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for BARBARA CARTLAND

Who understands and believes in 
romance as I do and who has always 
been so generous in the tribute 
she has paid to my work



The poem by Humbert Wolfe, taken 

from The Unknown Goddess, 

is reproduced by kind permission 

of Methuen & Company Ltd.


1

The quiet dignity of the handsome white house in Chester Square had never seemed more attractive to Catherine Leigh-Holmes than it did today—the great day when she was home for good—looking forward to being with her father, helping to run the place for him and to entertain his friends.

She had thoroughly enjoyed the last eight months in Paris studying with one or two of her Oxford friends, perfecting her French. Before that she had taken a degree in Modern Languages at St. Anne’s College and got a two-one. Not bad! But she had wanted that extra time of study and made the most of it.

Now, in her twenty-second year, she was finished with studying. Her much-loved mother had died in a tragic air disaster while Catherine was still at University, and the girl had been naturally shocked and grieved. Her father had taken his lovely wife’s untimely end badly, and although he had much to occupy his mind—he was in the Diplomatic Service—Catherine knew that he was a lonely man these days. She was going to alter that. She adored her father. They were tremendous friends. She had inherited her mother’s grave, special beauty, but her father’s brain—his serious side—his thirst for learning. She wanted to do a serious job; perhaps in the Foreign Office. But it could wait. A year at home wouldn’t matter.

The taxi-driver helped carry her cases into the hall. She paid him, shut the door, and called out:

“Daddy! Da-a-ddy! Are you in?”

He came quickly down the stairs and she greeted him rapturously, hugging and kissing him. How good-looking and distinguished he still was at the age of fifty, she thought, with that boyish figure and the silver fleck in his hair, and those clever eyes behind their horn-rimmed spectacles—eyes most unusually green which she had inherited. Her satin-smooth chestnut hair was like her mother’s.

“Home is your daughter, home from the sea,” she misquoted, laughing.

“Home from the air would be more apt. How’s Paris?” he asked.

“Just Paris—fabulous!” she exclaimed and shook the long brown hair back from a face usually creamy pale, now pink with excitement.

“Oh, it’s good to get my lovely girl back,” he said tenderly. “Come up and sit down and tell me everything. You’re just in time for a sherry.”

Up in the elegant double drawing-room an electric fire glowed on this cold spring evening. Mr. Leigh-Holmes thought how attractive his daughter looked in her grey skirt and white shirt, with a short green suede coat which she was fast unbuttoning with thin nervous fingers.

“Well, Daddy, are you free tonight? Are we going to be able to eat together and celebrate the Wanderer’s return?”

“Yes,” he nodded, “I’ve fixed that, Cath darling, but the day after tomorrow for quite a week, I shall be tied up because—”

She broke in.

“Never mind. I’m used to it. I’ll go all-domesticated, and I can always call up one of my boy-friends.” She laughed and spread her hands to the red glow of the fire.

But Edward Leigh-Holmes sighed a little as he went to the handsome Chinese lacquer cabinet which held their drinks, and poured his daughter out a sherry.

Catherine had come of age just before she got her degree. She never lacked followers. He was of an older generation yet did not disapprove of the rather motley crowd of friends who came in and out the house whenever Catherine was home. They were some of them insubordinate, untidy, long-haired and careless, but a clever lot, these young men and women of today. He envied them their vivid interest in life. The changing world was for the old a sadness—an anxiety. But for the young—a joy and a challenge.

However, he did feel it was time that his beautiful Catherine met some really nice fellow and got married. He didn’t want her to wait too long.

Catherine sipped her sherry and looked round the room. It was very handsome with its long windows opening on to wrought-iron balconies—its polished floor—Adam fireplace and fine period furniture. Daddy was a connoisseur of art and they had one or two exquisite paintings.

It was a room Catherine admired, but with a discerning eye she noted that the curtains and carpet needed a good shampoo, and the Meissen birds on the glass shelves in the corner cupboard wanted a wash. Daddy had bought these when he was stationed in Bonn.

“How’s our staff?” she asked suddenly.

“Fine. We’re lucky. No one’s left yet.”

