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In the years before the war the one consuming passion of Tona Felton’s life had been to travel, to get away from the monotony of her existence in London and forget about life as a City typist knows it, with its wearing monotony of days filled with work and nights void of any real excitement.

Now as she stood on the crowded platform of Istanbul station she had to laugh at the perversity of fate which had decreed that her nomadic impulses were not to be fulfilled until the world was in the midst of a war which was gradually closing the frontiers of almost every European country which she had wanted to visit. This was no pleasure-seeking holiday crowd which jostled and pushed their way towards the trains. The whole atmosphere was pregnant with a feeling of tense realism as though the people knew they were living on the edge of a volcano which might erupt at any moment to cover them with the relentless lava of war.

So far, Tona decided, she had certainly experienced more than her fair share of excitement. The convoy in which she had sailed from Tilbury had been attacked by submarine and from the air, and now she found herself at half-past six on a hot summer’s evening at one of the largest and busiest junctions in Europe, ready to take her place on the Balkans Express. How thrilling it sounded! The Balkans Express which would speed with her through lovely, unknown lands towards Gardenia.

As far as she had been able to ascertain, she was the only British subject who wanted to go to Gardenia, and when she stood on the platform trying to make her way through the cosmopolitan crowd towards the long gleaming train in the great station, she found herself a stranger amongst a lot of gesticulating, chattering foreigners of apparently every nationality except her own. She was jostled and nudged. Nobody seemed to notice her. At least, so Tona thought, as flushed and breathless she tried to reach one of the second-class carriages in the express, her bag under her arm and a suitcase in each small hand.

She was much too preoccupied and flustered to be aware of the fact that somebody was watching her very intently. Two brilliant blue eyes, which looked all the bluer because of a darkly browned face, had glanced at first idly in her direction, then with intensity.

The eyes belonged to a slimly-built man above average height, and of unusual grace, who was leaning out of a coach at the end of the train.

He spoke in Gardenian to someone who stood behind him.

‘Paul, look at that girl, English, obviously. Not particularly chic. But, my dear fellow, have you ever seen such beauty?’

The man called Paul glanced out of the window. He smiled as he saw the girl, who with her two suitcases was pushing and struggling towards the train. Without doubt she was more than ordinarily beautiful. A perfect blonde. One could just glimpse fair, shining hair under the small blue hat; an exquisite figure in the grey tweed travelling coat; a face like a flower.

‘She is attractive, Highness,’ he agreed.

‘I would like to see the colour of her eyes, Paul,’ said the young man who had first noticed Tona.

The other smiled again and shrugged his shoulders.

‘I envy you, Highness, that you can turn your thoughts to the colour of a woman’s eyes, when the affairs of state press one so furiously.’

‘There are times when it is good to forget politics and intrigue, Paul, especially when there are such perfect things to concentrate upon as that exquisite creature.’

The elder man nodded his head. He was used to the sudden fancies of his prince. Valentine of Gardenia was a prince of lovers as well as of his beautiful country. He had been educated at an English public-school and had taken a degree at Balliol. With his sun-browned skin and blue eyes he might have been a typical healthy, sport-loving Englishman. Only his blue-black hair gave away the foreign blood. His English was flawless. Whenever he stayed in England there were always women around Valentine. He adored pretty women, flattering them all and loving none of them. But they broke their hearts for him.

Tona Felton, still unconscious of those handsome eyes which were levelled on her, reached the side of the express at the same moment as a bearded man in uniform approached her.

‘Tickets, please!’

Tona put down her suitcases. The crowd and the heat were exhausting her. She loved warm weather and had wanted sunshine, but the atmosphere in the glass-roofed station was unbearable. She glanced longingly towards the interior of the train, which looked cool and inviting.

A second later her fair young face turned crimson and her lips opened in a cry of dismay.

‘My bag!’

