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Outside the window, black rain hurled itself at the glass. I could hear its rattle and roar, the splat and hustle of it, as it raged against the thin boarding. Where the glass had been cracked, and been mended with old sheets of music pasted with spirit gum and glue from dancing shoes, a drop or two sprayed through and fell with surprising coolness on my face.

“Sacré, quelle nuit de diable!” It was the husky, street-gamin voice of Nanon—billed on the front of the theatre as Danseuse Exotique—at the dressing table next to mine. She raised her little painted face, like one of the French dolls that Monique and I had played with as children. Her eyelash-beading was half finished, half hanging from the tiny brush in her hand; and her face, framed by the crimson feathers of her tiara, looked cross and tired. “The very devil of a night,” she repeated. “Any poor imbecile who drags himself through the streets on a night like this should be in a doctor’s care, not in our audience!”

“I like the rain,” I said, looking out past the dirty pasted paper into the heavy invisible dark which was Paris. Through this rain I could forget that the darkness held only the dirty ugliness of a back alley haunted by prowling cats and garbage; the back entrance of the Théâtre Étoile where I had been singing for three weeks and if I were lucky, might be singing for three more. “The rain’s cool and nice.” I touched another drop on my face.

“But Mademoiselle is from the country,” said little Nanon, “and the rain there is a different affair. Here it’s just dirt falling from the clouds, and if there’s much more weather like this to keep people at home by the fire at night, we’ll all be whistling for our pay-packets come Saturday night! But rain in the country—yes, that’s beautiful.” She sighed, and began penciling her left eyebrow. “You are homesick, Mademoiselle Laura?”

“A little, sometimes,” I said, turning away from the rain and the crash of thunder, and firmly turning my mind away from remembered rains of Canada and the changing leaves of New England. The black roaring storm beyond the window was dirty, violent and menacing, reminding me of the rootless menace of my own future, and I could find myself sharing little Nanon’s shudder of disgust and fatigue. To her—and now, to me—it meant wet feet and the rain soaking through my worn coat as I trudged back to my cold room in Montmartre, unless I meant to wreck my week’s budget by three francs for a hansom cab. It meant icy chill in my room, for the fire would be out—there was no one who would have bothered to make it up for me, and there was no point in making it up at three in the morning—and, Heaven forbid, it might mean a chill and bronchitis, to keep me from singing tomorrow, and perhaps the dreaded “Notice from the manager” in my pay packet. Rain might be fine on a country estate or for a schoolgirl in New England, but for a poor singer in Paris it was a threat and could be a calamity.

And yet I had welcomed the rain because, for a few minutes, I had felt like myself again, Laura Monteith. I could forget this dreary, wretched dressing room with its smell of paint and resin and spirit gum and frowsy wigs and the inadequate gas fire which Nanon, shivering, was unsuccessfully trying to turn up into warmth.

“Pigs,” she grumbled, standing huddled over the gas fire. “What profit does that pig of a manager make if all of his artistes catch influenza from the cold? Oh, well, I suppose I’ll have to warm myself up with a good cup of coffee after I go off, and hope Maman has a sip left in the brandy bottle at home. Listen to that racket, it’s enough to make one deaf!”

“It’s those Russian dancers,” I said, listening to the crash of booted feet on the loose creaking staircase. “You’re on next, Nanon, so you’d better hurry yourself.”

“I can’t fasten the hooks,” she said, struggling with it. “If it please you—?”

I hooked up the flimsy crimson tarlatan, and she adjusted the feathers in her hair, carefully counting her scarves, shivering, the gooseflesh standing out on her thin, bony shoulders. She gave me a nod, and went out on the stairs.

I looked wearily into the mirror. The sight of my own painted face no longer horrified me, and at least I was accepted now as an equal by girls like Nanon. At first they had been cold and suspicious. I was an American, a stranger, and I had been too naive to conceal my original shock at the coarse speech of some of the dancers in the chorus, and too frozenly shy to return the easy, good-natured tu of the men.

