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To burn with desire and keep quiet about it is the greatest punishment we can bring on ourselves.


FEDERICO GARCÍA LORCA


 


En la sangre hierve España sin fuego.


In Spain, blood boils without fire.
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PROLOGUE





London, 1950




 





The shrill summons of the doorbell echoed through Newton Place, a grand old mansion house by the river in Cheyne Walk.


Alexandra de Falla glanced at the clock on her bedroom mantelpiece. It was just past eight in the morning but she had been sitting at her desk since dawn, chewing over the outline of a new story, one that had nagged her out of an already fitful sleep.


Who on earth could it be at this hour?


Putting down her pen, she closed her notebook and tucked it next to her typewriter. Outside the wide bay window, the gloomy morning hugged pavements wet with overnight rain and a chilly January wind stirred the bare branches of the tall trees lining the elegant Chelsea street, whining against the window panes like a dog left out in the cold. The only other sounds were the clink of bottles in their crates as the milkman finished his morning deliveries and the clip-clop of his horse as the cart moved off in the direction of Albert Bridge. From Alexandra’s bedroom, the view of the Thames, London’s glittering main street, was magnificent. It swept upstream to the trees of Battersea Park on the opposite bank and downstream past the dark mystery of warehouses and wharves. She imagined it flowing past the Tower of the capital, standing formidable against a pale sky smudged with pewter-white clouds and which, this morning, must seem especially solemn in its stark and gloomy solitude. There was still a frosty mist in the air. Alexandra loved the city but longed for the warmth and colour of spring to burst through this grey dampness. The relentless silence of the morning made her even more restless than usual.


She sighed. Today was her twenty-fifth birthday, shouldn’t her life be turning a corner by now?


Sometimes Alexandra felt like she was waiting for something — anything — to happen. Somewhere inside she could taste it, the immense potential of her passions and dreams. Where did it come from, the feeling that she didn’t quite belong? Was this burning desire to know more of the world something she had inherited from her mother? But that was a question, like so many others, she would never be able to ask her.


Once more the doorbell resonated rudely through the house. As Mrs Jeffrey, the housekeeper, had gone out, Alexandra pulled on her dressing gown and descended the stairs to the large oak-panelled hall.


‘Yes, I’m coming,’ she called out, drawing the brass bolts back and opening the door.


The man standing on the doorstep had his back to her, staring up at the sky. Short and dark, he was holding an enormous bunch of pink roses. He turned, looking both embarrassed and anxious.


‘Hello, Alexandra, querida.’


For a moment she could hardly breathe. His face was so familiar to her and yet he was almost a stranger.


‘Papá? Papá … is it really you?’


‘Sí, soy yo. Fifteen years is a long time, I know.’ Don Alonso de Falla paused and then his mouth broke into a most disarming smile. ‘I’m glad you still recognize me.’


Her face frozen in shock, she didn’t return his smile. ‘What are you doing here, Papá? You didn’t write to say you were coming to London, I wasn’t expecting you.’


‘I wanted to surprise you on your birthday. Here, these are for you. May I come in?’


‘Yes, yes, of course. Thank you. They’re lovely.’ Alexandra took the flowers from him and placed them on the hall table.


‘I see the house hasn’t changed at all,’ noted Don Alonso as he stepped into the hall. ‘Oh, but enough of that. Mi querida Alexandra, deja que te mire, let me look at you,’ he declared, holding his daughter at arm’s length. ‘You’ve grown into a beautiful young woman … so like your mother.’ Cupping her face in his hands, he kissed her warmly on both cheeks. ‘I know you must have a lot of questions, niña. Is there somewhere we can talk comfortably?’


Trying valiantly to regain her composure, Alexandra led him into the drawing room, to the two wing-backed chairs facing each other in front of the fire, which was already lit. Stunned, she sat down, looking across at the man she hadn’t seen since she was ten years old.


The one photograph she had of him, standing with her mother, depicted him as a much younger man, the way he was in her childhood memories. Now, although still handsome, his black hair and goatee were peppered with silver and his face was narrower and slightly worn-looking.


So he was back, after fifteen years, looking at her as if he were seeing her for the first time, no longer the vulnerable ten-year-old he had left behind in the charge of her protective but rather austere English aunt.


Don Alonso settled himself in the chair and gazed at her. ‘You have your mother’s pearly complexion and her beautiful dark copper hair,’ he told her wistfully.


Alexandra’s eyes momentarily clouded with tears. She had no real recollection of her mother and the few black-and-white photographs that Aunt Geraldine possessed were faded. Still, years of suppressed anger and resentment at her father’s absence made her reluctant to talk about her mother in front of him. She decided to be blunt.


‘So why have you waited until my twenty-fifth birthday to come back to London, Papá? Are you here on business for the family estate? When are you going back to El Pavón?’


‘Of course, I wanted to come back sooner.’ Don Alonso raised his hands defensively at her barrage of questions. ‘You know from my letters how difficult things have been. The uprising at home … then the war in Europe. And it wouldn’t have been easy to leave the country these past five years either.’


Knowing that wasn’t quite true, she stared at him defiantly. ‘But not impossible.’


‘No, not impossible.’ He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Thankfully, the government seems to be steering us out of isolation, which is good for business.’ Noting her arched brow, he added hastily, ‘and of course, it made it easier to arrange this trip to see you. I’ve been out of your life far too long. You know, I’ve always regretted not being here, leaving your Aunt Geraldine to bring you up but, as your mother was gone, I thought you needed a female substitute. A girl needs a woman to guide her.’


‘They also need their fathers,’ Alexandra replied softly.


‘Yes, querida, so they do.’ He smiled sadly at her now and tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair as if deliberating what to say next. She almost felt sorry for him. At least he had taken the trouble to surprise her on her birthday and he had remembered the date, after all. She smiled at him for the first time.


‘I’m pleased to see you, Papá, truly I am. It’s just that it’s a bit of shock, seeing you after all these years with no warning at all.’


‘Are you still writing?’


‘Yes, Papá. I sent you my two novels, did you read them?’


‘Ah si, mi hija del novelista! My daughter the novelist!’ Don Alonso ignored her question but smiled at her indulgently. ‘Always, your nose in a book. And even when you were small, scribbling away … all those little stories … wanting to go on adventures. So like Vanessa …’ He broke off, as if lost in his own memories.


‘I hope Mamá would have approved then, if we are so alike.’


He looked up at her. ‘Mmm? Sí, por supuesto. Yes, of course.’ She thought he was going to tell her more about her mother and suddenly wanted so very much to hear about her but Don Alonso clapped his knee and leaned forward.


‘Come, I’ll wait while you dress and then let me take you out to breakfast, we can talk while we eat. I haven’t had an English breakfast with sausages, bacon, eggs and all the trimmings in years and, God knows why, I miss it.’




* * *





Don Alonso took Alexandra to Hazlitt’s, the fashionable eighteenth-century hotel just down from Piccadilly Circus, a place redolent with atmosphere, with its oak-panelled walls, tall windows draped with luxurious gold velvet, and marble fireplaces. It was Alexandra’s favourite because it had been the haunt of so many writers in the past. Her father led her to a table in the corner of the dining room, which hummed with the murmurings of polite conversation and the tinkling of silver. Don Alonso took great delight in ordering almost everything on the menu.


Alexandra and her father spent hours talking, making up for lost time, and he made her laugh with stories of her childhood antics. Her resentment towards him began to soften. Their conversation was so easy and he was so charming, it was almost as if she had rediscovered an old friend.


‘So, niña, have you thought much about us over the years?’ Don Alonso poured them both another cup of coffee.


She smiled. Her fascination for her roots exerted a pull she couldn’t understand. ‘Yes, I have. Often. My memories of the family are minimal, given I was only three when you and Mamá brought me over to England, but I’ve often wondered what my life would have been like, had we stayed in Spain.’


‘Yes, life would have been different indeed. For all of us.’


‘I remember you telling me stories about the family on your visits when I was a child but, of course, I’ve forgotten much of it now. I do remember that Grandmother very much ruled the roost — I suppose she had to after your father died. You were young when it happened, weren’t you? A riding accident.’ Alexandra said quietly.


Don Alonso’s eyes clouded momentarily. ‘Yes, I’m afraid the story of the de Falla family has often been governed by the winds of capricious fate. Your uncle Armando, myself and our cousin Luis María were only boys when my father, Duque Juan Raphael de Falla, died, though Luis María was a few years older than my brother and me.’ Don Alonso’s face brightened. ‘But we were inseparable growing up, despite the difference in age. We got into some fine old scrapes. As we say in Spain, “El que de joven corre de viejo trota, he who runs in youth, trots in old age,” and I suppose that explains why your old Papá has slowed down so much now.’ He grinned.


‘What happened to Luis María?’


‘He married a real aristocratic beauty, Cecilia de Bermudez. She was a distant relative of the Duquesa but a young widow, and Mamá did not approve. Cecilia had been left with two children, Esmeralda and Salvador: a situation totally unacceptable to the Duquesa, of course. Luis María adopted the children, giving them his name.’


‘Why did Grandmother not approve?’ Alexandra shook her head, then added, coolly. ‘I suppose she thought that Cecilia wasn’t good enough for him because she had been married before. Knowing the Duquesa, she regarded her as second-hand goods.’


Don Alonso sighed. ‘You have to understand my mother had single-handedly run El Pavón after my father died. One has to respect that. I know she’s somewhat formidable but it’s just that she has a particular vision for the family dynasty. Protecting the de Falla bloodline has always been uppermost in her mind. It wasn’t only Luis: neither Armando nor I married as she would’ve wished.’


‘Nothing excuses Grandmother’s treatment of Mamá.’ Alexandra’s eyes flared with barely suppressed emotion.


Don Alonso, suddenly uncomfortable, fiddled with the napkin on his lap. ‘That’s as may be, but you still have to respect her for managing to steer both the family and the business through the most harrowing period in the de Fallas’ history. We barely survived the Civil War.’


Alexandra burned with desire to know more about her family, despite her antipathy towards the Duquesa, but thoughts of her mother haunted her even more. She sipped her coffee, feeling anything but calm. ‘When Mamá went off to the South of France, I thought she would come back for me, but then … the car accident … and then, to make matters worse, you returned to Spain. I presume you made it back into Grandmother’s good books. I hope it was worth it.’


There was a moment’s silence that hung between them, full of so many unspoken things. She realized now how heavy was the weight of sadness, bitterness even, that she’d carried for the past decade.


‘Mamá would like to meet you,’ Don Alonso said suddenly.


Alexandra’s face shut down. She shook her head, saying, ‘She’s too late.’ True, her grandmother, the Duquesa, had started to write her the odd letter when she was a teenager, asking about her life in England, but Alexandra had shoved them in a drawer and never replied.


‘Your grandmother is getting old, niña. She doesn’t want to die before seeing her granddaughter. She talks about you often. I believe she sent you a family heirloom of great value that had belonged to your great-grandmother?’


‘Yes,’ Alexandra conceded, ‘after the success of my first book.’ It was a charming medallion made of chased gold, encrusted with diamonds and rubies. The Duquesa herself had worn it as a young girl, she explained in the accompanying note, in which she had also expressed the strong desire to meet her granddaughter. Alexandra had accepted the gift reluctantly and had briefly thanked the old lady in a short letter, but remained deaf to further attempts at reconciliation made by the dowager.


‘So, as you can see, your grandmother has always taken a great interest in you and doesn’t understand your reluctance to take up her invitations to go to Spain …’


‘If she is so concerned about me now after all these years, I wonder why she didn’t bother taking more trouble to find out about me when I was a child. What’s more, if she had made my mother’s life happier when she was in Spain, rather than driving her away, perhaps Mamá might still be with us now.’ She picked up her spoon and stirred her coffee distractedly, even though she hadn’t added sugar to it. ‘Besides, England is where I belong, not Spain.’


Still, as Alexandra uttered those last words, she felt the lie on her lips.
















CHAPTER 1





Andalucía, a few months later




 





The hundred-year-old steam locomotive lurched through a parched yellow and brown countryside on worn-out tracks, winding north along Andalucía’s rocky coast. The train was crowded but, amazingly, more people managed to force themselves inside at every stop, causing those who were already packed in into even closer intimacy. Spaniards, Alexandra noticed, seemed to journey with an obligatory stock of food, and that of the passengers was now roped on the luggage racks above their seats. At the last station, a huge barrel of a man had boarded the train with a basket from which protruded the head of a protesting goose.


Alexandra had been determined to experience Franco’s New Spain like a native, and that meant travelling like one. After all, she was half-Spanish, even if this was her first time in the country since her early childhood. Aunt Geraldine had warned that it was madness for a woman to travel unchaperoned in such a conservative country, not to mention a place still broken and impoverished by civil war, but Alexandra had stubbornly dismissed her concerns. It would be just the kind of adventure she had always longed for, she admitted to herself; besides, she was going to see her family so she wouldn’t be with strangers. For the first time since she had left England, she wondered about her compulsion to make such a journey, asking herself why she had accepted this truce with the de Fallas after so many years of stubborn denial.