It had gone. There was no doubt about it. The blue leather bag with all her money in it, her keys, and make-up accessories had vanished completely. She could guess at once what had happened. Some thief on the platform must have taken it from under her arm in that seething crowd.

‘Tickets!’ repeated the official impatiently.

Tona’s colour faded. She went white. She began to explain, but the man, who spoke English badly, was insolent and unsympathetic. He intimated that the English ‘Miss’ was trying to board the express without paying. It was his duty to hand her over to the police. They were accustomed to dealing with such offenders.

Tona protested vehemently.

‘I tell you I had my ticket for Gardenia. It’s been stolen. You can’t have me arrested. It would be ludicrous.’

The ticket collector answered her roughly, Tona could see that he was not to be argued with. Her heart sank. Every penny she possessed had been in that bag. If she didn’t find it she would be in a hopeless position. Matters looked black. She was frankly terrified by the prospect of being detained in a Turkish prison without knowing a soul to whom she could turn to help her out of her difficulties. If only she would see an English face or hear an English voice.

Then she heard what she imagined was one—a rich softly-modulated voice at her elbow.

‘Can I be of any assistance?’

A thrill of utter relief shot through her. She looked up into a very brown face from which handsome, laughing eyes looked down at her eagerly.

‘It’s my bag,’ she explained. ‘I’ve lost it. It must have been stolen. This man doesn’t believe me. If you can make him understand you, for heaven’s sake don’t let him hand me over to the police.’

‘I most certainly will not,’ he said confidently, and turning spoke a few curt words to the official. The man’s attitude was transformed. Bowing low, he muttered a stream of apologies and hastened down the platform. ‘You see,’ Tona added breathlessly, ‘I’m going to Gardenia. I shall be all right once I get there. I expect a friend to meet me and I can get some money.’

‘You have your passport?’

‘Fortunately, yes. In my coat pocket.’

‘Then you need worry no more,’ said the stranger. ‘Please come with me. I can arrange a place for you on the train, in my carriage.’

‘It’s frightfully kind of you,’ Tona stammered. ‘If I can just borrow a little money until I get there …’

He smiled down at the distressed young face.

‘You shall borrow all you need. What is your name?’

‘Felton,’ she told him, ‘Tona Felton.’

He lifted her suitcases and led the way, and she followed sighing with relief. It was certainly a stroke of luck to find an Englishman here who was so kind and helpful. Incidentally, he was extraordinarily good-looking, she thought. Yes, her lucky star was holding fast. She had once believed it was only on the films that devastatingly handsome young men came to the assistance of maidens in distress.

A moment later she found herself following him through the most magnificent railway coach which she had ever seen. It astonished her. It seemed like hôtel de luxe. One luxurious compartment led into another. She glimpsed a bedroom, a dining-car, a drawing-room with gold brocade curtains shutting out the crowded platform. There were flowers everywhere, books, a radio and every modern gadget for the traveller’s convenience.

‘This certainly isn’t second-class!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’ve never seen such beautiful fittings. I’d always heard the Balkans Express was a super train—but this——’

‘I know you will be comfortable,’ the young man said casually. ‘I’ve reserved this suite. I shall be delighted if you will use it until we reach Gardenia.’

Tona paused beside him, a little breathless and uncertain.

‘I hardly feel justified in accepting so much.’

‘But please,’ he broke in. ‘There is so much room.’

‘It seems presumptuous.’

‘Nonsense,’ he interrupted again. ‘You mustn’t refuse. I have helped you. Now won’t you do me a good turn and relieve my boredom? I find travelling alone somewhat dull, don’t you?’

He gave her a swift smile. It dazzled her strangely. There was extraordinary magnetism in this exceedingly handsome young man in his perfectly-cut grey flannels and well-chosen tie. But her voice was still hesitant when she replied: ‘I still don’t think I should.’

He nodded towards the platform.

‘You can’t prefer all that trouble with the authorities and possible arrest. Anyway, I told them you were with me.’