“Then we are lucky,” she laughed, although she knew that the staff problem was always a trouble for Daddy with his pre-war standards. Because of his job and constant need to entertain, they had to be extravagant about the running of the place. The basement flat was occupied by a couple: the elderly Mrs. Anders, cook-housekeeper, and the even older Mr. Anders who acted as handy-man and butler. Other than that, there was a daily who, as Catherine often declared, produced more ‘spit’ than ‘polish’.

Now her father was breaking it to her that she wouldn’t have much time for domesticity because he needed her help.

“I’ve been detailed to entertain His Serene Highness Prince Dominic of Montracine,” he said, “and you could be of real assistance, darling.”

Her lovely eyes opened wide.

“Oh, lord, who’s His Serene Highness? I forget.”

In response, Mr. Leigh-Holmes picked up a glossy periodical and handed it to her.

“This might interest you.”

It interested Catherine very much. Almost an entire page was devoted to the Ruler of Montracine.

How handsome he was, she thought, and remembered now having seen many photographs of him taken in various parts of Europe. She studied the fine-cut features. She liked the hint of humour about his lips. It was not a particularly strong face yet it was far from weak. The chin was obstinate and the large dark eyes compelling. A Latin type, of course, she reflected. In this particular photograph he wore State uniform.

The epaulettes on the shoulders and the rows of medals might suggest musical comedy, but somehow failed to do so. Catherine did not jeer. The Prince looked much too serious and dignified. Besides, she had seen him in other guise and knew that he was a noted sportsman. She especially recalled an account of his triumph on the Cresta Run. He was a dedicated winter-sportsman, and also played excellent polo.

She glanced down the ‘Gossip Column’, devoted in this issue to the Prince. There were four long paragraphs:


The twenty-five year old Prince Dominic IV of Montracine will be welcome here when he comes on his goodwill visit next week. This lucky young man is probably one of the most sought-after bachelors in Europe. Besides being the Crowned Head of a rich flourishing Principality, he is a millionaire twice over. The Crown Jewels now worn by his mother, Princesse Isabella, are worth several fortunes in themselves and await the wife whom the Prince must eventually choose. Montracine is an enchanted island and a large one, second only to Monte Cristo in size; it is situated fifty miles out in the Mediterranean facing the French and Italian Coast. For the most part the Principality is French-speaking, but there is a large Italian quarter and the Montracineans have a patois of their own.

Independence was guaranteed to Montracine (which has an area about 120 square miles), to the great-grand-father of the present Prince, who ruled as Dominic I, by Napoleon III and Garibaldi during the War of Independence which ended in 1870.

The island has a population of about 80,000 people. They export olive oil, fruit and silk. The islanders are past masters of the art of weaving glorious silks and of wood-carving.


Catherine lifted her head, having absorbed these facts, and drew breath.

“I say! Dominic must be quite something, Daddy!”

“Oh, he is, my dear. If he could only push his difficult mother more into the background, he’d be one of the best among the few ruling princes. He’s a born statesman, and young though he is, he has had to deal with severe internal struggles already. But at least he can claim a guaranteed independence of his Principality which is indeed something these days. You remember the Greyharts, darling. He was our Ambassador over there before the poor chap had his first attack of angina, and they brought him back. He was dining with me at the Club last night, and reminded me that when he had lived in Montracine, he found that the Prince had a genuine and passionate desire to modernise and reform the Island completely, which was the opinion I also formed when I was over there for a short time.

“You must tell me something about the type of government they have on Montracine. I’d like to know,” said Catherine. “Incidentally is the Prince a useful ruler?”

“Yes, indeed. When Sir Mark Daltry was over here the other day he was telling me how enormously the young man has developed. You met the Daltrys with me last summer just after Mark took over from Greyhart, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Catherine nodded, “a charming rather thin little man with horn-rimmed glasses. And he has a huge tall wife—fair-haired and as jolly as a sixth-form schoolgirl, if I remember.”

“Right. Daltry has plenty of brains and I don’t think he’d have said much in favour of Montracine if it hadn’t been true.”

Catherine drew her brows together.

“Why did they send such a first-rate man as Sir Mark to a place like Montracine?”

