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The dance given by Lady Inverlaw for her two nieces who had just arrived from Casablanca was in full swing. Everybody who was “anybody” in Edinburgh had been asked to the beautiful Georgian house in Moray Place, and it was a glittering affair, talked of for many a day after that night of frost and stars in the Spring that preceded the war.

Jean Inverlaw, herself childless, had not seen much of her brother, Harry Rutherfield, who for the last twenty years had lived in French Morocco where he was head of an important private shipping line. Neither did she approve of the fact that he had allowed his two daughters to be brought up in France rather than England.

But Harry was a wealthy man, and Jean a widow not as well off as she used to be, and he had offered her a handsome sum to entertain his two daughters for a spell. His extravagance (his Casablanca home, the Villa des Fleurs, was famous for its magnificence) was apparent to all Edinburgh tonight. Never had so many wonderful flowers been seen. A special dance band had come from London. The supper was lavish, and the two Miss Rutherfields themselves were obviously scoring a big triumph. Lady Inverlaw sat watching through lorgnettes an eightsome reel. An elderly man, wearing a kilt, bent down and whispered:

“Which is the young lady who is engaged to be married?”

Lady Inverlaw indicated one of her nieces, a girl who was dancing with a mad grace which had never before been seen in this sedate drawing-room; she had tawny-coloured hair worn in a sleek pageboy bob which touched her creamy shoulders; wide eyes more green than blue, and a wilful red mouth. She was wearing a cream velvet dress which suited her slenderness. There were sapphires about her neck and in both tiny ears. On one shoulder a spray of orchids was pinned with a sapphire and diamond brooch.

A little too French, perhaps, for an Edinburgh drawing room. But that was Jean Inverlaw’s complaint. Harry had been so crazy about his wife, a Parisian who had died five years ago, that he had allowed her to have the upbringing of the girls. Louise was like her mother’s family. Fiona had her father’s colouring and his Highland mother’s name.

“She is the one engaged to a Frenchman,” Lady Inverlaw said, indicating Fiona. “That younger one, fair, in blue, is her sister, Louise.”

The elderly Scot watched the reel for a moment, listening to the stirring music, the beat of the drums and the gay sharp cries of the young Scots who were executing their native dance. He made no comment upon either Miss Fiona or Miss Louise Rutherfield. He was a man of few words, but he thought he had never seen anything so brilliant and lovely as the elder girl. The young one was pretty in a fragile way, with big blue eyes and fair curls. And there were other pretty girls in the room. But Fiona outclassed them all. She threw herself into the dance with a fascinating abandon. Many stories had been circulated around Edinburgh about the elder Miss Rutherfield. It was said that she would inherit half a million from her father one day, and she had been affianced from her childhood to the son of her father’s French partner. It had apparently been one of these old French traditional mariages de convenance. There weren’t many of them these days and the elderly Scot was intrigued and a little bewildered. He wasn’t sure that he approved of it. A girl ought to be allowed to marry a man of her own choosing.

That was also Lady Inverlaw’s private opinion. She always thought that engagement of Fiona’s a monstrous arrangement. But knowing Harry and his cold hard business head, she was quite sure he had arranged it in order to ensure the financial bond between himself and his partner in the firm, Gaston d’Auvergne.

The reel ended. Laughing and clapping their hands, the young couples wandered off the floor, and toward the supper-room.

Fiona linked arms with her sister.

“Not too tired, darling?”

“No, I am enjoying myself, so don’t start saying I ought to go to bed,” said Louise peevishly.

Fiona laughed.

“There, baby, you shan’t be sent to bed!” she said. “But don’t overdo things.”

“I’m having a wonderful time,” said Louise, her fair cheeks flushed, her blue eyes watching a tall handsome young Scot who wore a MacLean kilt. “This is so different from Casablanca, Fiona. We are so shut in there. We are like women in purdah … we go out with our father or Tante Marie, or friends chosen for us. Here we are free and I like these English and Scots boys. They are such fun. They are so much nicer than all the French or Spanish we meet. With the exception of Philippe, of course.”

Fiona did not answer for a moment. Her brilliant eyes clouded a little. She moved into the refreshment-room thinking over her young sister’s words. It was true that they were tasting a freedom and a new fresh thrill here in Edinburgh which they had never experienced in Casablanca or Paris, where they lived most of the year round. Equally true that her father’s countrymen seemed, on the whole, much nicer, cleaner, more attractive in every way than men of the Latin races. In Casablanca she rarely thought about it. But she knew that she resembled in many ways her British father, and ever since they were babies she and Louise had had a Scots governess. Their upbringing had not been entirely Continental. But there was always Philippe in the background . . for her, Fiona.

