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arie heard the carriage coming up the drive. She ran to the first floor
window and furtively looked outside. A well-dressed young man

alighted from the carriage and a groom started unloading his baggage. He ran
athletically up the stone steps to the front door and rang the bell. The door
was answered by their footman and she heard her brother Henri go running
down the stairs to meet Charles Carolus-Duran, a famous artist who was here
to paint Henri’s portrait for his twenty-first birthday. She was also having her
portrait painted as she was approaching her seventeenth birthday. She heard
Henri greet Charles and heard them walking through the hall as he took him
to Papa’s study.

She knew she had better get back to the library and resume her studies, just
in case Papa brought him to meet her. She picked up her Greek textbook but
soon realised she wasn’t taking the words in. She was concentrating on the
brief glimpse she had caught of Charles. Marie was herself a skilled artist,
having been tutored by a Russian artist. She was born in Russia but they had
returned to Paris last year. Her father had been a musician, teaching at the St.
Petersburg Conservatoire, and had insisted that both Henri and Marie received
expert tuition in all academic subjects as well as the creative arts. He
specialised in portraits and had painted many aristocratic ladies in France, Italy
and Spain. Marie knew his paintings were well executed and particularly
detailed and he had a knack for bringing faces to life. Her thoughts were
interrupted by her maid Jeanette entering the room and informing her that her
mother was expecting her to join them at lunch. She left the library to go to
her room and insisted Jeanette redid her hair.

At 1 p.m. the dinner bell rang and she went down to the salon, meeting her
mother in the hallway. Papa was stood at the window showing Charles the
formal garden outside, and Henri was with them. They turned as the ladies
entered and she caught her breath when Charles turned round. He was
extremely handsome with thick, curly, brown hair and a beard and



moustache… and the most startling, deep brown eyes. He stepped forward
and Papa introduced Mama first, then he introduced Marie. She curtsied low
and his hand was offered to support her rising.

He said, ‘Enchanté, Mademoiselle Croizette.’ She rose carefully, avoiding
eye contact, as she did not wish him to know what an impression he had made
on her.

Charles could not believe his luck. He had not exactly been looking
forward to a week’s work painting portraits of what he had assumed would be
two spoilt, aristocratic French children. One of the reasons he had accepted
the commission was that a ball was being held in honour of Henri’s 21st
birthday and he had hoped to pick up some more work from the influential
guests attending. He was totally taken aback by the beauty of Marie; she had
the most beautiful face he had ever seen. It was perfectly symmetrical, which
was so unusual as most people have asymmetric faces. Her bright blue eyes
and perfect complexion combined with her thick auburn hair and her slender
figure was just an artist’s dream of perfection personified. He realised he
would have to be extremely careful not to alert Marie herself, or her family, to
his profound interest in her.

He was careful to chat amicably to her parents and Henri over lunch and
did not direct any questions at Marie. He could tell she was studying him
surreptitiously but she carefully averted her eyes when he looked at her.
Monsieur Croizette suggested that he and Henri might show Charles around
the estate and the area, to find a suitable place for Charles to paint Henri.

Marie addressed her father, ‘Papa, may I join you on your ride as I could do
with some fresh air as I didn’t get out yesterday due to the inclement weather?’

Her father smiled and replied, ‘Provided your studies are all up to date I
don’t see why not… and you can be ready within the hour?’

Charles knew instantly that Marie had engineered this on purpose but from
her father’s response it was obvious she was the favoured child, which meant
he must be even more careful. Marie excused herself from the table and left to
get changed.

Marie called for Jeanette and ran upstairs to her room to select which
riding habit she would wear. She knew she should wear an ordinary plain wool



dress as she was just going out on a simple hack. However, she knew her black
velvet habit was far more impressive, but if her mother saw her she may
suspect something. Finally, the black velvet habit won the day after she sent
Jeanette to find out where her mother was and she was relieved to find out
that she was in her private drawing room, which overlooked the back of the
house.

They assembled in the hall and she was able to make an impressive descent
of the stairs in full view of Charles. He could not take his eyes off her. She
reminded him of the goddess Diana, but even more beautiful. Her black velvet
habit fitted like a glove, accentuating her tiny waist. She wore a black top hat
and veil and the contrast of her pale skin and blue eyes against the black gown
gave her an ethereal quality. He felt like he had died and gone to heaven. Oh my
God. She was practically half his age, in fact he was old enough to be her
father. He must pull himself together.

They went outside; the horses were ready. Charles was given a black cavalry
horse and he was amazed to see that Marie had the most elegant bay Arab
Cross mare which was being held by her groom, and was anxious to be off.
Monsieur Croizette had a grey Lusitano cross and Henri, a chestnut French
saddle horse that oozed quality. Thankfully, Charles knew a lot about horses as
his father had been a horse dealer, so he knew his riding ability was adequate
to cope with whatever transpired. The three men rode abreast down the drive
followed by Marie and a groom who appeared to be there purely to assist with
the horses should they dismount, but may have been designated as Marie’s
chaperone.

They rode out into a wood with a wide path weaving through the trees and
Henri started to canter. They followed, culminating in an exhilarating ride to
the other side of the woods. They came out of the woods and within a few
hundred yards dropped down onto a deserted sandy beach. The three men
engaged in conversation but Marie and her groom set off at a trot towards the
sea and then cantered along the beach. How he yearned to follow her as he
realised she was an expert rider and had the mare collected in perfect harmony
and balance. He forced himself to concentrate on the job and suggested the
beach would be a perfect setting for his picture of Henri.



He asked Henri, ‘Where did Marie learn to ride?’
Henri laughed. ‘Marie rode as soon as she could walk as she was fascinated

by horses. She rides better than any man and has far more empathy. She can
get any horse to do anything she wants. She went bear hunting in Russia and
has never lost a race against anyone. She doesn’t need to break horses; she just
gets on and rides them. I have seen her jump five barred gates, solid walls and
wire while out hunting. She caused quite a sensation in Russia for her riding
prowess. To be truthful it should be her joining the cavalry rather than me.’

Charles was even more convinced that Marie was a reincarnation of Diana,
the hunting goddess. She returned at a hand canter, her cheeks glowing red,
and she looked totally serene.

He couldn’t resist saying, ‘You are a very accomplished rider,
Mademoiselle.’

She smiled and trotted over to her father and he told her that Charles was
going to use the beach as a backdrop to paint Henri.

‘Papa that will be a perfect setting. May I also have my portrait painted here
too?’ Charles nearly fell off his horse in shock.