“Make no mistake,” said her father smiling, “it’s becoming a very important Principality and we need a good man there.”

“Tell me more about the Prince,” said Catherine looking down at the intriguing face of Prince Dominic again.

“When he took over, he induced some of the big families to accept excellent reforms. For instance, he won’t allow the people to be dominated by greedy landlords as they used to be, and he has built some excellent schools and first-rate hospitals. They have their own small Army because Dominic approves of military discipline. The nigger in the wood-pile is Her Serene Highness. Isabella is clever and a bit of a witch. She believes that the Island would be more settled and united if the Prince got married and had a family. There has been a lot of gossip lately in the Continental papers about the Princess trying to push him into the arms of the young daughter of his father’s cousin, the Duc d’Arlennes. He’s a man I can’t like, and on Isabella’s side. But Dominic won’t consider the match. He wants to choose his own wife.”

“It all sounds fascinating,” said Catherine, “I’ll do what I can to help but as you know, Daddy, millionaire princes aren’t really my type.”

“Make no mistake,” said her father quickly, “Dominic is no fool. He is extremely cultured and aware of the industrial crisis in Europe. Greyhart says it was his idea to spend this week with bankers and industrialists, quite apart from enjoying himself. He intends to arrange for further imports to us, and it will all boost our own exports to Montracine.”

Catherine picked up the magazine and looked more closely at Prince Dominic’s handsome face. Yes, she thought, Daddy’s right. He’s no fool.

There was a lot behind those strange heavy-lidded eyes. It was the face of a dreamer, and of a thinker—definitely intriguing.

Maybe she would have to reverse her feelings about ‘puppet princes’ and find these next few days in the company of Prince Dominic very interesting.
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Caroline’s first meeting with the Prince was at Claridge’s Hotel.

Catherine and her father arrived with Sir John and Lady Greyhart, and the aged Princesse de Palvarias, a native of Montracine who had lived in England since her husband died, just before the war. Catherine had had time before the Prince’s arrival, to exchange a few words with Veronica Greyhart. She was an attractive woman, younger than her husband, still in her forties.

“You’ll adore Dominic. We all call him that among ourselves,” Lady Greyhart said enthusiastically, “and I’m sure he’ll fall madly for you, Catherine.”

“I’m sure he won’t,” said Catherine hastily. “He won’t look at me with you around.”

Veronica Greyhart smiled at the young girl affectionately.

“You’re always too flattering, dear. I couldn’t have got an ‘A’ Level if I tried when I was young. Here you are with three of them and a two-one degree in Languages. I’m sure the Prince will be most intrigued. Added to which you don’t look like a bluestocking with that gorgeous figure and those big green eyes. You’re much more the glamour-girl!”

Catherine protested, but Lady Greyhart laughed and turned to say a few diplomatic words to the Princesse. The old Montracinean wore black from head to foot, and leaned heavily on an ebony stick. She suffered from some obscure disease of the muscles, and lived permanently in London. She had implicit faith in English doctors.

Catherine suddenly caught sight of herself in a mirror. Yes, she thought, she would ‘pass’. Shopping yesterday had been fairly successful. The new dark green dress suited her. It was short and chic, with a beaver-lamb jacket. She rarely wore a hat but for this special occasion there was a beaver-lamb cap on the side of her head. The chestnut hair was brushed smoothly to one side, and curved against her cheek.

The little reception party moved forward and stood to attention as the Prince of Montracine walked into the vestibule, followed by his private secretary; outside the staff coped with a considerable amount of luggage at the back of the magnificent Rolls that had brought the Prince from the airport. As he shook hands with Sir John and Lady Greyhart, Catherine privately wondered what he thought of Sir John whom she termed one of Daddy’s ‘fussy friends’. He lacked a sense of humour. Catherine was sure his own wife must sometimes find him boring. But the Prince’s boyish face lit up as he turned to Edward Leigh-Holmes, and it was obvious that he had a great liking for the distinguished diplomat with his fine features, greying hair, and friendly smile.

“Ah! Good to see you again, Mr. Leigh-Holmes.” The Prince held out his hand.

Leigh-Holmes bowed.

