

  

     

  




Author’s Note


Baden-Baden, ‘The Pearl of the Black Forest’ in the 1860s, was the summer Capital of Europe. The description of the visitors to this enchanted town is accurate.


‘Madame Maximus’, Léonide Leblanc was there with the Royal Duc d’Aumale and she twice broke the Bank at the casino.


In 1868 Caroline Letessier was forced to leave St. Petersburg and the Grand Duke left with her.


They settled in a sumptuous Villa just off the Lichtenthal Strasse, and the incident in the casino with Hortense Schneider is authentic.


When Léonide Leblanc died of cancer at the age of fifty-two, Dumas fils said jokingly, “She will have a national funeral and the Duc d’Aumale will command the troops.”


Caroline Letessier saved nothing of her fortune and died ugly and forgotten in absolute poverty.




  Chapter One ~ 1868


It was pouring with rain and bitterly cold with the wind blowing from the mountains as a gentleman rode into the courtyard of the Posting inn.


The lit windows, the chatter of voices, and the sound of laughter were welcoming after a long ride when the elements had been more unpleasant than the mud and roughness of the road.


The gentleman swung himself down from the saddle and waited while his servant on another horse came forward to take the bridle and then he walked into the inn.


He was surprised to find, as he entered through the door, quite an inordinate number of people grouped about a log fire in a low-ceilinged room, drinking and smoking.


He walked to where the landlord was busy pouring beer into pewter mugs to say in a tone of authority,


“I want a bedchamber for the night for myself and one for my servant.”


“Impossible, Mein Herr,” the landlord replied without raising his eyes.


Then, as if under some compulsion, he looked up and, noting the appearance of the traveller, said in a very different tone,


“It is with the deepest regret, Mein Herr, that I cannot accommodate you, but the fact is we have more guests than we can cope with as it is.”


The gentleman looked around him.


“Where have they all come from?” he asked curiously. 


He was well aware that this was only a minor Posting inn, so that he had certainly not expected to find it filled with elegant ladies in silk gowns and expensive furs or gentlemen wearing fashionably cut tight-fitting jackets and sable-lined overcoats.


“There has been a fall of stone on the Railway line, Mein Herr. These travellers are all on their way to Baden-Baden and have preferred to seek shelter in my inn rather than spend the night on the train.”


“I presume you can provide me with a meal of sorts?” the gentleman asked.


“Indeed, Mein Herr, it will be a pleasure and I can only offer you my sincere regrets that we have no bedchamber available.”


As the landlord spoke, his wife, a portly woman wearing a mobcap and a white apron, came to his side and whispered something in his ear.


The innkeeper appeared to hesitate and then he said,


“I hardly dare suggest it, Mein Herr, but there is an attic room still unoccupied. It is one that is usually allotted to a servant, but at least you could lie down and it would be more pleasant than spending the night in a chair.”


“I will take it,” the stranger nodded briefly. “And now, if someone will wait upon me in the dining hall, I wish to order some wine.”


He strode away in what was obviously the direction of the dining hall and the innkeeper’s wife’s eyes followed him admiringly.


There was no doubt that he was not only handsome but distinguished in appearance and his clothes, she noted, were worn with the indifferent elegance that proclaimed him an Englishman.


Like her husband she had not failed to notice the gold signet ring on his finger or the pearl pin in his cravat.


It was not only the impression of wealth and elegance that made her eyes follow the gentleman until he was out of sight. There was something else about him, something that had made several women, as he passed through the crowded room, gaze at him and then gaze again.


As it was late, the dining hall was empty, save for a couple of elderly men lingering over a bottle of port.


The new arrival seated himself at a table near the open fireplace. When the waiter came hurrying to take his order, he scrutinised the menu with care, selecting his dishes with a fastidiousness and knowledge of food that ensured him more respect than was accorded to most travellers.


Finally, after a short wait, he was provided with well-cooked pike, a tender fowl, venison marinated in wine, a choice of Zuckerwerk or Pflaumemus and a selection of fruit dishes, which were all appetising.


The wine was not exceptional but certainly drinkable and, when he had eaten amply for it was his first meal of the day, the gentleman sat back in his chair and sipped his glass of port.


He was warm, he was no longer hungry and whatever the bed that awaited him upstairs was like, he knew that he would sleep well.


The dining hall was now empty and the room, which had been filled with travellers when he passed through it, was now much quieter.