Her father replied, ‘But Marie, surely you would prefer to be painted in
your new ball gown. I’m sure that is what your mother is expecting.’

She shrugged her shoulders and replied, ‘Papa, you know I’m not into ball
gowns and dressing up like a lady. Surely, you would prefer a painting of me
riding, which I have done since childhood, rather than looking like a painted
lady.’

Her father turned to Charles. ‘What do you think, Charles?
He pulled himself together and said, ‘Mademoiselle Croizette would make

the perfect model on horseback as she is such an accomplished rider and I am
sure I would be able to convey that in her portrait.’

Her father laughed. ‘Very well Marie, I do see your point but I’m not sure
your mother will.’

Marie flashed Charles a triumphant smile and she rode with her father
back to the house whilst he and Henri chatted amiably, following behind.
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The next day, Charles started painting his portrait of Henri. He had spent a
difficult night tossing and turning and dreaming of the goddess Diana. They
set up camp down on the beach. The weather was calm and bright. He was
anxious to get Henri’s portrait done so he could have more time to work on
Marie’s portrait. Henri was wearing the uniform of the French cavalry so the
red and navy contrasted well with the chestnut coat of his horse. He chatted to
Henri, gaining valuable insight into their lives in Russia. Both of them had
studied Latin and Greek but were also multi-lingual speaking Russian, French,
Italian and English. Obviously, Russia was more cosmopolitan than he had
realised. They had both ridden from an early age but Henri had taken up
fencing and Marie, ballet. This would explain her wonderful balance on
horseback. Their father insisted they both study music and learn both the
piano and violin. Henri said he did not have his father’s musical talent but
again, Marie shone and had a beautiful voice. She had sung in many concerts
at St. Petersburg in the Conservatoire Choir. He questioned Henri about his
fencing lessons in Russia as he had taken tuition in fencing to a high level.

At midday, he saw Marie and her groom riding towards them with two
unusual dogs. Henri explained the hounds were Russian Borzois and they had
brought a breeding pair back with them to France. They looked like
Greyhounds but had long hair to keep them warm and they were used to scent
bears, deer and game in Russia. Marie’s groom had a pannier attached to his
saddle and proceeded to set out a picnic lunch for Henri and himself so they
could have a well-earned break and rest the horse. Marie tied her horse up too
and perched on a flat rock next to them. Every move she made was so elegant
and athletic. They chatted about the two hounds, Lily and Monty. Lily was
brown and white and Monty black and white. They were very tall, sleek and
elegant and built for speed. Monty picked up a scent and they ran off tracking
a rabbit but soon returned without a kill. Charles thought they completed his
image of Diana so well he would have loved to have painted them all together.
Their small lunch was soon consumed and they prepared to recommence the
painting. Marie, her hounds and her groom cantered off to complete their ride.
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Henri’s portrait took Charles two days on the beach and then he returned and
set up in the library to complete the painting. Marie joined them on the pretext
of studying and she came closer to see his work. To his surprise she asked
questions about his drawing technique, such as how he had interpreted the
light shining from the sun onto the horse.

Henri noticed his surprise and laughed saying, ‘Oh Charles, I forgot to
mention that another of Marie’s many talents is drawing. Ask her to show you
some of her pastel drawings of animals. She also had art lessons with one of
Russia’s skilled realist painters, Pavel Fedotov.’

Charles was again amazed and said, ‘Marie, I would be most interested in
seeing your drawings. Perhaps when I have finished with Henri today you
could show me?’

Marie smiled and said, ‘Charles I would be very happy to have your
opinion of my work and your advice on how to improve would be most
appreciated. I have my own studio on the top floor but my efforts will be
insignificant compared to yours.’

Charles was quick to reply, ‘I doubt that very much but I would love to see
them, perhaps before dinner tonight.’

Charles met Marie in the library at 6 p.m. and she showed him up to her
studio. He wasn’t prepared for the emotions he felt when he saw her work.
Admittedly, many were painted when she was very young but her animal
portraits were very good – even those she had painted when she had been as
young as 8. The majority were in pastels or charcoal but the detail in her
drawings displayed a talent beyond her years. Her still life pictures of flowers
and fruit were average but her study of animals portrayed her love of wildlife.
She had drawn her Borzois from puppies and the heads of the animals were
lifelike. She could also scale up or scale down her subjects with explicit ease,
which is a skill that most artists struggle to acquire. She had drawn pastel
portraits of her dogs and horses and he could not fault her anatomical skill.

She produced a folder of her work with Fedotov and her first attempts at
oil painting. Fedotov lived and worked in St Petersburg and had seen a pastel
horse portrait she had painted for one of his friends and he asked to meet her.
He knew her father and suggested to him she came to his studio lectures



weekly from the age of 14. Her skill at painting people improved rapidly and
her ability to produce light and shade in her paintings increased. Her depiction
of faces became more detailed and he taught her to sketch her subjects
individually and then reduce them down to paint on canvas. Her ability to
paint landscape improved but her portrayal of animals was stunning, almost
lifelike. She was able to reveal expression in their eyes and show feeling. She
admitted she found oils a difficult medium to work with and much preferred
her pastels. She also showed him a set of enamel miniatures she had drawn of
Lily and Monty’s heads. The detail was incredible.

He put the miniatures down and said, ‘Marie, you are a very talented artist
and I would be honoured if you would join some of my tutorials on portrait
painting at my studio in Paris. I lecture once a week and currently have a mix
of twelve students from France, Italy, England and Spain. Perhaps you could
persuade your father to let you attend?’

Marie sighed and said, ‘I would be delighted to study with you Charles.’
That night, he found it impossible to get off to sleep. Marie’s pictures flew

round in his head and he was overcome by her potential as an artist, but even
more so by his attraction to her as a woman. He had been attracted to several
of his portrait subjects but had been well aware of the consequences of
dabbling with married women and had managed to avoid temptation to date.
However, he had taken many a tumble with some of the women he had
engaged to sit for him.

He had been too busy building his career to consider settling down but
Marie had stirred such feelings of emotion within him that were
overwhelming. He wasn’t stupid – he knew that her father’s intention was to
find her a wealthy husband – but the prospect of Marie being confined to the
salon as a token wife to some pompous aristocrat filled him with dread. It
would be like confining a rare bird in a cage. She needed to be free to gallop
off into the countryside. Moreover, she was an educated woman who had an
opinion and was not afraid to voice it. Her grasp of politics and philosophy
was evident and she would die of boredom living as second fiddle to a man.
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he next morning, they set off to the beach with the groom in attendance
to see to the horses. The weather was obliging with just a touch of sun

and only a slight breeze. Charles realised he would have to be careful not to
overshadow Henri’s portrait with Marie’s. Thankfully, Henri was a handsome
young man but dark-haired like his mother, but he had more of his father’s
facial features. Charles had concentrated on capturing Henri’s youthfulness
and vigour and portrayed him as a young man entering the cavalry rather than
as a seasoned campaigner. Henri would experience the horror of death and
destruction in war soon enough when he went into battle. He was the epitome
of the optimism of youth, prepared to fight for his country but unaware of the
reality of war.