At La Linea, just outside Gibraltar, where she had arrived by passenger ship, she had found a train heading north, up the coast to Puerto de Santa María, via Cádiz. Coming face to face with the tren mixto, Alexandra had momentarily been tempted to switch to the more civilized and comfortable rápido. The carriages of the passenger and freight train had been full to bursting with baskets of clucking hens, men whistling and shouting to each other, women with luggage and paraphernalia piled high against the windows, and even the odd goat or two; but after taking a deep breath, she struggled with her cases into the hot and stuffy compartment and gamely squeezed herself into an empty seat next to an elderly woman.


The train had high-backed wooden benches, the seating arranged in cubicles on either side of a gangway. Some of the windows were broken and people climbed through them to grab a seat. A chattering, shouting medley of voices had filled the carriage — there was none of the usual reserved and dignified behaviour Alexandra had read about the Spanish in the books that she’d picked up at her local library. The exotic smells of food, sweat and livestock permeated the atmosphere.


Now, looking around at her fellow travellers, Alexandra made a mental note of their various characteristics so that she might, if she wished, use them in her writing. Some were astonishingly ugly, with screwed-up wrinkled faces and flabby mouths gaping open, but there were so many alert and twinkling eyes, animated by one lively expression after another. Knotted, pudgy or skinny hands gesticulated energetically with each conversation. Accompanying their mothers or grandmothers were a few young boys and girls with bright, dark eyes, red lips and olive skins that had been washed in some cases and not in others. Alexandra had seen such familiar scenes and characters in dozens of Spanish paintings and now it seemed these Goyaesque figures had come to life before her. She suddenly felt very English in her impeccably cut, pale-green suit.


‘Where are you going, señorita?’ The old lady next to her, crocheting a lace mantilla, had been eyeing her with open curiosity.


‘Puerto de Santa María, I have family near there.’ Alexandra shifted uncomfortably in her seat but managed a smile.


‘On your own, are you? Where is your husband?’


Alexandra was starting to get used to cheerful Spanish bluntness and the lack of inhibition with strangers: the couple who had looked after her on the boat from Southampton had asked her dozens of questions about herself and had even given her their address in Gibraltar, should she ever need a place to stay. It was difficult to imagine any English person she knew offering the same to a complete stranger.


‘I have no husband. I’m travelling alone, actually, from England.’


‘Your Spanish is good but, ah, your accent! Yes, English.’ The woman smiled but then added: ‘Be careful, señorita, young women don’t go about on their own here.’ She stopped crocheting and nudged Alexandra with her elbow, nodding her head towards a man who had been staring at her from across the carriage. ‘And a pretty, well-dressed girl like you will always attract attention,’ she lowered her voice conspiratorially, ‘especialmente de los picaros y gitanos, especially from rogues and gypsies. You stay close to me, señorita.’


The old lady patted Alexandra’s arm, rested her handiwork on the voluminous bag on her lap, which reached as high as her equally voluminous chest, and promptly dozed off, leaving Alexandra to her own thoughts.


She stared out of the window at the countryside as the train climbed up and up across Spain towards Cádiz. Fascinated, she lost herself in her new surroundings as they slipped by.


They were running over gently undulating ground, which rose and sank in larger billows. The murky Guadalquivir followed the train all the way, through a valley that sometimes widened to the Sierras, blue mountains walling the horizon, their bare, sharp peaks and rainbow-coloured spears of rock — yellow, orange and crimson — stabbing the air. In the distance, Alexandra could see towns, extremely white, beyond the wheatlands and olive orchards that divided the landscape. One such town nestled brightly at the base of a hill, topped by a Moorish castle, golden against the azure sky.


They passed wide expanses of pasture, where lordly bulls were being hoarded in anticipation of the season of corridas and ferias. From time to time they passed primitive, winding mule tracks that led up high to a village.


The wildness, the hills, the beautiful images her romantic brain made out of the barren jagged cliffs — the pure foreignness of the place — caught Alexandra by the throat. She still couldn’t believe it — how in the world had Aunt Geraldine been persuaded to let her go on this ‘intrepid’ journey to the ‘outlandish’ place that had been her mother Vanessa’s downfall? And yet it had happened.


At first, Aunt Geraldine was horrified by the whole idea and opposed her fiercely: ‘Nothing good can come out of this escapade. You’re already twenty-five, darling. Some of your friends are mothers by now. It’s high time you settled down, had children and made a home for yourself in your own country, among your own people. This constant soul-searching can only lead to tears. Remember, your mother broke the rules and look how that ended.’


‘I can’t ignore my Spanish blood any longer. It’s part of my identity.’


‘Listen, my dear, Franco has brought Spain to its knees. It’s completely backward in its development,’ her aunt protested. ‘They may have a little more freedom and tolerance now but apparently they still lack decent roads. Their telephone system is poor, non-existent in most places. Besides, their ways are totally different to ours,’ she went on relentlessly. ‘Believe me, they’re narrow-minded and bigoted. You certainly wouldn’t have the freedom to gallivant around the place the way you do here. They smothered your mother with all sorts of “dos” and “don’ts”. I really think this is a bad idea, Alexandra. You’ll live to regret it one day.’


But Alexandra had persevered and, like the little drop of water that made a hole in the rock, the young woman’s persistent pushing had forced her aunt to acquiesce.


She planned to write a third novel on the trip. Already Alexandra María de Falla was a popular name in romantic fiction. When she’d first submitted her short stories to the editor of Modern Ladies’ Romance magazine he’d found them colourful but unpretentious, and had been surprised by their popularity. After that, with his encouragement, she had published her first two novels. Both were selling well and now she found herself in the lucky position of being financially independent.


Certainly, she had no shortage of ideas for new books, ones that would not involve her travelling to another country to meet a family she hadn’t seen since childhood. Still, she’d chosen to go … Curiosity had certainly played its part in her decision-making but, more than anything, the growing need to find her roots had finally made up her mind.


For years, Alexandra had tried to ignore the emptiness that often haunted her, the feeling that there was a whole part of her left undiscovered. Despite the persistent sense that it was her Spanish blood calling to her, she had remained deaf to all attempts made by her grandmother, the Duquesa, at reconciliation. She hadn’t even answered the letters the dowager sent after Don Alonso’s visit to London. Then, a few weeks ago, when early intimations of spring had stirred her restless soul, and while reading Thomas Hardy’s ‘Heredity’, she came across a verse that made her pause:






I am the family face;


Flesh perishes, I live on.








For days afterwards she had pondered Hardy’s profound words. Perhaps it was time to listen to the quiet voice inside urging her on, time to acquaint herself with her own ‘heredity’. The exotic allure of her homeland had always been undeniably potent. Would she discover the missing piece of herself there?


Suddenly, a flood of memories assailed her, bringing with them that sense of loss, crashing back against her heart. Alexandra was five again and Aunt Geraldine was explaining that her mother would not be coming back, that a wicked gentleman had taken her far away. She remembered crying for weeks, hiding her face in her bedclothes, trying to stifle the sobs. Her only consolation had been the countless fairy stories her aunt read her at bedtime. She’d listened avidly as beautiful princesses went on great adventures and fell in love with handsome princes, or lost children were reunited with their mothers and fathers, stories in which everyone lived happily ever after. Soon she began to make up stories of her own, escaping into the world of her vivid romantic imagination.


Later, she was told that her mother had met a flamboyant French artist and, weary of a husband who was never around and his family who had never accepted her, hadn’t hesitated to exchange a life that brought her so little for a love that promised so much. But her newfound happiness had been short lived: a year after running away with her lover, Vanessa had died in a car accident while holidaying on the French Riviera.


‘You mustn’t hold it against her,’ Aunt Geraldine had told Alexandra years later. ‘I know she would’ve come back for you when she was settled, but things were difficult for her. Your mother suffered tremendously, you know. She didn’t belong in the same world as Alonso, being neither Spanish nor Catholic born. It was almost impossible for the de Falla family to accept such a marriage. In those days, the rules of the Catholic Church were much more rigid. Even if your mother had not left, your parents would have eventually parted. Their marriage was doomed from the start.’


And it was true that while her mother was still alive and they were all together in London, her father had often been away in Spain, helping to run the family wine business.


Three years after Vanessa had died, Don Alonso had announced that he had a new wife, Eugenia, in Spain, and that Alexandra now had a baby sister, Mercedes. He wrote to tell her that she could visit El Pavón and meet them whenever she wanted, if her aunt would bring her. He might have known Aunt Geraldine would never agree to that, Alexandra thought bitterly.


Over the next couple of years, her father’s visits to London became rarer and, by the time she was ten, he had ceased coming at all. Once Franco’s military uprising had isolated Spain and war swept through Europe, there was no news of him and Aunt Geraldine now occupied her parents’ double bed in the London house in Cheyne Walk.


She had tried not to miss him but it was difficult. Over time, even though after the war Don Alonso sent her extravagant presents every now and then with the briefest of notes, he had become a stranger. Her grief channelled itself into anger against his family — they had shunned her mother and then they had taken her father away.


Alexandra was jolted out of her reverie as they reached another station. Bundles were loaded and unloaded, new seats negotiated and, after another interminable halt, the whistle finally blew. She noticed that the bulky silhouette of a Guardia Civil had entered the train. On his arrival, the carriage had miraculously emptied, except for the lady beside her, who was asleep, and a few others, who all stopped talking. She glanced up at the man who was the cause of the sudden silence. So it was true what newspapers in Britain intimated about the Spanish Civil Guard — they really were feared. The guard remained standing, leaning affably on his rifle, looking down at the travellers for a few moments, before moving on to the next carriage.


The old woman next to her was now awake and rummaging in her large bag, an elbow scissoring up and down uncomfortably in Alexandra’s side. Seeing the window seat opposite was now vacant, Alexandra moved across to face her. She had produced some large slices of bread and chorizo, and a bag of boiled eggs.


‘You hungry, señorita?’ The woman jabbed a sandwich in the young woman’s direction. Alexandra smiled back, shaking her head.


‘That’s very kind, but no thank you.’


Now that Alexandra could see the woman more clearly, she noted a fierce and rather ruthless look; there was nothing particularly kindly in her features. Her face was sun-shrivelled, with high cheekbones and an almost male strength of jaw. She wore a black cotton dress and a kerchief covered her grey hair. The only colourful thing she had was a purple crocheted shawl draped around her bulky shoulders.


‘So, you say your family live near Puerto de Santa María, señorita. Where exactly?’ She regarded Alexandra expectantly.


Alexandra could see that this was to be the start of a typical Spanish interrogation and suppressed a sigh.


‘Jerez.’


‘Ah, you’re travelling to Jerez. What a coincidence, my family are from Jerez. I used to work at a hacienda near there for a short time. I was a maid for one of the noblest families in Andalucía, the de Fallas.’


Alexandra’s eyes widened at the mention of the family name but her curiosity about the de Fallas had now grown to such proportions that she kept quiet. Although she felt guilty about doing so, she knew that she might learn a great deal more by remaining so.


‘How very fortunate to have such a position.’


‘Oh yes, very fortunate indeed.’ The woman bit into her sandwich and kept talking as crumbs scattered on to her shawl. ‘To work at El Pavón was to have one of the best jobs in Andalucía, make no mistake. The Duquesa, Doña María Dolores de Falla, ruled that place with a rod of iron but a better employer you couldn’t hope to find. She was good to all her workers, even through the war. That’s when I was working for them, during the uprising and after. And I can tell you, other aristocratic families weren’t treating their employees half as well at the time. The Duquesa was always respected by the locals,’ she leaned forward and lowered her voice, ‘even though she did put up with gypsies on her land. As far as I know, they’re still there.’


‘And were they a large family? Were the other members of the family as kind to you?’ Alexandra enquired innocently.


‘Well, of course, I was a valued member of the household,’ the old woman replied proudly, not really listening to Alexandra’s questions now that she had embarked on her story, ‘and so I saw a lot of the comings and goings in that family. The three young men all married badly one way or another, particularly the two sons … mujeres que eran de un origen social más baja, the women were from a lower social background and even the cousin’s aristocratic wife was a widow with children. Muy mala, muy mala, not good … and the Duquesa never approved. Madre de Dios, who could blame her? Take the middle one, Armando. His wife was one of those trapeze people and she’d lived her whole life in a circus when he met her. Imagine! But their son, poor Ramón, he was the one who bore the brunt of it. When the father died and the mother left, it was he who felt the edge of the Duquesa’s tongue.’


Alexandra pondered whether she should be telling this woman that the people she was talking about with such candour were her own family. She felt a fraud, betraying the de Fallas somehow in listening to such indiscreet gossip but, equally, she felt compelled to hear more when it was so freely given.


‘And what of the others?’


‘Well, the youngest, Alonso, was a widow and remarried.’ The old woman finished her sandwich and started peeling an egg, warming to her story, ‘to a lady from one of the richest families in Castille, Eugenia de Juni. Dios mio! Esta es manipuladora, sin un corazón convenida, entremetido, she is manipulative, without a heart, a real meddler.