Fiona was a little startled to find how far the thought of Philippe had receded since her arrival in Scotland. Yet he was her fiancé … the man she was going to marry the next time he came over from America.

She had seen a fair amount of him, on and off, ever since their formal betrothal on her sixteenth birthday. That had been an exciting event and it seemed to have pleased her father enormously. It had pleased her, too, at the time. As a romantic schoolgirl, she had found young Philippe d’Auvergne very much a Prince Charming. She had a miniature of him which went everywhere with her, and she knew every feature of that pale aristocratic face. He had sloe-dark narrow eyes, a smooth black head and exquisite manners. Whenever he was with her, he said the most beautiful things; away from her, he wrote poetic letters, and sent her magnificent presents. For the last three years he had been running a branch line of his father’s shipping business in New York.

Vaguely Fiona remembered Philippe’s more recent visits to Casablanca. Their parties there or in Paris—she herself always heavily chaperoned by their mother’s sister, Madame Duronde, whom they called Tante Marie. Only occasionally had Fiona been left alone with Philippe. Then he would make love to her in a desultory fashion, a kiss on the hand or a chaste salute on her forehead, a passionless embrace. Nothing that either roused or startled her. Philippe was waiting for her to grow up, he said.

She would be twenty-one in June. Now she felt grown up indeed. How could a girl stay altogether in ignorance in an exotic country like French Morocco? But she was still unawakened. She still felt for Philippe d’Auvergne what she would have felt for a dear brother. The marriage had been arranged. Papers had been signed. She knew that it was almost as binding as marriage. And later another marriage would perhaps be arranged for little Louise who was just eighteen. But Louise was delicate and had to be much petted and looked after, and for the moment nothing was being done about her future.

Looking with bright restless eyes around her Scottish aunt’s reception-rooms, Fiona was conscious, not for the first time, of a trapped feeling … the feeling of a bird in a gilded cage. Lately she had begun to read books that the Scots governess, Miss Macdonald, and Maman and Tante Marie had so far kept out of her reach. Novels, books of philosophy, of psychology. Books from the English Library in Casablanca, or which she found when spending the day in Gibraltar or Tangier.

She had begun to realise how unusual it was for a girl like herself to be bound down from the age of sixteen and to have no freedom or choice in love and marriage.

She was fond of Philippe. She imagined it would be exciting to become Madame d’Auvergne, to live with Philippe in New York or Paris. But tonight she wasn’t so sure. It wasn’t that any of these nice young men had awakened her interest. But just an odd touch of the hand … a warm word … an instant’s thrill of proximity, and something told Fiona deep down in her heart that there was far more to this business of an engagement than she knew about. There was love, real deep breathless love, when one wanted to live and die for a man, not merely to be showered with jewels and enjoy a life of luxury and pleasure.

Suddenly Fiona pressed Louise’s hand and whispered:

“Oh, how lucky you are!”

Louise stared at her sister. Lucky! She! How absurd. Louise had always been envious of her brilliant elder sister, and particularly of Fiona’s betrothal to Philippe. From her childhood, Louise had had a penchant for the charming Philippe. What did Fiona mean?

Fiona told her what she meant.

“You are lucky to be still free, Louise darling,” she said.

Louise, who was a little prim and had none of Fiona’s restlessness of mind and body, looked shocked.

She was still more shocked that next morning when she awoke to find a note beside her pillow from Fiona.


I’ve taken the M.G. and gone out for a run. I feel I can’t go shopping with Aunt Jean this morning. I’ll see you at lunch.



“Fiona must have gone mad,” thought Louise.

Fiona herself wondered if such was the case as she drove the small sports car which had been bought for the use of herself and her sister while they were in Scotland. Drove away from the city and out toward the Pentland Hills.

She had slept badly last night. Somehow the party, all these reels and dances, laughing and joking with boys like Gordon MacLean and Alex Munro, had disturbed her.

“Don’t you know that you are the most fascinating creature I have ever known in my life,” Alex had said to her.

“Why are you engaged? Why must I meet my fate only to find she is not free?” Gordon had bemoaned.

And other men had said the same sort of things. All very distracting, especially when she remembered her bond with Philippe. She had laughed so much last night! She never laughed with Philippe. He had no sense of humour. Fiona was quite sure now that she had very little of poor Maman in her. She was her father’s daughter, and these Scots saw the funny side of things.

