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THE STRANGER
A blizzard was raging in New York, so she had read on the bulletin board before she left the ship. It was difficult to visualize sheets of fine snow driving obliquely against façades, while sitting on an open terrace in the sun gazing at calla lilies in bloom bordered by freesia. It was difficult, too, to believe that the scene before her was reality. It was more like a drop curtain rolled down between herself and the dull drab facts of her life.

She sat at a small, white iron table close to a railing, keenly conscious of the sun beating down on her shoulder blades, of the burnt-nut tang of the black Indian coffee which she was sipping, and the sharp smart of unfamiliar cigarette smoke at the back of her throat. Keenly conscious, too, of the clothes she was wearing, which were not her own. She sat close to the table, knees crossed beneath its top, one foot emerging encased snugly in light amber-colored silk and a navy blue pump. She flexed the ankle up and down as if to convince herself it was hers. At the same time she raised her hand to the back of her neck. It was as irresistible as exploring the empty space left by a pulled tooth. But she mustn’t appear self-conscious when her companion returned. He said he would be gone only long enough to send a cable.

She leaned forward on elbows lightly placed upon the tabletop and took several sips of coffee, gazing down reflectively between sips. She must tell him her name and explain why it wasn’t on the passenger list. Every time he called her Miss Beauchamp it was a reminder of the difference between herself and the vivid and vivacious Renée. And how Renée Beauchamp would hate it! She returned the cup to its saucer and raised her eyes.

In the foreground there was a luxurious garden with glimpses of steps and portions of balustrade; in the lower left-hand corner the proverbial flower-filled urn with hanging vines; behind the urn a cliff with a cascade of purple bougainvillea falling down its face, and at the top an umbrella pine leaning out against the sky at a spectacular angle. In the distance there was a glimpse of aquamarine blue sea with boats floating on its surface.

The largest boat was hers. It was an ocean liner, with two squat, black-banded funnels amidships, and long festoons of windows, portholes, and deck railings extending from stern to bow. The liner hailed from New York. It was the first time she had dropped anchor since she had backed out of her berth into the Hudson River. It was the first opportunity offered her passengers to feel the pressure of earth beneath their feet.

She had not intended to come ashore at Gibraltar. It was an old story to her. She had been here with her mother many times before. But that morning, looking out of her porthole at the crooked tiers of mellow-toned old buildings crowding down close to the water’s edge beneath the jutting rock, her consciousness had been pricked by the realization of her independence. She had never wandered alone all day in any foreign city! She had dressed for the shore with something like excitement. But now she was regretting her decision. She couldn’t keep up the false role she was playing with this strange man much longer.

She congratulated herself that she had not choked when he lit her cigarette. How surprised he would be if he knew it was the first time in her life anyone had lit her cigarette. The first time in her life she had smoked a cigarette except opposite her own reflection behind closed doors. But no more surprised than Doctor Jaquith, she imagined, if he could have seen her casually flicking ashes over a terrace railing! Doctor Jaquith would consider it a great triumph, she supposed. But she hadn’t smoked the cigarette to assert her own personality. On the contrary she’d smoked it to conceal her own personality.

She had been the last passenger to board the last tender scheduled to leave for the shore trip. The tender had in fact been held for her for several minutes. She had selected a seat as far removed as possible from the other passengers, and had kept her eyes steadfastly turned away from any possible contact with another human being—studying the shoreline, following the lazy motions of the overfed Gibraltar seagulls, plainly conveying that she did not wish to be spoken to.

She looked as if she might have been recently ill. She had little natural color, and no artificial color whatsoever. There was something that suggested old ivory about the cast and quality of her skin. Her cheekbones were high and accentuated by hollows in her cheeks. Her brows were black, well-defined, and extraordinarily far apart. Her hair was also black—what could be seen of it. It was cut very short. Her eyes were the somber blue of late-blooming monk’s hood. She was dressed in the conservative good taste that is expensive. A navy-blue costume, very plain and very perfect, with a small snug navy-blue hat on her close-cropped head. Over her shoulders hung the pelts of several little animals, probably Russian sable. She caused much comment among the other passengers because of the incongruity between her distinguished appearance and her wary manner.

Most of the cruise passengers who had signed up for the Gibraltar trip had already left the liner on the earlier tenders. At the dock there had been only a few of the local horse-drawn vehicles left. She had engaged the last one. She was seated on its narrow back seat when the effervescing and ever-present cruise manager, Mr. Thompson, had called out from somewhere behind her, “Oh, Miss Beauchamp!” and a moment later, “Would you be so kind as to share your carriage with Mr. So-and-So?” She didn’t catch the name. “He had to go back to the tender for his guidebook. We’ll all be lunching together at one o’clock. I’ll see you both there. Thank you so much. Have a nice time.”

Before she could think of any reason for not sharing her carriage, Mr. So-and-So was seated by her side and they were moving up the long pier toward the huddled shopping district.

“I hope you don’t mind too much.”

“Of course not,” she replied, as warmly as she knew how. (“Pull your own weight,” Doctor Jaquith had exhorted her that last day in his office. “We’ve taught you the proper technique. Now go ahead and practice it on this cruise. Respond! Take part! Contribute! Be interested in everything and everybody. Forget you’re a hidebound New Englander and unbend. Loosen up. Be nice to every human being who crosses your path.”)

“We’ve already been introduced, Miss Beauchamp,” her companion informed her. “On deck two days ago, as we were passing the Azores,” and without giving her a chance to reply, “I’ve never been in Gibraltar before.” If her mother had been present this statement would instantly have placed him: not alone the fact of his limited experience, but because he mentioned it. “What an amusing conveyance this is! Built on the lines of a hansom cab. Female of the species, possibly, with all this lingerie and lace.”

When her companion rejoined her on the terrace, he sat down opposite her and poured himself a cup of coffee from the small silver pot, blindingly bright in the sunshine.

“I got the cable off finally,” he announced, dropping two lumps of sugar in the cup, and stirring them vigorously. He had nice hands, bony and veined, with a scattering of dark hairs on their backs, and knuckly fingers with close-cut nails. “So that’s one of the umbrella pines! And that’s a bougainvillea! And that white stuff in the garden down there is freesia blooming outdoors in March!” He took off his hat, placed it on the railing, and lifted his face to the sun. “Isn’t this heat simply marvelous!”

Until then she would have said his eyes were brown, but now with the sun shining straight into them she saw that they were blue with brown flecks. The blue was a deep indigo. It reminded her of her fountain-pen ink in its bottle, when looking down its wide-necked top. Midnight blue-black, the label said. The most striking feature about him was the difference between his eyebrows and his hair. His hair was thin and turning gray, his eyebrows thick, and a warm sienna brown. His clothes were a nearly an American businessman’s uniform as possible—white shirt with soft collar, gray suit with an innocuous stripe, and a plain dark blue tie.

“I hope you’ve had enough to eat,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee. They had been over an hour too late to eat with the cruise passengers. They had lunched alone on hors d’oeuvres, cold cuts, and a bottle of wine, splitting the cost of all but the wine, which he insisted should be his contribution.