‘Le juro a Dios, I swear to God, that woman wanted to get her hands on the estate the minute she stepped through the door. When their only child was still in the cradle, she was planning how the girl would marry young Salvador, of course. I once heard her say as much … not that I’m the sort to listen at keyholes, you understand, may all the demons in hell swallow me up if I lie, but it was plain as day, what she was up to.’


‘Her daughter?’ Alexandra knew this must be Mercedes.


‘Yes, the daughter … Mercedes, that’s right. Moody, spoilt little thing she was, even when I knew her. She’ll be a teenager now, ready for marriage, if her mother has anything to do with it. Probably already married to Salvador de Rueda.’


Alexandra suddenly remembered something her father had said at Hazlitt’s: ‘Young Salvador Cervantes de Rueda, the new heir to the estate, grew into an indispensable member of the family. And I must say, took on his duties with more gravitas than any of us, including the Duquesa, could have imagined. In all fairness, he’s earned his right to El Pavón and now couldn’t be higher in her favour. Again, how fate twists itself. Though, at times, Mamá can be rather … indulgent of his flaws, his … entanglements. But that’s all in the past.’ Don Alonso had waved this comment away with a flourish of the hand and before Alexandra could ask him any more about her cousin, the waiter had arrived with coffee.


‘The de Fallas sound like a complicated family,’ said Alexandra pensively, as much to herself as to the old woman. She was intensely regretting the dishonest role she was playing in their conversation. The woman’s indiscretion had probably been caused by Alexandra being a foreigner and, therefore, of little importance. True, curiosity to know more about her family had prompted an encouragement of the old woman’s gossiping. Still, the former retainer ought not to have been quite so indiscreetly personal before strangers, even if she was no longer in the service of the family.


Her talk was not only embarrassing now, as she continued to prattle on, it was faintly alarming. The only person she had a good word for was the Duquesa; everyone else in the de Falla household sounded positively terrifying. Having heartily maligned the women of El Pavón, she was now attacking the men. At the top of her list was Salvador. She seemed hell-bent on destroying the young man’s character.


‘Weird, that’s what I’d call Salvador de Rueda. Weird and sinister, in an attractive way, of course. You know, the sort that que parece santa looks saintly, when the man could hardly be more worldly. Keeps strange company … the likes of gypsies and other personas extrañas, strange individuals. You know the type I’m talking about, or maybe a nice lady like you wouldn’t. There’s that air of power about him … gets what he wants without bothering too much about the way he gets it … you know, the manipulative kind, especially with the Duquesa. And proud too. I never knew a prouder man for all his cool politeness. He was supposed to become engaged to the daughter of a friend of the family but she preferred a Marqués … I think she’s a widow now. Anyway, I’ve seen them together in town unchaperoned … what the world is coming to, I just don’t know.’


Just then, the train slowed down and the woman peered out of the window.


‘Ah, Cádiz. This is my stop.’ Stuffing the remains of her food together with her crocheting into her bag, the woman held on to the bench as she stood up, bracing herself against the rocking of the carriage as the train hissed into the station. ‘Adios, señorita. Enjoy your stay in Jerez. And be careful of the gitanos, they’ll rob you as quick as look at you.’ With that, she shuffled off down the gangway.


Alexandra was alone once more, looking out of the window at the hustle and bustle on the platform. She was reminded of the old woman’s conversation about chaperones when she noticed a boy and a girl, obviously novios from the way they were gazing at each other, walking together on the platform, not arm in arm as they would in England but with a modest air of submission on the part of the girl and a manly proprietorship on his. They were followed by a rotund matron, who was keeping a close eye on them.


As the train jerked into motion once more, Alexandra pondered everything the old lady had said about the de Fallas, the family she was soon to meet. Perhaps the Duquesa was not so hard as she had always imagined. Still, she was slightly apprehensive at the prospect of meeting her grandmother, the matriarch, not to mention her stepmother, Doña Eugenia, or her ‘spoilt’ younger half-sister, if the picture the old woman had painted of them were true. Was this the reason for the growing sense of disquiet that murmured indistinctly beneath her thoughts?


What had Vanessa de Falla’s life really been like among those who had made her so unhappy? ‘It wasn’t easy for her, I suppose, being English and trying to fit into a close-knit noble Spanish family,’ her father had admitted over that same breakfast at Hazlitt’s.


‘Impossible, by all accounts,’ Alexandra had noted bitterly.


‘You mustn’t believe everything your Aunt Geraldine says. She doesn’t understand the ways of our family.’


The ways of our family. Their ways had made Vanessa de Falla so wretched that she had taken her only child back to London after just three years at El Pavón.


Although her mother was English, she was ‘as fiery and passionate as any Spaniard’ her father used to say. Perhaps that was what had first attracted Vanessa to Don Alonso de Falla, making her dream of an exotic life in Andalucía — at least that was what Alexandra had always imagined. And now, she was following her mother’s footsteps into the dream of another life, not knowing where it would lead her. But one thing she did know: she was embracing a longed-for freedom, the chance to throw off the stuffy atmosphere of England, and of that she was glad.




* * *





The train shuddered to a halt with a great screeching of brakes. Alexandra opened the door. A breath of fresh air, overlaid with the faint tang of iodine, greeted her. She ventured hesitantly on to the platform and stood there motionless, holding a suitcase in one hand; with the other, she shielded her eyes against the blinding glare of the Spanish sun. There were no porters in sight, nor were there any trolleys. With difficulty, and a mounting sense of irritation, she carried the rest of her luggage from the carriage. This is ridiculous, she thought; she should have listened to Aunt Geraldine and travelled by plane from England. Maybe coming to Andalucía alone was not such a good idea after all.


The station at the small port town of Puerto de Santa María swarmed with the oddest characters. Water sellers with huge earthenware pitchers and merchants selling wine, sweetmeats and shellfish bustled about next to the train. Brown urchins pushing barrows heaped with mountains of luscious fruit called out their offerings. ‘Que vengan todas las Marías, que traigo sandias y melones dulces como el caramel! Come all you Marías, I bring watermelons and melons sweet as caramel!’ Crippled beggars squatted in corners, palms outstretched. There were peddlers hawking their cheap wares of soap, matches, lace and miniature bottles of cologne, plus gypsy knife-sellers with trays of hand-crafted navajas, shouting ‘Afilo cuchillos y Tijeras! Vamos! Barato! I sharpen knives and scissors! Come! It’s cheap!’, plus lottery ticket touts and a host of others.


Presumably, Alexandra thought, in this part of the world, the arrival of the train was the only event of the day to break the monotony of provincial life; and the railway station would be, she supposed, the obvious meeting place for everyone. Her gaze searched the crowd for a familiar face. Travellers hurried along. Newcomers and locals jostled each other as they came and went. A few spectators, leaning idly against the wall or seated on small benches in the sun, looked on as others passed by. She was surrounded by a babble of shouts, exclamations and laughter, but no one seemed to be waiting for her on the platform.


As she stood there, with the sun on her face, taking in the sights and smells that seemed strange, yet curiously familiar, Alexandra felt she had stepped out from the shadows of her old life into the dazzling light of a new world. The momentary annoyance at being left alone with her luggage suddenly vanished. England was never further away than at this moment — a dull moth to the colourful butterfly of Spain — and she ached to unfurl her own wings and discover it all. This was the stuff of novels, and yet here she was. The thought made her stomach tense with a mix of excitement and trepidation.


It was then that a gypsy woman, dressed in bright colours and bearing fans and red roses, accosted her. ‘Hermosa joven, beautiful young lady, buy one of my roses, fresh-picked this morning. It will bring you luck.’


Alexandra met the falcon-dark orbs that were watching her slyly. The gypsy was of an uncertain age with a nest of coal-black hair hanging untidily at her shoulders, her features regular but coarse in a sun-scorched and wind-beaten oval face. Alexandra shook her head and tried to smile politely. ‘Thank you, not today.’


The gitana grabbed her arm, clasping it tightly in long bony fingers. ‘Give me your palm. I can read the heavens and I will tell you the secrets the stars hold for you in the future.’


But that was the last thing Alexandra needed or wanted, remembering the woman on the train and her warning. She knew there was only one way she would rid herself of the old witch. ‘Here …’ She took a few pesetas from her pocket, ‘I’ll buy one of your beautiful roses.’


At this, the penetrating jet-black eyes lit up greedily. The gypsy took the money and handed Alexandra the crimson flower. ‘Que Dios los bendiga, God bless you, kind and generous lady. Que los ángeles te miran, may the angels look upon you,’ she squawked before turning to cast her designs on her next victim. ‘Bella dama … Apuesto caballero …’


Somewhere a bell rang. Doors slammed. The train began to move, its ancient frame creaking. Motionless, Alexandra watched it pull out of the station. As it disappeared she could hear its piercing whistle in the distance, one moment raucous, the next strident, and then there was nothing: a kind of stillness she would have found oppressive had the sun not been shining.


She glanced quickly around her in the hope of finding a porter. Most probably she would be met outside the station. Like actors after the curtain has fallen, travellers and tradespeople had vanished to leave a deserted stage. The platform was empty, the waiting room dark and damp-looking. Alexandra moved briskly towards the exit in search of help.


‘Buenas tardes, señorita,’ beamed the man behind the ticket office window. ‘What can I do for you today?’


‘Buenas tardes,’ she said, smiling back at him, continuing in impeccable Spanish, ‘can you tell me where I can find a porter. I’ve left quite a bit of luggage on the platform.’


‘I’ll come and help you. Manuel, our porter, is usually here but his mother-in-law died and he had to go to the funeral.’


‘Oh dear, poor man.’ She paused, not wishing to seem unsympathetic. ‘Can you please tell me where to go for the bus to Jerez? My guidebook says it leaves from this station.’


‘You’ve just missed it, I’m afraid. The two o’clock bus left ten minutes ago. You’ll have to wait until tomorrow morning.’


‘But there’s supposed to be three a day, and I have to be in Jerez by this evening,’ Alexandra exclaimed. ‘Is there no other way to get there before dark?’


The man eyed her quizzically. ‘You’re not from these parts, that’s for sure,’ he muttered, shaking his head. ‘You could always try this evening. There’s usually a bus that leaves after seven but there have been works on those roads. Access is sometimes difficult, especially after dark, as most of the main roads have no lights. It can be dangerous, so on some days the evening bus is cancelled. Of course, there’s no way of knowing in advance …’ He caught sight of Alexandra’s impatient look. ‘Muy inconveniente, estoy de acuerdo, very inconvenient, I agree.’ He shrugged his shoulders helplessly.


Alexandra was puzzled. Her father had assured her that she would be met at the station, but it looked like she was stranded here for the moment.


‘Do you have a telephone I can use?’


The stationmaster shook his head again. ‘Lo siento! I’m sorry! The lines are down in Puerto de Santa María due to the storm we had two days ago. You’d do better to visit our town,’ he went on in his slurred Andalucían brogue. ‘Puerto de Santa María is the most beautiful port in Andalucía,’ he proudly announced. Then, as Alexandra hesitated, he surveyed her Titian waves of shoulder-length hair, her long legs and lithe slenderness shown off by her elegant suit. With a mixture of curiosity and logic so typically Spanish, he added: ‘Anyway, what’s a nice young lady like you doing on the roads alone, and what do you want in Jerez when you’re already in our excellent town? If you ask me, there’s nothing worth seeing there except its bodegas.’ He grinned enthusiastically. ‘Though if you want to sample a little of our Andalucían wine, señorita, it’s a fine place to start.’


But Alexandra wasn’t listening. Maybe she should hire a car and drive to Jerez, asking the way to her family’s hacienda, El Pavón, when she got there, or she could take a taxi. Still, she did not relish travelling any further on her own; after all, she had no idea what the roads were like. For the time being, the only reasonable course of action was to wait patiently; someone was bound to turn up.


‘Is there a parador close by where I could spend the night?’ she asked.


‘There is one just down the road. Why don’t you take a look around and I’ll look after your baggage?’


Alexandra was tempted. It was a glorious afternoon. If, by next morning, nobody had come for her, she could take the early bus to Jerez. It was rather annoying that the telephone lines were down. Still, in the meantime, she was determined not to let the present circumstances spoil such a lovely day.


‘Muchas Gracias,’ she said when he had helped her with the cases. ‘Voy a seguir tu consejo y visitar el Puerto, I think I’ll follow your advice and visit the port.’


She set out, pensively turning into one of the winding narrow streets that led down to the harbour.


Like most young women growing up during the war, Alexandra had not travelled much outside England. Although she had been slightly perturbed that things had not gone according to plan at the station, now a sense of excitement suddenly took hold of her. She began to thrill to the unpredictability of her new adventure and had the strange sense of being a fictional character in a novel, one of those heroines she knew so well.