Disconsolately Fiona looked at the soft blurred line of the hills, at the budding trees, at the shaggy Scots sheep grazing in the fields. There was an east wind which whipped the rich blood into her cheeks. It was perishing cold after the heat of Casablanca, but she liked it. Somehow she thought without pleasure of the colour, the sensuousness, of her romantic home, the beautiful Villa des Fleurs, with its jade green shutters and enamelled doorways, and the fluted Moorish columns. It was beautiful in the sun and a poem in the strong white moonlight. What a contrast to the Scottish countryside, the blue shadows of those pepper trees, the feathery eucalyptus, the brilliant hues of magenta bougainvillaea against white walls, the sweet-smelling jasmine and the rose geraniums. Fiona could in imagination hear the harsh distant cries and discordant music from the bazaars; see the Arab women, heavily veiled, padding through the narrow alleys that were roofed with the wooden lattices to keep them cool.

It would all be marvellous if one had the right person beside one to enjoy the beauty; to experience the sensations of delight that could surely be extracted from all that colour and glamour.

But when Philippe came to the Villa des Fleurs things seemed no more beautiful to Fiona. She was only mildly interested. For that reason alone she had always guessed that things must be wrong. Today she knew it for a certainty.

“You must be mad!” her sister Louise had said.

Well, really, perhaps she was! For she had a very strong antipathy this morning for the tie that bound her to dear Philippe.

She was glad that her father’s chauffeur had taught her to drive. At home, of course, she was never allowed to go out in the car without Tante Marie or two servants. It was wonderful, this driving alone through the wind in the pale Scottish Spring.

Fiona accelerated. A moment later she turned off the main road into a lane. She wanted to get away from other vehicles … right into the very depths of the country. She turned perhaps a little too sharply and quickly and she did not see a young man on a cycle coming towards her. There was a horrifying moment when she did see him, too late. Her left wing caught his rear wheel. The next moment he was off the bicycle and Fiona had pulled up the M.G. with a jerk and sprung out, wondering whether or not she had killed a man.
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An hour before that incident, Bill Lindsey, first officer of a merchant ship known as The Falcon, left the docks at Leith, hired a bicycle for the day and set off to explore the countryside.

It was not Bill’s first visit to Scotland by any means. A seafaring man, he knew most of the big ports and several times a year The Falcon steamed down the Firth of Forth. But today was a special day in Bill’s life. The captain had hinted this morning that he was due for retirement and that possibly, when The Falcon left Leith again for the Mediterranean, Bill Lindsey might find himself in command of the ship.

It was the dearest wish of his heart … to be Captain Lindsey and to know that The Falcon was his … His at the age of thirty. A very young captain, perhaps, but for the last two years he had had his master’s ticket. As an employee of the shipping line of the Anglia Shipping Co. Ltd., he held a high reputation. All his life he had been at sea and loved it.

The only thing he didn’t get enough of at sea was exercise and the green country which he missed. He had decided to go on this bicycling tour for the first week of his leave, and later, perhaps, visit London. He had no parents, only an old uncle and aunt in London. He would like to see them but city life soon irked him. Fresh air and open spaces were essential to Bill Lindsey.

He was thinking about the possible command of The Falcon and whistling cheerfully as he cycled along the narrow lane that fringed the Pentland Hills. And then, a sports car coming at dangerous speed … and that collision. Bill was flung off his bicycle. His head came in contact with the road and after that there were a few moments of oblivion for Bill.

When he opened his eyes again, he found himself lying on the side of the road with his head on the lap of a girl. He heard a voice, a charming feminine voice, saying:

“Oh, speak to me, please! Do please say you are all right!”

A small hand was pressing a handkerchief against his forehead. He put his own hand up to it gingerly. He could still “see stars” and the green world was revolving around him.

“Great grief!” he exclaimed. “What the devil happened?”

The girl exclaimed:

“Oh, you are all right! Thank heaven!”

Then Bill sat up. Things were becoming clearer. Blinking, he looked at the girl in whose lap his head had been cradled. A little dazedly he looked into a pair of eyes so startlingly lovely that they took his breath away. Lord! they were green eyes, with fantastically long lashes. And the girl had an unusual face with high cheekbones and pure line of chin and long white throat. Her hair hung in a tawny satin mane almost to her shoulders. Where had he seen anything like this before? Only on the films. Who did she remind him of? Rita Hayworth, perhaps … that was the type. She used the most intriguing scent. As for those long slim legs in the gossamer stockings, he had never seen anything so perfect. He knew little about girls but he was sure the tweeds she wore were expensive, to say nothing of the rich fur jacket.

“Oh, please forgive me,” she was speaking again. “I’m afraid I was driving much too fast.”

Then Bill recovered his equilibrium. He swung from admiration of this glamorous young woman to a righteous fury.