“I’ve had plenty to eat,” and she wished she had the confidence to add, And too much to drink. She never had wine in the middle of the day. Sometimes a glass of sherry when her mother and she were lunching at the home of one of her sisters-in-law. It always made her sleepy. Moreover, this was the hour she rested, according to her Cascade schedule. Cascade was the name of Doctor Jaquith’s sanatorium in Vermont.

It had been a strenuous morning for an invalid. Her companion had been interested in every unusual detail Gibraltar has to offer a first visitor, from its fortress at the top of the rock to its monkeys which occasionally wander down to the town from their caves on the sides of the rock. He had spent over an hour among the shops, frequently consulting a small black leather book which he had produced from his breast pocket. One of his daughters, he explained, wanted a certain brand of perfumery which she’d heard one could get cheap in Gibraltar; and another, a certain kind of English sweater; and he’d also like to find something right for a girl around twelve. He would be grateful to her if she could direct him to the right shops for such articles. She had gone farther. She had helped him select the articles.

“You’re not at all what I’d expected you’d be like, Miss Beauchamp,” he remarked, draining his cup and pushing it aside.

“As we met for the first time only two days ago, how could you possibly expect what I’d be like?” she asked in that supercilious tone which she had learned to employ to conceal self-consciousness.

“Oh, but I’ve heard of you! And you’re quite different from what I expected.”

“Pray how am I different?” she inquired briefly, making her smoke screen still thicker by a condescending shrug.

“You’re so much more comfortable. I mean—” She saw a slight suggestion of dark color beneath the swarthiness of his face. It immediately steadied her. “I mean you’re so much easier to talk to,” he floundered. “I’ve heard a lot about your weekends up there at your farm in Connecticut, and your monologues, and how clever you are. I have a friend who goes to your famous parties sometimes, and he’s told me about them. Classmate of mine at college. Frank McIntyre. Have you seen Mack lately?”

“No. Not lately.” She paused. “Nor ever,” she added. “I don’t know Mack.”

“But he told me—”

“Please listen. I’m not Renée Beauchamp. Renée is out in Arizona somewhere. A few days before this boat sailed she had an invitation from some friend of hers to visit his ranch.”

“But the ship’s hostess introduced you as Miss Beauchamp. And this morning Thompson—”

“I know. And the headwaiter, and the deck steward too—they all think I’m Miss Beauchamp. But the purser knows all about it. I took Renée Beauchamp’s space at the last moment—too late for my name to appear on the first passenger list printed. Renée was booked only as far as Nice. Naturally if you know anything about Renée Beauchamp, you know she isn’t the type to be taking this cruise, or any cruise, if she can help it.”

“Oh! Isn’t she? I suppose you are getting off at Nice, then?”

“No, I’m taking the whole trip.”

“As Miss Beauchamp? Keeping your own identity a secret?”

“That’s an idea! But no, the only reason I didn’t correct the mistake up there on the deck when we were introduced was because there was such a crowd it would have been awkward.”

“Oh, then you do remember meeting me on the deck! Let’s have a liqueur on the strength of it. What do you say?”

Before she could say anything he had pushed back his chair and had gone in search of a waiter. She remembered perfectly when Miss Demarest, the ship’s hostess, had introduced them. It had been her first day on the deck—her first appearance in her borrowed clothes since her transformation that last hurried day in New York.

She had lain in a state of half torpor for the first three days out of port, and for the next two had remained in her stateroom, grateful for disagreeable weather, disagreeable physical symptoms, for anything that provided an excuse for remaining a few days longer in hiding.

She had carefully kept in the background when the other passengers gathered at the deck railing to exclaim on the spectacular sight of the Azores which had appeared at the sunset hour, green as June peas on the pewter-gray sea. They were the first sight of land since the New Jersey coast had disappeared five days ago, and the first clear sunset. She was seated in her steamer chair, or rather in Renée Beauchamp’s steamer chair (it still bore her name), when Miss Demarest spied her and exclaimed with a squeal of delight, “Oh Miss Beauchamp! At last! I want to introduce you to these people!” And she had routed her out of the chair, and led her to a group of strangers of which this man had been one. They hadn’t exchanged a single word.

“I’ve ordered two Cointreaus,” he announced when he again returned to the sunny table. “I hope that is all right for you. Is that the coast of Africa over there?”

“No, no, no! Spain!” she laughed.

“Bullfights. Matadors. Grilled ironwork. Señoritas,” he sighed, gazing wistfully. “That is, if the old traditional Spain is Hemingway and Carmen. I’ve never been there. The fact is I’ve never been much of anywhere east of New York,” he laughed. “I’d give anything if I could be in your shoes and take the whole cruise.”

“Where are you leaving the boat?”

“At Nice, worse luck. I’m on my way to Milan on business. Look here,” he broke off, “if you aren’t Miss Beauchamp, who are you, please?”

“I’m not quite sure,” she said, glancing down at her unfamiliar foot. Not since a specialist in orthopedics had told her mother 20 years ago that she required a certain low-heeled, wide-toed shoe had she worn anything else. Again she wished she dared to reply, If there’s any truth in the adage, “Clothes make the man,” then at present I’m my sister-in-law, Lisa.

“Not quite sure who you are?”

“No. But don’t be alarmed. I’m quite harmless.”

A waiter approached with two tiny glasses on a tray. The glasses were filled with liquid clear as dewdrops. Her companion raised his glass high, and looking straight into her eyes, exclaimed, “Well, here’s how, Stranger.”

She was not accustomed to these little playful ceremonies. But she could at least do as he did. She raised her glass to the same level as his and repeated his words, “Well, here’s how, Stranger.”

“By the way,” he remarked, twirling the slender stem of his empty liqueur glass between his thumb and forefinger, “don’t you think I ought to know your name before the day is over?”

“But I don’t know yours!”

“You don’t! How stupid of me to think you got it when no one ever listens to names. My name is Durrance.” He spelled it. “On the passenger list I’m J. D. Durrance, New York City. Now it’s your turn.”

“My name is Vale.” She also spelled it. “If I’m ever on the passenger list, I’ll be ‘C. Vale, Boston, Mass.’”

“I’ve heard of Boston.” He smiled. “And the name Vale, like Bunker Hill, rings a familiar bell. Are you one of the Vales of Boston?”

“One of the lesser ones.”

“Well, which? I don’t know yet whether it’s Miss or Mrs.”

“It’s Aunt. I’m the proverbial spinster aunt. Most families have one, you know.” Her mouth fell into the lines of the least resistance—a downward curve, with the corners lifted into an ironical smile.

“But aunt what?”

She couldn’t keep up the persiflage any longer. “My name is Charlotte Vale,” she announced flatly, as if she resented the fact. “Miss Charlotte Vale.”

It was several hours later when they were seated in the tender crossing the harbor to the waiting ocean liner that he produced a small package from his overcoat pocket. It was wrapped in bright pink paper, tied with fine string, strong as dental floss, with a loop so one could carry it dangling on one’s finger. He held it up before her by the loop.