Again, thoughts of the past infiltrated her mind as she picked her way through the cobbled streets lined with tall, whitewashed houses with their protruding casement windows. Bright purple bougainvillea cascaded down walls and honey-scented jasmine spilled out of windowboxes, their aroma mingling with the distinctive salty tang of the sea, invading Alexandra’s senses. They took her back to a half-forgotten childhood full of sun, earthy smells and music; memories imprinted on her mind and body like a persistent dream.


She found herself following the bank of the peaceful Guadalete. Gangs of naked brown children ran about, laughing and splashing in the shallow, murky waters of the slow-moving, wide river. On the flat swampy bank, flocks of pink flamingos rested languidly in the sun. She walked a long time through the old quarter — the barrio of fishermen and gypsies — lined with wine and tobacco shops, some with whitewashed walls, others painted in bright colours. The sun was scorching and, although hungry, she was reluctant to buy food or refreshments from any of the streetsellers.


Soon she came to the harbour. It teemed with a picturesque populace, so very foreign to her but so very intriguing. Men in wide-brimmed hats strolled with women in brightly coloured dresses and mantillas, while old men played draughts at quayside café tables. The clamour of fishermen and fishmongers was everywhere. Sea air mingled with the acrid smell of tar and the reek of fishing nets.


In front of her, the ocean disappeared into infinity. Lines of huts, their mouldy wood gracefully draped with white nets drying in the sun, stretched as far as the eye could see on the shore’s expanse of golden sand. In the far-off backdrop of hills loomed the sombre green shadow of pinewoods and, on the opposite side of the harbour, Cádiz, the bright pearl of the Costa de la Luz, lay shining under a scorching sun.


To the north, she could see the vast terrace of a public beach, framed by palm trees, and the parasols and tables of cafés. Out in the turbulent bay, multi-coloured fishing boats and pleasurecraft, sailing boats, small tugs and an enormous liner swayed and bobbed on the phosphorescent waves of the Atlantic Ocean like tipsy dancers in a carnival.


Alexandra joined the bustle on the jetty where the trawlers were moored. She made her way through the unsavoury, eager crowd gathered there to watch the unloading of the big fishing boats. Never before had she seen so many fish. They were of all sorts and all sizes; some grey and silvery, others blue and pink; big fish with thick scales, others thinner and daintier, wriggling and jumping about like quicksilver; crabs, prawns, lobsters, shrimps … all spread out in a slippery, crawling mass of pincers, shells and scales.


Men in shirtsleeves, out of breath and sweating, were piling this abundance into big, flat baskets; then, bent double under their heavy burdens, they loaded them into carts for delivery to the various markets. Fishermen close to the shore were bringing in their nets. Alexandra watched them carry out this endless task, seemingly ill-rewarded, for their catch appeared meagre. It was hard to say how long she spent daydreaming, admiring the strange landscape of light and colour, but she was brought back to earth by the chimes of the town clock. Six o’clock already, it was time to return.


She crossed the road, then turned to get a last glimpse of the flaming sunset. The sea was turning gold, the sky streaked with rose and orange and angry red; a canvas where the supreme artist used colours unknown to any earthly palette. Wanting to imprint this painting on her soul to use it as the opening of the first chapter to her new book, Alexandra stood there breathless and, lifting her face to the sky, she stepped back, inadvertently bumping into someone. Jerked out of her contemplation, she turned apologetically.


‘Lo siento…’ she breathed as she looked straight into the striking grey-blue eyes of a man, a man very different to those she had glimpsed since she had arrived in Spain.


Tall, slim and well built, he was gazing at her intently, the greyness of his wintry eyes emphasized by a tanned complexion.


Alexandra felt the rush of heat burn her cheeks and gave him an embarrassed smile. ‘I was admiring your dazzling sunset, I’ve never seen such amazing colours.’


‘One can just as much be dazzled by a lovely sunset as by the unexpected encounter of a stunningly beautiful woman,’ the stranger murmured almost imperceptibly.


Alexandra knew that these words, spoken by a Spaniard, were just an ordinary compliment that one should not take seriously, a compulsory courtesy that was part of the Latin charm. Besides, as he pronounced them, the stranger’s face had kept its inscrutability and she had seen nothing she could easily interpret in his pale eyes. So why did she feel a secret stirring inside her?


She had no time to answer him. The dark hidalgo had taken Alexandra’s hand and, bringing it to his lips, brushed it with the whisper of a kiss.


‘Adios, señorita,’ she heard him say softly. Turning, he disappeared into the crowd still milling about on the pavement, leaving the young woman in a daze.


Alexandra began to walk and then almost immediately stopped to ask the way. Going back through the same crowded streets did not seem a pleasant option and she was relieved to learn there was a shortcut to the station.


Turning into the Calle de la Iglesia, she was immediately struck by the contrast between the quarter she had just walked through and this one. Here, the street was immersed in the shade of giant flame trees and life suddenly slowed to a more leisurely pace. She passed white houses tucked away between clumps of pomegranate trees; orchards hemmed in by dry stone walls; hedges of aloe; secret, leafy patios, the domain of women and their families, where the warbling of birds and the smothered laughter of young girls mingled with the soft murmur of fountains.


She had almost reached the end of the street when bells began ringing the Angelus, calling worshippers to Evensong. To her right was a small chapel. It seemed so welcoming, the garden planted out with roses and mimosas, front doors open, inviting passersby to enter.


On impulse, she went in. Inside, it was dark, quiet and cool. The organ was playing softly and the scent of orange blossom and roses filled the place. Alexandra was overcome by a feeling of great serenity and slowly moved towards the altar.


Her eyes took a few minutes to grow accustomed to the relative gloom. On each side of the main aisle, ten or so rows of oak benches stood in perfect orderly fashion. There were flowers everywhere: in garlands, in dainty crystal vases on the altar, in bunches of various sizes, placed as offerings at the feet of the statues of saints that filled the church. Several candles burned in thanks for prayers that had been answered; all were witness to the faith and gratitude of the devout worshipers who had carefully placed them there.


At first, Alexandra thought she was alone but she soon noticed a man, a few paces away, kneeling on a prayer stool at the foot of Saint Mary of Mercy’s statue. His broad shoulders were hunched beneath a shock of jet-black hair, his face hidden in slender, suntanned hands. It was dark, so why she should think that this was the stranger she had already encountered on the seafront and why her heart was beating so hard against her ribs, she couldn’t say, but she had no doubt at all that it was the same man.


Footsteps and whispering made her turn around. A man began to speak in a nasal singsong voice that echoed strangely from the walls of the little church, disturbing the peace and tranquillity: ‘This is the Church of Santa María. As in most of our Spanish towns, Our Lady of Mercy is its all-powerful and well-loved patron saint, a friend who protects all, be they lords or paupers.’ It was a tour guide who had appeared in the doorway, ushering his party of tourists into the church.


‘Our land is rich in legends about the Virgin Mary. The most moving is the one about the young Jewish girl who fell in love with a Christian knight. Despairing of ever attracting his attention, the beautiful maiden turned to our Virgin here, on whom everyone called. Humbly, she gave all she possessed: a pin decorated with a tiny glass bead. The miracle happened: the knight passed by at that very moment, saw her, and his heart was forever linked to hers by the pin she had given as an offering.’


The group of sightseers passed Alexandra and disappeared through a low door at the back of the church leading to the crypt. Peace returned.


All the while, the man on the prayer stool had not moved.Alexandra went up to the statue of Our Lady of Mercy to light a candle but a priest had just gone by to clear up the melted wax from the previous batch of devotees’ offerings, and she neither had matches nor a lighter handy. A faint tch of annoyance escaped her lips.


‘Permita me señorita.’


Alexandra had scarcely time to register the quiet words spoken unexpectedly, close to her ear, before the stranger’s brown hand had flicked a gold lighter in front of her, bringing to life a tiny blue flame and at the same time brushing against her arm.


The spark that went through her at the Spaniard’s touch made Alexandra shudder and, emitting a slight gasp, she instinctively drew back in the first instance. But then, as she realized he was only trying to be helpful, she raised her face, smiling as readily and uninhibitedly as she always did.


‘Gracias, muchas gracias.’


There was utter silence in the church. The man did not smile but merely inclined his head, leaving Alexandra, as he had earlier on, with the impression that inbred courtesy had prompted him to lend his assistance, rather than the more usual reasons men found for helping her. Still, her green gaze met his. She was struck by the expression of sadness reflected in his arresting grey irises and the sternness of his hard, regular features.


An almost visible current leapt between them. For a split second, the determined line of his jaw stiffened, his well-defined lips parted and she thought he might speak. Her heart missed a beat, but someone was coming. The interlude was over; the spell had been broken.


A beautiful young woman with a mane of flame-red hair cascading down her back was making her way towards him, holding two large candles.


With a tightening in her heart that she couldn’t explain Alexandra nodded her thanks again and withdrew to take a seat in one of the pews at the back of the church.


The Spanish lady smiled at the stranger as she came up to him, lit her candles from the ones that Alexandra had just placed in front of the altar and, taking the man’s arm in a proprietorial way, walked with him out of the church.


While his companion had been lighting her candles, Alexandra had had plenty of time to scrutinize the man. He wasn’t particularly young — in his early to mid-thirties, she guessed — but he had an aggressively male attractiveness to him. He was tall — very tall by Spanish standards, definitely over six foot, she judged — with a powerful, broad-shouldered frame, honed to hard-muscled perfection. This, together with his copper-brown face, suggested someone who was used to an active outdoor life, although the immaculate white shirt he wore, the well-cut dark suit that moulded itself to his form, and the gold watch that she had noticed he sported on his wrist all made it clear that he was a man of standing.


Speculating on his relationship with the stunning redhead was difficult, for Alexandra hadn’t noticed any rings on either of his hands, and yet the way they had walked out of the church suggested an intimate involvement.


Having ended their visit, the small party of tourists now returned to the nave and moved towards the exit. Alexandra’s gaze followed them. She hung back a few more minutes in the chapel, prey to a curious inner turmoil. There was an unknown danger about the stranger that she felt keenly, yet could not define. Who was he, and why had she been troubled so by their brief exchange? Alexandra glanced at her watch: the bus would soon be leaving. How had she lost track of the time so easily?


Already the evening congregation was crowding into the church. The garden, earlier deserted, was now brought to life by clusters of people, talking and laughing. Suddenly, Alexandra noticed the stranger’s tall, distinguished figure among the chattering groups. He was standing beside the gate, still in the company of the beautiful woman. In the daylight, Alexandra noticed that she wore a pale-green frilled muslin dress, a velvet cape of a deeper green, and white kid gloves. The woman laughed noisily, tossing back her graceful tresses of flame-coloured hair, on which was placed the most exquisite black lace mantilla.


The stranger turned his head and directed his steely gaze through the crowd towards Alexandra. For an instant she was transfixed. A sudden surge of inexplicable panic rose inside her. She lowered her glance, squeezed her way through the gathering and hurried towards the gate.


Arriving level with the young man, his intense scrutiny hit her again like lightning and a swift wave of colour invaded her face. He whispered something she could not hear and his companion’s voluptuous laughter erupted once more, filling the space about her.


As though pursued by a pack of hounds, Alexandra darted through the gate and began to run towards the station. She had to get away, catch the bus and leave town as quickly as she could. But she arrived at the station in time to witness the seven o’clock bus leaving. Her blouse was half-hanging out of her suit, her hair coming down, cheeks burning, and she was quite out of breath. She clenched her fists furiously, and then, with her hands planted on her hips like a fishwife, she watched the bus drive off in the direction of Jerez.

















CHAPTER 2





Now she was stranded. Exasperated, Alexandra was on the point of making her way back to the ticket office when a young man came up to her, smiling.


‘Alexandra?’ he asked, eyeing her quizzically. She raised her eyebrows in surprise. He bowed and introduced himself, ‘Your cousin, Ramón de Falla, at your service.’


Scarcely recovered from her surprise, Alexandra regarded the newcomer. He was not much taller than she and wore white belted slacks and a crimson open-neck shirt with the sleeves rolled up, highlighting his suntanned skin. His looks were similar to those of a gypsy, she imagined, with a wiry body and the thick black curling hair of the people of his country, worn loose, although it wasn’t in the oily ringlets that, according to the paintings she had seen, the gypsies sometimes affected. Under this unruly mop of dark curls was one of those lively angular faces; all points — ears, nose, chin — and the most sparkling eyes. In build, he was a curious mixture of strength and almost feminine gracefulness, which Alexandra put down to the genetic influence of his trapeze artist mother. His entire healthy being smacked of the warm South and his open expression put her immediately at ease.


‘Very pleased to meet you, Ramón.’ She smiled and extended a friendly hand. ‘I was just about to book in at a hotel but I’m so glad that I’ll be able to sleep at El Pavón tonight after all.’


Suddenly aware of the unladylike sight she must be offering, Alexandra’s hands went to her hair. She pushed away the rebellious tendrils that had gone astray and tucked her blouse into her skirt. The lovely suit she had bought at great expense at Harrods was now stained with dust and torn at the hem. They looked at each other and burst out laughing.