But when they realized that from a poor student at the Conservatoire, I had come down to an even poorer cafe-concert singer at music halls to keep myself from starving, they had unbent to me. They could understand that. There were singers and dancers there who thought they should be at the Imperial Ballet or the Opera Comique. Girls like Nanon had taught me how to paint my face and darken my lashes, and one of the comic singers, a wizened little Provençal with a racking cough whenever he was not on stage, had taught me the patois words of some lovely songs from the South of France. They looked on me now, not as a freak or a stage-struck amateur, but as a bona fide colleague.

I could hear the round of applause—and the not too decorous cries of admiration and interest from the young men in the cheap suits—which greeted Nanon’s appearance onstage, and, with a final glance at my chignon and the artificial flower in my corsage, I went out of the dressing room, carefully holding up my skirt to keep it from the dust on the stairs. Roubier, the little comic, his face grotesquely painted almost to the grimace of a clown, cocked an exaggerated eyebrow at me and said with a conspiratorial grin, “Watch yourself tonight, M’selle Laure; that’s a rough crowd out there. When poor Nanon went on, some young apache up on the balcony howls out ‘Let’s see your garters, come on, kick up your legs,’ and the poor girl almost burst into tears—and she’s no shrinking little violet, either.”

I thought, remotely, that a week ago, even, this would have made me shudder; now I merely shrugged, philosophically. “Oh, well, it’s all in the night’s work, Roubier. It’s the rain that’s bothering me.”

“Me too, and my boots thin enough for a ballet girl’s— skirts,” he grinned. He broke off to a cough, and his face sobered under the painted grimace. “But rain or no, young lady, it hasn’t discouraged that fine gentleman of an admirer of yours. He’s up there in the gallery, large as life, and elegant as an English Duke, with flowers in his buttonhole that cost more than your supper and mine put together. Just you play your cards right, little girl, and you’ll be looking down at poor chaps like us from the box seats yourself!”

If I had sounded offended, he would have taken offense himself, for he had meant none; so I spoke lightly. “Oh, come, if he spends so much on flowers he’d hardly have any left over for a singer. Besides, I’m not his type.”

“Oh, I don’t know—” Roubier looked me over with the privileged intimate glance of a man old enough to be my grandfather. “A bit skinny, maybe, but maybe he likes them that way. Just the same, if he bothers you, just yell, and Sergei and me’ll chuck him out for you.”

“Thank you, Roubier,” I said seriously; “I may ask you to do just that.”

“You coming out with the bunch of us for a hot coffee later? Warm your stomach up for the night,” he suggested, and I nodded acquiescence, moving toward the wings as Nanon, in a flutter of crimson veiling, twirled offstage. She whispered quickly to me, “Your fine friend is up there in the gallery again,” before fluttering onstage again for the single bow permitted to any artiste in the Théâtre Étoile.

My friend!

Yes, they all knew about it; they all called him my friend, and it was getting embarrassing, for I’d never seen the man before in my life, and had never spoken to him! Yet there he was, every night for the last four nights, arriving just a few minutes before I came on stage, and stalking calmly out of his expensive box seat as soon as I had finished my songs.

Oh, there had been admirers, most of them common nuisances who wanted to find themselves a mistress, or a few stage-struck young boys who wanted to be seen with an actress. I could be rude to the first and gentle with the second, but it all added up to a simple, “No, thank you.” I suppose most women on the stage had to contend with that. Why, my own parents had believed that any woman who appeared on the stage was déclassée forever. I didn’t believe it, but there were evidently plenty of men who did.

“Alors, petite imbecile”—Nanon gave me a push—”your turn!”

I always hated walking out into the yelling, screaming audience which Nanon left behind her. What they wanted was flesh and beauty; and that was what they wouldn’t get from me. Fortunately, a good half of the audience had quieted down. I drew a deep breath, clasped my hands, bowed, and sat down at the piano.