“I hope you’ll accept a slight offering for being my guide today. I don’t know the first thing about perfumery, but the clerk said this was all right. It’s a mixture of several kinds of flowers. It’s called Quelques Fleurs. I thought that would be safe, as I don’t know your preference in flowers.” He dropped the little package in her lap.

She was glad it was dusk, for she could feel the color mounting to her cheeks. Ridiculous! At her age! But she couldn’t remember that any man had ever gone into a shop and bought a present for her. Except her father. He used to. Her companion mustn’t know she didn’t use perfumery. Her mother had brought her up to believe it was bad taste. She lifted the little package.

“Thank you ever so much,” was all she could manage to say at first. But later she added, “I’ll put some on my handkerchief tonight.”

“Will you? Good! And let’s meet for a cocktail in the bar at a quarter of eight.”
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LIKE CINDERELLA
When Charlotte reached her stateroom she switched on the lights, bolted the door, took off her hat and coat and sat down before the triple-mirrored dressing-table. Glancing into one of the side panels she gazed at her profile in another mirror across the room. The profile was looking away from her, which gave her the odd sensation of gazing at someone else. So that was how she looked! For years she had avoided all such painful speculation and shunned mirrors, schooling herself never to study her reflection in order to see herself as others saw her.

But today, although her companion had not remarked upon her appearance, several times she had caught that peculiar expression of approving appraisal which she had observed in other men’s eyes directed toward other women. Her borrowed clothes alone couldn’t draw forth such a look. Today she had been borrowing more than Lisa’s clothes—her manner, posture, many of her gestures. The fact was she had seen Lisa one day last summer dressed in this very same costume, all but the furs, seated at a small iron table on a terrace at her country house, knees crossed, elbows lightly placed upon the tabletop, with Barry Firth opposite looking at her, his eyes filled with far more than approval. Lisa was her sister-in-law, the widow of her oldest brother, Rupert, who had died six months ago. For years Charlotte had been observing Lisa enter rooms, preside at tea tables, rise, sit down, light a cigarette, toss away a match—speculating, with a dull pain of envy, what was the secret of her attraction. She had never attempted to imitate her. Even today her performance had been more the result of absorption than conscious imitation.

She and Lisa didn’t look alike. Lisa was fair, with faint, delicately penciled eyebrows, grey eyes, and fawn-colored hair. While she was dark. Spanish blood might have run in her veins. Her skin was dusky where the shadows fell; sallow was her own adjective for it. Her brows were black and had always been heavy and straight, nearly touching in the middle. Her hair, too, had always been heavy and straight, and dull and lusterless except on the first day after washing. Now, as she gazed, it was as glossy as a charred log with a wavy grain shining in the sun.

Up to six months ago her figure had been as unlike Lisa’s as her coloring—blocky, bulky, uncontrolled by a restricting diet. Her mother disapproved of skinny women, especially of those who starved themselves to keep so. Her mother disapproved of short hair, too. She had never allowed her daughter to cut it. As a child Charlotte had worn it in one long, heavy braid. Later she was taught to wind it into a bun, fastened at the back of her head with sturdy hairpins. Her bun was so heavy it dragged her hair back in an unbecoming fashion, slipping down until it looked as if it were resting on her shoulders, bound in place by cords. But now the cords had been cut. As she gazed at her long neck and the modeled contour of her head, that sensation of detachment from her own personality increased.

She turned away from her profile and, adjusting one of the side mirrors, studied the back of her head. The French coiffeur, into whose hands Lisa had delivered her a few hours before he boat sailed, had made some comments which she had remembered ever since. While busily snipping at the back of her head, after the heaviest locks were cut off, he had exclaimed, “Oh, Mademoiselle, I discover something very valuable, like a nugget of gold buried beneath much earth! A widow’s peak behind! So nice a border will it make upon the neck, Mademoiselle must have her hair cut very short, n’est-ce pas?”

She had no opinion to offer. Lisa was absent, attending to last minute details about her wardrobe. Lisa had told her to leave everything to Monsieur Henri. She was glad to do so. She felt little interest in a proceeding which she had consented to simply because she lacked sufficient spirit to combat it. Even during the ordeal of permanent-waving she had made no protest. Physical pain had the advantage of putting mental despair in the background for the time being.

After Monsieur Henri had finished with her that day, she had been transferred to another room, and laid out prone in a lowslung, streamlined dentist’s chair. Sheets had been spread over her body. Pads had been placed over her eyes. Steaming hot compresses and ice cold had been applied to her face. Afterward, her face underwent such a process of kneading, molding, slapping, rotating, vibrating, and she knew not what else, that it became numb to the various treatments applied. What did she care? Even before her illness her motto for years had been, Follow the line of least resistance.

It had been Lisa who had been at the bottom of the plot of her banishment from home to Cascade. Banishment? No, escape rather, as it turned out. Three months of blessed surcease from her mother’s taunts that her illness was only imagination. The diagnosis of her “nervous breakdown” had filled her mother with scorn. Charlotte no more had a nervous breakdown than a moulting canary! No one in the Vale family had ever had a nervous breakdown! As to Lisa’s proposal that Charlotte go to that place called Cascade, no one in the Vale family had ever been an inmate in a sanatorium or asylum, either!

Her mother was lunching at Lisa’s on the day Doctor Warburton, the family doctor, took her in his own car to the train bound for Cascade, and settled her in a drawing-room with a trained nurse. It was the first time she had taken a railroad journey without her mother since her father had died when she was at boarding school. Each time she had mustered enough courage to attempt to run down to New York, or to run anywhere for a day or two without her mother, it had ended in defeat. If she persisted in any such plan, her mother always had a heart attack, and a daughter cannot abandon a mother in physical distress.

Her mother had been well on in her forties when she had been born. Three boys had preceded her. “The child of my old age,” she had often heard herself described when she was small. It had always filled her with a vague sense of shame, as if her existence required an explanation. Or was it that her appearance required an explanation? Several times her mother had laughingly referred to her as “my ugly duckling.” She used to wonder if all “children of old age” were ugly ducklings—branded with marks of the advanced years of their parents. Her brothers were all handsome specimens. “An old-fashioned little thing,” was another phrase often applied to her when she was a child. She had always felt not only apologetic to her mother, but under deep obligation to make amends for her undesired arrival.

Ever since she was a child she had worn glasses. Steelbowed spectacles when she went to kindergarten; later, hornbowed spectacles; rimless eyeglasses at her coming-out party. “You’ll never have another pair of eyes,” her mother always warned her before ordering her to put on her glasses, if she ever caught her without them. At Cascade Doctor Jaquith had sent her to an oculist, later announcing that glasses were no longer necessary and advising her to discard them entirely. She always felt undressed without her glasses, as if she’d left off her shoes or blouse.

Gazing now in the mirror straight at her unspectacled, unfamiliar face, apprehension about the outcome of this ridiculous camouflage returned to her. The very expression of her face had changed. Lisa herself had been shocked by her altered appearance when she returned to Henri’s that last day in New York. Charlotte had overhead her gently expostulating with Monsieur Henri. Why had he been so extreme, she had inquired. It was always safer to cut hair the first time a little too long than too short, didn’t he think? “But Mademoiselle say to me do as I wish, she do not care,” he had protested. “And so nice a shape head she has and two widows’ peaks. One in front and one behind.”