“Little fool!” he said through his teeth. “What the devil do you want to drive like that for in a lane this narrow? You ought to have your license suspended. You are not fit to drive a car.”

Fiona gasped. Never before in her life had she been so rudely spoken to. She blushed bright crimson. The boor to speak so harshly, even though she had knocked him off his bicycle. Didn’t he know his manners? Her eyes flashed with indignation at him. His flashed back into hers and she had to admit that he had the bluest eyes she had ever seen. The deep clear blue of the sea. And how brown he was … a deep bronze. In contrast, his light brown hair, thick and curly, was touched with gold. She noted, too, in that moment that his eyelashes were curly, tipped with gold, and that his chin was square and had a dent in it.

Who was he? He was tall and sparsely built, and he wore shabby grey flannels, a dark blue jersey and an old tweed coat.

“You ought to be locked up,” were his next words.

Then Fiona broke out:

“How dare you speak to me like that …”

Bill rose to his feet. He swayed a moment, a hand up to his head. Damn it all, he felt sick and dizzy. He had always said that women were a nuisance … if there was ever any trouble with the crew it was over a woman, and pretty ones were always a menace. This “glamour-girl,” now also on her feet, her tawny head reaching his shoulder … ought to be whipped … or kissed … he hardly knew which, but she oughtn’t to be allowed to drive a car dangerously and ruin a man’s holiday.

He opened his mouth to say something but no words came. He swayed a little more drunkenly. His head felt on fire. And the next moment he would have fallen if Fiona had not hastened to support him.

“I’m afraid it’s your head,” she was saying, in a mollified tone. “I think you’d really better let me drive you somewhere …”

“Drive me anywhere you like,” said Bill Lindsey. “You’re lovely, but you’re a menace to mankind.”

“Oh,” exclaimed Fiona, crimsoning again.

But those were the last words she was to hear from Bill for some time. He nearly toppled over and she hastened to get him into the car. From that moment onward he seemed to pass into unconsciousness again. She felt horribly guilty. That wound on his head was bleeding afresh. She could not bear to see the red stain against the bright curls. He was very handsome, and very rude, and she had never met anybody in her life quite like him. “A menace to mankind” he had called her! That was not at all the sort of thing Philippe said to her. She did not know whether to be furious or amused. But she knew that she must do something for her victim.

The bicycle, now a wreck, lay in the ditch. Fiona unstrapped the suitcase which was on the back of it and put it in her car. Then without further ado, she turned the M.G. round and drove back into Edinburgh.

She drove straight to her aunt’s house in Moray Place. It was half past eleven. The butler said that her ladyship and Miss Louise were in Princes Street, shopping. Fiona accustomed to giving peremptory orders to native servants in Casablanca, thereupon told the astonished butler to get another man and help the gentleman out of the car and into the house.

“Put him in one of the spare rooms, Thomas. I’m responsible for the accident so I must look after him. I’ll telephone for the doctor.”

With an injured air, Thomas did as he was told and wondered what her ladyship would say.

Her ladyship returned with Louise to find that a stranger had been put to bed in one of the many rooms at the top of the house and that the family physician had already come and gone. He had dressed the injury to the injured man’s head and announced that he must not be moved for at least three days. He had slight concussion.

Lady Inverlaw stared at Fiona.

“You must be mad!” she exclaimed.

Fiona smiled.

“That’s the second time I’ve had that said to me today. But really, Aunt Jean, I am responsible, and if I’d taken him to a hospital, perhaps he would have charged me with dangerous driving and there would have been an awful scandal in Edinburgh about your niece.”

Lady Inverlaw climbed down. There was something in what Fiona said. Better to let the injured man stay here a day or two and then let him go about his business. Who was he, anyway? She hoped he was a gentleman.

Louise Rutherfield looked at her sister with large inquisitive eyes.

“Fiona, you are impossible. Whoever is he?”

“He’s very handsome,” said Fiona calmly. “But he called me a menace to mankind. Can you imagine such a thing?”

Louise giggled, and then with a sly look at Fiona, said:

“What would Philippe say?”

“I really don’t know,” said Fiona with a yawn and a graceful shrug.

“But who is this man?” repeated Lady Inverlaw anxiously.

Fiona then delivered the information. Thomas, who undressed him, had found some identity papers. His name was William Lindsey and he was first officer of a merchant ship and Thomas imagined the ship was now in dock in the Forth and that the young officer was on leave.

Lady Inverlaw sniffed. An officer on a merchant ship didn’t sound too good to her. She would have preferred it to be a Lieutenant-Commander in the Royal Navy. But Lady Inverlaw was a snob. Louise was asking a great many more questions and Fiona’s answers slightly disturbed her ladyship. The young officer was very handsome and had a charming voice: a little rough, perhaps, in manner. But that, Fiona said, with a mischievous smile, might be accounted for by the fact that Mr. Lindsey had been flung off his bike and was naturally not over-pleased about it.

