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         From the moment Jane met Etienne her heart was his – but would he merely add it to his collection, grow weary of it, and eventually discard it?

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter I
   

         

         Jane
       looked at the damage she herself had caused, and wished that the earth would open and swallow her. The garage attendant scratched the top of his peaked cap and looked almost as concerned, and the voice in the background said drawingly: “Mon Dieu, mademoiselle!… Even if you have a grievance against me personally, need you take it out on my poor car? And she such a thing of beauty until a moment ago?”

         Jane turned to him, her face scarlet, “Oh, monsieur, I – I don't know what to say!” she exclaimed “I mean,” staring at him hopelessly, as if in proof of her statement that she was almost literally bereft of words, “I'm terribly sorry… But I can't think how it happened!”

         “Can't you?” He glanced at the huge Cadillac she had been attempting to manoeuvre out of the garage, and his sardonic expression hardly lightened. The Cadillac was so plainly new, she herself was as about as substantial as a piece of thistledown in the strong breeze – or that was the impression he formed of her when he glanced at her for the first time – and her flustered expression had quite obviously begun before ever she took the paint off the back of his chaste black-and-silver car. And gave it a dent it would take time and money to remove. “I would say you are a little out of your element in a vehicle of this sort.”

         He put out a slender, beautifully formed hand and caressingly touched the Cadillac, in the manner of a lover of horseflesh permitting himself the pleasure of stroking an arched and glossy neck.

         Jane felt her mortification spread, but at the same time her back stiffened a little, “I'll admit I'm not yet very used to driving this particular car,” she said; “but then it isn't my car! It happens to be my employer's car!”

         His eyebrows ascended.

         “And it has only just been brought over from New York. I’ve driven it all the way from the coast,” with a rather pathetic attempt at dignity. “And considering I’m not used to left-hand drives, or driving on the opposite side of the road to that which we use in England, I don’t think I’ve done too badly. Moreover, I’ve actually driven through Paris,” as if that was the final triumph.

         “MonDieu, mon Dieu!” he muttered, shaking his head. “What a trusting employer you have!” He went up to his own car and stood inspecting it. “But it was here in this hotel garage that you marred the perfection of my Josephine,” he reminded her. He touched the dent tenderly. “And, although not perhaps comparable with that thing of which you are in charge, I have an affection for Josephine – who, incidentally, is my only means of transport at the moment! – which makes me enquire what do you propose to do about it, mademoiselle?” “

         “I will pay for the damage, of course,” she said swiftly.

         But inwardly her heart sank, for costs in France she had already discovered were in the neighbourhood of fantastic, and her own currency allowance wouldn’t last long if she went on at this rate, incurring bills for repairs to other people’s cars. And what sort of bill would it be when it was presented?

         She swallowed something in her throat, and thought that at the worst Sandra would come to her assistance. Sandra had a way of getting round every sort of restriction, including currency, and being an American the latter wouldn’t affect her in any case. She would say generously – for there was no one quite as generous as Sandra! – and with that attractive lilt in her voice which everyone found so captivating, particularly the millions who paid to watch her and listen to her on a cinema screen: “Oh, well, honey, you can work it off! … But don’t let it worry you, because we’ll extend the payments!”

         But just then Jane felt appalled. The Frenchman looked round at her with his night-dark eyes in which there wasn’t even a suspicion of humour or sympathy, and she thought that for a Frenchman he was singularly ungallant, and singularly direct. Just as, for a Frenchman, he was unusually  tall, with well-held shoulders and narrow hips, and a darkness that made her think more of the Basque country. But he had all a Frenchman’s air of being slightly jaded – or was it slightly world-weary? and his mouth was the most cynical mouth she had ever seen. And hard!

         She began to quake inwardly, lest he demanded the settlement of the bill there and then and she hadn’t enough money in her purse.

         “Please don’t worry, monsieur,” she heard herself saying agitatedly. “Of course I will pay for the damage to be put right!”

         Once again his slightly puckish eyebrows ascended. “You are optimistic, mademoiselle ! It will probably never be ‘quite right’ again! But since you are responsible for inflicting this disfigurement to my car, naturally I expect you to bear the burden of the responsibility!”

         “Naturally,” she agreed feebly.

         “I am a Shylock, and I demand my pound of flesh!”