Lisa had also remonstrated with the young lady who had presided over the streamlined dentist’s chair, and less gently. “I said nothing about eyebrows, Célestine. You know very well I never allow you to pluck mine. How did you ever come to do such a thing?” “Because they were terra-ble, Madame. Not like yours. Verree thick and strong, like a man’s, and they meet in the middle and make her look always scowling. She say do anything I desire. It was no matter to her. Only in the middle did I pluck much. I make her look so beautiful, n’est-ce pas? She has nice skin.” “Well, well, it’s done,” Lisa had laughed. “It can’t be helped now. The eyebrows will grow again. So will her hair in time.”

When Lisa had rejoined her in the waiting room, “Have you looked at yourself?” she had asked. She hadn’t. She hadn’t had the courage yet. “Well, let’s wait till we’re safely on the boat. It sails in less than an hour. We must hurry. Here’s one of those fur-pieces that are simply indispensable on a cruise at this time of year,” and she had opened a pasteboard box bearing the name of a well-known Fifth Avenue furrier. “It cost something, I confess, but it’s worth it. I had it charged to Mother Vale.”

Mother Vale could well afford the fur piece. She was one of the wealthiest of the wealthy old ladies in Boston. Charlotte’s clothes were still charged to her mother. Charlotte still received the same monthly allowance for “spending money” as had been decided sufficient when she went to boarding school.

“But what will Mother say?” she had asked Lisa weakly, gazing dubiously at the furs. “You know very well she will think they are too showy for me. And they are! Why, if I should suddenly appear in these even the maids would be shocked. And they look horribly expensive.”

“You can rip them apart and wear only one skin when you come home. I’ll make my own peace with Grandmother Vale about the expense.” And she had placed the four limp skins, dripping with pointed tails, soft paws, and small sharp down-pointing noses, around Charlotte’s shoulders. “They simply make you, my dear!”

When Lisa had appeared at Cascade with her preposterous proposal about this cruise, Charlotte had protested, at first, but Lisa had an answer to every objection, a way around every obstacle. Moreover, Doctor Jaquith was in favor of it. It was futile to combat such a combination.

Several weeks before, Doctor Jaquith had pronounced her well enough to leave Cascade. He was anxious to have her try out her new technique alone, but strongly advised some other environment than home at first. Where she should go when she left Cascade had long been under discussion. Lisa had asked the advice of her friend Renée Beauchamp among others. Renée was widely traveled and well informed about pleasure resorts and retreats of various sorts. When Renée telegraphed Lisa that her plans had suddenly changed and her reservations on a cruise ship sailing four days hence were available, Lisa immediately got down her trunk and proceeded to pack it with an appropriate wardrobe for a Mediterranean cruise.

It had been discovered that, since Charlotte’s loss of 30 pounds, Lisa’s clothes fitted her perfectly. Lisa had already lent her a dress or two for use at Cascade till she was able to re-equip her wardrobe. Lisa was still wearing mourning for Rupert, therefore all her colorful dresses and accessories were useless to her for the time being. Not only her dresses, but even her shoes fitted Charlotte; also belts, gloves, collars—everything, in fact, except hatbands. There was not time enough to buy new hats, Lisa said, when Charlotte feebly suggested it, even if any could be found in the shops large enough to accommodate her heavy head of hair. Not was there time to make over the hatbands, even if it wouldn’t ruin the style of the hats. “So she calmly made over me!” a sardonic smile curved her lips. “It didn’t matter if my style was ruined!”

Everyone has a style of one’s own which is the result of adaptation to one’s physical appearance. Lisa had meant well, of course, but it is extremely unpleasant to be stripped suddenly of one’s physical appearance, however unattractive. She had learned to adjust not only her manner but her habits and behavior to it. Now her reflection offered a paradox which was bound to expose her to all sorts of humiliating experiences.

Moreover, what would be the effect of her transformation upon her mother? The plan was for her to go directly home after the cruise. She would be absent less than eight weeks. Her hair wouldn’t grow much in that time. Also what would be the effect of the news of this cruise upon her mother? Her mother had not been consulted about it. Disapproval often caused distress in her mother’s chest. Why, it might kill her mother! What putty she had been in the hands of Lisa and Doctor Jaquith! Putty, that was the word for her! Putty in the hands of her mother too! Irony deepened to self-contempt. She could feel the familiar pressure of depression closing on her like the jaws of a vise. And she’d got to meet that man for a cocktail at quarter of eight. “I’d rather be murdered,” she said out loud.

With a yank she pulled open the door to the small closet where the stewardess had hung her dresses. What had it to offer? That familiar red dinner gown of Lisa’s was as good as anything. Lisa had pinned a small paper on the shoulder of the dress which read: Silver Slippers and silver evening bag will be found in accessory drawer. Humph! Suppose Lisa thought I’d wear Oxfords and carry my shopping bag, thought Charlotte.

She dressed quickly. The red gown was the shade of a scarlet tanager, very plain, with a low square-cut neck in front. She produced the silver bag, selected a handkerchief, and gave it a shake. It puffed out like a spurt of steam. She was about to shove it into her bag when she remembered the perfumery. She opened the pink-wrapped package, unsealed the stopper of the bottle within, and drew out the tiny crystal stiletto. It was dripping with moisture. She wiped it off on her handkerchief, refueled it twice, and thrust it, wet and icicle cold, behind each ear. Then again she searched the closet, this time for an evening wrap.

There was nothing of Lisa’s she recognized, but at the back of the closet she caught a glimpse of something else scarlet. It proved to be a long cape wrapped around its hanger, lining side out. Unfolding it she discovered a garment which she had never seen before. It was velvet the tawny yellow of French mustard, with a conventional design painted on it in various shades of brown, with shimmering silver spots here and there. She threw it quickly around her shoulders. It reached to below her knees. She glanced into the mirror for one last quick inspection, then stopped to gaze longer. The stranger who she saw reflected in the startling mustard cape would have made her look twice had she been seated as usual on a wall sofa beside her mother in the Grande Salon. She hadn’t been watching the gay galaxy go by all her life without having gained something of the keenness of a critic. This stranger in the mirror lacked something. Her lips should be as scarlet as the glimpse beneath her cape.

She knew how to apply the lipstick. She had never confessed it even to Doctor Jaquith, but occasionally, in the privacy of her own room, she had experimented with cosmetics. Oh, not only had she smoked cigarettes behind those closed doors!

According to Lisa’s request Célestine had given her a box equipped with various creams, lotions, and powders. She now took it down from the top shelf of the closet, opened it, discovered a small nickel cylinder within, and applied it to her lips quickly and skillfully.

It was not until she gave that last glance around the room, to be sure she had left nothing of value in sight, that she caught sight of two blue envelopes on the round table fastened to the floor in the middle of the room. She tore them open. The first read: Have told Mother Vale stop no bad effects stop see it through Lisa. The second: Now voyager sail forth stop play the game stop à bas New England conscience Jaquith.

These phrases in Doctor Jaquith’s message were quoted from a poem by Walt Whitman, which he had given her typed on a bit of paper her last day at Cascade. It was in her pocketbook nearby.