Most of the women had retired upstairs to the bedchambers allotted to them and the men who were left still smoking round the fireside were nodding their heads obviously too tired to talk.


The gentleman looked around for the landlord and found him totting up his accounts of the drink that had been consumed.


“My bedroom is ready for me?” the gentleman asked.


“Your servant has taken up your things, Mein Herr, and I can only once again express my regrets that I cannot offer you a more worthy place for your slumbers.”


“I daresay I shall fare all right,” the stranger said genially.


“If you will climb the stairs, Mein Herr, the room is in the attics, the first door you come to as you reach the top landing.”


“I will find it,” the gentleman answered and he strolled slowly up the uncarpeted oak staircase, which twisted and turned until finally he reached the attics, which were so low-ceilinged that he had to bend his head.


He was well aware that the attic rooms in such an inn, being immediately under the roof, would be hot in summer and cold in winter and it was with a feeling of relief as he opened the door that he saw a light in the fireplace and realised that his servant had lit a fire.


It was smoking a little, which was not surprising, as it was unlikely that the chimney would have been used very often by those who could afford only such poor and austere accommodation.


The room was small and contained a bed, which stood against one wall, and a wooden chair.


The bed had obviously seen better days and must have been moved from one of the better rooms in the inn into the attics in order to dispose of it.


It was a high unwieldy box-bed beloved of the German Hausfrau and the curtains, which had once ensured privacy, were now threadbare and full of holes.


But at a glance the gentleman could see that the coarse linen sheets were clean and he was quite certain that the mattress would be of goose feathers and therefore extremely comfortable.


He lit a candle that stood on the mantelshelf from a taper, which he kindled from the flames of the fire, and as he did so he heard a scream.


It came from the room next door and as he stood still to listen there was another scream, and yet another.


As they were low-pitched the gentleman walked across the room to stand near the opposite wall, so that he could hear what was happening.


To his astonishment he heard a woman’s voice calling out in English,


“No – no – please don’t – hit me anymore – I am sorry, I tell you – I am – sorry, I did not – mean to do it!”


“Whether you meant it or not, you know what you have done and I will make certain that you never do such a thing again,” another woman’s voice replied viciously.


There was the sound of a whip being applied forcefully and each sharp crack brought forth another half-stifled scream. 


Again a voice pleaded,


“P-please – please no more – I could not – help it – I swear I could – not help it!”


The noise of the whip was almost monotonous until the screams became weaker.


“Let this be a lesson to you,” the woman's voice rasped sharply, “a lesson you will not forget. When we reach Baden-Baden, you will obey me and do what I wish, otherwise I will hand you over to the Police and they will send you back to Paris to face the guillotine. Is that clear?”


There was no answer and the woman went on with a venomous note in her voice,


“You will obey me and do exactly what I say! Otherwise the beating I have given you tonight will be child’s play to what you will receive. Think about it, Selina.  Just think about it.”


There was the sound of someone moving across the uncarpeted floor. Then the door of the attic room next to the gentleman’s closed with a slam and he heard footsteps descending the stairs.


He was just about to return to the comfort of the fire when he heard the sound of tempestuous weeping, so agonising that it sounded as if whoever was crying had lost the last vestige of self-control.


The gentleman listened for a moment and then resolutely moved across the room.


‘It is none of my business,’ he told himself.


But the sound of weeping was inescapable, even at the furthest end of his room he could still hear it and he knew that he would be unable to sleep so long as it continued.


For a moment he seemed to debate as if with himself. 


Then he took the candle from the mantelshelf and opening his door went out on to the landing.


He walked a few steps until he came to the next room. In the lock he could see a key and realised that when the woman had gone downstairs she had turned it. Whoever was weeping was locked in.


Again the gentleman hesitated for a moment and then he knocked gently on the door.


The weeping ceased. 


There was a sudden silence and then he knocked again.


There was no answer and after a second he turned the key and entered the room.


The attic was almost identical to his own except that there was no fire. There was one candle on a deal table beside the bed.


The gentleman stood just inside the door and by the light of his own candle and that on the table he could see a recumbent figure lying on top of the bed.


At first he thought it was a child. Then a face was raised from the pillow and he found himself looking at two very large tear-filled eyes in a small heart-shaped face.


Tears were running down a girl’s pale cheeks and her fair hair fell over her shoulders.


“W-what – do you – want?”


There was no doubt of the terror in her voice and the gentleman replied gently,


“Don’t be afraid. I only came to see if I could help you.” 