         “Of course.” But although she was still in agreement, her cheeks burned with a mixture of humiliation and downright perturbation. He was looking down at her very coolly from his superior height, and being a Frenchman she no doubt struck him as completely lacking in chic. She was very English, for one thing, and English-women on the Continent are not generally acclaimed for their chic. And after driving for hours – this was, in fact, her first stop since breakfast – she was aware that her tailored suit was crumpled, and the little round white collar of her muslin blouse had probably collected a few smuts on the road. The weather for September was very hot, and she had been driving with all the windows open, and her short chestnut hair was undoubtedly blown about. She hadn’t stopped to attend to her make-up since she put it on that morning, and she could almost feel the shine on her nose, and her big brown eyes were probably staring as bewildered as an owl’s that had been surprised by daylight. “I will have to give you my name and address, monsieur….”

         But he shook his head firmly. “Oh, no! Shyločk was not to be turned from his pound of flesh, and neither will I be turned from mine! That would not suit your Shakespeare one little bit!”

         Her appalled sensation grew. She started to fumble with the clasp of her handbag, whilst striving frantically to remember how many francs it actually contained.

         But so suddenly that she wondered whether she was imagining things, he smiled with a flash of hard white teeth. The dark eyes softened miraculously, so that she was reminded of a summer night sky instead of the bleak winter one they had originally called to her mind, and he said gently: “Tuck that handbag under your arm and come and have lunch with me!… Wasn't it for the purpose of having lunch here that you stopped in the first place?”

         “Yes; but I’m in such a rush I thought I’d better keep on going! I didn’t think I had time….”

         “Time,” he told her, as he took her lightly by the elbow and propelled her past the Cadillac, “is something that will defeat us all in the end, so why try and keep pace with it? Why try and survive on a coffee, when what you need is a good square meal? And you do feel that some food inside you would be a great source of comfort, don’t you?”

         “Oh, yes,” she admitted, the sudden relief making her absolutely truthful. “I feel so hollow that I was wondering how I was going to last out until the end of the journey. But I lost time yesterday, and I’ve simply got to make it up in spite of what you say.”

         “But not on one coffee and a macaroon!”

         “How do you know I had a coffee and a macaroon?”

         “I was observing you in the restaurant while attempting to make up my own mind about staying for lunch. You slipped in and polished off your order, and then slipped out looking as hungry as a waif! So I followed you, and was just in time to hear the thud as you hit my car!”

         “Oh,” she exclaimed, “your car! What am I going to do about it?”

         “Nothing,” he replied casually. “The garage people will attend to it.” He addressed the attendant over his shoulder in such rapid French that she couldn’t quite follow it, although her own French was good – definitely much better than the usual schoolgirl variety practised by girls of her age abroad, and was one reason why she had been lucky enough to secure her present job. And then he said suavely almost in her ear: “If you wish to recompense me for inconvenience you can drive me to my destination once we have had lunch.”

         “Of course.” But she paused doubtfully. “I am onmy way to Châteauceaux…. And after that I have fifty miles to drive!”

         “Exactly as I thought you had,” he murmured complacently. “There are occasions when I am inspired, and this would appear to be one of them. We can take turn and turn about at the wheel.”

         “But I don’t even know your name,” she objected, remaining as if irresolute.

         “That is easily remedied,” he told her. “Simply call me Etienne.”

         “Monsieur Etienne?”

         “If you wish.”

         “Then, Monsieur Etienne, I am Jane Arden”

         He released her arm and bowed, the formal bow of a Frenchman. “I am delighted to have the pleasure of making your acquaintance, Mademoiselle Arden.”

         Her brown eyes gleamed for an instant under the deceptive downward sweep of her gold-tipped eyelashes. “Even though I’ve put your car out of action for you?”

         “Temporarily out of action. The man has promised it shall receive priority treatment, and will probably be ready for collection in a couple of days.” He took her once more by the arm. “Let us re-seek the hotel dining-room. The cuisine here is excellent, and I fancy a lightly done omelette and a bowl of salad, preceded, as it is a very warm day, by some melon. After which, if you are in agreement, and your inner mechanism is still troubling you with hollow rumblings we might try a steak cooked over the charcoal grill – a speciality of this house.”

         “Don’t!” she pleaded, placing a hand over the spot where the rumblings might be expected to commence at that moment. “My inner mechanism is threatening to collapse altogether!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         But
       although the food was excellent as he had predicted it would be, they didn't consume it in the hotel dining-room. They had it served to them in the garden, beneath a large bright umbrella that deflected the rays of the hot September sun, and within sight and sound of a river that wound like a speckled snake at the bottom of a smooth green lawn.