She pushed both the radiograms into her evening bag, snapped it shut with a click, snapped off the electric lights with several clicks, and left the room, her silver slippers scuttling along the long narrow corridor with the haste of a Cinderella’s. She was already ten minutes late.
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A SECRET SHARED
Charlotte stood in the threshold searching the crowded, smoke-filled room, not sure that she would recognize him among so many. Not sure that he would recognize her. She saw him finally emerging out of the smoke, coming toward her smiling. He had been waiting for her in a distant alcove. He led the way to it. They sat down at a bare table side by side on a straight-backed bench. He was dressed as conventionally as in the afternoon—dinner coat, black bowtie, dark mother-of-pearl studs.

“What will you have?”

She had no knowledge of the various names of cocktails. “I’ll leave it to you.”

“Well, how are Old-fashioneds? Will you have a cigarette?” And he offered her one from a half-package, which he produced from an inner pocket.

She took it, and gave a slight cough when he lit it this time. I can’t keep up this farce much longer, she said to herself.

“Oh, by the way,” he remarked, “I just saw Thompson, and he wanted to know if I’d signed up for Majorca. I hadn’t. He said you hadn’t either, and asked me if we’d like to sign up to go together. He says they like to have us pair up, or quadruple up, beforehand if possible. You may not be getting off at Majorca. You’ve been there before probably. And very likely you’d rather leave it to luck whom you get. Or probably you’ve a friend or some acquaintance on board you’d like to go with.”

“I haven’t a friend, nor an acquaintance either, on board. I’d like to go with you very much.”

They didn’t dine together. She sat in her allotted place at a table with five others, and he somewhere on the other side of the dining room. She was seated in the deserted library after dinner, close to an imitation open fire when they again met.

“Oh, here you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Do you want to take the automobile trip to some town—Söller, I think it’s called—on the other side of the island, or just stay around Palma? Thompson wants to know.”

“What do you want to do?” asked Charlotte, secretly preferring to stay around Palma.

“Let’s go to Söller. Take in everything there is!”

“All right! Let’s!”

“Good! I’ll tell Thompson.” He drew up a chair beside her. “Don’t you love the smell of an open fire?” He rubbed his outstretched hands before the artificial flame.

“Yes, and the crackle, too.”

“Might as well try to get milk out of a wooden cow!” He gave an exaggerated shiver. The temperature had been steadily dropping ever since Gibraltar’s fringe of lights had disappeared. “Who’d ever believe you and I were sitting on that open terrace in the sun drinking coffee and liqueurs at noon?”

“Nobody!” Also nobody, who knew her, would believe that she was sitting here now with rouge on her lips, and perfumery behind her ears, so much perfumery in fact that this man, sniffing the air, remarked upon it.

“I can smell something much sweeter than burning logs.” He glanced around in search of its source. “I wonder what it is.”

“It’s called Quelques Fleurs,” she announced flatly. What a fool! She’d put on too much!

“How awfully nice of you!” He paused, leaned back and gazed at her closely, a whimsical expression in his eyes. “I can’t seem to pigeonhole you.” His close scrutiny was disconcerting. She drew the cape closer about her as if in protection. “That’s a marvelous coat you’ve got on—wrap, garment, whatever you call it. You made quite an impression up there in the bar as you stood in the doorway looking for me tonight.” Oh, dear, she thought, I put on too much lipstick too, probably. “Whoever designed it knew his entomology mighty well too. I don’t pretend to know much, but I recognize the Fritillaries.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Charlotte.

“Why, the butterfly design painted on your cape.” She looked at him in dumb amazement. “Didn’t you know you’re a perfect specimen of one of the silver-spotted Fritillaries? I have several Mountain Silver-Spots in my collection. They’re Fritillaries, too. I caught my specimens myself one June on Mount Washington.”

“Are you an entomologist?”

“No, indeed! Butterflies are just a hobby of mine. Do you mind leaning forward? Those dark lines coming over your shoulder are supposed to be your antennae, I think.” He was bending over her now. “I hope you don’t mind being examined. Wish I had a magnifying glass. Hello,” he broke off. “What’s this?”

“What’s what?”

“Something on your cape! Wait a minute! Why, it’s pinned on! Somebody has been playing a joke on you, I guess.”

“Unpin it, please.”

He did so, fumbling so long with the small pin that he couldn’t help reading whatever Lisa had written. “Here it is!” he said at last, and passed the paper to her.

In Lisa’s clear firm hand Charlotte read: I had no evening coat that was right, so Renée wants to contribute hers. She says it always makes an impression, and has always given her a good time. She hopes it will do the same for you.

“Well, this ought to pigeonhole me for you, all right.” She gave a short derogatory laugh and passed the paper back to him.

He put on a pair of horn-rimmed glasses and studied it. “What does it mean? I can’t make head or tail of it.”

“It’s perfectly clear. Read it again.” She raised her chin, resorting as usual to hauteur to conceal discomfort.

He studied the paper. “I don’t get it.”

“Why, this cape belongs to your friend Renée Beauchamp. Naturally she had no use for it at a ranch and so she lent it to me. I didn’t know what design was painted on it, or I assure you I would never have appeared in wings tonight!” she informed him, with all the scorn she could summon.

“Oh, I see!” he exclaimed with delight. “Your wings are borrowed! Well, they suit you mighty well!”

“No, they don’t!” she contradicted. “They don’t suit me in the least! They’re perfectly ridiculous on me! This entire situation is ridiculous!”

She spoke with such indignation that it was his turn now to stare at her in amazement. He sat down again. “What situation? Why is it ridiculous? I’m all in the dark about you.”

“I’ll enlighten you then. Did you ever read a book when you were a child called Sara Crewe?”

“I don’t think so, but the name sounds familiar.”

“Well, Sara Crewe,” she began, picking her words slowly the better to express her self-contempt, “was a poor, pathetic creature who had no friends, and only a few ugly clothes. She lived a dreary existence on a bare garret until a nice, rich, old gentleman came along one day, and took pity on the poor thing.” She paused, her lips curving into more of a grimace than a smile. She simply mustn’t let that painful red flood of hot blood rise to her face. He would think she had no sense of humor. “Give the paper back to me, please.” He did so. She tore it into small bits and shoved them into her bag. Thank goodness, he was getting off at Nice. She needn’t see him after tomorrow! “You were quite right when you said someone was playing a joke on me,” she went on desperately. “It’s a far funnier joke than you realize. Jokes are usually based on the incongruous, you know.” She rose, slipping the cape off her shoulders and throwing it over her arm.

“You aren’t going, are you?” he said rising too. “Please don’t, yet.”

Suddenly from the threshold someone called out in a high shrill voice, “Oh, here you are!” It was Miss Demarest, dressed in a black taffeta gown with a voluminous skirt. She approached the fireplace with the bobbing motion of a toy balloon. Such balloons have small mouthpieces attached and when the air escapes a shrill whistle is emitted. When the wearer of the taffeta skirt reached the close vicinity of the fireplace, it emitted a similar shrill squeal.