With his hazel eyes Ramón regarded her warmly and a good-natured smile lit up his face. ‘I’m sorry I missed your train this afternoon. My car broke down and I had to walk miles to find a mechanic. Your father had to leave Jerez for the day and, as he won’t return until this evening, I was only too pleased to meet your train and be the first to welcome you. Though, as you can see, I’ve bungled it and I’m sorry about that,’ he ended somewhat sheepishly.


Alexandra warmed to her cousin at once. There was nothing underhand about him; on the contrary, he seemed reassuringly straightforward.


‘Please don’t apologize, these things happen. In fact, I’ve spent an enjoyable afternoon exploring the port.’ The encounter with the stranger in the church had been an unnerving end to it, she thought, but now that Ramón was here, she began to feel more relaxed.


Together they went through the barrier and up to the counter to collect Alexandra’s luggage. The station master was still there.


‘Ah, there you are,’ he said as they approached. ‘I wondered where you were. You’ve missed the bus again, but don’t worry. My uncle’s going to deliver some wine to one of the big estates in Jerez tomorrow morning, so you may prefer to …’ he stopped, noticing Ramón. ‘Oh, I see you’ve found your party,’ he remarked, grinning broadly. ‘Así que todo está bien, so, all is well. Here, don’t forget your luggage,’ he added as he brought round the suitcases on a rusted luggage trolley. ‘Shall I help you take them to your car?’


Ramón took hold of the trolley and pressed a tip into the station master’s palm. ‘No thank you, amigo,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I can manage.’ Alexandra thanked the man for his help and followed her cousin out of the station.


Ramón settled her in his old Fiat, tucked the suitcases in the boot and returned the trolley to the station.


‘You must be tired as well as hungry,’ he said as he slid into the car beside her and paused, tapping his fingers on the dashboard. ‘Where shall I take you for supper?’ Ramón said, thinking aloud. ‘Ah, I know where …’ he announced. ‘There’s an excellent taberna that serves delicious Basque cooking. It’s not far from here.’


Alexandra looked at her watch. Her brows knitted together anxiously. ‘What will they say at the house?’


‘Grandmother will be cross with me, no doubt. Meals are the only times when all the family can get together so she holds them as sacrosanct.’ He gave a mock frown. ‘Punctuality is inviolable. Whoever doesn’t keep to her daily schedule has no place at the dining table … with the exception of Salvador, of course.’ He laughed stiffly and pulled out into the wide cobbled street flanked by lines of bicycles and scooters.


‘That’s our cousin Salvador, I take it?’


He grimaced. ‘Yes, Salvador. My very irritating, can-do-no-wrong “cousin”. He’s not actually a blood relative, of course. He and Esmeralda were adopted by our father’s cousin, Luis.’ There was an awkward pause, during which Alexandra wondered if this was perhaps the wrong time to ask more about the intriguingly controversial Salvador, and then Ramón changed the subject. ‘Anyway, as we’re not going to make dinner at El Pavón, I suggest we have a meal before setting out. The hacienda is only a few miles away, on the outskirts of Jerez.’


Alexandra had not eaten properly since the night before. Her breakfast on the train that morning had consisted of watery coffee and a stale chorizo sandwich bought at the station before leaving La Linea. Ramón’s plan sounded appealing and she was relieved that she wouldn’t have to steel herself to face her Spanish family that night. After a good night’s rest and a warm bath, she would be in a much fitter state to meet them.


‘It sounds an excellent idea,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘I must admit, I didn’t get much of a chance to eat on the way here.’


‘So, how was your train journey?’


Alexandra laughed. ‘It was interesting, that’s for sure. I feel a little black and blue but I survived.’


He grinned at her. ‘Ah, yes, our trains are probably less civilized than those you’re used to, though I’m afraid that’s partly the legacy of Franco’s war. Spain’s damaged train system has never recovered and is rather antiquated, to say the least.’


Ramón turned into a large, elegant plaza lined with palm trees and ornate buildings fronted by Moorish arches.


‘We’re nearly there. The views over the ocean at this restaurant are stunning. Tonight there’s such a beautiful moon, it would be a pity not to take advantage of it. Besides, you’ll have plenty of time to have stilted meals with “the herd”. I promise we’ll reach the hacienda before midnight.’


Alexandra glanced briefly at him. ‘You don’t seem to think much of family gatherings,’ she observed.


He raked his fingers through his black curls. ‘I sometimes find all their restrictions tedious,’ he admitted. ‘But you’ll see for yourself soon enough.’


Ramón parked the Fiat in the public car park. It was difficult to take a vehicle into some of the narrower streets, he told her. The restaurant was not too far and, besides, it was a pleasant, balmy evening.


They walked, turning into one of the flagged lanes that converged on the harbour. It had no pavement and was lined with shops selling nets, bait and fishing equipment, which alternated with bars and public houses without shopfronts or signs.


‘We’ve arrived,’ declared Ramón at last, stopping outside an unmarked building and guiding her down a badly lit flight of steps. ‘Pedro Gomez, the owner, is a friend and his taberna’s very popular on the coast. It’s patronized by a small, select crowd because he serves the best chipirones and the most exquisite kokotxas.’


Alexandra laughed. ‘But what are “chipirones” and “kokotxas”? Forgive my ignorance but it’s my first visit to Spain. I may be half-Spanish but, believe it or not, I haven’t yet sampled the cuisine. My aunt isn’t a huge fan of Spanish food,’ she added, seeing his surprised look.


‘Well, let me enlighten you, my poor deprived chica Inglés,’ he laughed. ‘Chipirones en su tinta is ink-fish cooked in its own ink, a Basque speciality that Don Pedro, originally from San Sebastían, is very proud of. As for kokotxas, they’re small pieces of dried cod cooked in garlic, the favourite dish of the fishermen. During their long journeys, they cook huge saucepans of it then eat the ragout while sitting in a circle, sharing the one dish and dunking their bread in the thick, sticky sauce … But enough talk of food, let’s eat. You’re looking pale, Cousin.’


Alexandra did feel quite weak. She wasn’t used to skipping meals and was light-headed and weary as a consequence. Relieved, she let him steer her towards a table.


Señor Pedro came in person to take their order, beaming, his arms outstretched towards Ramón. In his sixties, he was round-faced and tubby, with bulging, dark, sparkling eyes, a big bushy moustache and greying side-whiskers. The two men exchanged a few words in the incomprehensible Basque dialect and then he turned to Alexandra. To her surprise, he addressed her in English.


‘So, señorita, you have come a long way to visit Spain, eh? Splendid!’ He chuckled. ‘I am the humble Pedro Gomez, Pépé to my friends, a solitary exile from San Sebastían, the most cosmopolitan of Spanish towns, the heart of the Basque culture and mother of its cuisine. What a brilliant idea Señor Ramón has had, to bring you to my restaurant. In my taberna, and only here, you will sample authentic Basque cuisine without having to go all the way to San Sebastían,’ he told her proudly. He nodded his head, in mock earnest. ‘I bring refinement and culture to these poor, simple inhabitants of the South.’


Alexandra giggled uncontrollably at the comic buffoonery of the odd man. ‘Bravo!’ she applauded. ‘Señor Pedro, if your talent for cooking is as great as your eloquence, I’ve no doubt that your taberna is the most sought after, not only on the south coast, but in the whole of Spain.’


The small dining area was on a terrace outside, under a vine-covered pergola. As promised, the views overlooking the harbour were fabulous and dinner was a delight. Alexandra felt at ease in the company of her cousin and was surprised at how quickly a relationship of camaraderie and trust established itself between them. Her only regret was not having known Ramón earlier. He would have made a good brother, she thought wistfully. Watching him during their conversation, she noticed that there was also more to him, perhaps, than met the eye. His frank smile, showing brilliant, regular teeth, punctuated his conversation but, in repose, Alexandra noted, his face was lined and somewhat bitter for a man of his age and she wondered why. He could only be a few years older than she was and no more than thirty, if that.


‘So, Alexandra, tell me about life in London,’ said Ramón, tearing into a chunk of bread.‘It must be so much more divertido e interesante than life in a provincial Spanish town like this.’


‘Well, Ramón, as I’ve only just arrived, I’ve yet to be the judge of that,’ she laughed. ‘But I suppose you could say it’s superficially exciting in the sense that there are plenty of West End jazz clubs, dinner parties and trips down to Brighton for the weekend, that sort of thing.’ Although these social engagements moved her in an endless spin of glamour and sophistication, they were hollow pleasures and she had tired of the same old set of faces and conversations. Excitement and freedom was what she craved.


Ramón nodded in exaggerated seriousness. ‘Yes, mi primita, my little cousin. I see why you would want to flee such torture and come to our backward country to meet your warm and easygoing family.’ His eyes flashed with amusement.


‘Right, so I’m not exactly making it sound awful but in its own way, it’s stifling and you’re not the only one who understands what it’s like to live under restrictions. But I have my writing and that’s my one escape. My sanctuary, if you like.’ She angled her chin up instinctively, almost defensively. ‘It’s what I’ve chosen to do.’


‘Ah, yes, my cousin is a writer, as the Duquesa has often told us. You’ve published some books, she says.’


Alexandra raised an eyebrow at the mention of her grandmother’s interest. She must be proud of her, she conceded, if she often referred to her writing. ‘Indeed, romantic novels. As a matter of fact, I’m using my visit here partly as an opportunity to research my next one, which is to be set in Spain.’


‘In that case, you must allow me to assist in whatever way I can to acquaint you with our ways. And, here, your first lesson has arrived.’ At that point, Pedro appeared and deposited plates of steaming paella and delicious-smelling kokotxas before turning on his heel, quickly for such a rotund man, and disappearing back into the kitchen.


‘I’ve never seen yellow rice before,’ admitted Alexandra, glancing at the colourful dish in front of her.


‘It’s the saffron, an aromatic spice from the crocus flower,’ Ramón added, seeing her blank look. ‘Ah, so much to learn, Cousin. We use it a lot in Spanish cooking. Buen probecho, let’s eat,’ he encouraged with a wave of his hand and they both tucked into the food with gusto.


After a few moments, Ramón looked up at Alexandra mischievously. ‘So, mi primita. If you’re an expert on romance, is there a novio waiting for you in England?’


For a moment, the eyes of the stranger she had met at the port that afternoon swam before her and she remembered the spark of awareness between them.


‘No, Ramón. Ironic it may be, but I’m far too busy with my writing for that sort of thing. Though my Aunt Geraldine would have had me married off by now if she’d had her way.’ Alexandra didn’t add that she had always felt out of step with her peers. Many of them were beginning to marry and have babies but, while she herself was never short of admirers, the truth was that the men she came across, often young suitors paraded in front of her by her aunt and well-meaning friends, all seemed so dull and buttoned up. Besides, she had her dear childhood friend, Ashley, who had grown up with her in London and was a devoted companion, though he had always wanted to be more. She thought of his proposal of marriage, a month ago, that she had turned down, gently but firmly. It still flooded her with guilt and embarrassment.


Ramón nodded again and said through a mouthful of bread: ‘Yes, Uncle Alonso has mentioned your aunt. The daunting Englishwoman, terrifying all who cross her path.’


Alexandra laughed. ‘Well, maybe that’s how she used to be when I was a child. Aunt Geraldine has mellowed an awful lot since then. Except she can be rather set in her ways when it comes to marriage, I suppose.’


‘Rules and principles, eh?’ He shrugged. ‘La adicción de la edad, the addiction of the old.’


Alexandra grinned. ‘Perhaps. I know that she grew up in a different time but she doesn’t seem to realize that the world has changed since the war. Yes, there’s still food and petrol rationing in England and even clothes were only taken off the list last year because the black market made it so impossible to enforce.’


‘The war has taken its toll on us all,’ mused Ramón. He lowered his voice. ‘Though here we’ve been devastated by our own civil war, too.’ He fidgeted in his chair, keeping his voice down. ‘I shouldn’t be saying it but this self-sufficiency Franco is obsessed by is madness, it’ll never work. We’re an impoverished country that needs investment, raw materials, food even. Young people are feeling desperate and hopeless, they’re leaving Spain in droves.’ He lit a thin cigar and shrugged. ‘But at least it looks like relations with America are improving. Hopefully Spain won’t be a global outcast for long. But I didn’t know you were still going through such hard times in England.’


Alexandra nodded thoughtfully before taking a sip of wine. ‘People are still feeling the pinch of poverty everywhere. I think in a funny sort of way, though, my aunt misses the war. She was the first to join the volunteers ripping the railings down in London streets. There was a phrase we used during the war in England: “Make do and mend”. That was always Aunt Geraldine. And, of course, her husband, my Uncle Howard, was there during the war too. Life hasn’t been easy for her since he died a couple of years ago.’


‘But your life in London is comfortable? You like it there?’ Ramón sat back in his chair and studied her with curiosity.