         Jane was amazed by the greenness of the lawn considering the power of the sun. And considering that all summer the sun must have been many, many times hotter with a destructive quality where young tender things like blades of grass were concerned. She was not so surprised by the many and conflicting perfumes of the flowers of high summer that hung in the atmosphere, for although when she left England three days ago summer was practically ended, here she was already south of the Loire, and the famous chateau country was not ready to begin thinking about autumn.

         Summer might linger on for many weeks yet, and then when autumn did finally arrive it would do so in a blaze of colour. She knew, because she had visited this part of the world once before with her father, and the splendour had been something she would never put out of her mind altogether.

         “It’s hot,” she said, as she slipped out of the jacket of her suit. The Frenchman's eyes appraised the impeccability of her blouse, with the little round collar that she had been so afraid had collected smuts. She need not have worried, for it was as crisp as the fine lawn handkerchief that was tucked in at the end of his sleeve. The neck it enclosed was smooth and girlish, and the outlines of her face were young and vulnerable, but her eyes that reminded him of honey when it first drips from the comb had an unyouthful quality of wisdom about them. Wisdom and penetration.

         Or they did when she had disposed of three courses of the truly wonderful meal and was feeling a little more like herself. When the vacant expression that made her look like a near-sighted owl vanished, and her slight pallor vanished also, and a peach-like glow of health took its place.

         She was most attractive, this English girl he thought, and it was within the realm of possibility that she wasn’t such a very young girl, either. She could be twenty-two, or twenty-six, or twenty-eight, according to the way she made use of those fascinating eyelashes that were attached to creamy lids, and looked upwards either attentively or contemplatively. The attentiveness made her seem very young; the contemplation made him wonder.

         She had a shapely little head like a polished chestnut, and her slenderness was the slenderness of the age in which she lived. No need to assess her measurements, he thought. They were no doubt highly gratifying to herself, if she admired the world in which she lived; but for him, if he had to describe her, it would be that insubstantial thistledown air that had struck him from the first, when he saw her gazing in horror at his car, that would receive emphasis over everything else. That and the English flawlessness of her skin.

         He went round to help her remove her coat, and when it was arranged over the back of her chair, and they were seated, facing one another again, she smiled at him. She had the sort of smile that a man might come to watch for, for there were dimples at the corner of it, and her mouth curved happily upwards to match her feathery eyebrows.

         “Monsieur Etienne,” she told him, “I simply cannot understand you. I damage your car and cause you inconvenience, and you stand me a heavenly lunch.” She sighed over the memory of the Tarte aux fruits chauds she had just consumed, and wondered whether she could ever make pastry like that if she tried for the rest if her life.”You must be extraordinarily forgiving.”

         “Don't deceive yourself, mademoiselle” he warned her. “It is not my nature to be over-generous.”

         She looked at him with interest. Throughout the meal they had talked in a mixture of French and English, and he had complimented her on her French, and she had complimented him on his English. She gathered that he knew England well. He seemed to know the whole of Europe well, and the vast continent of America. If anything, he was more familiar with America than he was with England. He had one or two silver threads in his crisp black hair above the temples, and it was plain that he had filled his life very full of experience. There were lines of disillusionment in his face, and lines of cynicism, and her first impression had been of him that he was hard… Perhaps life had made him hard; but she was quite certain that he was hard. And now she didn’t know whether he was joking or not about not being over-generous.

         She decided to accept him at his own valuation. “Perhaps not,” she agreed. “But you have put up with me all through a meal, and you haven't suggested that I pay for it at least, not yet!” continuing to smile. “And some people would have flown into a fury when they saw what I did to your car.”

         “That wouldn’t have got them very far.”

         “No, but it would have eased their feelings.”

         He lay back in his chair and regarded her through slightly sleepy dark eyes, while a cigarette smouldered away between his fingers. His hands fascinated her, they were so sensitive and beautifully cared for.

         “And made you feel suitably repentant.”

         “I did feel absolutely horrified! And of course I will settle the bill for the repairs.”

         “Out of your English currency allowance?”

         She made a face. “We are all tied up in difficulties, we English, aren't we?” she said. “At any rate, when we're abroad. Not that I could afford to be abroad at all if I wasn’t in a job – a job that permitted me to travel! It's rather wonderful, really, because all my life I've been used to travelling, which sounds extravagant, although that was never the case. My father was a schoolmaster who had many friends on the Continent, and he dragged me around with him during the holidays. We lived like gypsies sometimes, but there were occasions when we lived like princes -or a prince and princess!” She smiled her radiant smile. “It was fun. But it's over.”