“O—oh! Mister Durrance! Just the man I’m looking for! And Miss Beauchamp too! How simply perfect!” She paused for breath. “We lack one couple for our contract tournament. Will you two be a couple of lambs and join us? It will help me out no end.”

“Oh, I’m afraid I’m not good enough.”

“Oh, Mister Durrance! Don’t believe him, Miss Beauchamp! He played the other night and made two little slams. I saw you make one with my own two eyes!” She wagged a playful forefinger at him.

“Yes, I know, but—” He turned to Charlotte. “Do you play cards?”

“I used to play slapjack when I was a child, and later whist occasionally years and years ago.” That would date her, and put an end to this farce she was enacting.

“Oh, Miss Beauchamp! I just know you’re joking!” Miss Demarest wagged her finger at Charlotte.

Charlotte was speaking the literal truth. Her mother disliked all card games. But her father was an inveterate whist player, and sometimes she had made a fourth when one of his cronies dropped out. But not until she had gone to Cascade had she ever made a fourth at a bridge table. However, for the last six weeks she had been playing bridge almost every evening. Everybody at Cascade was supposed to spend the evenings in some form of social intercourse, and contribute something to their small community, even though it was an agreeable facial expression. Charlotte had chosen bridge as the least painful contribution she could make to sociability.

“You can’t swear to me you never played a game of bridge in all your life. Now, can you, Miss Beauchamp?” Miss Demarest persisted.

“Well, but I know only the bare rudiments.”

“Oh, if you know the rudiments, then let’s try it!” exclaimed Durrance. “It will help out Miss Demarest.”

Such amiability was a new experience to Charlotte. Her mother’s attitude toward all paid hostesses was always chilly. She preferred to make her own social contacts. Charlotte hesitated. Respond, take part, contribute, she could hear Doctor Jaquith saying from 3,000 miles away. And as she pressed her evening bag closer to her side, she could hear the crackle of his last message, and in her mind’s eye see the typed words on the ice-blue paper: Now, Voyager—exhorting her to effort and to action.

“I don’t know many conventions,” she demurred.

“Thank Heaven! Neither do I,” said Durrance.

She turned to Miss Demarest. “Do we have to change partners?” Too late she realized that her question implied a preference.

“No. Same partners from start to finish tonight,” Miss Demarest assured her.

“Come on, let’s try our luck together—Miss Beauchamp,” said Durrance, pausing significantly before the Miss Beauchamp, his eyes flashing her an intimate look that implied, We know something this interloper doesn’t know, don’t we?

Her heart warmed toward him. She had often seen such signals flashed between others when she was the one excluded. They always made her feel the chill of rejection. There was no reason why he shouldn’t have corrected the hostess’s mistake about her name. Didn’t his not doing so imply that he considered her explanation confidential, and show protection of it? As she returned his intimate look, she felt he would be just as protective of her embarrassments as his partner at the bridge table.

“Well, all right,” she acquiesced. “I’ll do my best.”

Of course, then was the moment when she herself should have told the hostess that she was not Miss Beauchamp, but before she could say anything at all, the balloon was exclaiming “Lovely! Perfect! Hurry!”

THE SHARING OF A SECRET usually spins a binding thread between two people. At the end of every four hands the winning couple moved to the next table, and before the cards were dealt, names were exchanged if the players had not already met. Charlotte had met no one, and Durrance only a few. Taking the initiative as her partner, he introduced her as Miss Beauchamp at each shift—five times in all, and always with a covert twinkle whenever he could catch her glance.

As the evening progressed, she wasn’t sure whether his object was so much protection of her as just prankishness. But for her to come out with a bald statement that her name wasn’t Beauchamp would be a flat refusal to play any longer the role of secret sharer with him, and snap the fast-growing thread he was spinning. Of course, a woman of experience would have known how to dispose of the situation with a little playful persiflage. But persiflage was something that couldn’t very well be practiced alone behind closed doors. It would be ridiculous for her to attempt it for the first time now. As for humor, though she possessed it, it was of the caustic variety, and caustic was the last thing she wanted to be to this kindly-intentioned stranger. So, despising her shyness, she acknowledged the repeated introduction as Miss Beauchamp without a word of remonstrance.

Charlotte needed all the composure she possessed to apply to her bridge game and prayed that nothing would arise to tax it further. But before the tournament was over, something so near a catastrophe occurred that she didn’t breathe freely for ten minutes afterward.

At the beginning of the last round of play an elderly woman turned to her and said, “Do you remember me, Renée?”

“I’m afraid not. I—”

“I don’t blame you. I would never have recognized you either, but I saw your name on the passenger list. I used to visit in your home when you were a little girl. Before my marriage I was Harriet Parmallee, your mother’s best friend at school—‘Aunt Hattie’ you used to call me.” She looked at Charlotte with a sickishly sweet smile, waiting for her outburst of recognition.

Charlotte shot her partner one despairing glance and started to speak. But he cut in first. “Oh, this isn’t Renée Beauchamp!” obligingly he informed Aunt Hattie. “You’ve made the same mistake I did! This is”—he paused a moment, then brought out with a perfectly straight face, “this is Camille Beauchamp. Quite a different family, Miss Beauchamp tells me, though distantly related. Such stupid mistakes as they make on passenger lists! But are we playing bridge or not? Whose bid is it, anyway? Oh, mine! I must consider this.” In silence he studied his cards for a long quarter minute or more, then glancing up and giving Charlotte a triumphant little wink, “Pass,” he said briefly.

At the end of the tournament, after the names of the winning couple had been announced (which were not Miss Beauchamp and Mr. Durrance) and the prize (an aluminum ashtray with a colored picture of the boat embossed upon it) had been presented, Durrance suggested a nightcap in the bar. “Perhaps our alcove will be empty.”

They hadn’t been seated over three minutes when the balloon reappeared. “Oh, here are the runaways! I want you to meet the people you’re going to share an automobile with tomorrow. Mr. and Mrs. Ricketts of Sioux City, Iowa. Such nice people. And they play bridge, too.” She had Mr. and Mrs. Ricketts in tow. Mrs. Ricketts wore an extremely low-cut gown, covered with sequins and a scintillating display of bracelets on her plump wrists. Mr. Ricketts—a small, harried-looking man—hadn’t changed for the evening. He wore a business suit, and a red tie. “Mr. and Mrs. Ricketts, Mr. Durrance and Miss Beauchamp,” announced Miss Demarest. “And I hope you all have a lovely time together tomorrow. And, by the way, Miss Beauchamp, I have a favor to ask of you. Will you be an angel and take part in our Benefit Concert next week? Somebody told me you do the cleverest monologues!”

Again, before Charlotte could speak her companion leaped to her rescue. “This isn’t Renée Beauchamp,” again he announced, looking immensely pleased with himself.
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MUTUAL RESPONSE
You’re very ingenious,” remarked Charlotte dryly, once they were alone again, not at all sure she was enjoying the situation.

He didn’t deny it. “But I’m not so quick on the trigger as I seemed with Aunt Hattie. I was prepared for her. I’d been afraid someone who knew Renée might pop up, ever since I began introducing you as Miss Beauchamp.”