It took a while to set up Marie’s pose as in order to centre her in the frame
he needed to have the horse facing forward and slightly bent to the right.
Normally, he discouraged his subjects from looking directly at him but not
Marie; he wanted to drown in those beautiful blue eyes. Although her body
was facing forward she held her head to the left with the slightest tilt of her
chin, with an expression of coquettishness she probably wasn’t even aware of.
Her black velvet habit tumbled in generous folds to the horse’s left shoulder
and she had added a red rose as a buttonhole. The collar of the white blouse
set off the cut of her jacket and she was wearing blue leather gloves and
carrying her cane in her right hand. Her top hat framed her forehead and the
veil gently fluttered in the breeze with a few strands of her luscious auburn
hair escaping from her chignon.

He concentrated on drawing the bay mare first as he needed to fix her
position in the frame and get the outline drawn. He normally refrained from
small talk with his subjects but he wanted to find out as much as possible
about Marie. He asked her whether the mare had come from Russia to which
she laughed and said a resounding ‘no’. Favorit had been bought by her father
on their return to Paris. She would not have survived the cold in Russia or the



heavy terrain on her delicate legs. Apparently, horses needed to be strong and
supple to cope with the treacherous Russian steppes and boggy ground. She
chattered away while he swiftly outlined the horse on the canvas, realising the
hours spent in childhood, painting horses had been well worth it. She
described the use of sleds in winter rather than carriages and the extreme cold
endured travelling in winter as no bare flesh could be exposed for fear of
frostbite and wolf and bearskins had to be worn over clothing. In the depths
of a Russian winter it was often too cold to go outside at all.line-height:1

Realising that he had been painting for over two and a half hours, he
suggested a break. He moved towards Favorit and offered to help her
dismount. Marie disengaged her left leg from the stirrup and threw her right
leg over the pommel of the saddle. He lifted her from the waist and she slid
down the saddle and their bodies were pressed together for a brief moment as
she was suspended in his arms. He stepped back quickly, releasing her before
he did something he would regret. His body was telling him to kiss her and
instantly, Marie knew the effect she was having on him but smiling, she turned
back to Favorit and put the reins over her head. Her groom came to her side
and led the mare away for a rest.

Marie busied herself with the food pannier, laying out the lunch on the
nearest rocky outcrop. He returned to his palette, fussing with his brushes to
try to cover up his awkwardness. What was happening? He felt like a bumbling
teenager and vowed he would not touch her again for fear of the
consequences.

She came over to the easel to survey his progress and asked a question and
before he knew it he barked, ‘Mademoiselle Croizette, I do not discuss my
paintings with my pupils until I have finished my work.’ Realising he sounded
too harsh he said, ‘When I have completed the portrait Marie, you can ask as
many questions as you like.’

‘Very well Charles, I will save all my questions on technique until later.’
They resumed the portrait and Charles was overtly embarrassed at his

rebuke of Marie but he was ashamed that he had reacted in that way. How
many times had he painted women, even in the nude, and rarely stepped out of
line although plenty of his subjects were more than happy to go further and



on occasions he had obliged. He began to think he was becoming obsessed
with Marie and that he would have to finish the portrait as quickly as possible
to avoid becoming more emotionally involved.

He looked again at Marie and was sure she was reading his mind and
realised that any attempts to ban sexual thoughts of her were doomed. As an
artist, he knew precisely the beauty of her body under that black velvet habit
and his desire to drag her off the horse and remove her dress and carry her off
into the sea was only held in check by the presence of her groom. He
concentrated on drawing the dress and finishing the horses’ legs in an effort to
avoid her hypnotic eyes. He would work on her face back in the library as it
was forever imprinted on his soul. They finished by 3 p.m. as Marie had a
dancing lesson with Henri prior to their ball in two days’ time. It would at least
give him time to work on both paintings as Henri’s required final touches as
well.
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He set to work on Henri’s portrait, finishing his face and his horse’s head. He
pondered on the difference in facial features of the two siblings. In the
background he could hear the music from the ballroom and the occasional
raised voice of the dance master shouting instructions in Italian. He slipped
out of the library and made his way upstairs to the door of the minstrels’
gallery above the ballroom. He quietly slipped in, leaving the door minutely
ajar and went as near to the front as he dared, using the cover of a convenient
curtain. Marie and Henri were dancing a gavotte and the dance master stopped
the pianist and referred to Henri as a ‘buffoon’, which seemed rather unfair,
but amused Marie. After an improved repeat performance they moved on to a
slower waltz. Poor Henri was instructed exactly where to place his hands on
his partner and Charles was thankful it wasn’t him undergoing this scrutiny as
he would have had great trouble in keeping his hands under control.
Thankfully, dancing was another skill Charles had mastered so he hoped he
would at least get the chance to have one dance with Marie. Any more would
be suspicious but seeing her dancing with other men was going to be a



difficult task. He realised he must get back to the paintings as time was moving
on.

He worked on his pencil sketch of Marie’s face, attempting to get the eyes,
nose and mouth in perfect proportion with the tilt of her head. Her top hat
and veil were harder to get right, allowing for the movement by the wind and
the shadow cast on her face by the hat’s brim.

He realised that he was becoming engrossed and breaking for dinner
would be a nuisance. He went to the salon hoping to find someone so he
could excuse himself from dinner. Marie’s mother Louise was having tea alone
and she welcomed his arrival with delight. He declined to join her for tea and
apologised profusely that he was going to request to miss dinner this evening
so he could continue his work. She graciously accepted his request and
promised to ensure he was sent a tray. Charles was able to assess Louise’s facial
features and there was no doubt that she would have been a beauty at the same
age as Marie. The eyes were bright blue and shaped like Marie’s, but Marie had
the better nose and mouth.

He returned to the library and carried on with the sketch of Marie’s face.
At 7:30 p.m. a servant arrived with dinner and he paused to eat it, realising
how hungry he actually was. He had decided to use pastels to colour her face
as this would make it easier to select the colour in oils on the main drawing.
Getting her complexion correct was going to be easy but accentuating the light
and shade would be more complex.