         “Meaning –”

         “My father is dead” – stirring the sugar at the bottom of her coffee with unnecessary vigour, while the smile vanished altogether.

         “And the other members of your family?”

         “There are no close members.”

         “I’m sorry,” he said. “It is a sad thing to be without a family. But now tell me about the job you were so fortunate to secure, and the employer who owns the Cadillac.”.

         For an instant her eyes glowed. “Can you imagine what a joy it was for me to be given the opportunity to drive a Cadillac across France?”

         “I can imagine it was slightly diluted joy when you drove into the back of my stationary car! However, we will forget that now” – magnanimously. “Proceed if you please!”

         “My employer is Sandra Van Doone, the American film-star,” she explained. “And she is coming to France to make a film. At least, she's planning to make a film over here as soon as she's had a holiday, for she's been working very hard in recent months; and the man with whom she is to film – René Delaroche, of whom you've almost certainly heard, for the French look upon him as a kind of idol of the entertainment world – is placing his country house at her disposal until they start to film. They may make a few scenes in which the house will be used as a background; but in the meantime I’ve got to get there and make absolutely certain that everything is ready for Sandra.”

         “Who arrives – when?” he asked curtly.

         “She's flying to Paris from London Airport this afternoon. She dislikes long journeys by car, and if she can't fly to Châteauceaux, or somewhere near to it, she will probably complete her journey by rail tomorrow, or the day after.”

         “And you who have had no opportunity to get used to a strange car risk your neck haring across France! And that is quite in order?”

         Jane looked surprised, “Oh, but I've driven for years, and my driving licence is quite clean… Or it was until today!” – colouring in sudden confusion. “I don't know what happens over here when you hit the back of someone else's car while trying to get out of a garage that seems several sizes too small for you. It all depends, I suppose, on whether or not you wish to make it an offence!” As Monsieur Etienne said nothing at all to help her, she went on: “It was only because the car was strange that I was so clumsy, and as a matter of fact Sandra bought it only a few weeks ago. I've been driving her in something much smaller until we accepted delivery of this new vehicle only a couple of days before I left England”

         “Go on,” he said.

         She smiled faintly, because he obviously expected her to make a clean breast of her affairs.

         “I am employed by Sandra – and in case you think I'm being familiar, she objects to my calling her Miss Van Doone! – to drive her about, and attend to her correspondence, and so forth, and naturally the Cadillac is a part of my daily duties. I could hardly expect someone else to take it over and be responsible for it at a time like this, when it had to be put into practical use, just because I’m not yet altogether at home with all the various gadgets – and in particular that left-hand drive!”

         “And how long will it take you to be altogether ‘at home’ with them?” – with the dryness of old leather in the enquiry.

         “Oh, by the time I get to Châteauceaux I should be reasonably familiar…. And by the time I reach my destination I won't be able to do a thing wrong!”  with engaging confidence.

         He smiled sardonically.

         “I compliment you on your British phlegm, mademoiselle! Whoever suffers in the interval between your gaining the mastery of your employer's expensive new acquisition, and your not being quite certain of yourself, I feel sure it will not be you!”

         “I hope not,” she murmured, and could not prevent a certain impishness altering the quality of her smile.

         He looked at her through narrowed eyes, and between the longest and thickest black eyelashes she had ever known a man to possess.

         “And how long have you known this indulgent Sandra of yours?” he asked. “I say‘indulgent’, because not only does she admit you to terms of equality  which is unusual when a man or a woman has made a name for him or herself – but she appears to be singularly trusting where you are concerned. I believe I said that before, but the impression remains that you don't normally chip the paint off other people's cars. Your film-star must have a rather sublime confidence in you, which you probably merit. Do you like working for a film-star?”

         “Oh, yes,” she answered at once. “I like working for Sandra immensely. But then she isn't one of these temperamental film-stars, the type whom it can be difficult to please; and although she always gets top billing nowadays, and is the loveliest person I’ve seen in my life, she’s completely natural. I’ve known her now for six months – been working for her for six months, that is – and I should say we’d established a sort of mutual approval of one another. I don’t think she’ll sack me even if she learns what I’ve done to your car!”

         “Good!” Monsieur Etienne observed. “And how do you like the atmosphere of film studios, and film people in general?”

         “I find that they’re mostly like other people. They work very hard.”

         “And you work very hard?”