“But why did you begin?”

“Why, I thought you wanted me to!”

“Why should I want you to?”

“I didn’t know why, but seeing you didn’t tell the Demarest woman that you weren’t Miss Beauchamp, I concluded it wasn’t up to me to let the cat out of the bag, especially after I’d found that paper, and forced you to tell me something you wouldn’t have otherwise. Did I do the wrong thing?”

“Well, it doesn’t make my situation on this cruise any easier.”

“Why didn’t you stop me, then, at the first table?”

“Because I haven’t enough backbone. I simply lacked the courage,” she scoffed.

“Lacked the courage! Why are you in need of so much courage? What is the big mystery anyway? I still don’t know. I’m really awfully sorry if I’ve made things difficult for you. But is it very serious? After I leave the boat at Nice, all you’ll need to say is that I was just having a little fun.”

“Why did you call me Camille?”

“Oh, it just came to my mind. I thought it was as good a first name to go with Beauchamp as Renée. I considered Fifi, but I didn’t think that went with you very well. My knowledge of French names for girls is limited, and the few I know disappeared from my mind completely, except those two. I hope I haven’t offended you. The fact is, my knowledge of French literature is limited too. I never read Camille. I couldn’t say offhand whether it’s a play or a novel.”

“And yet it went with me!”

“Well, better than Fifi. In that stunning red gown you’re sort of like a gorgeous red camellia, I think. Except,” he added, leaning nearer and again sniffing the air, his eyes full of merriment, “camellias don’t have any such sweet smell.”

It was the second time he had referred to her perfumery. She must be reeking with it! At home when one of her tormentors, June or Nichols or any of the older nephews and nieces, made fun of some obvious defect (“razzing Aunt Charlotte,” they called it), she was always in mortal terror that one of those humiliating floods of blood would rise up from her depths and dye her face a deep red. Sarcasm had proved the most effective defense against it, so now she resorted to it.

“I suppose that is meant to be funny,” she said, conveying by tone and posture all the contempt of which she was capable.

The merriment fled from his eyes as quickly as if she had clapped her hands and frightened away a bird that had perched upon her window sill. He didn’t reply immediately. There was a tall glass, half-full of beer, on the table in front of him. He drew it toward him, gazing down into it, turning it slowly round as he spoke.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “I think I did intend it as humor. Evidently it struck you as extremely fresh. I’m sorry.”

Instantly Charlotte regretted her derision. Oh, she always alienated people. She couldn’t keep the goodwill of even a stranger for longer than one day. She longed to burst out, Forgive me, please. I didn’t mean that, but the words stuck. She was a New Englander and a Vale. She had been taught to conduct herself so that it would never be necessary to say, Forgive me (except occasionally to God in the self-respecting privacy of silent prayer). So now she said nothing. There was a tall glass in front of her, identical to her companion’s, except the foam was nearer the top. Charlotte hadn’t liked her first glass of beer. But she now raised it and took several long swallows of the bitter stuff.

“My wife calls my lighter moods trying to be funny,” Durrance went on. “She, also, finds them extremely trying at times. So I can’t blame you for feeling the same way.” It was the first time he had referred to his wife.

Charlotte wanted to reply, Your wife sounds as disagreeable as myself, but instead she changed the subject. “Do you live right in New York?” His reference to his wife implied he was living somewhere in orthodox fashion.

“No. In one of the suburbs.”

“Which one?” she pursued, to keep the ball of conversation rolling until she could leave him without adding insult to injury, go to her room, and endure alone the familiar pangs of failure and regret.

“Mount Vernon.”

“I know someone who used to live in Mount Vernon,” eagerly Charlotte informed him. “A girl I knew at boarding school. But her family has moved further out now, to some place in Connecticut.”

“Naturally.”

“Why naturally?”

“Most people’s destination is ‘farther out, to some place in Connecticut,’ if they once start in that direction. That is, if they’ve got the gas to get there.”

His voice had a mocking intonation. It might easily have been herself speaking, when someone had inadvertently touched a sensitive spot. She leaned across the table. “I didn’t mean what you thought I did, a moment ago. I didn’t think you were fresh. I like your lighter moods.” She stopped abruptly. She had never so completely thrown herself on another person’s mercy.

Looking up from the glass which he was still turning, he replied, “You mean you forgive me for acting like such a bull in a china closet? Making things difficult for you on a cruise? And then trying to be funny?”

“You haven’t acted like a bull-in-a-china-closet. You haven’t made things difficult! The fact of the matter is I don’t know how to take a joke. I was as aware I’d put on far too much of that strong perfume, and was too poor a sport to take a little razzing about it.”

“You didn’t put on too much for my taste. I think it was awfully nice of you to put on any. How do you think we got along at bridge?” he broke off amiably. “Was I pretty bad?”

“Bad! You were wonderful!”

“Isobel—my wife, doesn’t think I ought to impose my game on anybody but children.”

“Is she awfully good?”

“Oh, no. Isobel doesn’t play at all. You know I let you down that time that woman told me I ought to have taken you out of your opening bid of two spades.”

“It was none of her business! You weren’t her partner!”

“It was mighty nice of you to stick up for me, and tell her you didn’t expect me to take you out.”

“It was the truth. I didn’t expect you to.”

And she hadn’t. They had already played several hands, and he ignored all conventions with the imperturbability of one so at ease at a dinner table that it didn’t embarrass him if he chanced to use the wrong fork. He had what is called instinctive card sense. Also instinctive card manners—playing quickly, quietly, and with no comments. She told him so.

“Well, I certainly wish Isobel could hear you!”

“And I wish Doctor Jaquith could hear me! I am not given to making pretty speeches. I wish he could see me too.”

“Oh! Doctor Jaquith is the nice rich old gentleman, isn’t he? When are you going to tell me the rest of that story about Sara Crewe?”

“Well, not tonight. But Doctor Jaquith is not the nice rich old gentleman!”

A waiter approached with a slip of paper. Durrance signed it and gave him a fee. Then, “Where do you live in Boston?” he inquired. “It’s all right for me to ask, I hope, seeing you asked me a similar question.”

“You’re awfully afraid I’ll snap at you again, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m not! Not a bit! Tell me where you live. On the Hill? In the Back Bay? On the Avenue? On the Esplanade? Or are you a suburbanite like me?”

“I live in the Back Bay. On Marlborough Street. I see you know Boston.”

“Well, better than Gibraltar,” he acknowledged. “I ought to. I’m a New Englander. Vermont is my native state.”

“Are all Vermonters so familiar with Boston?”

“Oh, I’m not really familiar with it. I know Boston only from the Cambridge side.”

“I see. Harvard, I suppose.”

“Wrong. Sorry. M.I.T. But only for one year.” Then abruptly, “I’ve got an idea!” he announced. “What would you think of letting the Ricketts tie up with someone else tomorrow, and you and I hiring a car of our own, meeting our cruise-mates at Söller for lunch, of course,” he hastened to assure her, “but taking our own time about getting there.”

“The Ricketts didn’t look so very promising, but I was told to be nice to everybody on this cruise who was a human being, so—”

“Well, concentrate on being nice to this human being tomorrow.”