The programme listed me as “Mademoiselle Laura Monteith: Chansons et ballades anglaises.” Tonight I had chosen “The Last Rose of Summer,” “Killarney,” and a couple of more popular ballads. When finally I rose from the piano, I snatched a quick glance up at the balcony. Yes; the man was there again, and I could have recognized him from Roubier’s description alone: tall, fine, elegant, with shining fair hair and a knife-edge profile, impeccably tailored and groomed. He was staring at me with a peculiarly fixed intensity, although his applause, between pearl-gray-gloved palms, was merely perfunctory.

What in the world could he be doing there?

He belonged there no more than a rosebush on the iron staircase to the dressing room!

I raised my eyes to him during the applause, in curiosity, then wished I had not; for he raised his head and his glance, keen, fierce and blazing blue, met mine with an almost intimate look. Mentally I chided myself; could he think I was encouraging him? I gave a cool smile, turning my eyes away as if I had met his only by accident, and carefully did not look at that quarter of the house again.

While, in my dressing room, I shivered out of my thin, low-necked evening gown and into the warm serge dress I would wear home, I wondered again what on earth he could be doing there. He didn’t belong there. And certainly I hadn’t encouraged him.

The fact was—I gazed into the mirror in dejection—I didn’t belong here either. In my old blue serge dress, my hair brushed out and braided down my back, I looked once again like the schoolgirl I had been a few years ago; and I sighed, remembering how Mama and Papa had been so indomitably opposed to my studying voice except as a ladylike accomplishment. My teacher thought I had an operatic voice, and so did I, but Mama and Papa had believed that the stage was a hotbed of sin. In vain I had pointed out the respectable lives lived by the Swedish Jenny Lind, and Madame Lilli Lehmann. They owned that there might be a few honorable exceptions; but their daughter was not to be tarred with the ill name of “actress.”

But when they had both died in the overturning of a runaway carriage; and when my almost hysterical grief and mourning had subsided a little, I realized that nothing now stood in the way of an operatic career. I had no other relatives who could be disgraced. My mother’s sister had married a French count, and my cousin Monique, who had spent six years in America when I was a little girl, and had been my closest friend, was my only living relative; but I had not even had a letter from Monique in years. So that I was free—almost frighteningly free.

My parents had left a little money, not enough for the years of study necessary for an operatic career. But Professor Andersen had believed in me, and had offered me a loan to finance my operatic study. Not an expansive one, for he was not rich; but like the widow’s mite, the pittance he could allow me was all the more appreciated for that. With the few dollars he sent me every month, and what little I could earn giving lessons in English, I had managed. After two years in Milan, I had felt myself at least on the threshold of a career. And then disaster struck; the dear old gentleman had dropped dead of a heart attack, and I was stranded.

I had come to Paris in the forlorn hope of tracing Aunt Laura—she was my godmother as well as my aunt—and Monique. I had found only that Aunt Laura had died some years ago; as for “the daughter,” she had married—and my informant did not even know her married name. In any case, I could hardly appeal as a poor relation, to the family of a deceased uncle by marriage.

Of course I should have done the “respectable” thing. There were always families on the continent looking for a well-bred English or American girl as governess for their daughters; my fluency in French, Italian and music would have meant no difficult at all in finding a post. The concierge of my pension had actually found such a post for me—and had been mortally offended when I refused. I simply could not endure the thought of becoming a mousy, bullied, pious nonentity, enforcing nursery discipline or table manners and supervising heavy-fingered piano practice.

However, it was the wrong season for audition even for the chorus at the Opera; and besides, I knew that any American needed the sponsorship of some well-known teacher. My future looked bleak, until a friend I’d met at the Conservatoire had made the off-hand remark that English and American songs had a certain vogue, just now, in the music-halls. Taking my courage in both hands, I had made the rounds, and finally secured this engagement at the Théâtre Étoile. It was a rough place, and the entertainment offered had everything from acrobats and sword-swallowers to comic pantomimes; the few genuine musicians seemed out of place. But I’d stick it out. It was better than starving, after all. And there were rewards, I was learning—the friendship and acceptance of my colleagues, and experience in facing even the most difficult audience.