         “Sometimes. It all depends.… This morning, for instance; I felt a little peeved because I had to get up so early, after driving very nearly all day yesterday. But once I arrive at this wonderful country house of René Delaroche’s I shall probably begin to think it was highly worth while.”

         “Do you know René Delaroche?”

         She shook her head.

         “I’ve never even seen a photograph of him, oddly enough! But there was a time when I collected his gramophone records, and he was the only crooner my father could bear to listen to. But that was because he’s only a near-crooner, really, and naturally he sings mostly in French, which was my father’s second language. In fact, everything French went down well with him.”

         “And with you?”

         “I hardly know.” She smiled with that wide-eyed candour of hers. “But it’s exciting being able to visit France again, and not having to pay my own expenses. The last time I came as far south as this we stayed in the meanest little pension in the world, I should think. This time it’s  to be a sixteenth-century farmhouse, adapted to modern needs without any thought of cost, and equipped by the Dior amongst house-furnishers, if the photographs Sandra showed me before I left are anything at all to go by. And as René Delaroche is reputed to have amassed a fortune out of record sales and so forth, I’m not expecting to be disillusioned.”

         “I sincerely trust you will not be disillusioned, mademoiselle,” her lunch companion said, stubbing out his cigarette in the ashtray. “And now, if you are to arrive at your destination before dark, you should be on your way….”

         “There’s just one thing, Monsieur Etienne,” she said, detaining him as he would have summoned the waiter for the bill. “You said something before lunch that rather intrigued me. You asked me to give you a lift, and you intimated that you had a fairly shrewd idea where I was going. Or you seemed to have quite a definite idea where I was going!… You didn’t by any chance recognize the car, did you? The Cadillac, I mean!”

         He sent her a smile that was full of sudden whimsical amusement.

         “Shall we say I recognized the description of the car? And the fact that it was driven by a young English woman confirmed a certain suspicion…. The fact is, mademoiselle, that you and I are headed for the same destination, and it is for that reason that I begged the lift.”

         “I – I see,” she said, but she sounded amazed.

         “You are going to stay at La CausePerdue – an unusual name for a house, unless you know the story connected with it – and I am going a little beyond it. All I ask is that you will drop me off at the farm, and the remainder of my journey can be accomplished on foot.” She watched him while he settled the bill, but she felt a little bewildered. He had listened to her talking about Sandra, and René Delaroche, and he hadn’t said a word about knowing either of them. And possibly he did know both of them. It was very much on the cards that he had at least a nodding acquaintance with Delaroche if he lived within walking distance of his house.

         His dark eyes glinted at her with that strange, rather secret amusement as he pocketed his change, after acknowledging the profuse thanks of the waiter for a truly generous tip with a careless inclination of the head. As they walked across the lawn in the direction of the garage he once more slipped his lean, firm fingers beneath Jane’s elbow, as if to make certain that she didn’t take the wrong path, and said, “You appear to me to be thinking that the long arm of coincidence is occasionally stretched a little too far. But, believe me, it can be stretched very, far indeed… I once met a man in the very middle of the Sahara Desert, and spent a fortnight in his company, and only at the end discovered that we were at the same school together. What you call a kindergarten…. Odd, isn’t it?”

          
   

         At first she felt a little resentful when he insisted on taking over the wheel, but she was glad when an overpowering drowsiness came upon her, and she fell asleep. She fell asleep with her head resting against the creamy beige upholstery of Sandra’s new, luxurious car – skyblue like the gloriously clear September canopy beneath which they travelled – and the man beside her glanced at her occasionally, and a tiny, flickering smile touched the corners of his mouth, which suggested mobility when it was in complete repose.

         She was sleeping very peacefully, he thought, and possibly dreamlessly. The excellent lunch she had consumed and for which she had thanked him several times already, had proved a little too much for her, on top of long hours at the wheel the strain of unfamiliar roads and road-signs, and an unfamiliar hot sun. She hadn’t attempted to put on her suit jacket, because of the warmth, and the transparent muslin blouse revealed the delicacy of the shape below it. It was a curiously exciting delicacy, for there was little of maturity about it, and the embroidered satin slip that clung to the schoolgirlish curves might have been created by her own neat fingers.. “

         When people fall asleep they have no longer any pretence, and to an observer they are exactly as Nature intended them to be. Monsieur Etienne decided that Miss Jane Arden was not a minute older than twenty-two, and even at that she was a very youthful twenty-two. Her bright chestnut hair formed soft tendrils behind her ears, and the ears themselves were as delicate as shells. Her long eyelashes lay childishly on her cheeks, and her mouth was full, and vivid, and generous. Even in sleep it had a tendency to curve upwards at the corners.