“Well, you leave him to Wilkie,” said Lady Inverlaw, at once forming the opinion that it was best to put the oldest and ugliest maid in the house in charge of the handsome stranger.

She then suggested that Fiona should write to the captain of The Falcon (Thomas seemed to have discovered the name of the ship) and inform him of the accident.

Left alone with her sister, Louise fixed her large blue eyes a trifle accusingly upon Fiona.

“You are so wild sometimes … you do such strange things. Why did you bring him back here? What would Philippe say?”

“Don’t ask me that again,” flashed Fiona, “and you are for ever reminding me about Philippe. Do stop it, Louise darling.”

“But you are going to marry him!” protested Louise.

Again that trapped feeling that she had experienced last night came over the older girl.

“Yes, I suppose I am,” she said slowly.
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Bill Lindsey opened his eyes for the second time that day to find an exceptionally beautiful anxious young face bending over him. Drowsily he looked at it and then around him. Gee! What a room. Handsome, palatial, with rich powder blue satin curtains and Chippendale furniture, and himself lying in a deep soft bed such as Bill had seldom slept upon before in his life. What a contrast, he thought, to his small cramped cabin on The Falcon and his hard bunk.

“Oh, I hope you’re feeling better,” said a melodious young voice of great sweetness which had a soothing effect upon First Officer Lindsey. He lay in a kind of trance. It was altogether soothing in here. Drawn blinds dimmed the April sunshine. An electric fire warmed the room. And now he saw that the “glamour girl” was no longer in tweeds, but in a silk afternoon dress that showed to even better advantage the lissom grace of her figure. Two rows of creamy pearls encircled her long throat There were pearls in her ears. Bill said in a whisper:

“You did this to me … you menace to mankind.”

“I really am sorry,” Fiona said, “but you need not be so horrid about it.”

“I feel horrid.”

“Aren’t you any better?”

He put a hand up to his head and found it bandaged.

“I expect I am. Who tied me up?”

“Dr. Rich, and he says you’re not to get up until he gives you permission.”

“Whose house am I in?”

“My aunt’s—Lady Inverlaw.”

Gee! thought Bill Lindsey once more. He was indeed in a new world. A sumptuous house … belonging to a titled lady … and this amazing young woman with her glorious hair and distractingly lovely face.

“What’s your name?” he asked dreamily.

“Fiona.”

“How do, Fiona,” said Bill in his friendliest manner. “You remain a menace, but I forgive you, providing you never drive that darn’ car of yours again.”

“Indeed I shall.”

“Then heaven help all cyclists,” he said drily.

“You aren’t very polite.”

“Sorry, lady. I’m not much good with your sex. I live among men on the sea. I was taking my leave and enjoying it just before you put an end to it for me.”

Fiona bit her lip. She hardly knew what to say. Never before had she dealt with such an extraordinary young man. He was a bear … the antithesis of Philippe, who kissed her hand so gallantly and showed the utmost respect and homage. The expression in the clear blue eyes in that tanned, strong face left her no room for doubt that he had no use for her. She said:

“I’d better go, I’m not supposed to be in here, anyway. Aunt Jean’s maid, Wilkie, is nursing you.”

His gaze wandered over her proud beauty.

“Oh. So you aren’t making up for your crime in person. You surprise me. I should have thought you would like to show your remorse by actions and not mere words.”

Fiona hesitated. She did not honestly know whether Mr. Lindsey was being sarcastic or genuine. But she did know that his whole attitude challenged the spirit in her. She said:

“I don’t know that I’d be any good as a nurse, and anyhow, you’re ungracious and ungrateful. I might have driven you to a horrid hospital.”

“And I might have died and then you’d have been charged with manslaughter,” said Bill severely.

It was strange how this man had power to make her blush. Fiona was scarlet now again as she sprang up from the bedside.

“Oh, how hateful of you! I’m sorry I ever came to see how you were getting on.”

Then Bill Lindsey softened and on an impulse caught one of her hands and pulled her back to the bedside.

“Listen, Beautiful. I’m a rough brute. I know it and I apologise. You were sweet to bring me back here. But I don’t want to stay. Send for an ambulance. Have me taken away, do. And don’t look as though you’re going to burst into tears.”

Fiona gasped. The hot colour still flamed in her cheeks and the grip of Bill Lindsey’s strong brown fingers filled her with an emotion that she neither understood nor welcomed in that moment. The way he spoke to her … why, it made her feel like a naughty child. She, the spoiled, sought-after Miss Rutherfield of Casablanca. She, Philippe’s adored fiancée.

