oh, hell! Half the time I think Momma’s right. She says he wants a rich wife and a lazy life, and you can’t depend on love. On the other hand a title and a fine château are better company at breakfast than a cross husband.”


Alloa had to laugh. But she could not help feeling sorry for Lou. She was certainly very attractive – slim, long-limbed, with large violet eyes and dark hair curling over her small head.


At the same time there was determination in her characteristically square chin, and though she sounded indecisive, Alloa, after a very short acquaintance, was quite certain that Lou would always go her own way. Also nothing she or Mrs. Derange could say would alter Lou’s mind once she had made it up.


Alloa had moved to Claridge’s Hotel three days after her interview with Mrs. Derange and found herself fascinated and enthralled with this new life, which was quite unlike anything she had known before. She had never imagined anyone could be as rich as the Deranges. They surrounded themselves with an exotic luxury that left Alloa open mouthed. And the money that ensured their comfort was literally poured out like water.


Behind it all, however, Mrs. Derange had not lost her shrewd streak of common sense. She had not been well endowered when she married her husband who came from an ordinary small-town family and had made his great fortune when he was past middle-age. There were moments when Susie Derange remembered the pence, or rather the dimes, and counted the cost of what she was doing.


“Although we appreciate that you’re a very distant cousin,” she said to Alloa, “you’re coming to us as secretary and, of course, a kind of companion to Lou, and therefore it will not be necessary for you to eat with us downstairs. Your food will be sent up to your room. I’m sure you would prefer that.”


“Yes, of course,” Alloa said. “I would much prefer it.”


“That’ll be fine then,” Mrs Derange approved. “And I have managed to get you a room on our floor but at the back. It’s not very big, but I feel sure you’ll manage.”


“Yes, of course,” Alloa said, feeling a little embarrassed by the explanations.


She had not expected anything different but at the same time, when she saw the tiny staff room which had been allotted to her, she could not help being amused at the way money was expended on other things.


Mrs. Derange’s maid was a French woman, Jeanne, who was longing to get back to France. At first, Alloa thought she was going to be hostile and a little difficult, but she had her own way of making friends. Very soon Jeanne became obviously devoted to her and was grateful to her for taking many arduous little jobs off her hands.


“I don’t mind ironing,” Alloa said. “Let me do Miss Lou’s things and that will give you time to concentrate on Mrs. Derange’s.”


Jeanne had been profuse in her thanks, but Alloa found that Lou took it more or less as a matter of course. Within two or three days of her engagement she had become part of the entourage.


She found herself enjoying every moment of it. It was all so different, so unlike anything she had ever done before. Now she moved across Lou’s bedroom floor, tidying, putting things away in the drawers, and yet all the time it seemed to her she was conscious of a shadow standing by the dressing-table. She found herself remembering the sudden shock it had been when she had come into the room and seen the man standing there.


Alloa wondered why the stranger happened to be passing along this particular floor. She had a sudden longing to know more about him, to find out if he really would find himself decent employment. Perhaps he would let her know? Yet she felt somehow that he would not write to her. She would never know what happened. It was like an unfinished story, a book that came to an end after the first chapter.


She felt curiously despondent at the thought, and then had no further time for it because there was the sound of voices in the entresol and she realised that Mrs. Derange and Lou had returned.


They went into the sitting room, their high voices both speaking at once – then Alloa heard a call,


“Alloa! Alloa! Are you there?”


She ran from the bedroom into the big sitting room. Lou was standing in front of the fireplace lighting a cigarette.


“News, Alloa,” she said, as Alloa came into the room. “Momma’s fit to burst herself with glee.”


“Now, Lou, there’s no need to talk in that vulgar manner,” Mrs. Derange rebuked her. “Yes, there is news, Alloa, and I know you will be as pleased as we are.”


Mrs. Derange was holding a letter in her hand. Alloa saw that the long envelope had two French stamps on it.


“A letter from the Duchesse de Rangé-Pougy,” Mrs. Derange said impressively. “She says that she’s delighted, yes delighted that we have come to Europe. She’s looking forward to seeing us and she is going to speak to her son and suggest that he invites us to stay at their château. What do you think of that, Alloa? It shows she’s keen, doesn’t it?”
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