“Welcome to London, sir. May I introduce my daughter, Catherine, to Your Highness.”

For the first time, Prince Dominic looked directly at the young girl. She looked at him. And for all her learning and the fact that she was used to the diplomatic world, she felt suddenly at a loss for words. She was mesmerised by the piercing glance from the Prince’s large shining eyes. How very dark they were! As brilliant as agate in a fine-boned face that was well tanned by the Mediterranean sun.

He did not really look like his photograph in the magazine, she decided. It must have been taken when he was younger, and he had carried more weight. Certainly this was no self-indulgent playboy. Daddy was right—Prince Dominic was a serious young man, and most attractive. His figure was lean and graceful. All his movements were easy and swift.

He held out a hand. Catherine took it and made the smallest curtsy. She had recovered her equilibrium.

“So,” he said, “this is the daughter of my good friend, Mr. Leigh-Holmes. I am delighted to meet you, Miss Leigh-Holmes.”

“I am honoured, Your Highness,” murmured Catherine.

His fingers felt cold. He looked pinched. No doubt he was already feeling the change of temperature. This happened to be a bitterly cold spring day and on his Island the sun must already be warming up. The countryside she thought would be golden with mimosa, and pink with almond-blossom, as was usual, throughout the entire Midi.

“I remember your delightful mother,” the Prince added. “She charmed us all. Her accident was a tragedy.”

He had a warm attractive speaking voice. Catherine found his English excellent, with only the faintest accent. He wore very English clothes, too; a suit obviously tailored in London; a short camel’s hair coat with a fur collar. He kept pulling a pair of dark glasses out of his pocket and putting them back again as though slightly nervous. She didn’t think he could possibly be so, but learned later on that despite his background and education, Dominic possessed a highly-strung nervous system. He had always had to exert great strength of will in order to conquer this weakness.

“It is good of you to remember my mother, sir,” murmured Catherine. She was soon to learn more about his astonishing memory. Prince Dominic must have received visits from, and entertained, a vast number of foreigners in his own country. How pleased her poor mother would have been to know that he had found her charming and memorable and regretted her death.

The Prince, still looking at Catherine, continued:

“I think I am right in saying that you were just about to go to University when your people were in Montracine. They were so proud of their clever young student.”

Catherine coloured.

“I can’t think why, sir,” she stammered.

“I, myself, spent a year at Trinity, Oxford,” he went on. “One of the happiest times of my life.”

“I think most of us who have been up at Oxford remember it was a time of great happiness,” she said.

“And you are now a Bachelor of Arts. What was it you read? English? Or Science, like so many young people today?”

“No, Modern Languages, sir.”

“Ah! I shall test your French when we meet again.”

“Please don’t, sir! You terrify me!” she exclaimed, smiling.

“I am sure I do not,” he said. Then moved away to speak to the old Princesse.

Now Catherine heard a flow of French exchanged between the two Montracineans.

The Prince’s back was turned to her but she could still feel the extraordinary compulsion of his gaze. He did in fact alarm her, and she didn’t quite know why. It certainly wasn’t because she worried about her French nor was she usually embarrassed in the presence of Royalty. But the Prince of Montracine roused her interest, and made her aware of him as a man—that was something that didn’t happen often with Catherine. She had a large number of boy-friends, but could not think of one who had produced so forceful an effect on her at first meeting.

Lady Greyhart whispered to Catherine:

“He’s attractive, isn’t he?”

“It seems so,” said Catherine with her usual caution.

“Well, from what I’ve seen he couldn’t take his eyes off you,” said LadyGreyhart. “As John says, those green eyes of yours are really quite dangerous to any man.”

Catherine coloured.

“Really, Veronica, I’ve never heard such nonsense,” she laughed. But despite all her caution she was a little thrilled.

She now found herself involved with the Prince’s private secretary. She did not take to Monsieur Henri Leveuve. He was much too smooth and he had one of those pale unhealthy faces with a blue chin, and the thread of a black moustache; typically Latin. She imagined that he was devoid of any humour but must be efficient, otherwise he wouldn’t be holding such a post. He kissed Catherine’s hand, discussed the English climate, then the flight from Montracine; nothing of importance. But his rather protuberant eyes which, she afterwards told her father, reminded her of a Pekinese, definitely flattered her.