At 8:30 p.m. he heard footsteps approaching and Pierre, Marie’s father
came into the library with a tray, holding a bottle of port and glasses.

‘Charles, you must take a break and join me in a drink or two. All work and
no play isn’t good for you. Besides, I want to know what’s going on in Paris
society and you artists are usually in the know.’

Charles laughed and put his crayon down at the same time as turning over
the sketch of Marie’s face.

‘Well, perhaps just one drink, Pierre.’
They chatted about various prominent figures and he was delighted to hear

that Pierre had invited fellow artist and friend, Edouard Manet, to the ball,
which would at least give him someone familiar to talk to. They discussed



politics and the art scene in Paris. Finally, Pierre brought up the subject of
Marie becoming a pupil at his atelier. She had asked her father so must be keen. He
explained that Marie was very talented and since working with Fedotov her
work had improved and he was sure he could help her with portrait work. Her
father was concerned that she would not be painting any nudes and he
reassured him that although drawing nudes was necessary to have an
understanding of anatomy and physiology, life sessions were only open to his
full-time students at his invitation. Charles was amused that he had promised
she wouldn’t paint any nudes but she would be the perfect model to paint
nude. Still, he had better banish that thought from his head. He told Pierre that
Madame Theodore attended his Tuesday afternoon sessions so Marie would
not be the only woman. They chatted for a couple of hours, consuming a
bottle of wine as well as the port and he hoped this would help him sleep
better that night.
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The next morning he was up bright and early for breakfast, eager to get on
with Marie’s portrait. He was disappointed that Marie had chosen to breakfast
early so she could do some studying prior to her sitting. However, Louise
chattered away about the arrangements for the ball and he listened intently. He
knew two of the house guests who would be staying overnight and was
surprised to hear that 100 guests had been invited. Louise told him that Marie
was having a final dress fitting at 4 p.m. and she would appreciate Charles’s
opinion of the dress as he was more ‘au fait’ than she was with current Paris
fashion. Marie had designed the dress herself and Louise was a little concerned
that it would be at odds with current fashion. He eagerly agreed as a preview
of Marie’s dress would be a bonus. Was there no end to Marie’s talents; horse rider,
linguist, scholar, musician, singer, artist and now dress designer!

The morning sitting transpired with no problems as he let her groom deal
with getting her on and off the horse and he kept chatter to a minimum as he
needed to get as much done as possible; this would be their last session on the
beach. They had a quick break for lunch and he told her that her mother had



invited him to her dress fitting, to which she seemed highly amused. She
wouldn’t respond to any questions about her dress so he would have to wait
and see. By 2:30 p.m. he had done his essential drawing and Favorit was
getting bored of standing still.

Marie suggested, ‘Charles, I think Favorit needs a bit of exercise. Could we
have a ride along the beach to let her stretch?’

‘Of course Marie, I have done all I need to do out here. Perhaps your
groom could pack up my paints whilst we go for a ride?’

Marie smiled, accepting that he had skilfully dismissed her groom. Charles
mounted his horse and they set off quickly. Marie couldn’t resist letting Favorit
gallop along the water’s edge and he followed willingly. After a while Marie
headed up the beach to where two fishing boats were overturned and they
dismounted and sat on an upturned boat, holding the horses’ reins.

He told her that her father had agreed to her becoming a weekly student
and her eyes lit up. Tempted as he was to inform her that she wouldn’t be
painting any nudes, he thought it would be improper and too embarrassing for
her as she was only 17, after all. She asked about his classes and what she
would be doing and he told her that he would help her with portraiture and
knew of a miniaturist in Paris who could coach her in the technique. They
chatted for about half an hour and then reluctantly decided to return to the
chateau.

This time he could not avoid the mounting procedure and she had to
gather up her skirt to expose her left foot so he could leg her up into the
saddle. He threw her up and she was as light as a feather and he helped her
rearrange her skirt after she had put her right leg over the leaping head. He
rested his hand momentarily on her right knee and as she leant forward to
untwist the reins, her hand brushed his face. He felt as if he had been struck
by lightning.

‘I wager you can’t beat me back down the beach!’ and with that she whirled
round and galloped off down the shoreline. He mounted his fractious horse
who was anxious to follow and galloped after her but he knew there was no
way he was going to catch her mare with his heavier cavalry mount. She was at



least 50 yards ahead already. She reached the spot they had used for the sitting,
slowed to a halt and turned round, waiting for him to catch up.

As he reached her she shouted, ‘The winner demands a forfeit of a kiss to
punish you for your tardiness, Monsieur Duran!’

He could not believe what he was hearing but he knew there was no way
he was going to turn down her invitation. He looked round to check there was
nobody in sight, moved his horse as close to Favorit’s offside as he dared, leant
over and put his arm round her shoulder, drew her close to his chest then
tipped her chin back and kissed her gently on the lips. He was aware of Marie’s
hand caressing his neck but before either of them could go any further he let
go and moved his horse to the right saying, ‘Your servant begs your
forgiveness, Mademoiselle.’

Marie laughed and they headed back to the chateau, both wishing the spell
had not been broken. However, Charles knew he had to control the situation
and refuse to do what his body was telling him to do (and what Marie’s body
was tempting him to do).
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Thankfully, he had an hour before the dress fitting to recover his composure
and treated himself to a drink in the library to steady his nerves. He reflected
on their kiss and congratulated himself on his considerable restraint. He knew
that Marie had been unwise to tempt him but she had probably realised that
this was her only chance to let him know she was interested in him. Perhaps
she had not realised the danger she could have been in but she had seen how
infatuated he was with her and wanted him to know she felt the same way.

Her maid came to summon him to the dress fitting and he took a deep
breath at the top of the stairs. She opened the door and Marie was standing
looking in the mirror with her back to the door, her mother and dressmaker
adjusting the gown. Their eyes met briefly in the mirror and she slowly turned
round to face him. The dress was in sapphire blue silk with an empire line
bodice trimmed with pearls, and fitted like a glove to her body. The neckline
was low and round and the sleeves came to her elbow and were finished with



silk gloves. She had a necklace of sapphires and earrings of a square sapphire
with a droplet of pearls. Her hair was in a semi chignon with the back left
loose to her shoulders. God, he had never seen a woman as beautiful as her and he was
speechless.

Her mother came over and asked him what he thought of the dress –
would it be too ‘avant garde’ for Parisian society?