The girl on the bed drew in her breath and the tears in her eyes spilled over as she answered brokenly,


“No one can – help me.”


“Are you sure of that?” the gentleman asked.


“Q-quite – sure,” she answered and her voice broke on the words.


The gentleman paused a moment and then he suggested,


“As one English person to another in a foreign country, I think perhaps we might discuss your problem.”


He thought he saw an expression of hope in her face before she answered,


“You – you are – very kind – but you cannot help me – it is impossible.”


The gentleman smiled.


“I have a strange antipathy to being told that any problem is impossible. I have always believed that every difficulty is surmountable if one goes the right way about it.” 


The girl’s eyes were on his face and he had the feeling that she was wondering if she could trust him.


“I promise you,” he said in a quiet voice, “that if you wish me to leave you alone, I will do so. But if you continue to cry as wretchedly as you have been doing, I shall find it impossible to sleep on the other side of the wall.”


“You – heard what – happened?” the girl asked in a low voice.


“I heard,” he answered.


“There is no – reason why I should – burden you with my – problem.”


“As I have just said, we are fellow countrymen and I am also extremely curious as to why you should be so cruelly treated.”


He glanced at her body as he spoke and she made a little nervous gesture of modesty.


She was wearing only a thin cotton nightgown buttoned at the neck and with long sleeves. In the light from the candles it was easy to see the spots of blood from the weals raised on her back by the whip.


“Suppose,” the gentleman proposed in a calm matter of fact voice, “you get under the bedclothes where you will be warmer. I will turn my back while you do so and then you can tell me what you have done to incur such punishment.”


As he spoke, he moved across the room to place his candle on the narrow mantelshelf over the empty grate.


The shutters were fastened over the window, but even so the room was cold and he thought with regret of the fire burning warmly next door in his own bedroom.


There was the sound of a movement behind him and then a low, still frightened little voice said,


“I-I am – in bed.”


He turned round.


She was sitting up, a sheet held against her chest. Her fair hair fell over her shoulders, making her look as if she had stepped out of a Fairytale.


The gentleman moved towards her, looking as he did so to see if there was a chair where he could sit down. The only one in the attic was covered with the girl’s clothes and when he reached the bed he sat down on the extreme end of it.


“Now tell me,” he began, “why you are here.”


As he spoke, he looked at her and realised that even with a tear-stained face she was unusually lovely. In fact, he told himself, he had not seen anyone so beautiful for a long time.


Her skin was almost translucent, her eyes were the deep blue of the Mediterranean or perhaps of the gentians that could be picked high above it on the mountains.


Her nose was very small and straight and her lips still trembling, although smudged a little with the agony of her tears, were exquisitely curved.


“Who are you?” the gentleman asked.


“My name is – Selina Wade.”


“And mine is Quintus Tiverton. So now we are introduced.”


He smiled as he spoke and it was a very beguiling smile, as women had found since he first used it to his advantage when he was in the cradle.


“D-do you – really want me to – tell you about – myself?” Selina asked hesitatingly.


“I must beg you to do so,” Quintus Tiverton replied, “otherwise I assure you I shall lie awake all night worrying as to what is the truth.”


“Y-you – will be – shocked when you – hear.”


There was a smile at the corners of his lips as he answered,


“I can assure you, Miss Wade, nothing ever shocks me.”


Selina gave a little sigh and leant back against the pillows.


It was an involuntary gesture and the weals on her back caused her to wince so that she sat up again.


“How could anyone dare to treat you in such an appalling way?” Quintus Tiverton asked sharply.


“I-I suppose it was my own – fault,” Selina replied. “But there was – nothing else I could do – really there was not.”


“I believe you,” Quintus Tiverton said. “But you must tell me first what I am to believe.”


He smiled again and realised that Selina, who had been trembling ever since he entered the room, now seemed a little calmer.


“It is all – so – bewildering. When Mrs. Devilin asked me to go with her to – France, I thought it would be – exciting and an – adventure, but it has been – terrifying!”


“Who is Mrs. Devilin?” Quintus Tiverton enquired.


“I met her in the – domestic bureau,” Selina replied. 


“Start at the beginning,” he suggested. “Who are your parents and where do you live?”


“My parents are both – dead,” Selina answered. “We lived at Little Cobham in Surrey.”


“I know it. What did your father do?”


“He had a small estate,” Selina replied, “which he bought after he retired from the Army. He was a Colonel – in the Eleventh Hussars.”