She laughed.

‘In that case I’ll stay.’

He, too, laughed as though gripped by a sudden curious elation, and turned to walk into the next compartment where the man called Paul sat reading.

‘Paul,’ he said in an undertone, ‘the English lady travels in my suite to Gardenia. See that I am not worried and that she does not know who I am. I will remain incognito. Use the name of Carr.’

The equerry to the Prince of Gardenia rose and bowed.

‘The boy is incorrigible,’ he thought. ‘Will he ever settle down?’

Aloud, he said: ‘I understand, Highness.’

Then Valentine gave his equerry one of those dazzling smiles which endeared him to all who knew and served him, men and women alike.

‘She is truly wonderful, my dear Paul. Her name is Tona. I like her.’

Paul Lavengro, a member of one of the oldest families in Gardenia, Royalist from all time and fiercely loyal to the throne, looked with mingled affection and sadness towards Valentine. The prince was a charming boy, considerate and kind. But what would be the outcome of these light frothy affairs which meant nothing in the end? One day he must marry, and it must be a princess of the royal blood. No hazel-eyed English girl called Tona could ever mean anything vital or lasting to Valentine of Gardenia. Such affairs were, of course, not so serious so long as they were meaningless. But there was always the chance, he reflected, that his beloved prince might one day fall in love and be hurt.

It was a somewhat bewildered Tona who found herself in that small luxurious drawing-room which seemed so unlike a train, drinking a cocktail with her newly-acquired benefactor. His name, he told her, as he busied himself with ice and shaker, was Valentine Carr. He was going to Gardenia for a protracted stay.

‘I’m so glad I saw you and was able to help,’ he went on, raising a glass to his lips. ‘Good luck, and happy days in Gardenia!’

‘Thank you. Good luck!’

‘Now, do please take off your hat and coat. It’s warm in here.’

‘Yes, it is,’ she agreed. ‘But it’s heaven compared to that sweltering station.’

Valentine sat down opposite her, and watched her remove her things. He had told Paul that she was not ‘chic,’ but he had never seen a girl more beautifully built, with that slim, straight line which he admired; straight wide young shoulders and narrow waist and the smallest of ankles and well-bred hands and feet. Her dress—grey, with a white organdie collar—was charming. His gaze narrowed as it rested on the smooth, shining waves of her hair. What a lovely child she was! Obviously in her early twenties. He liked the way that fair hair was cut and curled under in a page-boy ‘bob’ at the nape of the slender neck. He wondered if a lover’s lips had ever brushed the tiny gold tendrils clustering there.

‘Tell me about yourself,’ he said.

Tona sat down and smiled. She found it remarkably easy to talk to this young man. The train was already moving out of the station, but the coach was so perfectly sprung that she scarcely felt any vibration as they passed over the points. She looked with shining eyes around the miniature salon, at the artistically arranged flowers, the heavy rugs on the floor and the gold and purple cushions on the sofa.

‘This is thrilling,’ she said. ‘It’s like a scene out of … a film.’

‘You make it all very thrilling for me,’ he said.

She gave him a quick look, then changed colour, and her long, thick lashes dropped. He could see that she had the typical English girl’s shy reserve. The shyness intrigued him. He repeated: ‘Tell me about yourself.’

She told him something about her life as a typist in a London office. Her parents were dead. She lived with a married sister in Norwood. All her life she had wanted the colour and romance which only travel could supply. She had seen pictures and read books about Gardenia. She was sure that it was an enchanted country. For many months she had saved in order to take a holiday there. Now she was going on business. Her firm had important papers which had to be taken to their agent in Gardia, the capital, and she was the only member of the staff who could be spared to contact him. It was a stroke of luck for which she would always be thankful.

‘It seems strange,’ she added, ‘that it should take a war to get me to my peace-time Utopia.’