Charles replied with sadness. ‘No Madame, she will have men falling at her
feet with offers of marriage when they see her in that gown. If you will excuse
me now I must continue with my work.’ He saw the look of shock on Marie’s
face and she raised her hand to try to stop him leaving but he needed to get
away and back to his room. He was devastated at the prospect of losing her to
another man or worse still, to some aristocratic youth. He knew that she would
be the talk of Paris after the ball and she would have marriage proposals from
all over Europe within a month. He returned to his room to change for dinner,
too dejected to go near her painting.

When he came down to the salon before dinner, Henri and Pierre were
already there, chatting about Henri’s impending move to his barracks in two
weeks. Charles felt so bad he thought of joining up with him. What a dreadful
prospect the thought of never seeing her again was. He felt like he had been
stabbed in the heart. When the ladies joined them they moved into the dining
room and he was thankful Henri had plenty of chat to cover his silence. He
hardly dared look at her and was relieved to find a candelabra shielded his face
from her. He could feel her eyes on him but he had no intention of looking
directly at her. He excused himself straight after the meal, feigning tiredness as
he was in no mood to make small talk. He went straight to bed and tossed and
turned all night with the vision of Marie in the gown imprinted on his
memory.
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t breakfast the next morning, Charles was relieved to find just Marie and
her mother at the table. He took a newspaper in and hoped he could

avoid direct conversation. He saw Marie give him a forlorn look and he
realised she had done nothing wrong and it wasn’t her he should be angry
with.

He asked her, ‘Marie will you be able to join me in the library around 2
p.m. so I can put any finishing touches to the painting? You don’t need to wear
your habit, just your hat and veil.’

Marie replied, ‘Certainly Monsieur Duran, I will be at your service.’
He grimaced at the emphasised title and assumed ‘service’ referred to his

mention of being her servant yesterday.
He turned to Louise and said, ‘Madame I hope I will be ready to reveal the

portraits to you all before dinner this evening. Perhaps you would ask the
family to come to the library around 7 p.m.’ He then headed to the library to
continue finishing his work.

Before he could start on her portrait he had to sketch her in the ball gown
whilst her image was burnt into his memory. If he charcoal sketched it now he
would be able to draw it later in his studio but until he did, he could not
concentrate on the other portrait. It took him about an hour and he did it
from her mirror image as he had first seen it when he entered the room. This
way he could play around with the light to pick out reflections in the sapphire
necklace and earrings, and the sparkle of her eyes. The window had been
directly to her left so he knew instinctively how the light would fall across her
body.

Pleased with the result, he hid the sketchbook out of sight and settled back
to her portrait. He started to paint her face and he was determined to
transcribe it absolutely perfectly. The almond shape of her deep blue eyes and
her tiny button nose with her bountiful lips looked out at him from the



portrait and reminded him that he had kissed those lips less than twenty-four
hours ago.

A servant brought him lunch at around 12:30 p.m. and he stopped for a
few minutes but he was now anxious to continue and didn’t want to break off.
He then moved both easels at a 90-degree angle to the library’s French doors.
He was rewarded when the sun came out from behind a cloud and a shaft of
light shone through and instantly illuminated both Marie and Henri’s faces.
Marie’s face was just lifelike; the black velvet habit and the black top hat
reflected back the light. Henri’s face was reflected back from the brass work
on his blue jacket and the sword at his side. He just needed to fill in the tails of
both horses to indicate the gentle breeze on the shoreline.

Marie arrived promptly at 2 p.m. and he had made sure her easel was
turned away from the light and the door and had selected a suitable chair for
her to sit in for him to put the final brushstrokes to her painting. She gasped
when she saw Henri’s portrait.

‘Oh Charles, it is wonderful. You have captured the horse perfectly down
to the last muscle in his neck. Where did you learn to draw horses so
accurately?’

He laughed and replied, ‘From many hours spent in muddy fields sketching
horses as a boy. Now sit down sideways on that chair and tilt your head at the
same angle you did outside so I can finish your hat and veil. As I promised, I
will discuss technique with you when I have finished your portrait.’

She didn’t get the angle quite right so he could not resist going over to her
and cupping his hands on her cheeks to correct her position. He resisted the
temptation to kiss those luscious lips again but stroked her lightly on her right
cheek with his fingers before he withdrew his hand. He was rewarded with the
most beautiful smile from her and a long, lingering, quizzical look from those
deep blue eyes.

He worked away in silence to speed up the final touches and then stood
back and assessed his work. He was pleased with his sky and sea and the few
shells that had been close to Favorit’s back legs. He could have painted the
horse horizontally on the canvas to produce the best angle for it, but he had
been right to centre everything on Marie.



He moved the easel back to its position next to Henri’s portrait and there
was still enough light to cast a beam across her face. Marie jumped up and
took off her top hat and ran over to the painting.

‘Oh Charles, it is stunning. I will treasure it forever.’
He answered truthfully, ‘Marie, I hope I have done justice to you. You are

the most beautiful woman I have ever seen and to paint you has been an
absolute pleasure.’ He turned to face her and realised that she was crying.
‘Marie, what is the matter, don’t you like it?’

‘Of course Charles, I am just so overwhelmed by its beauty!’
‘Marie, come here.’ He put his arms round her and hugged her, then wiped

a stray tear from her eye. ‘Now you can ask me any technical questions you like
about either portrait.’

She astonished him with her questions and eagerness to learn. He showed
her the sketch he had done first and explained how he had scaled this down to
fit into the portrait. She cheekily asked what he was going to do with it now
and he truthfully admitted he would be keeping it to remind him of her. They
chatted about the portraits and as she stood at the easel directly in front of
him he could not resist replacing a stray tendril of hair that had escaped from a
plait. He realised he had done it without thinking, just as he would have done
with any of his models.

They parted company to go and change for dinner and he made sure he
was back in good time to rearrange the portraits in the library now the light
had faded. He placed them in the centre of the room underneath a crystal
chandelier. It didn’t have the same effect as sunshine but it would have to do.
Henri and Pierre arrived together and as they walked in he was delighted to see
their astonishment at the two portraits. Henri was first to speak.

‘Charles, I feel like the horses are stood in the room.’
‘Good, that’s what I want you to feel, Henri.’ replied Charles.
Pierre was studying Marie’s portrait carefully. ‘You were right to paint her

on horseback; she looks so alive.’
The ladies arrived and her mother approached the canvases first, her eyes

fixed on Henri and she reached out to almost touch his face. She moved over
to Marie’s portrait and then turned to Charles.



‘They are exquisite. Charles, you have captured their life and soul in these
paintings.’ Again, tears were rolling down her cheeks.