It presented a few problems, though, like the persistent men who wanted to make my acquaintance.

Or the puzzlers—like the aristocrat in the balcony.

There was a knock at my door. Thinking it was Roubier come to collect me, with the other artistes, for our gathering at the cafe a few blocks away, I called out an absentminded “Entrez,” continuing to brush my long dark hair.

“Yes,” said a voice behind me, “the very same. Even the same dark hair.”

That was not Roubier! I rose, whirled, suddenly frightened, and conscious with extreme embarrassment of my unbound hair and serge blouse unbuttoned two buttons at the throat. “Monsieur—” I stammered, and my throat closed.

Facing me was the man in the gallery.
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For a moment I could not speak for sheer shock. It was unheard-of that anyone in the audience should actually succeed in forcing himself into a performer’s dressing room. When I found my voice, indignation overwhelmed me.

“Allez-vous en! Get out of here this instant! How dare you, Monsieur!”

“But mademoiselle herself bade me to enter. In general, Mademoiselle, when one knocks on a door and receives an invitation—”

“Oh!” Sheer rage held me speechless for another moment. The sarcastic, insolent—I could not find a French or English epithet to fit the man who was standing completely at ease, his dark velvet-bordered opera cloak falling in perfect lines around a slender, easy and arrogant form. I felt a blush creep from my bare neck up to my hairline, and caught my unbuttoned blouse together at the throat. I said, as coldly as I could, “Well, then, Monsieur, I suppose I could not expect you to be aware of the etiquette of the theatre, or that at this hour I would expect only a colleague from the performance. It is not my general custom to receive visitors in my dressing-room; and even if I wished to do so, the management would not allow it. So I must request you to leave this minute.”

“Oh, don’t worry about the manager,” he said; “he’s an old friend of mine.” He went on staring at me, almost beyond me. “Yes, perfect,” he murmured, almost as if I were not there at all, or as if I were a dressmaker’s dummy; “the last doubt gone. I was only afraid that your command of French was insufficient.”

Now I was furious. “It is your command of the language which is insufficient, Monsieur,” I snapped at him, “since I have twice requested you to leave!” I raised my voice in a shout.

“Roubier! Nanon!”

“I beg you to be calm, Mademoiselle, I have a proposition to make to you—” He advanced toward me, and I lost the last vestige of my self-command. Was the man mad, or devoid of all decency? Retreating, I shrieked, “Nanon! Sergei! Roubier! M’aidez, help!”

“In the name of God, Mademoiselle—” he said, stepping back quickly, in mingled exasperation and annoyance, as Roubier and Sergei broke into the room, Nanon behind them. Seeing me with my hands upraised in protest, Roubier flung himself on the intruder.

“So this is what you had on your mind, my fine fellow? Here, I’ll teach you how to behave in a lady’s room!”

His hand gripped the stranger’s velvet collar but the man shook him off like a puppy, and I saw the white grease-paint marks. But as the little comedian staggered back, the huge ham-like hands of Sergei, the Russian dancer, gripped him by the elbow, and between them they had him out of the room. I heard him descending the stairs in a rapid, involuntary rush and bump. I peeped out. The man from the gallery had regained his footing. He stood at the bottom of the stairs, his face smudged where it had evidently brushed against the dirty wall, and looked up at me with a curious mixture of rage, determination and—I gasped as I realized  this—amusement! Then, with a slight, sarcastic bow, he went, with a certain sardonic dignity, out into the rain.

I could hardly speak. “Roubier— Sergei— I don’t know how to thank you—”

“Speak nothings of it,” Sergei said in his broken French. “These fine gentlemans, they should be better manners.”