He watched her closely, thinking what a waste of youth and beauty it was for such a girl to be shut up in the drab surroundings of a city office. She was so obviously sensitive to beauty and colour. Her mind was as responsive as a violin string. It was disagreeable to Valentine to think of such a mind being dulled, perhaps by marriage to some uninspired young man who would wear a blue suit on Sundays and keep his money in a little pouch purse. She was too good to spend her life cooking midday dinners in a ‘homely’ and suburban villa.

‘You say you know somebody to whom you can go in Gardia?’ he asked.

Tona nodded.

‘Yes. His name is George Oliver.’

Valentine’s handsome face puckered a little.

‘Who is he? Your fiancé?’

She shook her head vigorously. No, George was not her fiancé, she laughed. He was the agent of whom she had spoken. But they had known each other for years. He used to work beside her in the London office. He had often asked her to marry him and she liked him, but she didn’t love him. But he had promised to look after her and give her a good time in Gardia. That was all.

‘I see,’ said Valentine. He lit a cigarette and the smoke hid the momentary spark of relief in his eyes. ‘Can it be possible that you have no man in whom you are, shall we say, interested?’

She gave another embarrassed little laugh.

‘It’s not only possible, but a fact. I’ve never met any man who appealed to me—in that way.’

‘But if you did find somebody who appealed to you—it would be exciting, wouldn’t it?’

‘It probably would be,’ she agreed, and was suddenly afraid of those brilliant, attractive eyes which watched her so closely.

He thought: ‘How sweet she is! Totally unspoiled. She would love well—when she loved. …’

His gaze moved to her lips. Tona’s mouth was curved for kisses. It was red and ripe. As passionate and promising as those great hazel-gold eyes. Yes, there was passion and promise in her face, in exciting contradiction to the cool reticence of her manner which so intrigued him.

Why, he wondered, should this little English typist so disturb Valentine of Gardenia who had a world of beautiful, soignée women to choose from? So often in his life he had loved like the gypsy and ridden away. But this evening as the Balkans Express sped through the gathering dusk on its all-night journey to Gardenia a queer feeling of unrest gripped him. A feeling that he no longer wanted to go on philandering. That he would like to have taken this unspoiled, charming child away from the world and stayed with her—always.

But that, of course, was mere day-dreaming. A throne, a crown, a country in the heart of the Balkan cockpit and a royal marriage were his destiny.

And Tona thought of the last conversation which she had had with her sister and brother-in-law, the evening before she started out for Gardenia. She had a swift vision of the poky little house which was not far from the ruins of the old Crystal Palace (one of the excitements of their lives had been watching that spectacular fire). She could see the ‘lounge’ which Kathleen had tried to furnish in modern style when she married Tom, who worked in a small wireless shop in the district. She could see Kathleen, fair and once pretty like herself, but washed out, almost haggard at the young age of twenty-five after four years of work in the house. Cook-general’s work without pay as she used to complain, and Tom never getting any further. They had been discussing Tom’s holidays and Kathleen had suggested a week at Brighton. That had seemed enough to satisfy her. But when Tona had told them she was going abroad for her firm, both Kathleen and Tom had said that it was foolish of her to have taken on the job. Kathleen had said more than that.

‘Tom and I don’t approve of you going to this outlandish place by yourself in the middle of a war. You’ll get into some sort of trouble, and if you do it won’t be any use whining to us. You should take the advice given you; hand in your notice.’

Tona had smiled and soothed Kathleen down. Poor old Kathleen! Marriage to a poor and struggling man seemed to have soured her, and Tom was a dull sort of a prig. All the years that Tona had shared their home she had secretly sworn never to give up her freedom for a life of drudgery and monotony such as Kathleen had to endure.