“Do you dare run the risk? There’s no telling how long I can keep up being nice. I have a reputation at home for a sharp tongue. You’ve had one example of it.”

“I’ll take the bitter with the sweet.”

She glanced at her watch. “Look at the time!” she exclaimed, and stretched out her left hand toward him. He took hold of her wrist as impersonally as if it were made of wood, and drew the watch nearer his eyes.

“Only twelve thirty! That isn’t so bad. Let’s look in at the dancers on our way down.”

There were only three or four couples in the small cleared space in the center of the Grand Salon when they arrived. The orchestra was playing a vague droning wail in a minor key, accompanied by a monotonous tomtom. They sat down on a sofa just inside the door. The music paused, seemed to take a long breath, and then broke out in a different mood—as refreshing as an east wind at home, thought Charlotte, at the end of a hot spell. The opening measures of a familiar waltz fell upon their ears.

“The ‘Vienna Woods,’” Durrance murmured, his face lightening with pleasure. By the time the music had expanded to the full beauty of its theme, the dancing space was crowded with couples swinging and swirling. “Shall we try it?”

“I don’t dance,” said Charlotte. He caught the bitterness in her tone.

“I’m glad of it. It lets me out. I don’t dance either, according to my daughters. Let’s take a walk on the deck instead.”

Charlotte had one of those uncanny sensations that this had all happened before. The next instant Leslie Trotter flashed before her vision. It had happened before!

“No, thanks. I think I won’t,” she said, her eyes on the dancers.

“Oh, there’s Thompson!” exclaimed Durrance. “Guess I’d better speak to him now about our car tomorrow. Back in a minute.” He disappeared.

Charlotte continued to keep her eyes on the dancers.

She and her mother had been taking a cruise to Norway and Sweden that summer. Her mother had been confined to her stateroom with a cold the night she met Leslie. Leslie was a young officer on the boat. The young officers were allowed to dance with the young lady passengers, so as to increase the popularity of cruise travel, her mother said. Her mother highly disapproved of it. Charlotte had been sitting on a sofa, just inside the door of the ballroom in the same location as now, watching the dancing. Alone as now. The sofa was so far away from the dancers that she was in no way a candidate for a partner. When she saw the tall handsome young officer coming straight toward her, she looked away. Experience had taught her that approaching young men were never headed for her, so when the young officer stopped and asked her formally if he could have the pleasure of this dance, she was wholly unprepared. “I don’t dance,” she had said brusquely.

As a débutante two years before, she had not proved successful on the ballroom floor, and had given up struggling with the art. The young officer had suggested that they take a walk on the deck instead, exactly as had this stranger tonight—this man with an odd surname which she’d never heard before—Durrance, J. D. Durrance. She didn’t even know what J. D. stood for. Leslie, too, had been a stranger, with an odd surname which she’d never heard before. Why, it was just as if life were repeating an old pattern. She must see to it it didn’t repeat the whole pattern!

Leslie had taken her up to the top deck that first night, in search of a breeze, he said. It was a hot night, too hot for dancing. They had sat down in the black shadow of a ventilator. After about 20 minutes, he had casually slipped his arm around her waist. She hadn’t objected. She hadn’t wanted the young officer to think that she was afraid of a man’s arm around her waist, even if she didn’t dance. She had suggested that he return to the ballroom and find another partner, but he had said he preferred her company and wasn’t going to dance again that evening.

It wasn’t often Charlotte could be absent long from her mother without being questioned, or, worse, followed and found. She and Leslie had sat there in the dark for over an hour. He had kissed her finally. Her response had been quite different from what he had expected. Charlotte hadn’t been sure what he expected. In the novels she’d read, men didn’t like prudes. She wasn’t a young girl any more. She had been out two years. Then Leslie had kissed her again. And still again. The third time Charlotte had felt the response which the first time she had only pretended. By the end of the fourth day she was deeply in love with Leslie Trotter.

“THOMPSON SAYS IT’S ALL RIGHT. He’ll fix it with the Ricketts.” Durrance’s bright voice exclaimed triumphantly as he sat down on the sofa beside her. “He says we ought to get off by nine thirty, so if that’s not too early for you—”

“O-oh!” It was Miss Demarest’s squeal. “I’ve found you again! Why aren’t you dancing, Mr. Durrance? Last night I saw you waltzing simply divinely. And, Miss Beauchamp, why aren’t you dancing too? Come on and join us.”

“Not tonight,” said Durrance, rising. “We’ve decided to call it a day. And by the way about the Ricketts tomorrow. We think that—”

Charlotte glanced toward the door. This was her chance to escape. His back was toward her, the door was close at hand. She had only to step across the threshold.

“O-oh!” another squeal. “Here come the Millers. Such a charming couple. I promised to introduce them to you. Mr. and Mrs. Miller, Mr. Durrance and—why, where’s Miss Beauchamp?”

She was halfway down the first flight of stairs. Her room was two decks below. It wasn’t until she had reached the hall outside the corridor that led to her room that she heard Durrance’s hurrying footsteps behind her. “Wait a minute,” he called.

She stopped then and turned around, facing him as he approached. “What is it?” she asked, as if at a loss to know why he had followed her.

“What is it!” he repeated in a tone that reproached, condemned, and sentenced all at once. “What is it! You run off like that without even saying goodnight, and leave me stranded with Miss Demarest—Miss Damn Pest, I call the woman, and then ask me, What is it? Look here. What do you mean by playing a trick like that on me?”

“Well, I thought—I heard her say you were dancing divinely last night, and I thought if I just quietly disappeared that you’d be free to dance tonight, so—”

“I don’t want to dance. I told you so.”

“Well, it was getting awfully late. It’s long after my bedtime.”

“Is it? Have I tired you all out? Please forgive me if I have.” (Forgive me caused this New Englander no effort. Nor I forgive, either, as his next words proved. Even her unceremonious departure was already wiped off the slate.) “I’ve had a wonderful day, and all due to you,” he went on; “you’ve been very kind to a boring first tripper.”

Such goodwill, so spontaneously and so unstintingly offered to her, was a new experience to Charlotte. The contagion of goodwill was also a new experience to her.

“You haven’t been boring,” she heard herself replying. “You see, I’m a sort of first tripper myself in some ways. The fact is—I mean—” She stopped, horribly aware of her inadequacy. “I’ve had a wonderful day, too,” she finished lamely.

He didn’t seem to be aware of her confusion. “Have you? Really?” he exclaimed eagerly. “Thanks for saying so. Let’s have another wonderful day tomorrow. Remember, nine thirty. Goodnight.” He put out his hand. She put hers in it. He gave it a firm quick shake. Then, still holding it, “Goodnight, Camille,” he said, his eyes twinkling, his head cocked on one side. The bird had returned to her window sill again, trusting and unafraid.

A rush of gratitude welled up in Charlotte, and with it courage and self-confidence. If she only knew his first name she’d show him she was not beyond response to such friendliness.

“Goodnight—” She paused. Well, his initials were less formal than his surname. “Goodnight—J.D.,” she added, then pulled her hand free, turned, and hurried down the corridor.
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