The man listening to her did not speak and after a moment she went on,


“He had his pension and Mama had a little money of her own. But, when Papa died and his pension – stopped, I found that Mama’s capital had all been spent and so there was – nothing.”


“The house did not belong to you?”


“I thought it did – but it was mortgaged.”


 Selina gave a little sigh.


“I had always imagined that I would go on living at home if anything happened to Papa. I could have arranged for some respectable woman to live with me – but then I learnt that the house was no longer mine.”


There was something pathetically lost and childlike in the way she said it and after a moment Quintus Tiverton prompted,


“What happened?”


“My uncle told me that I could live with him, but he obviously did not really want me. He is a Parson living on a very small stipend and it is hard enough for him to make two ends meet.”


She made a little gesture with her hand as she continued, 


“When I suggested to my uncle that I should find work, he seemed pleased. So I went to London.”


“By yourself?” Quintus Tiverton asked.


“There was no one to go with me,” Selina replied, “and Uncle Bartram was too busy to spare the time.”


“I understand. Go on.”


. “I knew, of course, I would have to go to a domestic bureau,” Selina continued. “I thought they would advise me as to – what sort of employment I should take. I-I am afraid – I am not very – talented.”


Looking at her face and at her big eyes raised to his, Quintus Tiverton could not help thinking that there would be no need for a girl of such beauty to possess many talents.


But he made no comment, anxious for Selina to carry on with her story.


“I had only just begun to explain to the secretary at the desk in the bureau what I required, hoping that she would advise me, when another more elderly woman came to her side and said, ‘I think Mrs. D’Arcy Devilin would like to see this young woman.’


“‘She is not interested in Betty Sheffield?’ the secretary asked.


“‘No, the elderly woman replied, ‘she is not pretty enough.’


“I thought this sounded rather strange, but before I could ask any questions, I was led into a small room, which I guessed was where employers interviewed applicants for an engagement.”


Selina drew a deep breath.


“Seated there was the smartest and most elegant lady I had ever seen.”


Quintus Tiverton was listening intently and, as Selina continued with her story, her voice low and hesitating, trembling sometimes over her words, he gained a very vivid picture of what had occurred.


He realised, as Selina had been unable to, the implications that lay behind the conversations and how easily a girl from the country could have been bemused and bewildered by the sophistication of the woman who held out so tempting a situation.


Mrs. D’Arcy Devilin, with her full, rustling satin skirts, her elegant taffeta pelisse and her bonnet trimmed with floating feathers, had looked to Selina like a being from another world.


She and her parents had lived very quietly in Little Cobham.


Although she occasionally had had glimpses of the ladies of the County when they visited her mother or when she herself went to parties or Receptions at the Squire’s or at the High Sheriff’s Annual Assembly, Mrs. Devilin was more striking and certainly smarter than anyone she had ever seen before.


She was to learn later that it was Parisian chic, but at the moment she was concerned not only with admiring the fashionable figure who scrutinised her from head to foot but with feeling slightly embarrassed by the sharpness of the lady’s voice as she questioned her and the penetrating glance of her dark eyes.


“I require a companion for my niece who lives with me in Paris,” she said, “and I cannot bear to have ugly or gauche women around me. I want somebody who is educated, who understands how to be charming to the many important people who frequent my house and who has at least a smattering of the graces that are essential for every young Lady of Fashion.”


“I-I am – not certain – what those – a-are, ma’am,” Selina stammered.


“You will need to dance, you will need deportment and you will need to talk on many subjects but, most of all, to be able to listen.”


“I am sure I can do that.”


“You are certainly quite presentable,” the lady went on in her hard voice. “At the same time your clothes are lamentable.”


“I understand, madam, this young woman comes from the country,” the woman from the bureau interposed.


Mrs. Devilin gave her an impatient look.


“I think, Mrs. Hunt, I should prefer to interview this girl alone.”


“Of course, madam, I quite understand,” Mrs. Hunt replied.


She bobbed a curtsey and went from the room, leaving Selina standing nervously in front of Mrs. Devilin.


“You may sit down,” she said condescendingly. “And now answer my questions truthfully and accurately.” 


“I will try – to do so,” Selina replied in her soft voice. 


“You are an orphan?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“What relations do you have?”


Selina wondered why it should matter that she had an uncle who she could live with until she found employment, a cousin in Scotland whom she never saw and another in Cornwall who was so old that it was no use writing any further letters to her.