But Kathleen was like their father who had been a dull and unimaginative man. And Tona was her mother all over again. Her poor young mother who had started life on the stage. There were photographs of her at Tona’s age. She had been a radiant golden-haired dancer. But she had fallen in love with one of the stage electricians who used to stand in the wings and watch her dance. And she had married him and renounced her career, and with it all the laughter and the dancing. For her portion had been like Kathleen’s—hard work and no pay, and two little girls to bring up into the bargain. She had died of pneumonia when she was still in her thirties and Tona just sixteen. Their father had followed her to the grave tragically a few months later, victim of a street accident. And after that the two girls had had to fend for themselves.

So they had no legacy except misfortune and privation, and Tona had worked for her living from the day she left school. The day after her father’s death. She had attended a Pitman’s school and learnt to be a shorthand typist. And soon afterwards, Kathleen, who was older, had married Tom, and told Tona she was lucky to share a home with them.

But Tona didn’t think she was lucky. She had her mother’s temperament. A love of drama. A natural inclination for gaiety … a desire for colour and romance. She did not wish to share the fate of her poor little disappointed mother, or of Kathleen who slaved and groused all day. But so far she had had no chance to spread her wings. She had just carried on with her job in the City, travelled back to the house in Norwood every evening and spent most of her week-ends doing her share of the work and washing. Until now …

And now had come this wonderful opportunity to travel for her firm to their agency in Gardia. Tona’s firm supplied artificial flowers which were made in the Gardenia factory. There had been some muddle in ledgers and accounts, and Tona, who had been with the firm for the last three years and knew her job, had been detailed off to carry the ledgers and correspondence over to the Continent and straighten out the tangle personally with George Oliver. A commission which made her rightly proud.

And this was the beginning of her adventure. A breathless and brilliant beginning, she told herself, as she watched Valentine Carr.

Who was he, really, she wondered. Where did he come from? He was no ordinary person. Of that she was sure. And she told herself to be careful. His words were flattering and he was dangerously handsome. It was obvious that he was used to saying pretty things to many women. She had allowed him to befriend her, but she must be on her guard, not only against him, but against herself.

A black-coated servant entered the salon.

‘When will you dine, sire?’

‘At eight-thirty,’ said Valentine. ‘Lay the table for two.’

The man bowed and retired. Tona, who had not been able to understand a word, said: ‘What did he say, Mr. Carr?’

Valentine thought how deliciously she used that name. He was so weary of being addressed as ‘Highness.’ It was particularly pleasing to listen to her.

‘He asked about dinner. I’ve ordered it for us both at half-past eight.’

Her heart-beats quickened. Was she to make the journey entirely alone with this attractive stranger?

‘Are you sure it’s no trouble?’

He leaned towards her.

‘Quite sure. You won’t deny me the pleasure of your company, will you?’

She found herself saying no. For some unaccountable reason she could not refuse him. But looking once again into those brilliant, penetrating eyes, she thought: ‘Tona, my girl, don’t lose your head. This is pure Hollywood. You must be careful.’

When they had finished their drinks Valentine showed her the way to a charming little sleeping-compartment. Like the rest of the coach, it was superbly furnished. A bowl of scarlet carnations stood on the perfectly appointed dressing table. There were photographs of several attractive women—some of them signed in English: ‘To Val.’ Others, in Gardenian, which baffled Tona.

She looked at the photographs a trifle ironically. She had been right in her conjecture, she thought. The fascinating Mr. Carr was the type of man who must have met and been sought after by many women. From now on she would accept his most flattering remarks with the reserve for which they called. She began to protest that this was his own private compartment.

‘I can’t possibly turn you out,’ she said.

He shook his head.

‘There is another in my suite. You must have this one. I insist. Do please use it for tonight. Now you would like to wash and change your frock for dinner. I’ll join you in the salon.’

He closed the door behind him. Tona gasped a little. He was very dictatorial, this young man. It was obvious that he was accustomed to having his own way. Well, that was easy when you had limitless money, as apparently he had. She only hoped, for his own sake, that he was not thoroughly spoiled.