“I hope we shall see more of you, Mam’selle,” he murmured.

“I hope so, monsieur,” she said politely, but continued to watch the slim figure of the Prince of Montracine.

The party now broke up. The royal guest was going up to his suite to wash and change while his valet unpacked. Later he was lunching with the Greyharts. He had made his own plans for this evening, Veronica whispered to Catherine. But tomorrow, there would be a special soirée. The old Princesse de Palvarias who had always been very social and still had a huge number of friends—some from Montracine like herself—had arranged to entertain in one of the big banqueting rooms in this hotel.

“You and your father are invited,” Veronica Greyhart reminded Catherine. “It’s all been rather rushed, and it means cancelling our own plans, but we’ve got to do it.”

Really, Catherine thought, I must be crazy but I can’t stop looking at Dominic. I must be going round the bend.

She did not expect to speak to Dominic again but he surprised her by turning around and walking back to her side. She even felt the thrill of a quickened heartbeat as he approached, giving her his warm attractive smile.

“I hear that I am to be entertained tomorrow night by my old friend Thérèse de Palvarias,” he said. “You will be coming will you not, Miss Leigh-Holmes? I hope so.”

That he should ask her this, and wish for her to be present, robbed her of words for a moment. She felt a fool. Her cheeks scorched with colour. She knew, too, that her lashes were flickering—a habit with her when she was embarrassed.

“I—thank you so much, sir. I—I shall be delighted and honoured.”

“Do you like to dance?”

“I haven’t really done much dancing, sir. There seemed so little time while I was up at Oxford, although I did go to one or two night clubs when I was in Paris.”

That seemed to amuse him. He gave what Catherine thought a mischievous grin.

“Well, well! Is that the way you learned French?”

Back came her scarlet flush.

“Oh no, sir, I mean—only just during my last week—er—we went out in parties. There were several of us students living with a French family and—”

“And you found that dancing in one of those delightful bistros to the tune of an accordion a good way of learning my language,” he finished for her.

Now she had to laugh, whether it was correct to do so or not.

“How did you know that it was to that kind of dance I went, sir?”

“I have an idea. Believe me, I, too, have led a student’s life, I miss it even now. Make no mistake, when I do go to Paris and get away from my tiresome state receptions and detectives, I head straight for some small unknown café.”

She was delighted. Her heart really warmed towards him.

“Will you be able to get away from your detectives here, sir?”

“I was forced to bring one. I think I see him over there by the lift—” he grimaced. “Poor fellow! It must be such a bore for him. As much of a bore as for me to be followed. But I assure you that I intend to give him his congé this evening, and he will not be allowed to appear—even if disguised as a flunkey—at the party tomorrow night.”

Now Catherine and the Prince laughed together. He added:

“Your father has very kindly offered to drive out of town with me tomorrow to the Hawker-Siddeley factory. One of my main objectives in coming to London this week is to meet the man who is designing a new jet aeroplane for me. My own private plane is very outdated and ready for disposal. Are you interested in flying?”

“In a way. I know nothing about it—the mechanical side, I mean—but I’ve done a lot of flying. Going off on holiday to so many places where my parents were stationed. I feel very sorry now that I was too young to be with Daddy when he went to all those Conferences in Montracine. I would adore to see the Island.”

“Then you shall,” said the Prince quickly. “I shall arrange it, personally.”

Catherine drew a quick breath. She felt overwhelmed. Dominic was a very direct, decisive young man, she thought. Newspaper and magazine reports might suggest that he was in the hands of his mother, but she couldn’t believe that, now she had met him. He had such an air of authority. He would go all out to achieve his own ends surely?

Now the private secretary said something to the Prince. Dominic looked at his wrist-watch and nodded.

“Good-bye for now, Miss Leigh-Holmes. I shall see you tomorrow.”

“Good-bye, sir,” she said. This time when she held out her hand, he kissed it.

As he walked away with his secretary, Veronica Greyhart whispered excitedly to the young girl.