“You are quite prepared to come to France?” Mrs. Devilin asked.


“I should love to travel,” Selina answered, “and I have always longed specially – to see France and Italy.”


“I live in Paris,” Mrs. Devilin said. “Can you come with me tomorrow?”


“Yes, there is no reason – why I should not,” Selina answered.


“Your uncle will not prevent you going?”


“No, indeed, ma’am. He would be glad to think that I have found employment, even though it is in another country.” 


“Very well, you can meet me at Sheriff’s Hotel tomorrow morning at half after nine o’clock. Bring few clothes with you. I shall have to fit you out in Paris. You would be a laughing stock there in what you are wearing now.” 


Excited by the interview Selina went back to her uncle to tell him that she need no longer be an encumbrance to him.


“Paris?” he had commented reflectively. “From all I hear, Paris is not the City for a young girl alone.”


“I don’t expect that Mrs. Devilin’s niece would be allowed to go anywhere unchaperoned, Uncle Bartram,” Selina had answered. “Mrs. Devilin appeared to me to be –very strict.” 


“That is what I would hope,” her uncle said. “You are quite certain that you are wise to accept the first position you are offered? After all there might he others more to your liking.”


“This one is very much to my liking, Uncle Bartram. You know how Papa always used to tell me about his travels abroad when he was in the Army. It is so wonderful to think that I can see a little of the world.”


“I suppose it is all right,” her uncle agreed grudgingly. “Perhaps we should make some enquiries about this Mrs. Devilin. You say she was known to the Agency?”


“She was indeed. When she called Mrs. Hunt in and said that she would engage me, Mrs. Hunt said, ‘I only hope, madam, that you have found the other young girls I have provided you with in the past to be satisfactory.’


“Mrs. Devilin laughed.


“‘Too satisfactory, Mrs. Hunt! They were so attractive and so charming that both of them have married. One to a very rich man, another to a Nobleman!”


“‘That’s nice for them, madam,’ Mrs. Hunt exclaimed. 


“‘But a nuisance for me,’ Mrs. Devilin replied. ‘That is why I have come to visit you again for I have to say that I am very satisfied with the service you have given me.’


“‘We do our best, madam,’ Mrs. Hunt replied. ‘And may I say that we are by far the largest and the most exclusive domestic bureau in London. In fact our clientele is very distinguished. As I often remark to my assistant, it reads almost like a page from Debrett’s Peerage.’”


Selina, having related the story, waited for her uncle’s reaction.


“It certainly sounds satisfactory, Selina,” he had said. Equally there was some doubt in his voice and Selina sensed that he was still perturbed at the thought of her going away to Paris. But for her it was an excitement beyond words.


She had been unable to sleep that night after she had packed her small leather trunk and had lain awake alternately thanking God for looking after her and eagerly anticipating all that she might see in Paris.


She and Mrs. Devilin had travelled by train to Dover, crossed the English Channel and then taken a train for Paris.


It had been a long and tiring journey, but they had travelled Second Class in what seemed to Selina luxurious comfort.


It was only when she arrived in Paris that she had been a little surprised to learn that Mrs. Devilin’s niece was not in the house.


It was a long, narrow grey building in what she learnt was the fashionable part of Paris, just off the Rue de St. Honoré.


She had supposed that it belonged to Mrs. Devilin, but from some remarks that were made by a servant she learnt that it was only rented and that Mrs. Devilin had not even seen it until her return from England.


It was Mrs. Devilin’s husband, Mr. D’Arcy, who had made all the arrangements. He was a middle-aged man, flashily over-dressed and with bold eyes which made Selina shrink away from him as soon as they met.


He looked her over slowly in a manner that she felt was impertinent, almost as if she was a horse for sale. 


Then he said,


“I congratulate you, Celestine, I could not have done better myself.”


“I thought you would be pleased,” Mrs. Devilin replied. “You have told him we are arriving?”


“He is all impatience, but he will have to wait a little longer while you buy this child some clothes.”


“I am well aware of that,” Mrs. Devilin answered. “Tell the dressmaker to come here first thing in the morning and to bring with her everything she has. She knows the type of thing we want.”


“Yes, of course,” D’Arcy Devilin replied.


Selina could not understand what they were talking about.


She was shown to her room and a manservant, who she thought had a familiar manner, earned up her trunk.