She glanced at the photographs of the pretty smiling women—some in décolleté—some in handsome furs—one or two in sports suits—and smiled. What stories of glamorous Balkan nights could they tell? What easy word of love had ‘Val’ whispered to them? She remembered his soft lazy voice saying: ‘If you did find somebody who appealed to you—it would be thrilling, wouldn’t it?’

She caught her breath. She was suddenly deliciously terrified. She had craved life and romance. Today she had fallen straight into it as the guest of this strangely attractive man with whom she was speeding through the night towards Gardenia.

The next moment she found herself half-wishing she had never accepted his help. She did not know a thing about him, save that he was exactly the type of man who appealed to her vitality. A masterful, challenging, dominating personality.

She put a hand on the handle of the door, as though to rush out of the sleeping compartment into the other salon and tell Mr. Carr that she could not remain in his suite. The train roared on through the moonlit country and she swayed a little unsteadily on her feet. Then came the sound of a violin being played and of a man’s voice. A new thrill of excitement swept through Tona. She knew that tune and the meaning of the words which Valentine was singing. It was a sensuous gypsy melody which held all the magic and fire of the Magyars. The words were a lover’s plea to his beloved.

Tona turned away from the door, her eyes darkening with doubt and anticipation. Valentine Carr was sufficiently dangerous by himself. Combined with that romantic Magyar music, he would be devastating. Very slowly she began to change her frock.
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It was nine o’clock. The Balkans Express had left Istanbul far behind. The long train wound like a glittering serpent through the darkness.

The short brocade curtains in the drawing-room of Valentine’s suite were parted so that the sky was visible. A sky that blazed with stars. It was a warm, star-spangled night.

Tona sat on the sofa, listening to the music which came from the finest portable radio-gramophone which money could buy. The record was Sárga rózsa, played by Magyari Imre and his gypsy orchestra. The man whom Tona knew as Valentine Carr sat beside her smoking a cigarette in a long holder. He wore a dinner-jacket, and she thought how brown his face looked against the soft white shirt and collar. She was just beginning to notice how black his thick hair was—unusually black for an Englishman.

She was glad she had been somewhat extravagant with her packing and brought one smart evening dress for the trip. She knew she looked her best in it. The man beside her scarcely took his gaze from her face. The severely dressed office-girl had quite vanished. Here was a beautiful soignée young woman. Her skin looked lily-white and her hair was pure gold in the soft light. She was adorable in that long black evening skirt which reached her slender ankles, and the little black taffeta coat, relieved by a great bunch of artificial violets. He would like her to be wearing real violets, he thought. Her feet in the black satin sandals looked small enough to stand on the length of his hand. She wore a necklace of old twisted gold around her neck, a gypsy chain, she told him, which had belonged to her grandmother.

They had eaten a perfectly-served dinner, alone and undisturbed. Paul Lavengro, obeying his prince’s orders, had vanished discreetly. When they were drinking their coffee and liqueurs Valentine said: ‘I wonder if you realise how lovely you are?’

Tona laughed. But there was a trace of coldness in her voice when she replied.

‘You say that too easily, Mr. Carr.’

Her answer enchanted him. He was used to women who melted under his first smile. He did not flatter Tona again at the table. He talked to her gaily and wittily and made her laugh at his jokes, he told himself that of all the women he had ever known this golden-haired child was the most refreshing.

He knew that he ought to leave her alone—leave her to her dreams and illusions. But before half that evening was over he was staggered by the realisation that he had fallen madly in love with her, and that he had made up his mind that he, and no other man, should teach her what love meant. He would teach her with his heart beating wildly against hers, and his lips brushing the sweet warmth of that inexperienced rose-red mouth of hers.

‘Are you really enjoying this?’ he asked her when dinner was over and they were back in the salon listening to the gramophone. ‘You like this music?’

‘I love it,’ she said. ‘I have a lot of Imre’s records at home.’

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THIS ONE NIGHT

Denise Robins





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