“My dear, you seem to have made a terrific hit with His Serene Highness! As a rule he never says more than a few words to any of the girls who are introduced to him. But he seemed to be having a prolonged discussion with you.”

Catherine put a nervous hand up to the collar of her dress.

“Oh, I’m sure he was just being polite.”

“Not at all, and thank goodness we’ve found someone to amuse him,” said Lady Greyhart with that warm friendly laugh that endeared her to all her friends. “I don’t need to exert my charm. He finds me dull, I assure you.”

The old Princesse walked slowly on her stick across to a somewhat dazed Catherine.

What a wonderful face the old woman has, the girl thought. She must have been a great beauty in her day. The ivory pale face was wrinkled but her features were still splendid and her large dark eyes most expressive.

“I am happy to think you are joining my party tomorrow night, Miss Leigh-Holmes,” said the old lady. “I have met your father at many diplomatic gatherings but never had the pleasure of seeing his lovely daughter before.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you also, Madame la Princesse,” said Catherine.

The Princesse tapped her lightly on the shoulder with a kid-gloved hand.

“Well—well, you have made quite a success with my dear young Prince,” she said.

It was the second time that she had been told this. Catherine could not help but feel flattered. The Princesse added:

“I think it is those eyes of yours, child. They are fantastic. You know Dominic said to me: ‘Tell me more about this girl with the remarkable eyes. They are as green as emeralds.’”

Before Catherine could answer, an official interrupted to tell Madame la Princesse that she was wanted on the telephone. The old lady hobbled off. Catherine was left to her own rather confused thoughts.

On the way home, her father started to tell her that everybody had said that Prince Dominic admired her. Then Catherine felt suddenly irritated.

“Oh, not you, Daddy—don’t! It’s ridiculous. Of course he didn’t admire me. He just wanted to talk to somebody and I’m not a bad conversationalist.”

Mr. Leigh-Holmes put his tongue in his cheek and smiled. He knew his Catherine. Right from a child she had always been embarrassed by flattery; unlike so many other pretty girls who angled for it.

“Anyhow did you like him?” he asked her.

“I thought he was all right,” said Catherine briefly, quite determined not to go into rhapsodies and cause further comment. But her father seemed anxious to know what the Prince had said to her. She told him about the new aircraft.

Mr. Leigh-Holmes nodded.

“Ah, yes, I’m taking him to Hatfield tomorrow.”

“So he said.”

“I have also asked him to dine at home with us one night. But why don’t you drive down with us tomorrow, darling? I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

There was nothing that Catherine would rather have done, but some kind of reluctance to appear too eager, prompted her to make an excuse, and refuse the tempting offer.

“Sorry, Daddy, I shall be busy. I have got several things to do before the soirée tomorrow night.”

“A pity.”

They chatted together like the great friends they were until they reached Chester Square, after which Mr. Leigh-Holmes had to rush off to keep an appointment, and Catherine went up to her room.
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The enchantment of the Princesse de Palvarias’s supper-dance was to make Catherine feel she was more than mortal. She felt touched by a magic she had never experienced before.

There seemed no room for memories of University, Paris, student life, all the hundred and one facets of a modern girl’s life. She found that she was neither sophisticated nor blasé, but utterly thrilled.

When the Leigh-Holmes arrived, a great many guests were already present in the reception room. They moved down a queue towards their hostess—the old Princesse—who was exquisite in black lace, with a Spanish lace mantilla over her head. Beside her stood the Guest of Honour—the Prince of Montracine.

Lights sparkled from the huge crystal chandeliers. An orchestra played soft background music. The room was elegant and romantic with gay banks of spring flowers and hot-house plants everywhere. The guests, in full evening dress, talked together in groups but all heads turned to watch the newcomers being ‘received’.

The entrance of Catherine Leigh-Holmes followed by her distinguished father, caused a slight stir. Those in the Foreign Office who knew Edward Leigh-Holmes seemed a little startled by the sight of Catherine. She was remembered for the most part as an attractive but ordinary sort of young girl with a studious mind. But one of the elderly diplomats remarked to his wife tonight:

“I didn’t know Leigh-Holmes had such a stunning daughter.”