‘Yes, of course … well, I mean, I’m one of the lucky ones. My Uncle Howard set up a trust fund for me, so I’m privileged enough to have money, and I have the royalties from my two books … But it’s rather suffocating at times. I can’t explain, it sounds so ungrateful. Then there’s always Aunt Geraldine’s expectations that I’ll give up my writing and settle down for the sake of security. I know she only wants what’s best for me but it’s different for women now.’ Alexandra looked up at her cousin, her face alight with hope. ‘I want more, Ramón.’ She surprised herself at how comfortable she already felt with him, so much so that she was able to voice those desires she would have hesitated to reveal to her London friends. ‘There are places I long to see. I don’t want to be dragged down some preordained path just because I’m twenty-five, a woman and unmarried. I need to follow where my writing takes me, that’s why I’m here.’


They talked briefly about the family. Alexandra sensed a reticence in her cousin, as though he did not consider himself one of the ‘clan’. He spoke of travelling and of emigrating to the United States, where he would start his own plantation.


‘Are you so desperate to leave Spain? You’re lucky to be part of a noble Spanish dynasty and a flourishing business,’ she pointed out.


‘Believe me, Cousin, being part of an aristocratic family in Spain is not necessarily a passport to an easy life,’ explained Ramón. ‘Under Franco a family’s mere survival can invoke suspicion and envy among surviving dissenters. The iron grip of El Generalissimo still prevails, and we de Fallas have always practised caution as a religion. It’s the one thing I admire our grandmother for: she’s never embraced Franco’s politics, even though our status as Spanish nobility and landowners should, by rights, have made us partisan with the nationalist cause. She trod a fine line and it paid off.’


Alexandra shook her head. ‘Back home, reports of Spain’s troubles were overshadowed by the war in Europe, I suppose. We don’t know about the Civil War and life in Spain from an insider’s perspective,’ she said softly.


‘We’re a nation of spies and victims,’ Ramón muttered, and drained his glass.


‘And that’s why you want to leave?’


‘Partly, yes.’


‘Would you not miss the family?’ After all that he had told her, Alexandra was still surprised that Ramón would cast himself adrift in the world.


‘Once you’ve acquainted yourself with them and have lived some time at El Pavón, you’ll understand my need to get away,’ was his reply.


Alexandra’s curiosity was sparked. She wondered if Ramón’s outsider status within the family, something she had sensed, was part of the reason why she felt so at ease with him. An outsider herself, she had always been fearful of the family, of the secret power the de Fallas seemed to hold over her soul. Although Ramón’s comments added to the uneasy sense of foreboding she could not shake off, her desire to get him to reveal more about the family was stronger.


‘I know that the family must be very strict and conventional. After all, they made my mother feel so unwelcome she had to come back to England,’ Alexandra persisted. ‘But you’re a de Falla by blood, why should you not feel comfortable here?’


Ramón hesitated before pouring himself a glass of wine. He lit another cigar, inhaled deeply and, leaning back, said: ‘Our grandmother rules the hacienda like a general over her troops: her word is law. Because of that, anyone who doesn’t see eye to eye with her risks her wrath and rejection, though I suppose it’s not difficult to see why she’s become that way.


‘She’s a formidable woman who’s led a formidable life … and that’s made her tough and determined. El Pavón was built up as a wine-making and horse-rearing business by Count Rodriguez Cervantes de Rueda, the Duquesa’s brother, whom she worshipped. First Rodriguez died and then her husband, Juan Raphael. Just imagine, as a young widow she was left to manage El Pavón until Luis María came of age, and he took over the control and management of the estate. And then he died too, of course.’


Ramón flicked the ash off his cigar. ‘Do you want me to go on?’ he asked with a faint smile.


Alexandra was fascinated, not least because the conversation with the old woman on the train had made her want to hear more. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘Our family history has all the ingredients of a Greek tragedy. It’s so dramatic.’


‘It seems that drama is a de Falla speciality, mi primita. When Luis María died, El Pavón passed back to our grandmother and she rebuilt her empire. From then on, she’s been determined to exert complete control over the de Fallas and fit us all into her plans and schemes … whatever the consequences.’ Ramón raised an eyebrow. ‘As you know, when both her sons thwarted her designs by marrying our mothers and tainting the de Falla name, she succeeded in driving them both away.’


‘Yes, I’ve always wondered what it must have been like for Mamá, an outcast in my father’s family.’


The prospect of meeting the formidable Duquesa was once again making Alexandra feel apprehensive; perhaps the old lady would judge her granddaughter also unworthy of the de Falla name. And yet she had sought Alexandra out …


‘I can understand how the loss of so many people close to her must have strengthened the Duquesa’s sense of family,’ she suggested.


‘Perhaps you’re right, mi primita.’ Ramón gave an ironic smile as he gulped down the last of his wine. ‘Though, knowing our grandmother, the loss of El Pavón to Luis María, for those few years, would have been a bigger blow.’


‘And what about you, Ramón?’ Alexandra asked. ‘Did you grow up at El Pavón?’


‘Yes, but when I was a teenager my father died. My mother couldn’t face remaining among the de Fallas without him and decided to go back to her family in Granada. I could have gone with her but she wanted me to make something of myself here.’ As if feeling the need to break the serious tone of the conversation, Ramón looked up at Alexandra and grinned. He picked an orange from the fruit bowl on the table, rolling it up his forearm to flick it high into the air, catching it with the other hand. ‘After all, who can blame her? You must have heard the shameful truth about my origins, Cousin.’


‘And what would that be?’ Alexandra mouth twitched in amusement. She was warming to him more and more.


Ramón stared at her in mock horror as he plucked another orange and began juggling them in one hand. ‘I’m half de Falla and half Circus.’


Alexandra giggled. ‘I’m shocked, of course.’


‘So you should be, a nice girl like you. But as you’re half-English and therefore technically an outcast too, I forgive your unkindness. The irony is that the circus would have suited me better than El Pavón, I think.’ He arched an eyebrow playfully and brought the spinning oranges to a stop. His fingers, which she did not doubt were strong, looked as delicate as those of a girl.


‘You mean clowns and that sort of thing?’


He fixed her with a mock-offended look again. ‘I prefer the term “bohemian”, mi primita. Anyhow, I’m certainly much more like my mother than I am my uptight, aristocratic father’s family.’


‘And what became of your mother?’


‘She remarried and has a good life back in Granada. I see her from time to time.’


‘So you must have grown up with our other cousins, Luis María’s children?’ She gazed at him quizzically, recalling what she had heard both from her father and the gossiping woman on the train, particularly about Salvador. Ramón suddenly looked restless.


‘It’s getting late. I think I’ll pay Pépé’s slate and tell you more on the way back.’


After protracted goodbyes to the ebullient Señor Pedro, they were on their way in Ramón’s old Fiat, leaving the town behind as the roads twisted uphill through the starry night. There was so much that Alexandra wanted to know that they hadn’t yet touched upon, particularly about her sister, Mercedes, the intriguing Salvador and her other cousin, Esmeralda, but perhaps she had asked Ramón too many questions already. There were some things she would simply have to discover for herself. For now, as they drove past dark clumps of trees studding the hillsides and the warm earthy fragrances of Andalucía surrounded her, she contented herself with listening to him continue his account of the family’s history.


What was left of Ramón’s tale was not much different from what he had already told her, and the bits and pieces she remembered her father recounting. Once more, tragedy had struck the de Falla family and sent fate on a new course. Luis María and his young wife Cecilia had died in a dreadful typhoid epidemic, leaving behind the adopted children, Esmeralda and Salvador, then aged five and eleven. After Luis María was gone and Alonso was widowed, the de Fallas were reunited at El Pavón. The Duquesa then reigned over the family with an iron fist.


‘Only one person has been able to weasel himself into the old dragon’s affections, and is safe from her demands and fits of rage: Salvador. And qué broma! what a joke, he doesn’t even have a drop of de Falla blood. In her eyes, her beloved heir can do no wrong, though that is as far from the truth as chickens are from angels, I can tell you. But that’s another story where, for now perhaps, la mejor palabra siempre es la que queda por decir, the best word is the one left unsaid.’


‘Our cousin sounds … complicated.’


Ramón glanced at her before continuing: ‘To say the least. Salvador is a mixture of the coldness and intransigence he learned from the Duquesa, the recklessness and impulsiveness of his adopted father, and the sensitivity and pride of his mother. A peculiar combination that inevitably brings tragedy in its wake.’


‘Wasn’t Salvador to be married?’ Alexandra had no idea why the question had suddenly popped into her head. Perhaps she pitied the woman who had found herself mixed up with this man.


Ramón shook his head slightly as he slowed the car in front of a pair of huge iron gates. ‘Yes, he was engaged once but even that was doomed from the start.’


Once again, the uneasiness that had gripped her earlier crept back. She wondered what Ramón had meant. Hadn’t the old woman on the train mentioned something about it? No matter. She was reluctant to hear more about Salvador at that moment. It was plain that Ramón was not overly fond of his so-called cousin but she must not let herself be influenced by prejudice at this stage.


‘You don’t like him much,’ she remarked.


‘No, not much,’ he sighed. ‘He’s too moody, too self-centred … you’ll see …’




* * *





El Pavón loomed darkly through the willow trees as they drove along the gravel drive and pulled up outside the main entrance to the hacienda. The soft glow from a pair of carriage lamps mounted on the front of the house gave just enough light to illuminate the few steps to the imposing wooden front door. So this was the place of her Spanish ancestors. Perhaps it was just the silence, the lack of moonlight and her fatigue but, to Alexandra, it seemed, in the blackness, like a giant, shadowy tomb, holding dangerous secrets to be discovered by those who dared penetrate its intimidating walls. For a moment, she wanted to run away, back to England, back to her comfortable life and forget this foreign venture altogether.


Everybody at the hacienda had gone to bed, except for José, the ageing but strong and wiry-looking manservant. No, Don Alonso had not yet returned, he explained. Yes, Doña Alexandra’s room was ready and there was plenty of hot water. Sarita, the maid, would bring a warm drink up to the señorita’s room in a few minutes and would help her prepare for bed, he announced.


Ramón accompanied Alexandra upstairs to check that everything was in order and she had all she needed, before bidding her goodnight.


Once alone, Alexandra looked round the huge room with its two tall windows opening on to a balcony. The impression of space was emphasized by the height of the ceiling and the whitewashed walls, bare of ornament except for a tapestry representing a pastoral scene, which hung over the canopied bed, a wooden crucifix on one wall and a magnificent mirror mounted above the dark oak dressing table.


Her gaze wandered from the delicate sparkling crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling, with its shining candle lights, to the heavy curtains of thick silk. Alexandra loved everything: the elegant winged chair in the left-hand corner of the room, the carved cabinet that lay between the window and the Louis XVI writing desk; the antique bronze lamp and leatherbound books on the bedside table.


She walked across the room to admire the vase of spring blossoms that formed a colourful display on a chest of drawers between the windows. This room was furnished with exquisite simplicity and impeccable taste. Someone had taken a good deal of care to create a welcoming atmosphere. Overwhelmed with gratitude, her previous doubts and foreboding melted away.


There was a knock at the door as Sarita, the young maid, came in carrying a cup of steaming hot tea. She then moved to the adjoining bathroom and started to run Alexandra’s bath in the cast-iron pedestal tub before rejoining her to ask if she would like her to unpack the cases. Alexandra was thankful for the offer, suddenly overcome by a wave of weariness to which she had refused to submit throughout her long and eventful journey.


Half an hour later, she slipped between the silky sheets of a bed that must have dated from the last century. As Alexandra stared into the darkness, her mind wandered back to the church and the stranger who had so disturbed her. She found herself imagining what he might have said, had they not been interrupted.


An unfamiliar heat crept through her body as she recalled his arresting gaze, which had struck an unusual chord in the depths of her heart. She lifted her hand to her throat, startled by the memory: so powerful that she could feel his eyes on her again. What was this curious, incredible sensation that inflamed her so she felt as though he had actually touched her? It made her aware of herself, her body, her womanhood, in a way she had never known before. In the last moments before exhaustion took over, she ruefully wished their paths might cross again but that was the stuff of fairytales, she thought, and sank into a deep sleep.


Alexandra dreamt of piercing eyes that reminded her of England’s grey wintry skies; steel eyes, cold as the waters of the North Sea; sad, desperate eyes that seemed to be following her. She knew she had seen them before.


Abruptly the scene changed. She found herself inside a marvellous cathedral. She was seven years old … it was her first communion. The organ was playing and someone was singing a hymn to the Virgin Mary. She was standing at the altar, dressed in white. Beside her stood a beautiful young woman, who also wore white. Alexandra looked up at her to recognize her mother. She reached out for her mother’s hand but already she was moving away.


The child tried to follow her but then a man suddenly appeared out of nowhere. At first he had no face, then his features seemed to take shape. She stared wide-eyed, trying to identify him, but the image was blurred, almost illusory. Then the scene changed once more, and now she was no longer a child; it was her wedding day. The man at her side was smiling; he had Ramón’s features. But when she looked again, it was no longer Ramón: it was the man on the prayer stool and the smile had disappeared.