Nanon’s arm was around me, solicitously. “He didn’t really—”

I shook my head, embarrassed. “I suppose it was silly to be so frightened—” After all, the man had behaved with courtesy, if a somewhat sarcastic and condescending courtesy, but when he had come toward me, I had seen some black, frightful anger in him, and even remembering it, I felt myself blanch.

“He’s a nasty fellow,” Nanon said with conviction. “Why, he could have burst in here when we were both in our bare chemises, the pig. And what would old Lanvain” (the manager of the Théâtre Étoile) “think about us then? We might as well be streetwalkers, for all people like that care about it! And they say that people on the stage have no decency! Where is theirs, I ask you?”

Roubier winked at me. “Just the same, M’selle Laure, you might have heard what sort of proposition the man had to make to you.”

“He was nice-looking,” Nanon said, putting on her old shawl. She picked up her hat, a pretty affair with raspberry-colored roses, looked at it ruefully, and put it into a paper bag.

“You don’t mean to go out bare-headed, my girl,” said Roubier, scandalized. “It’s raining fit to drown a duck!”

“Ah, well, my head and my hair will dry none the worse,” she said philosophically, “and my hat won’t.”

I took up my own cloak, which was fortunately hooded, a schoolgirlish serge garment, and we went down the stairs, hearing the applause for the baritone who was singing an aria from a new opera. I paused a moment, wistfully, to listen; Nanon plucked my arm.

“Come on, let’s be off for some coffee! I’ve heard that fat fellow bawling often enough!”

Not far from the Théâtre Étoile was a little café which stayed open all night, and where the performers often went after rehearsal or performance. A family of Spanish acrobats who opened the show were already seated in a corner, eating hot soup and quarreling in low sibilant voices. You could usually tell how near it was to pay-day by looking at the plates on the table; when times were good they would be feasting on grilled chops or sausages, while toward rent-day everyone would be sitting over a plate of thin soup, a coffee with milk into which they had sneaked three or four spoonfuls of sugar, or a hunk of bread and a plate of radishes.

We ordered our coffee—except for Sergei, who demanded a glass of tea—and sat drinking quietly for a few minutes. We were all tired; we each had a long way home, on foot or cheap omnibus, before us, and we knew each other well enough by now not to fling polite conversation into the silences.

Nanon said, finally, staring with gloom into her milky coffee, “Just consider, Laura, you might have listened to your fine admirer, and you might be having a nice little supper at Maxim’s and a warm ride home in a private carriage! Now if he’d only asked me—”

I flushed a little. “A fine sight I’d be at Maxim’s in my old skirt and shirtwaist,” I said, trying to speak lightly.

“And she’d hardly have got her ride straight home after that nice little supper, either, my girl,” Roubier chuckled.

“He look funny going down stair too fast,” Sergei said, staring gloomily past me. “Tiens, he is not easily discouraged, that one.”

Nanon’s eyes followed Sergei’s, and grew wide. “Mon Dieu,” she whispered, and—“sacré, quelle dragonne!”

Incredulously, I looked around. The man that Sergei and Roubier had flung out of our dressing-room, impeccable as ever save for a dark bruise on his cheek, was threading his way through the tables; in his wake, erect and gray-haired, in a starchy white jabot and severe black silk gown, was a buxom female of such fearsome respectability that Nanon flinched and whispered, “She looks like a senior schoolmistress!”

The man paused at our table, courteously waiting for the black-garbed old woman. He spoke in a cold and correct voice.

“Mademoiselle Monteith; permit me to present my godmother, the Baroness de Lamonde. I am Étienne de Montigny. Perhaps with this lady as chaperon, I may be permitted to make you a respectable business proposition?”

We were all stunned absolutely speechless. The only thought that flashed through my mind was a sickened: Oh, dear heavens, suppose he’s the maestro of some touring company, with a vacancy, and I’ve offended him beyond mending!