‘Madame I can only paint what I see, I have done nothing to enhance
either of them. It is you and your husband that should be congratulated for
having such beautiful children.’ He could feel Marie’s eyes boring into the back
of his head and he turned to give her a reassuring smile. She looked so
vulnerable he wanted to hold her tight and never let her go.

They adjourned to the dining room and enjoyed a delightful meal. The
conversation ranged around the preparations for tomorrow’s ball and he learnt
that Marie was responsible for the flowers in the ballroom so he knew where
she would be but was disappointed that she would not be alone.
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The next day, Charles made his way to his bedroom to start getting ready. He
removed his dress uniform from the wardrobe and gave it a brisk brush over.
He hoped his outfit would elicit as much surprise from Marie as her dress had
from him. He set to polishing his leather boots to perfection.

He had been asked to assemble in the hall at 7 p.m. as the house guests
would be arriving earlier than the party guests. He had been fiddling with his
clothes for the last half hour and had been particularly fraught fighting with
his red over sash. He took a peek from the first floor landing to ensure that all
the family were downstairs before he set off. As he reached the final flight of
stairs, he paused and took a deep breath. He started his descent and Henri was
the first to look up when his sword caught on the bannister rails. Marie was
looking directly up at him and she gasped as he continued his descent. He was
wearing the full dress uniform of the French hussars and his red sash had his
newly awarded Légion d’Honneur knight insignia pinned to his chest.

Henri started applauding as he reached the bottom of the stairs and
exclaimed, ‘Charles, when were you ennobled, you rogue? You never told me!’
He came over and patted him on the back along with Pierre, who shook his
hand.



He replied, ‘I was awarded it last year for services to art when I returned
from Rome. I was even more impressed when I was told I could wear full
dress uniform.’

Louise offered him her hand and he kissed it and she said, ‘Charles I am so
delighted for you. To be recognised as the great artist you are by your country
must indeed be a great privilege.’

Marie approached him and swept into a full curtsy and said, ‘Chevalier
Duran, may I offer my heartfelt congratulations.’

He offered her his hand and leant forward to kiss her hand and noticed she
had tears in her bright blue eyes.

‘Thank you, Mademoiselle Croizette, for your good wishes.’
Suddenly, the first guests were arriving and Charles moved into the salon as

he was not part of the family greeting party in the hall. He was pleased with
the effect of his knighthood on the family and hoped it would make Pierre
warm towards him. He had the room to himself at the moment and a servant
brought him a glass of wine whilst he daydreamed about what life might be
like with Marie at his side.

He let the house fill up with guests and moved towards the ballroom to
join the party. Marie was at the far end with her mother, surrounded by her
family, welcoming everyone. She was strategically placed underneath a
chandelier and her sapphires sparkled in the light.

Suddenly, a hand patted him on the back and a familiar voice said, ‘Charles,
I didn’t recognise you in your uniform, it’s the first time I have seen you in it,
may I offer my congratulations.’

Charles turned to shake the hand of Edouard Manet, another French
painter he had become acquainted with since his return to Paris.

‘Edouard, I am so glad to see you here. Now I have someone decent to
talk to.’ He steered Edouard towards the bar in the salon and they chatted
about their lives as they hadn’t seen each other for a while. Charles explained
what he was doing there and pointed out the Croizette family.

Edouard said excitedly, ‘You mean you have had the pleasure of painting
Mademoiselle Croizette. Her face is the most beautiful I have ever seen and



her bone structure is astonishing. Where has she been hiding? I have never
seen her in the salons of Paris.’

‘In Russia – the family has only just returned to Paris. Her father lectured
in music at the St. Petersburg Conservatoire. Would you believe that Marie is
an excellent painter and was taught by Pavel Fedotov for four years? I hope we
can slip away later as I would like to show you my paintings and her portfolio.’

The orchestra was playing a polka. He ushered Edouard into the ballroom
and found a suitable secluded alcove from where he could observe the
dancing. There was an excited hub of young men at the far end of the
ballroom, all discussing the delights of Mademoiselle Croizette. He was
shocked at how desperate it made him feel. He realised Edouard had been
watching him closely and gave him a sardonic smile. Marie was dancing with a
captain in the hussars who was in his early twenties. But this was not the girl
he knew; her head was down, her eyes never made contact with her partner,
she did not smile and her body was stiff. When the dance ended she curtsied
and turned quickly away, refusing to be engaged in conversation. For one
moment he actually felt sorry for the young captain – the expression on his
face resembled a puppy rejected by its mistress.

Marie’s next partner was lining up to escort her onto the dance floor. He
was older and obviously all too aware of the beauty before him and when he
bowed to her before the dance, he slightly overbalanced. To his horror,
Charles realised he must be drunk. The music started and he pulled Marie into
his arms far too close for comfort and had his face within inches of her
mouth. She tensed her shoulders to push him away and when she couldn’t
move from him she stamped heavily on his toe with her heel, which released
his vice like grip. Marie escaped his clutches and left the dance floor. Anger
flooded through him and he was about to stride across the ballroom when
Edouard pushed him back against the wall saying, ‘No, Charles – leave it and
take your hand off that sword – she dealt with the situation well.’ He hadn’t
realised he had even picked up his sword; thankfully he hadn’t removed it from
his scabbard.

Edouard said, ‘Come on now Charles, it’s time you introduced me to
Mademoiselle Croizette so I can claim her on the dance floor. I promise not to



ravish her but maybe I should be wearing boots rather than shoes.’
Charles had to laugh and was grateful for the release of tension. They left

the ballroom and entered the salon to find Marie. She was with two ladies he
had seen her chatting to earlier. She saw him approaching and a look of relief
was evident on her face.

He announced, ‘Mademoiselle Croizette, may I introduce my friend and
fellow artist Edouard Manet, who would be grateful if you would grant him
the honour of a dance.’

Marie extended her hand to Edouard who bowed and bestowed a delicate
kiss and replied, ‘Monsieur Manet, I have seen your work and would be
delighted to dance with you provided Charles will agree to dance with me
afterwards.’

Edouard laughed and said, ‘Mademoiselle, I doubt wild horses would be
able to keep him away.’ He took her arm and led her back out to the ballroom.

Charles followed at a distance, surprised at the extent of his feelings.
Edouard was five years younger than him and although happily married to
Suzanne, he knew he had a keen eye for the ladies. He watched them closely
and could not fault Edouard’s propriety. Marie relaxed and engaged him in
conversation while they performed an accomplished dance. They walked over,
chatting amiably and Edouard was amazed to hear that Marie was to become a
pupil of Charles’s.