* * *





Alexandra slept fitfully until early morning. She woke feeling less tired, but restless. As she drew back the heavy curtains, the room filled instantly with light. The brilliant sun heralded a magnificent day. Stretching lazily, she raised her head to let the warm rays wander over her face. Through the window she could see small groves of pink-blossomed trees, the ground sprinkled with clumps of bluebells. These shady areas were framed by paths leading off on either side to a colourful patchwork of smaller gardens that, she guessed, extended round to the front of the house. She was just about to leave her vantage point when she noticed two people at the edge of one of the groves that cut through the gardens.


The woman was tall and slender, with ash-blonde hair falling loosely to her waist. That must be Esmeralda, thought Alexandra. Her father had spoken about Salvador’s very beautiful sister. He had described her as cold and distant, always daydreaming, and compared her to a lovely yet lifeless statue. However, this apparently passionless ornament was now locked in the embrace of a young man in a faded blue shirt and was returning his kisses with an ardour that appeared to match his. Suddenly, breaking away reluctantly from her partner’s arms, she ran off towards the house.


Alexandra, feeling slightly embarrassed at having watched the passionate, and obviously private, scene, looked at the clock on her bedside table. It was still early, not even seven-thirty. There was plenty of time to explore the grounds before breakfast. She ran herself a bath. The water was rather lukewarm but she did not mind it: after all, the temperature was several degrees higher than she had been used to at Grantley Hall, where the boiler always had a mind of its own. From the age of twelve, Alexandra had spent all her holidays at the huge and rambling country house in Kent, after Aunt Geraldine had married Lord Howard Grantley. Looking round the bathroom here, with its exotic blue-and-orange mosaic tiling and dark, carved oak mirrors, she was reminded of how far away she was from Grantley Hall and everything English.


She washed rapidly and went to the wardrobe to choose an outfit. Sarita must have come in while she was asleep: her beautifully pressed dresses, blouses, skirts and trousers were all hanging up and her underwear had been neatly folded and tidied away in the chest of drawers. She selected a fresh-looking, full-skirted dress in white lace and cotton. The wide red patent-leather belt, bought on a trip to Italy with Aunt Geraldine, encircled her tiny waist and showed off to advantage her graceful and shapely form. To protect her face from the sun, she wore a straw hat with a wide brim embellished with a couple of pink roses. In twenty minutes she was on her way to the garden.


Alexandra had no difficulty in finding her way through the house. Walking along an oak parquet corridor, she passed a series of cuarterones, heavy panelled doors inspired, she noted, by ancient carved Moorish screens, some with deeply panelled squares and others with a variety of geometric shapes. She guessed that behind them must be other bedrooms, dressing rooms and guest accommodation. The wide marble staircase swept down to a vaulted entrance hall that, on either side, led to huge ceremonial rooms lined with oriental rugs and embroidered hangings.


The chimes of the great wooden Catalan clock standing grandly in the hall resonated noisily through the sleeping household, startling her; it was now eight o’clock.


Once outside, Alexandra stood and looked at the front of the house. It had been too dark to see anything much when she’d arrived the night before, and she was curious to get a view of the hacienda in daylight.


El Pavón was a large, rectangular edifice with three quite distinct storeys, its whitewashed walls splashed here and there with patches of brilliantly coloured purple bougainvillea that crept up to brush the rounded brown tiles of its roof. Its style was neo-classical, the proportions pure: an austere structure.


An imposing seventeenth-century portal, which she later discovered was originally from a convent in Toledo, flanked by double Tuscan columns at the top of three widely fanning steps led into the vaulted hall. Placed at equal distances from the main entrance, at each end of the long façade were two identical narrow doors, richly decorated with carvings and marquetry. They opened on to separate wings, the private apartments of members of the family. Together they enclosed an inner shady courtyard. The ground-floor rooms at the front of the house each had French doors that opened on to an uncovered terrace running the length of the building, punctuated by fragrant miniature orange trees in large terracotta pots. Fronting the house was a wide gravel carriage circle that enclosed a huge round lawn, spread out like an emerald carpet beyond the foot of the main steps. Balconies with wrought-iron consoles and uprights lined the upper two storeys.


Flanking the great house were great expanses of manicured lawns and landscaped gardens curving round to the back of the hacienda. Beyond these, on the west side, stretched protective groves of oleander trees where statues and fountains joined in an interplay of cascading water and iridescent spray. The de Fallas, of which the present generation was the fourth to have lived at the house, had built up a sizeable business in wine production and horse breeding on the estate; and to the east of the hacienda, beyond the lawns, lay the stables and pastureland, neighboured by stretches of flourishing vineyards.


The house and its grounds, set in the wild and arid Andalucían countryside, seemed like a flashing jewel thrown on a sandy beach by a giant hand. With its green lawns, colourful shrubs, myriad flowers and tall trees, the hacienda had all the grandeur and panache of the peacock, el pavón, after which it had been named.


Alexandra relished the prospect of discovering every part of this spectacular place, realizing that it would take more than one morning to discover all its secrets. Now she turned towards the flowery grove where she had seen her cousin earlier. Soon she reached a path at the end of the garden where centuries-old sycamores and cypresses spread their dense shade. On either side, orchards of carefully tended lemon, pomegranate and orange trees exhaled their intoxicating scent. She paused momentarily, not wanting to become lost before she could make it back to the house in time for breakfast, but an impulse to explore further got the better of her. All at once, at a bend in the avenue of trees, she came to a clearing where the shade was less dense, a sort of elevated plateau overlooking the surrounding countryside from where several narrow paths ran in different directions.


Alexandra stopped to take in the impressive view that stretched boundlessly to the horizon. Scattered in the distant, windswept hills were modest whitewashed buildings, olive groves, fig trees, and herdsmen on horseback with their long lances, tending the horses and bulls. She breathed in the air, listening for the slightest sound.


England seemed so far away: the house in Chelsea … Aunt Geraldine … Alexandra’s attention returned to the landscape and she leaned against the trunk of a cypress tree, closing her eyes. The air was balmy, dense, charged with a multitude of different sounds and intermingling scents. There was the soft rustling of leaves and the continuous buzzing of insects, the noisy chirping of birds and the muffled murmur of a nearby stream, punctuated by the strident creaking of norias, ancient water wheels that still dotted the countryside, the buckets attached to them used to raise water and transfer it to various irrigation channels. Suddenly, she was startled by a voice calling from behind her: ‘Doña Alexandra, I presume.’


She turned sharply. Lounging against the trunk of a lemon tree, in the orchard beside the track on which she was standing, his arms folded, a man was looking at her with a mocking smile. She watched as he approached. He was tall and fair, with a weather-beaten complexion that emphasized the colour of his corn-yellow hair, which seemed to Alexandra a trifle too long. His countenance looked, to her mind, somewhat vulgar, although doubtless many women would find him seductive. She instantly felt a visceral dislike for him.


He gave a slight bow. ‘Fernando Lopez, steward and trusted servant of His Grace the Count of Rueda, at your service,’ he announced smiling and, without waiting for her reply, he went on: ‘Isn’t it a glorious morning?’


‘Indeed,’ she agreed. ‘I couldn’t resist your dazzling sun. I’m afraid I’ve managed to get lost,’ she added, eager to escape from the man as quickly as possible. ‘Perhaps you would be good enough to direct me back to the house.’


‘It will be a pleasure to escort you there, dear señorita,’ the steward replied in an oily voice.


‘I can make my own way, thanks. What time is it?’


‘Twenty past nine, you’d better make haste.’


She disliked his proprietory tone. ‘And why is that?’


‘Because breakfast is served at half-past nine,’ he shrugged. ‘It’s common knowledge that her Grace the Duquesa has rather eccentric views about punctuality at mealtimes, and I don’t think it would be wise to run foul of the old girl when you’ve only just arrived.’


Alexandra raised her eyebrows in surprise at the evident lack of respect that Fernando Lopez had just shown towards her grandmother. She surveyed him coolly. ‘I don’t think my grandmother’s requirement that her family join her at mealtimes is the slightest bit eccentric,’ she said curtly. ‘On the contrary, it shows a sense of family and is completely justified, since she’s the head of it. I’d be grateful if, in the future, you restrain yourself from criticizing any member of the family in my presence.’ Her green eyes flashed angrily. She was taken aback by her own vehemence on behalf of the Duquesa, towards whom she herself had felt such antagonism for so many years. Still, through some impulse of instinctive loyalty, she felt compelled to set aside her mixed feelings in the face of such impertinence.


Clearly aware of his tactlessness, the man bit his lip. They returned in silence, an intangible feeling of animosity establishing itself between them. Alexandra sensed that her rebuke had already made an enemy of him.


Don Alonso de Falla was waiting for his daughter on a stone bench on the lawn at the front of the house. A broad smile lit up his face as she appeared and he rose, folding the newspaper he had been reading as he did so. Alexandra hurried towards him, thankful to put some distance between herself and the steward. Even though it had been only a few months since father and daughter had last spent time together in London, she was happy to see him again and was looking forward to getting to know him on his own turf. Hopefully, he would become an ally: someone who would help her acquaint herself not only with this newly found family but with a land that seemed so different to everything she had known until now.


‘My dear Alexandra, you’re here at last,’ Don Alonso declared, kissing his daughter warmly on each cheek. ‘You’re more beautiful than ever. Our Spanish sun agrees with you already, I can tell. Ah, good morning, Fernando,’ he said, addressing the steward who had come up behind Alexandra. ‘I see you have met my daughter.’


Fernando Lopez nodded.


‘Have you shown her around the stables yet?’ Don Alonso asked and then beamed at Alexandra. ‘Are you still riding? Perhaps we can go out after breakfast.’ Without waiting for his daughter’s response, he nodded to the steward: ‘Would you ask Miguelto saddle up two horses? Prince for me, and Chiron for Doña Alexandra.’


‘Very well,’ replied Lopez, and he strolled off unhurriedly towards the stables.


Don Alonso turned to his daughter and placed an affectionate hand on her hair. ‘As you walked up the drive just now, I thought I was seeing your mother again … the same large green eyes, you are like her in so many ways, querida.’


Alexandra hugged her father. She could not help but smile at his obvious emotion on seeing her again. Riding would not have been her first choice of how to spend her first morning with him but she told herself she would find a way to get out of it later. ‘And now you are finally here at El Pavón …’ Don Alonso sat her down on the bench beside him. ‘I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to see you with the family at last.’


‘Yes, Papá. And now that I’m here I’m also hoping to capture the whole flavour of Spain for my new book. Perhaps we could spend some time together and you could help me with my notes on Spanish culture?’


‘Sí, sí, I remember you told me in London you were writing about your homeland. That pleases me too, querida. What is it that Lord Byron said? “Oh, lovely Spain! renown’d, romantic land!” An Englishman, but impeccable taste nonetheless.’ Don Alonso grinned and took his daughter’s hand, patting it affectionately as they sat side by side, looking out across the lawn and colour-drenched gardens.


Since he hadn’t answered her question directly, Alexandra gently persevered. ‘There’s much I’m sure you could show me in the local area that I couldn’t discover on my own.’


‘Mmm?’ Don Alonso turned to look at her and, as if carried off on some other thought, he smiled wistfully. ‘You know, I do wonder what it would have been like if your mother had remained in Andalucía and you had grown up here.’


As Alexandra had often observed with her father during his stay in London, their conversation was going to be like trying to catch butterflies and so she quickly changed the subject.


‘How is your family?’ she asked tentatively. ‘Mercedes must be nearly eighteen now. I can’t wait to meet her.’


‘They’re your family too, my dear,’ Don Alonso replied. ‘I have told her so much about you and I’m sure she’s just as eager as you are.’


‘Has she asked about me much then? She must be curious.’


‘Of course, of course.’ He smiled and waved his hand nonchalantly. ‘Our dear Mercedes is curious about everything and everyone. Such spirit! It’s difficult to keep up with her half the time. The two of you will get on espléndidmente.’


Alexandra had learned a little of Mercedes from her father’s letters but had never even seen a photograph of her Spanish half-sister. She would have loved to have had a sibling for company when she was growing up, instead of rattling around on her own for hours in the house in Chelsea or at her aunt and uncle’s country seat in Kent, though she wondered what kind of welcome she would receive from the child who had been used to her parents’ undivided attention. She still hoped that they could form some kind of sisterly bond, given time.


‘Does she look like me?’


Don Alonso looked surprised. ‘Do you know, I’ve never even thought about it. You have the beauty of your mother, particularly your eyes. Mercedes is a pretty girl, there’s no doubt about it, but she’s more like Eugenia and the apple of her mother’s eye, of course. She has no shortage of admirers already but, between you and me, Eugenia and I have high hopes that she and Salvador will make a good match when she’s a little older. He’s a fine young man and it would strengthen the family to have such a marriage.’