Then a ray of hope touched me. He couldn’t be too entirely offended, or he’d never have come to hunt me up here, equipped with this eminently respectable lady. I still couldn’t speak. Roubier muttered, “How’d we know you weren’t just some—”

“There is no need to apologize,” said Étienne de Montigny with his odd, almost sardonic smile. “It does you credit, the commendable zeal with which you would defend the honor of a young lady colleague. Perhaps I should have made my intentions more clear before intruding.”

The graciousness of this left Roubier speechless—and indeed, I have since met very few, man or woman, who could resist Étienne de Montigny if he exerted himself to be charming. De Montigny turned to me.

“Permit me to offer you supper, Mademoiselle, and to discuss my proposition in more”—he glanced around and amended, obviously, the first words on his lips—“in somewhat quieter surroundings.”

I felt like a silly schoolgirl for remembering stories of girls enticed by respectable-looking people into dens of vice and drugged—

The old lady said in English, “Miss Monteith, if you feel I am not a suitable chaperon, you may invite either the young lady or one of the gentlemen to protect you. But in that case, they must pledge themselves to discretion. I am aware that you are a—” She hesitated, and said in French “—une jeune fille, and must guard your reputation all the more carefully because of your profession—”

My suspicions suddenly seemed ridiculous. I said, also in English, “That won’t be necessary,” and rose. “Will you excuse me, my friends?”

Nanon winked as if to say, “Now you’re showing some good sense,” and, absurdly, I blushed again.

De Montigny stopped at the cashier’s desk to pay for my coffee; his look made my protest seem childish. He said, “Send a round of coffee and some cakes to Mademoiselle’s friends, and brandy if the gentlemen wish.”

I said, surprised, “Thank you, you’re very kind,” and he shrugged as if it were the merest trifle, and did not bother to reply.

“My arm, Madame,” he said to the Baroness, and with a bow, conducted us both into the street.

The rain beat around me with hellish fury for a few seconds; then subsided, as we came into the lee of a large, dark coach, drawn up by the curb. The rain-drenched horses emitted a nicker of relief as de Montigny spoke quietly to the coachman, huddled patiently on his box. Then he handed the Baroness into the coach, gave me his hand to step inside, and finally settled himself on the seat across from us.

I felt of the soft velvet cushions with a surreptitious hand. Here indeed was luxury!

“I trust no one is awaiting you at home, Mademoiselle?” At this I prickled, wary again, but he added, “If so, you may send a message soon.”

“No, I’ve no one waiting for me,” I said, wondering again; he could not really have known much about me after all.

As the coach began to clatter over the cobblestones, he added, “The nature of my business with you, Mademoiselle, makes it impossible to be seen with you in a public restaurant; my godmother has therefore been kind enough to offer the use of her house.”

He settled back on his cushions and was silent, and once again I felt the vague, uneasy disquiet. What honest business could be so secretive that we could not be seen together? The ironclad respectability of the Baroness reassured me a little—but not altogether. What could this pair of aristocrats—or scoundrels—want with a music-hall singer?

The horses moved at a sedate pace for what seemed a long time. The Baroness, after a polite remark or two about the weather, subsided into her cushions, dropped her ample chin on her still more ample bosom, and emitted a dainty snore. In the warmth of the carriage I almost drowsed, my watchfulness relaxed. I had not ridden in a handsome coach like this since leaving America. But in the darkness I could still feel de Montigny’s fierce, eagle-bright eyes, still fixed on me with that unyielding stare.

I could tell, from the quiet around the carriage, and the rustle of trees in the wind, that we were passing through a fine street. At last the coach drew to a halt, and the Count climbed to the ground and assisted us to alight.

We were under the porte-cochere of what seemed to be a large and stately town house. The coachman stood by, and from within the door of the house came a comforting beam of light.

The Baroness stepped from the carriage looking, for all the world, like a sleepy owl with ruffled feathers. “Come with me, Mademoiselle Monteith,” she said drowsily. As we approached the door, it was opened from within by a gray-headed butler in livery, who removed the Baroness’ furs and my shabby serge cloak with the same impassive dignity, and, taking Étienne de Montigny’s hat and stick, addressed him as Monsieur le Comte. The last of my fears vanished. Aristocrats might be impersonated by scoundrels for some devious cause; but the butler was genuine beyond any shadow of doubt. Whatever strange whim had prompted de Montigny to bring me here, at least I need not fear being drugged or carted off to a den of vice.