What puzzled her was that the house was so small. She discovered that there was only one other bedroom on the same floor as her own and that was occupied by Mrs. Devilin.


There was a small sitting room on the ground floor where she was given a meal before she went to bed and she imagined that the first floor contained the salon where doubtless they would sit the following day.


She was, however, too tired to worry her head particularly about the house or indeed about herself. 


Instead she leant out of the window before she went to bed, trying to see in the darkness what Paris looked like.


*


The following morning the dressmaker arrived and Mrs. Devilin gave her orders in the sharp authoritative tone that on the journey Selina had found rather disturbing and indeed at times frightening.


She was very sensitive to atmosphere and there was something about Mrs. Devilin which on further acquaintance made her feel like a cat that is having her fur rubbed the wrong way.


However, although Mrs. Devilin’s tone was sharp, she had always spoken to Selina pleasantly.


“When shall I see your niece?” Selina asked as the dressmaker took her measurements.


“Later,” Mrs. Devilin replied indifferently. “She is out of Paris at the moment.”


“Then could I see a little of the City if there is time?” Selina asked tentatively.


“There will be no time for that this afternoon,” Mrs. Devilin replied. “After you have been fitted for your gowns, the hairdresser is coming to wash your hair. After that we have several small items to buy, like shoes, gloves and a nightgown or two. Then I want you to rest before this evening.”


“What is happening this evening?” Selina asked, her eyes sparkling.


She wondered if perhaps Mrs. Devilin was taking her to a theatre or if there was to be a party.


It was all very exciting and quite unlike anything that she had expected in the way of work.


Mrs. Devilin did not reply at the time, but later in the afternoon she said to Selina,


“I have something to tell you, something which I know will please you very much.”


“What is it?” Selina asked.


“There is a gentleman who is anxious to marry you.” 


“To – marry me?” Selina exclaimed in utter astonishment. 


“He is very rich and very distinguished,” Mrs. Devilin answered, “and you are in fact an extremely fortunate young woman.”


“But why should he want – to marry me?” Selina stuttered. “He has never – seen me.”


“I have told him how beautiful you are and, as he is a widower, he needs a wife.”


“I cannot believe it is – true,” Selina said. “Who is this – gentleman?”


“He is the Marquis de Valpré,” Mrs. Devilin answered, “a very old friend of mine. To be frank with you, Selina, he asked me if, when I went to London, I would try to find him a young and charming wife.”


“B-but there must be – plenty of – women he knows in – France,” Selina faltered.


“He is very partial to English girls, especially when they are fair-haired,” Mrs. Devilin said with a smile. “Let me impress upon you again, Selina, that he is very consequential, in fact one of the most important members of French Society. The Valprés are an ancient aristocratic family.”


“I am, of course, very – honoured that he should – think of me,” Selina said, “but you will understand, ma’am, that I – could not – marry anyone I did not – love.” 


“My dear child, you are in France!” Mrs. Devilin retorted scornfully. “Marriages in France are always arranged. There is no question of love until after the couple have become man and wife.”


“It is different in England.” Selina insisted, “at least amongst ordinary people, although I believe the noble families do still have their marriages arran – ”


Her voice died away because she saw an expression on Mrs. Devilin’s face that frightened her.


“Are you going to be tiresome and difficult over this?” she asked.


There was something hard and inflexible in her voice that made Selina wince.


“No – indeed,” Selina answered, “I would – like to meet the – Marquis and – talk to him. Perhaps when we – get to – know each other – ”


“When you get to know him, I am certain you will love him if that is what you are looking for,” Mrs. Devilin said contemptuously. “It should not be difficult, when you remember that for a penniless and unimportant girl like yourself, it would be wonderful to have money and beautiful clothes and to move in the wealthy and glamorous social circles of Paris.”


She gave a little smile.


“They say that there has never been any period so extravagant or luxurious as the Second Empire. The jewels are magnificent, Selina, the clothes defy description. The Marquis can make you one of the most envied women in Paris.” 


It certainly sounded marvellous, Selina thought. At the same time she had never imagined that anything like this would happen to her.


She had dreamt that there would be a man somewhere in the world who would love her and who would ask her to be his wife. But just to have a marriage arranged with a man she had never seen and of whom she knew nothing was making her feel afraid.


Mrs. Devilin swept any protests or arguments away from her lips.


“You will meet the Marquis tonight. You will dine with him alone and you will find him charming, experienced, a man of the world and, if you play your cards cleverly, Selina, very generous.”
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