He led Marie back to the dance floor and was relieved to find the next
dance was a slow waltz. He would have to be careful as he knew he was being
observed by several people including Marie’s mother, who was dancing with
someone he didn’t recognise. He kept his eyes away from Marie as he knew it
would give him away, but he was content to relish in the closeness of her body,
his hand on her back. As the waltz was nearing the end he manoeuvred them
towards the far end of the ballroom and twirled her behind a marble pillar. He
bent over and gently kissed her right ear, pushing her gently back against the
pillar so he was in direct contact with her body, and heard her gasp. Then
quick as a flash, he released her and led her back down the ballroom.

She was accosted by her next partner and as he moved away, he turned to
see the look of total desolation on her face, but he knew he had to leave her or



people would begin gossiping. He returned to Edouard, who suggested they
slip away as he was desperate to see the portraits. He went to the bar and
talked his way into getting a bottle of wine and furtively, they made their way
to the library. He told Edouard to wait while he went in and checked there was
nobody there as he was concerned her father may be around. He moved the
easels back under the chandeliers in the middle of the room and then opened
the door for Edouard.

Edouard walked in and then stopped dead around twelve feet away from
the portraits. His eyes were looking at Marie’s and then he slowly moved on
until he was about six feet away and stopped again. He then moved to the left
and then again to the right. Finally, he stopped about three feet away from the
easel. Charles held his breath as he had never sought Edouard’s opinion of his
work before. He had been to his studio a few times and had commented on
some of his paintings but he was anxious now as he had put his heart and soul
into this one and if Manet hated it, he would be devastated. Edouard finally
turned to face him.

‘Charles, it is exquisite. The execution of her face and the interpretation of
the light is breath-taking. I expected to see her in a typical, formal dress
portrait but this is outstanding. You have brought her to life and you can feel
the passion directed at you in those beautiful eyes. God Charles, men would
die to have a woman look at them like that. They would fight battles purely on
the strength of that gaze. I have studied the Great Masters’ work, especially Da
Vinci, and I can’t recall a painting with a woman as beautiful as her.’

Charles sighed with relief as praise like that from a fellow artist was praise
indeed. Edouard moved over to Henri’s portrait and scrutinised it intently
from every angle.

‘Your drawing of the horse is superb and although stationary, still conveys
the power and speed within. Where did you learn to paint horses so well? I
could do with some tips.’

‘I started sketching them as a boy as my father was a horse dealer and that’s
when my riding skills evolved. Some of the horses my father bought were
damaged and unrideable, having been brutally treated because they didn’t
conform. Once you get through to the mind of a horse you can rehabilitate



them but it’s all a matter of trust. Some will eventually trust men again but
sometimes they would only trust you and so you couldn’t resell them. I
continued in Spain where the horses with that touch of Arabian blood were a
dream to paint. I knew it was likely I would be commissioned to paint them as
models so I reckoned if I got the horse right then I would have more time to
concentrate on the subject.’ answered Charles.

Edouard said, ‘Henri looks the picture of innocence and youth, unsullied
by the ravages of war. Let’s hope it stays that way.’

Charles fetched Marie’s folder and gave it to Edouard for inspection. After
he had sifted through the pictures he turned to Charles, with Marie’s pastels of
her Borzois.

‘She’s good Charles, especially with animals; like you, she can bring them to
life on paper. Her horses don’t have the muscular frame of yours but she
conveys their temperament and spirit well.’

Charles was delighted that Edouard had confirmed his opinion of Marie’s
work. He refilled their glasses and they sat down in front of the portraits.

Edouard said, ‘When are you going to ask her to marry you?’
Charles gasped, ‘I’m old enough to be her father and I hardly think her

parents would consider me a suitable match for their daughter. I can’t offer her
a chateau, land and a decent lifestyle. I’m just an artist like you and we all know
that our work is never valued until we are dead.’

Edouard laughed. ‘Very true, Charles, but it’s not all about money. With
Marie by your side you could conquer the world. She understands your work;
she is madly in love with you and would follow you to hell and back. This
would be a marriage of minds as well as bodies and never have I seen a body
so stunning. Imagine the beautiful children you will have. You see her father
tomorrow and beg, on your knees if necessary, for his daughter’s hand in
marriage. You said she could twist her father round her little finger; she got
him to agree to her studying with you.’

Charles interrupted, ‘And what if he refuses?’
‘Then you will have to elope with her. Go back to Rome or Madrid; you

are well respected there. Marry her and spend a month examining every
intricate detail of that superb body and don’t stop until she’s safely pregnant.



You won’t have time to paint for at least two months but it will be the most
wonderful experience of your life. You have awakened her sexuality, Charles,
and if you don’t fulfil her expectations you will have turned down a gift from
God. Can you imagine standing back and letting another man lay a finger on
her? You were ready to slay that drunkard tonight. If you let her go, Charles,
you will become a bitter and twisted man and you will lose your desire and
ability to paint and your career will be ruined.’

Charles sighed as he realised that Edouard was probably right; he hadn’t
thought of how it would affect him to see her marry someone else. But he
wasn’t so sure that Marie would want him badly enough to give up her family
and lifestyle for him.

The door opened and Marie appeared. Before she could speak, Edouard
leapt to his feet and said, ‘Mademoiselle Croizette, I was just inspecting your
portrait to check that Charles had done you justice. I am pleased to report that
he has, but then painting perfection is such a pleasure, not a toil. He has
shown me some of your pastels and I agree you have a talent worth pursuing.’

Marie seemed shocked but replied, ‘Monsieur Manet, you are too kind but
thank you for your compliment.’

Edouard said, ‘Now if you will excuse me, I will leave you as I think
Charles has a proposal to discuss with you.’ He flashed Charles a quizzical
smile and left the room.

Charles didn’t know what to do. The fear of rejection was uppermost in his
mind but he knew that time was of the essence so he was now forced into
asking her.

He walked over to a startled Marie, took her hand and said, ‘Marie I know
we have only just met and I have nothing to offer you financially, but I would
be honoured if you would consider becoming my wife.’

Marie’s hand shook slightly and he hardly dared breathe or look at her
fearing the rejection that must surely follow. After a pause she squeezed his
hand and said emotionally, ‘With all my heart Charles, I want to spend my life
with you.’

He sighed and hugged her close, burying his head in her hair. When he
finally released her, the tears were flowing.



‘But Marie… Will your father allow it? I’m not the catch he would have
wanted for you.’