Bill spoke again.

“Gosh! My head feels like a top … spinning … Oh, gosh, with a holiday! Why did I ever leave my ship?”

Fiona snatched her slender fingers away from his grasp. She stared down at him. His eyes had closed. He looked very young … a brown handsome boy, lying there on the white pillows in the striped pyjamas Thomas had found in his case. Fascinated she looked at the tanned powerful column of his throat … the well-shaped hands … hands that looked as though they were always in the sun … and doing hard jobs. Very different from Philippe’s, which were white, slender and manicured.

The wildest, queerest sensation rushed across Fiona, a desire to feel those strong brown hands gripping her wrist again … hurting her …

She said, breathlessly:

“Please be quiet … the doctor said you mustn’t talk. Go to sleep at once. I’ll send Wilkie to you.”

Then turning, she ran out of the room.

In a turmoil she joined her sister downstairs. It was already late afternoon. Bill Lindsey had been dozing until now and she had been full of remorse because she had spoilt his holiday through her carelessness. But how dared he treat her in such a familiar, off-hand manner? She wouldn’t go near him again.

But she did. Much later that night, when Fiona was sitting in the drawing-room with some friends of her aunt’s, and Louise and young MacLean were playing dance records on the big radiogramophone, Wilkie came in and asked to say a word in private to Miss Fiona. She whispered, would Miss Fiona go up and say a word to the patient.

“He’s got a terrible headache, miss. And he won’t take his medicine. He says you’ve got to give it to him.

Fiona tossed her tawny mane of hair.

“What nonsense, Wilkie!”

The Scots maid concealed a smile behind a discreet hand.

“Ay, he’s a bonny lad, Miss Fiona. He’s got a way with him, too.”

Fiona murmured an excuse to her aunt’s guests, avoided her young sister’s questioning gaze and went up to the sickroom. This time she found the patient very wide awake, feverish and restless. The table-lamp beside him flung up the gold lights in his thick hair which the bandages barely concealed. When he saw the girl, his eyes brightened.

“Ah. Now I’ll take my dope,” he said, his tongue in his cheek.

Fiona stood looking down at him doubtfully. She guessed he was “ragging” her now. She was not used to being “ragged,” but to being treated like a princess. It half amused and half annoyed her. She said:

“You really must get as much sleep as you can.”

“Changed your dress again, I see,” murmured Bill. His gaze wandered over her. Quite honestly he thought she was a dream in that delicate velvet dinner-dress of palest green over which she wore a blue fox cape.

Fiona said haughtily:

“Do you mind?”

“No. Go ahead. I live on a merchant ship and wear a uniform and see little else but men in uniform. It’s a change to see a lovely girl who puts on a different dress every hour.”

“Oh, you’re impossible!”

His blue eyes gleamed at her derisively, but he said more gently:

“Don’t let’s quarrel again. I really want to bid you good night, Miss—er—Fiona—and to apologise for my bad manners. I’ll be good now and take my medicine from Wilkie.”

Fiona seated herself at the bedside, lifted the little bottle and read the instructions. One spoonful every four hours. “I’ll give it to you now I’m here,” she said rather perversely.

As she guided the spoon to his lips, Bill smiled at her. He murmured:

“Thanks … Gorgeous …”

Her heart beat a degree faster. A feeling of intense lightheartedness, almost merriment, seized her. She wanted to laugh with this man … and because of him. She did not wish to go downstairs and rejoin the sedate, conventional crowd, and listen to the usual fulsome flattery from the men who had dined her tonight. She wanted to stay and talk to Bill Lindsey. To learn more about him and his life which she felt sure must be utterly different from any life she had ever before encountered. He was so wholesome, so honest, so like the sea on which he sailed his ship. Fresh and unspoiled by the world.

In those blue eyes of his there were no subtleties, only truths. A simple man who liked simple things and who had the divine gift of laughter. He was grinning at her, lying there now like a drowsy schoolboy.

“You’re a rather wonderful girl, menace or not,” he said.

Fiona, breathing fast, felt life and fun bubbling up in her throat. She said:

“And you’re a strange, strange man. Tell me more about yourself. Tell me about your ship.”

Then she saw a wonderful look come into Bill Lindsey’s eyes … a look that only two things in the world had power to bring there. The memory of his mother whom he had adored, and The Falcon, the ship in which he served.