Catherine was well aware her tight-fitting emerald satin dress, worn with her mother’s splendid jewellery, was a success. Her father had already told her that she looked positively staggering. The chestnut hair brushed high off her forehead, with those two rich curls brushing the creamy pallor of one cheek, was more than effective.

She wore long green satin gloves. The golden brown mink stole over one arm, was another legacy from her mother.

“What a beautiful dress, my child,” murmured the Princesse.

Catherine thanked her, moved on and made her small graceful curtsy to His Serene Highness. As she straightened, Prince Dominic looked down into the girl’s magnificent eyes and with the faintest grin, which put her completely at ease, whispered:

“Did you find the dress to match the eyes or put emerald drops into those eyes, to match the dress?”

She bit hard on her lips in order not to giggle. She must at all cost retain her dignity. But her heart beat quite wildly as he added:

“After supper, remember, please, the first dance with me.”

“Thank you, sir.”

She managed to say the words with a coolness she was far from feeling. She moved on and greeted Henri Leveuve and one or two other people she knew, then made a beeline for Veronica Greyhart who wore pearl-grey chiffon and her famous pearls, and was, Catherine thought, outstanding.

Lady Greyhart on her part gazed enviously at the young girl.

“Honestly, it’s not fair, Catherine. You make us all look so ordinary.”

“Dear Veronica, you’re always good for my ego and I don’t believe a word of it.”

“I think it’s going to be rather a gay affair. Everybody who is anybody has come. Dominic is a great favourite and he always picks up friends and admirers wherever he goes.”

Catherine, whose heart-beats were quietening down, took a glass of champagne from the tray handed to her by a waiter and sipped it thirstily. It was hot in here. She would go and leave her stole in the powder room. It had been foolish to bring it. Veronica, always talkative, chatted to her but Catherine’s gaze kept wandering to the tall slim graceful figure of the young prince. Like the other men he wore white-tie-and-tails with a small white carnation in his buttonhole. In the glittering lights his ebon-black hair looked like satin, she thought, and against the very white collar and shirt, his skin was gorgeously brown. How handsome he was! How very princely. Yet mustn’t he be bored, having to talk to all these people whom he knew only vaguely and perhaps did not meet from one year’s end to another? Wasn’t the burden of etiquette thrown upon the shoulders of people in his position almost unbearable?

She could not think of him tonight as a prince seriously governing his Island. Only as the young man who had stood beside her yesterday, telling her about his sports-car, and about his sailing, and how he preferred to go out on that blue Mediterranean sea with special friends in a small boat, rather than in his handsome yacht with a large crew surrounded by people, facing, inevitably, a battery of cameras.

He was really very human and perhaps the strange melancholy which she read in his dark thickly-lashed eyes, sprang from an inner yearning for the freedom he could never really have.

Now another ripple of excitement went through the crowd of guests. There was a lull in the buzz of conversation. The sound of the orchestra could be heard more clearly.

Catherine saw that they were all watching the arrival of the Birninghams with their model-girl daughter and her brother Rupert. Nobody looked at Rupert, but everybody certainly looked at Louise. She moved, Catherine thought, with professional grace and languor. Extremely tall and thin, she wore a breathtaking dress of white silk crepe moulded to her glorious figure; one shoulder bare. Over the other there floated a long scarf of sapphire-coloured chiffon. Long sapphire-blue gloves completed the effect. Her skin was almost as white as the dress and her blonde hair smoothed tightly over her small skull and coiled in a huge chignon at the back. Long sapphire and diamond earrings shivered and gleamed as she walked.

Catherine, with a strange intensity, watched the Prince receive this marvellous looking girl. Catherine was near enough to note with genuine surprise that he gave Louise only a polite smile, said a few words, then turned to the next guest.

Feeling absurdly pleased, remembering how much longer he had smiled and spoken to her, Catherine drank some more of her champagne and moved away with her father to talk to friends.

She had been so sure that the Prince would be struck by lightning when he saw the fabulous Louise. She felt madly excited at the thought of that first dance after supper.

The next two hours seemed to her long and meaningless. Plenty of conversation—plenty of flattery from other young men—and an excellent dinner in the banqueting hall.
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