She replied, ‘I don’t know but my happiness is important to him and I am
sure we can make a success of your career so he would be proud of our
achievements.’ Charles took her in his arms and gave her a slow, lingering kiss.
He could feel her heart beating and he just wanted to hold her in his arms
forever.

Marie left to go back to the ballroom as she would be expected to be
present as guests departed. They had agreed to tackle her parents tomorrow
after the house guests had left.

He sought Edouard in the bar and his friend patted him on his back
saying, ‘Well Charles, you don’t look very happy; don’t tell me she declined
your proposal.’

‘No, of course not but how am I going to convince her father I am worthy
of her?’

‘Charles, stop this now! You are no longer a starving artist, you are
honoured by your peers and your country and you have a great future. Leave
the finances to Marie; she will be more than capable of overseeing them and
you get on with what you do best.’

While the party wound down they found a secluded table and chatted
about his favourite master, Velazquez. When Manet was ready to take his leave,
Charles accompanied him to the door. He was hoping to slip quietly to his
room to plan his campaign for tomorrow and made his way by a servant’s
staircase, avoiding the main hall.
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He woke early the next morning and pondered the problem in great depth,
convinced her father would refuse. By 7 a.m. he couldn’t see a solution to the
situation and he decided to go outside for a walk. He made his way down the
back stairs and outside from a door in the deserted salon. He wanted to be
alone to gather his courage and consider his options. He knew if he eloped



with Marie, her father would be outraged and could he really expect Marie to
sever all ties from her family for the life of a wandering artist?

He followed the route down to the beach, to the scene of his paintings.
The sea was rougher today due to a sea breeze. The sun was just peeking
through the clouds and a shaft of light enveloped him. Manet was right. Marie
was a gift from God and if he didn’t fight for her hand he wouldn’t be able to
tolerate seeing her marry someone else. He walked slowly back to the chateau
and joined the guests for breakfast. Henri was the only family member there
and he offered a pleasant distraction by regaling him with the names of the
ladies who had taken his fancy. Oh the joy of youth, he was now so besotted with
Marie that he doubted he would ever desire another woman.

Pierre arrived surrounded by some of his friends, so Charles stayed at the
table, hoping he might be able to catch him leaving the dining room. He had
decided he would ask him for a private meeting later in the day. Pierre would
think it was to finalise his commission fees so it should not alert him to any
other reason. He seized his opportunity when Pierre left the table alone and he
followed him into the hallway.

‘Monsieur Croizette, perhaps I could have a moment of your time later
today.’

Pierre replied, ‘Of course Charles, when everyone has gone, perhaps later
this afternoon. We weren’t expecting you to leave today anyway.’ He then
greeted a guest coming towards him.

Charles went to the library, hoping for some solace. He settled down to
study his portraits but he found his eyes were magnetised to Marie’s face. He
hoped he would get some time alone with Marie before his meeting with her
father.

His opportunity came at around 12 p.m. when Marie found him and
suggested they walk her dogs down to the beach. They discussed all the plus
points he must give her father, including a long engagement if her father
objected to her young age. The prospect of waiting months to marry was
unbearable, but if it would allow him to marry her he would just have to be
patient. They stayed out an hour and made no contact apart from holding
hands – he was too agitated to risk another kiss.



On their return, he retired alone to the library, conscious that Pierre would
expect to find him there. He sat there morosely thinking over his options,
convinced he was doomed.

He heard footsteps and Pierre came into the library. He chattered away
about the party, giving Charles no opportunity to raise the subject. Charles
thought he would be better leaving him to chat as it would keep him relaxed
and he would have to wait for an opportunity. Finally, Pierre became distracted
by Marie’s portrait and he seized his opportunity.

‘Monsieur Croizette, I would like to ask for your daughter’s hand in
marriage.’ Pierre looked shocked so he carried on, ‘I know that you would not
consider me an ideal match for your daughter as I am only an artist of limited
means, but I assure you that I would work as hard as I can to provide a
suitable home and life for her and I would cherish her until the day I die.’

Pierre said, ‘I assume you have consulted Marie on this proposal?’
‘Yes, of course Sir.’
Pierre moved over to the house bell and rang it and for a moment he

thought he was going to be thrown out of the house. A servant arrived
promptly and Pierre said, ‘Would you ask my wife and daughter to join us in
the library?’ Pierre turned his back on Charles and moved towards the window.

Charles didn’t know what to do. Should he get down on his knees and beg
like Manet had suggested? Before he had time to do anything, Marie and her
mother arrived. He felt as though he was about to be hanged and gave Marie a
look of pure desolation. Pierre turned to Louise.

‘Charles has asked for Marie’s hand in marriage. What do you think?’
Louise gasped and turned to Marie. ‘Is this what you want, Marie?’
Marie replied, ‘Yes Mama, with Charles I would be able to help him

achieve even greater heights as an artist.’
Louise interrupted, ‘But it will be a hard life for a woman, with no respite.

Artists work as long as it takes to do the job. You will hardly have time to see
him. What if he has to go away?’

Charles interrupted, ‘Madame if Marie can’t join me then I won’t go.’
Pierre spoke, ‘Marie, don’t you think you need more time to consider this?

You hardly know Charles yet.’



‘No Papa, I know that I love him and couldn’t bear to be without him.’
Louise sighed, ‘Then provided you have thought long and hard about the

lifestyle you are going to leave behind, then I have no objection.’
Charles couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
Pierre turned to Louise. ‘Then how can I stand in their way?’
Charles responded quickly. ‘Sir, I promise you will never have cause to

regret your decision. I shall devote my life to your daughter’s happiness.’
Pierre shook his hand. ‘Congratulations Charles, you have my permission

and it might as well be sooner rather than later.’
Marie threw herself into her father’s arms, sobbing with relief.
Louise offered him her hand for a kiss saying, ‘I am sure you will make a

wonderful husband Charles, but you do realise she is quite a headstrong young
lady.’

Charles felt like he had been trampled by a horse. He could not believe that
her parents had agreed so he hadn’t even considered what action he would
take if they said yes. He would have to buy a ring and he couldn’t possibly
expect her to live in his tiny cramped flat.

Louise suggested they leave them to discuss their plans and meet again
tomorrow.

After they had gone he looked at Marie and said, ‘I never expected for one
moment they would agree. I am speechless.’

Marie laughed and said, ‘I hope you are not changing your mind, Charles?’
‘No, never in a million years Marie, I just have to work out how I am going

to provide a marital home suitable for you.’
‘Charles, I would live in a stable with you.’
They chatted until it was time to change for dinner and came to the

conclusion that they would announce their engagement immediately but set a
date for the wedding in the autumn.
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