Fiona sat there listening to him, but she only half heard his rhapsodies on clean shining decks, on the fine line from bow to stern, on the wonderful engines that throbbed in tune to the heart of the man who hoped to be “Master” next time out to sea. She was thinking about him. She could see what his job meant to him; and she had never dreamed a career could mean so much, or that such tremendous enthusiasm for work could grip a man. (Philippe worked because his father forced him to. He put far more energy into his recreations.) Her father worked for one passion alone. Money. But Bill Lindsey’s passion was for his ship and the sea.

She began to see that here was no ordinary man. She also found herself thinking, quite crazily:

“How wonderful for the girl he loves … if he loves her in the same way.”
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One week later, Fiona and Bill sat together on the deep-cushioned chesterfield at right angles to the fire in Lady Inverlaw’s drawing-room.

It was a bitingly cold afternoon … and Thomas had just built up a big fire to please Miss Fiona. But neither the girl nor the man noticed the cold or the grey gloom of the typical Edinburgh day, for the atmosphere was full of enchantment. Bill Lindsey felt almost that he was under a spell, listening to the girl’s sweet voice describing in detail her fairy-tale home in Casablanca. He who had sailed the Mediterranean could shut his eyes and see vividly those burning blue skies, the minarets and white walls and gorgeous glowing bowers. He was thinking:

“To see the moonlight there, with her … what an experience worth having!”

That morning the doctor had removed Bill’s bandages. He had pronounced the patient fit enough to get up and come downstairs. Being strong and healthy, Bill had soon recovered. For one week he had been nursed devotedly by Wilkie, who had a soft corner for the handsome young officer. And every day, at some time or other, the girl whose car had knocked him down had been in to see him. Bill Lindsey, who used to say that all women were “a menace,” had now reached the surprising conclusion that he had no wish to continue his cycling tour, nor to leave this house wherein she lived. Nor miss one moment of her beauty and her charm. Never before had he met any girl who had created such a swift and deep impression.

He had also made an amazing discovery: that she was the daughter of Harry Rutherfield, head of the Anglia Shipping Co. … the shipping company that employed him. That was an amazing coincidence in itself. When they had first talked about it, Fiona had laughed and said:

“Ah! Now I know that Daddy can make or mar you, you had better be more respectful to me, Mr. Bill Lindsey.

And he had replied in his dry fashion:

“I’m not a social climber, Miss Fiona Rutherfield, and neither do I wish to gain any advantage through influence. If I get promoted I trust that it will be through my own efforts. But I shall never be anything but respectful to you, unless you try to smash up my bike and my leave again.”

Fiona admired him for that and had grown to look forward to the fleeting visits to his bedside, with her young sister looking on in shocked silence, and Aunt Jean turning up her nose.

This afternoon she realised that although she had told Bill Lindsey a great many things about her life in French Morocco, she had omitted to tell him the one salient fact—that she was engaged to be married to Philippe d’Auvergne. Bill had never seen her ring. She rarely wore during the day the huge valuable sapphire that Philippe had bought for her in Paris. And the one person who might have made haste to inform Mr. Lindsey of her betrothal … Aunt Jean … had retired to her bed with a ’flu-cold soon after Bill’s arrival in the house and had not yet got out of it. So Fiona had done very much as she liked these last few days. And she more than liked her association with Bill Lindsey. She felt as though she had been living in a world of unreality, of dreams, until she met him. She felt that everything about him was so genuine—that with him there could be none of the affectations or veneer of her own exotic world. And when she contrasted him with her fiancé she had a sense of shock. Philippe was charming . . but he was unreal … the thought of him was as nebulous and transient as the memory of her betrothal day. By French law she was his … by every other law within herself she belonged only to herself. And now she knew that she could never give that self utterly and completely to Philippe. Bill Lindsey, with his blue laughing eyes and his blunt direct manner, his frank and simple personality, had taken possession of her, although it was more than she dared to acknowledge even in the depths of her heart.

This morning she had had a letter from Philippe, written in his usual flowery fashion, and in his own language.


You will not care for Englishmen [he had said]. They are dull and cold, like their country, although I admit they have integral character. But I shall not be jealous when I think of you meeting any of them. I know you are waiting for me and that your heart is mine alone, ma petite fleur …



That was his favourite name for her. “Little flower.” And looking back now, she could see that he had treated her always as a child—as something too delicate and lovely to be approached. He didn’t know her. The real Fiona was just a flesh and blood, warm-hearted girl, who wanted someone to laugh with her, to take her at her face value … someone, in fact, like Bill.

He looked at her as they sat there together and, leaning forward, knocked the pipe he had been smoking against the fender.

“You’ve been wonderful to me, Fiona,” he said. “I’ve had a week’s holiday here that I shall never forget all my life. But I think now that I should go. In fact I must go tomorrow.”