“In the library, Josef,” the Count directed, and we were ushered into a long, dimly-lighted room. Aubusson carpets covered the floors; the walls were lined with shelves and more shelves of heavy, leather-bound volumes which, when I approached them, smelled ever so faintly, of dust. There was a fire crackling and glowing on the hearth, and the Count conducted me to an armchair, taking one at the opposite side of the fireplace.

“May I offer you a glass of sherry? Or coffee? Chocolate?”

“Nothing, thank you.” I was getting tired of the elaborate window-dressing. “If I might know the nature of your business with me, Monsieur?”

But he did not at once answer, studying me intently for about the time it took a great clock on the mantel to strike eleven. At last, he leaned forward and said:

“Mademoiselle Laura Monteith, I wish you to do me the honor of becoming my wife.”
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For a moment I was struck completely speechless. I could only gasp and stare, mouth open. Words finally blazed from me, indignantly, “You are mad, Monsieur! Or if this is your idea of a jest, I do not appreciate it!” I rose from my chair and stood smoldering. “My cloak, please!”

He did not move. He only laughed, softly. “Yes,” he murmured, smiling, “you’ll do. The same spitfire temper, even the faint trace of an American accent—perfect! I could almost believe—have you, perhaps, a twin sister, Mademoiselle? But no, she would have told me—and your name, too, is American. Do not be angry, I beg of you, but permit me—”

“If Monsieur le Comte will be pleased to explain,” I said with freezing dignity, and remained standing.

He suddenly switched to English and spoke seriously. “Believe me, Miss Monteith, I know this is no matter for laughing. But if you knew how long it has been since I had occasion to laugh—!” He put a hand over his eyes for a moment; took it away and sighed. “Believe me, I meant no offense to you; would I offend a lady under my godmother’s roof? Nor was I jesting. I am making you, Mademoiselle, a serious proposal of marriage.”

Still not understanding, I stared at him. “But how—why—”

“It is very simple,” he said, with a trace of irritation. “I have recently had the misfortune to lose my wife—”Heaven help us, I thought, the man is a lunatic!

“Accept my condolences, Monsieur, my sincerest sympathies,” I said, in a humoring tone. “But surely—Paris is full of women of your own station in life—you do not even know me—”

He stood up. With a dangerous glint in his eyes, he loomed over me. “Permit me to finish my explanation, Mademoiselle. My intention, when I first saw you, was to ask you to impersonate my wife. To play a part, Mademoiselle, as you might do upon the stage, to wear her garments and answer to her name. There is, to put it mildly, a resemblance—” he passed his hand before his eyes, with an almost dazed gesture.

“But why—”

“I have my reasons,” he said, and there was a glint of the same black savagery I had seen in the music-hall. “And if I had chosen to follow through with my original plan, Mademoiselle, I would not have explained them to you. You would have played your part, and for this impersonation, I was prepared to offer you the sum of two thousand pounds sterling, and a first-class passage to New York. I believed you to be the ordinary music-hall artiste, and I did not think that any scruples would cause you to refuse me. I have discovered, however, that while you are obviously in straitened circumstances”—he could not conceal a swift glance at my shabby dress and shawl—“you are a lady, and not at all the average young woman one finds in the music-hall profession. Therefore, Mademoiselle, I abandoned my first proposal. I still need your assistance in my plan; but in order to carry it out, I am prepared to go through the legal formality of a marriage, in all regularity, before the city magistrate.”

It sounded quite mad. And yet—and yet—Étienne de Montigny’s eyes were clear and intelligent, his manner composed and serene. And what was all this about impersonation? My mind was whirling. All I could think of to say was a quite irrelevant, “But I do not love you.”
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