         Monsieur Etienne felt that it might be very rewarding to sit and study that mouth, but he had to attend to his driving. The car swept through towns and villages, and by the time Jane stirred they had even passed through Chateauceaux, and the slanting rays of the westering sun were becoming touched by a warm redness.

         Jane sat up and looked about her, and her expression was a trifle bemused. There were billowing green trees all about them, and the sunlight lay in molten splashes on the steep bank of a river. The river flowed strongly and surely, and in the silence that made the gentle purring note of the engine seem like an intrusion in a world where anything intrusive was utterly forbidden, she thought she heard the faint gurgling noise of the hurrying waters, and the fainter “plop” when something feathered and graceful clove a way upstream.

         Her eyes lost the bemused look, and took on one that suggested she was being touched by enchantment. She had missed the magnificent chateaux piled upon the heights, the fields of grain waiting to be harvested, the terrace-like vineyards. But here in this mediaeval fastness of tall trees and an infinite hush she suddenly felt that it was extraordinarily good to be alive. She felt as if, like Sleeping Beauty, she had slumbered heedlessly through a hundred years, and awakened to the touch of magic.

         Beside her Monsieur Etienne said softly: “We are nearly there.”

         Her big brown eyes turned to him almost disbelievingly. “And you’ve been driving all this while! … You should have wakened me! Why didn’t you waken me?”

         “Because it would have been a crime to disturb such childlike slumber. You slept like one without conscience, and without a care.”

         She peeped at him rather more uncertainly. Without a conscience, and without a care? When she knew absolutely nothing about him, save that their destinations were nearly, if not quite, the same! It was Sandra’s car she had entrusted to him; and as for herself, she had probably snored throughout the long hot afternoon, and she might have even talked in her sleep, which she did do occasionally. And any man who had had to listen to a young woman snoring, and delivering herself of odd snatches of one-sided conversation, for hours on end, while the sun beat down on him mercilessly, must be feeling pretty near the end of his tether by this time.

         But Monsieur Etienne appeared quite calm and complacent behind the wheel. He must have stopped at some time during the afternoon, for he had removed his coat, and he was driving in his shirt-sleeves, and they were rolled up above his elbows. The shirt itself was Cambridge blue silk – extremely heavy silk – and his tie was flowing carelessly, and he appeared to have caught the sun. He looked younger than he did in the morning, and carefree, and if it wasn’t for the slight irregularity of his features, and his swarthy darkness, she would have said that he was quite arrestingly good-looking.

         Suddenly she felt she had to know something that all at once was important. “Tell me,” she said, “did I snore?”

         “Not even the tiniest little pig-like grunt.”

         She heard herself laughing softly, but knew she was vastly relieved.

         No man would ever wish to remember a woman who made pig-like grunts; and although she didn’t get as far as consciously wanting him to remember her, the relief spread just the same.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter III
   

         

         They
       stole through a village that was full of the same tranquil calm as the forest, where the evening light was fading a little in the shadows of the encroaching trees. There was a pond with ducks on it that were too languid at that hour to raise a quack, and an old woman was guiding a couple of goats past the inn. The houses were mellow and lichened, and most of the doors stood open to the cool of the evening, and a smell of charcoal floated on the wind – or such light breath of air as there was.

         Rural France, Jane thought…. and realized that Sandra would rave about it. She raved about Berkshire villages and Stratford-on-Avon, and compared them with the great American cities where most of her life had been lived, to the detriment of the latter; but she would have been horrified if anyone suggested that she pass the remainder of her life away from American cities. All this would be the perfect setting for the next film, something to be violently enthused over. But only temporarily….

         Jane tried to picture all the odd assortment of vehicles and equipment that made up a film unit on location – the trucks and caravans and mobile projection-rooms – making their way through this primitive, lost village, and winding along the white road that led, apparently, to nowhere. But somehow her imagination failed her. She hadn't her employer's capacity for enthusing loudly, but there were certain things that affected her in such a way that she could only look, and want to go on looking.

         And on this present occasion she wanted to go on looking at the slim hands that gripped the wheel of the Cadillac as if he had been driving  it for centuries, and swung it on to the left fork that led out of the village. He seemed to know the way so well, and not once had they stopped to consult a signpost, or seek any sort of direction.
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