She caught her breath and looked at him through the dark curtain of her sweeping lashes.

“Oh, must you, Bill?”

Bill Lindsey bit hard on his lower lip. There was an all-too-flattering suggestion in this girl’s voice and eyes that she would be sorry when he departed. And when he looked at the maddening grace and beauty of her, his senses swam a little. But he admonished himself; he must keep his head. He couldn’t make love to the daughter of his employer … a man so important that he had not even seen him. William Lindsey had been engaged by a subordinate.

And yet … if there was one thing Bill Lindsey disliked it was the present social system … class hatred … distinction between the rich and poor. He had a clean record behind him and a promising future ahead. One day very soon he would be Captain Lindsey. He would have the right to propose to any girl in the world. But Fiona Rutherfield must have had a hundred proposals by now … many of rich important men wanting to marry her. Bill imagined he had summed her up, fairly accurately, once he got to know her better. He had decided that although she was spoiled and had led such a pampered and sheltered life, and knew nothing of struggle or poverty or the kind of devotion which made two people give up the world for each other, she had spirit and courage. And she was exquisitely sensitive … he, himself a sensitive man, was sure of that.

“Stay with us a little longer,” Fiona murmured.

Then Bill, ever straightforward, came to the point with a rapidity that shook her out of all complacency.

“My dear,” he said, “if you want the truth, I don’t dare stay. You are much too attractive.”

He saw the warm blood sweep her face and it made her look young and defenceless. He adored to see Fiona blush. And then to his horror he thought he saw two big tears come into her great green eyes … tears defeated him.

“Darling, what is it?” he asked. “You aren’t unhappy, are you, Fiona?”

She looked at him dumbly. That “darling” had robbed her of the power of speech. The idea that he was going tomorrow and that she would never see him again hurt her unimaginably. Of course it was wrong … she was going to marry Philippe … and she had no right whatever to feel this way. But she did and there was no denying it now.

Bill leaned forward. With a quick rough movement he took her hand and crushed it in both his and carried it to his lips.

“You’re lovely . . you’re too lovely, my dear … I’m beginning to wish I had never met you … never!”

She looked at him and felt herself trembling. Nobody but Philippe had ever kissed her hand before and Philippe’s kisses were light—almost ceremonial. But she could feel this man’s lips burning against her palm. She felt now, for the first time in her young life, a suffocating sense of passionate desire … to be drawn into his arms … to be held close to him … to touch that bright thick hair of his, that brown strong face. Before she could restrain the impulse, she had leaned towards him and said in a broken voice:

“Bill … Bill … don’t leave me …!”

And then all resistance in the man seemed to snap and he caught the slim quivering figure against his heart.

Her arms went round his neck and for an instant she looked up at him, her eyes magnificently beautiful, bright with tears.

Then he kissed her on the mouth. It was the first kiss of passion that she had ever given or received. She knew as she lay in his arms that this was the love that she had imagined and needed, and that this was the one man in the world to whom she could ever belong.

Bill Lindsey covered the lovely face with kisses. Between them she heard his vibrating voice:

“Darling, darling … darling! I love you. I am crazy about you. You’ve got to marry me, Fiona. You are the girl I’ve waited for all my life …”

Once more she remembered Philippe and slowly she drew back from Bill and looked at him in blind despair.

“What is it, Beautiful?” he asked her, and tried to take her into his arms again.

But she rose and moved to the fireplace and stood a moment with her face buried against her folded arms. She thought:

“How am I going to tell him? My engagement to Philippe is as binding as an English marriage. What am I going to do?”
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Fiona felt two arms slowly encircle her and knew that Bill was standing behind her now. She put her hands against both of his warm strong ones which encircled her waist, and turning her head, let her cheek rest against his for a moment. Her eyes closed. For a moment she gave herself up to the luxury, the delight of his embrace.

“Bill … my darling Bill,” she whispered brokenly.

“What’s worrying you, Beautiful?” he asked her, and let his lips wander down the satin smoothness of the beautiful red-brown hair. She shivered a little in his arms and answered:

“I … I can’t tell you . . at least not today … I just can’t.”

Bill’s thick fair brows met in a frown of perplexity.

“What can’t you tell me? My sweet, is there any reason why you shouldn’t marry me … other than you are the daughter of Harry Rutherfield and I am only about to be Master of one of his minor ships?”

Then Fiona swung round, faced him, and placing both hands on his shoulders looked up into his very blue eyes.

“It’s nothing to do with that. I swear I wouldn’t mind whether you were captain of your ship or merely a steward or a stoker. I love you. I know that I love you, and I’ve never loved any other man in my life.”
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