Don Alonso had just started to enquire about her journey, apologizing for not having been there to greet her, when a girl in her late teens strode across the lawn towards them. Alexandra took in every last detail of the girl, who, she guessed, must be Mercedes. Petite and well proportioned, she had two bunches of black corkscrew curls held up with blue ribbons that swung gracefully at each side of her heart-shaped face. Her overly elaborate blue-and-white organza dress seemed somewhat out of place in the country and at this time of day. Like the woman she had seen at the little Santa María church the day before, Mercedes seemed to evoke another era. Alexandra was reminded again that the modern world had not yet reached this quaint and wild country, which seemed to have been frozen in time.


‘Good morning, Papá,’ the young girl said, giving Don Alonso a peck on the cheek while casting a sidelong glance at Alexandra through long lashes.


‘Ah, Mercedes, there you are,’ he exclaimed in a tone that forced cheerfulness.Alexandra could sense that he wasn’t entirely comfortable. After taking a breath, he added, ‘This is your sister, Alexandra. I’m sure you’ll get on very well. You’ll have plenty to talk about.’


Mercedes pouted but did not answer; her almond-shaped black eyes surveyed the newcomer without a hint of warmth. Looping an arm through her father’s, she cast a wan smile towards Alexandra, who was disappointed though not entirely surprised by the cool reception.


During the awkward silence that followed, Alexandra inspected her younger sibling. So this was the adored child of her father’s second marriage to Doña Eugenia de Juni. Everything about her was small and dainty, like a china doll.


‘Shall we go into breakfast? I’m famished,’ suggested Don Alonso with feigned enthusiasm. ‘Mother is expecting us and you know how she hates to be kept waiting.’

















CHAPTER 3





Alexandra followed her father and Mercedes into the dining room through the French doors that led from the terrace. She found it even grander than she’d expected. Research for her book had involved hours spent looking at photographs of Spanish architecture and furniture within the pages of collectors’ magazines such as Connaissance des Arts and Apollo, but the articles she’d read did not do justice to the distinctive style of the real thing. Impressive though the interior was, and beautiful in its own way, Alexandra did not warm to it and felt like she’d stepped into a daunting theatre set.


It was a huge, high-ceilinged room, situated on the west side of the house, with an open arch to the right that led to other living rooms. The oak furniture was dark and austere. Hangings in the typical Spanish ‘repostero’ style, decorated with coats of arms, lent warmth to the white walls, while an exquisite Afghan carpet covered part of the floor, its rich hues scarcely dimmed by age.


On the left, two chairs with ornate backs stood on either side of a heavily carved sideboard. To the right of it was a handsome what-not in rustic style, dating from the seventeenth century, surmounted by a hexagonal mirror with a richly decorated frame. At the far end of the room, between two large doors of Moorish inspiration, constructed with carved ornamental slats like jalousies, was a small dais upon which stood a copper brazier with a pointed cover. In the centre, surrounded by upright chairs, the dining table was massive yet still dwarfed by the vast dimensions of the room. Only its legs were carved, the upper surface having the simplicity of a board. Around it, the de Falla family was already assembled, talking in quiet tones as congregations do before the start of a church service.


Doña María Dolores sat at the head of the long table, upright in her chair. She was smaller than Alexandra expected, and surprisingly youthful-looking for her age. Her shock of perfectly groomed white hair crowned a handsome face, with proud, high cheekbones and a mouth that was not given to easy smiles. Two women were seated further down the table, the youngest of whom Alexandra recognized as Esmeralda.


‘Mamá, may I introduce Alexandra,’ said Don Alonso as he came into the room.


As though by common accord, all conversation ceased. Stiffly, like a choreographed corps de ballet, all three heads turned towards the newcomer. A deathlike silence followed, making the distance Alexandra had to cover between the doors and where her grandmother sat seem endless.


She didn’t speak as she crossed the room, taking in the figure who’d been the focus of her mixed emotions for so many years, and who appeared every bit the intimidating matriarch she had expected. Finally she found her voice, though it was not as assertive as she would have liked. ‘Good morning, Grandmother.’ She kissed the old lady lightly on the cheek as their eyes met. Those of the Duquesa were jet black and, for a moment, her penetrating gaze held Alexandra’s searchingly.


‘Good morning, my child,’ said the dowager at length. ‘Sit here, beside me. José, draw up a chair for Doña Alexandra, to my right,’ she ordered imperiously.


Someone let out a faint, stifled gasp at this invitation. The signal was clear: the newcomer was being given the most important position in the room. Like mechanical tin soldiers that had been wound up again, the family once more began to move.


As Alexandra sat down next to her grandmother, Don Alonso moved round the table to stand awkwardly behind the chair of the horsey-looking woman diagonally opposite. He cleared his throat.


‘Alexandra, this is your stepmother, Doña Eugenia,’ he said, gesturing towards his wife with an anxious smile.


Eugenia María de Juni was of indeterminate age and, although her appearance was meticulous down to the smallest detail, there was nothing particularly charming about her features — in fact, nothing that stood out at all. Above all, she lacked warmth. She had clearly married Don Alonso rather late in life, producing their only daughter, Mercedes. Whatever youth she had hurried through had long since dried up to be replaced by a seemingly permanent sour expression. She gave something that passed for a smile to Mercedes as her daughter took up the seat next to her before staring icily across at Alexandra.


‘And this is your cousin, Esmeralda,’ Don Alonso said. The young woman next to Alexandra turned to look at her with grey-blue eyes that were distant and yet oddly familiar. Where had she seen those eyes before? Esmeralda’s beauty was undeniable, with hair the colour of champagne falling in tendrils across a delicate face, but those steel-blue eyes held no vitality.


‘Bienvenidos a El Pavón, querida Prima, welcome to El Pavón, dear Cousin. We’re glad you’ve come.’ Her smile was stilted, the words spoken rhetorically as though her mind were elsewhere.


How strange, thought Alexandra. The warmest welcome so far, if you could call it that, has been from my grandmother. She had expected the Duquesa to be the standoffish one but it was the others who had given her a chilly reception.


Breakfast resumed in almost complete silence. The only sounds to be heard were José’s muffled tread as he served and the clinking of silver against the china.


‘I trust you slept well?’ The Duquesa glanced across at Alexandra as her coffee cup was filled.


‘Yes, thank you,’ Alexandra replied. She was not about to admit to restless dreams about the stranger in the church, whose eyes had followed her everywhere through those night-time visions. ‘I woke early and went for a walk to explore El Pavón.’


Doña Eugenia’s narrow gaze had never left Alexandra’s face. ‘So I see you’ve already sized up the estate before the rest of us had even set foot out of bed. I applaud your diligence, my dear.’


Unsure of her step in the face of this openly barbed remark, Alexandra paused. ‘It’s such a lovely morning, I was merely enjoying the grounds. They’re so beautiful,’ she replied pleasantly.


Don Alonso shifted an uncomfortable gaze away from Eugenia to smile fondly at his eldest daughter. ‘Do you have any memories of the gardens from when you were here as a child? You took your first steps on the front lawn, you know.’ He might have continued with this reminiscence but at that point caught his wife’s eye and pursed lips, and seemed to remember himself.


‘I recall flashes of colour and the wonderful light here. Nothing of the house, though.’


There was an audible sniff from Doña Eugenia. ‘Yes, our Spanish sun cannot be compared to the grey, soulless climate of your country. Strange your mother couldn’t wait to return to it. Especially as, like the rest of the English, she must have suffered a sallow complexion as a result.’


Alexandra felt her temper flare, but before she could react, the dining-room door creaked: it was Ramón. Too absorbed by her own thoughts, she had not noticed the young man’s absence from the breakfast table. He had exchanged his casual clothes of the previous day for a more suitable outfit with a jacket.


‘Good morning, Grandmother,’ he said as he sat down at the other end of the table.


The Duquesa looked up, her expression hard. ‘You are late, Ramón,’ she said curtly. ‘Your mother may have been brought up in a circus but that is no excuse for you to behave as though you’re living among the gypsies.’


Alexandra glanced at Ramón sympathetically and he returned the look with an ‘I told you so’ arch of his eyebrows. The quiet click-clack of knives and forks continued.


‘You were up early this morning, Esmeralda. I saw you from my window. Where had you been?’ asked Doña Eugenia. Her question hung unanswered for a long moment. It was plain to Alexandra that mealtimes would, most likely, be dominated by toxic political machinations on the part of her stepmother. She had no doubt that the woman meant to make trouble.


Esmeralda was caught off-guard. At first, Alexandra thought she would panic but she was wrong. Not a muscle moved in that beautiful oval face, not the bat of an eyelash betrayed any inner turmoil. She simply grew a little paler and her large wintry eyes became a shade darker.


‘I was coming back from the lodge,’ she said flatly. ‘Salvador came to see me at dawn. He asked me to visit Marujita. It seems the child had another fit and a bad night.’


Was she lying? Alexandra knew, at least, that one part of Esmeralda’s morning activities were unaccounted for: her tryst with the somewhat shabbily dressed young man, but the young woman gave nothing away and, though Doña Eugenia might have had her doubts, she was forced to take her at her word and drop the subject.


‘Where’s Salvador?’ asked Mercedes suddenly, as she helped herself to a second pastry. ‘It’s not like him to be late for breakfast. I thought I saw him this morning. And why isn’t he here?’


‘Salvador’s been called into town urgently,’ her father explained. ‘There are difficulties with the two stallions we sold last month to Don Miguel. He’ll probably have to go to Seville and might be away for a few days.’


‘But what about the masked ball?’ The girl was unable to hide her disappointment. ‘He promised me the first dance.’


Alexandra pricked up her ears. The romance of a masked ball appealed to her greatly but she smothered her questions, feeling disinclined to draw attention to herself and invite further snipes from Doña Eugenia.


Don Alonso smiled and said in an overly bright tone, ‘Don’t worry, my dear. I’m sure he’ll be back for it. You will not only have your first dance with him but a few others as well, I should think.’ He gave a satisfied chuckle. ‘Salvador’s temper seems much improved lately and I think I can guess why.’ He gave a knowing smirk towards his wife, who returned a warning glance. Doña María Dolores stiffened. ‘And I think, Alonso,’ she said coldly, ‘that Salvador has far too many responsibilities to concern himself with such trivial matters. Perhaps if he could count on one of you to take on some of his duties he would have more time to spend on frivolities. Unfortunately, he is surrounded by dilettantes and daydreamers.’


With this, she rose briskly and ordered Alexandra to follow her. As the door closed behind them, Alexandra heard someone give a snort of derision and then Ramón’s voice: ‘Her dear angel, Salvador, has fallen to earth with a crash due to one certain frivolity, I’d say.’ If he was expecting laugher at his jibe he didn’t get it.


The Duquesa turned to Alexandra with a softer look.‘Venir conmigo, mi hija, come with me, my child, we must get to know each other.’


As she followed the old lady through the dark corridors of the house, Alexandra couldn’t help but feel dismayed at the family she had finally encountered. Her thoughts flitted from her disdainful stepmother, Eugenia, and the capricious Mercedes, who she now saw was likely to be no end of trouble rather than the sisterly ally she had hoped for, to Esmeralda, whose melancholy and nervousness made her unreachable. And when would the mysterious Salvador himself put in an appearance … this cousin who had stirred up such strong reactions in more than one member of the family?


Although it was clear that her grandmother was determined to draw Alexandra into the fold and had shown her a modicum of warmth, she was still an impossibly dictatorial old matriarch. Alexandra could see why Ramón was impatient to leave. How tiring it must be to live under a roof where you were constantly spied upon and where every gesture, word and action was discussed, judged and criticized in public. She could never imagine living permanently at El Pavón.


More than one intrigue was no doubt being plotted in the gloomy corridors of the big house and she wanted no part of it. Except for Doña Eugenia, taken individually, the members of her family seemed tolerable enough, but together they made a most unpleasant group. Even her father had seemed a different person. Where was the lively and affectionate man she’d got to know in London? Today he’d seemed artificial and diminished somehow; almost a stranger.


When Alexandra had finally made up her mind to make the journey, her father had insinuated a hope that she would consider El Pavón her permanent home. And although she couldn’t really imagine that it ever might be so, that she could leave her family and friends behind and suffer the strictures of her dominant grandmother, still she had hoped that the Spanish aristocratic life would be a change, and possibly even fun, at least for a short time. But less than twenty-four hours had gone by and already she was aware that more than a few weeks at a time in such a stifling atmosphere would be insufferable.


Her grandmother’s apartments were on the ground floor at the back of the house. Doña María Dolores showed Alexandra into a room of Moorish design. In one corner, a part of it was raised, with low furniture and brightly coloured cushions on the platform, harking back to the days when Arabs ruled much of Spain. The de Falla matriarch was as much part of the interior as this throne-like dais, and yet the space was more relaxed elsewhere in a way that surprised Alexandra. Carved tables and a carpet with patterns reminiscent of Arabic ceramics were placed in the lower part of the room, in front of a European sofa and comfortable armchairs. French doors opened out on to a courtyard with a wide-slatted, semi-open ceiling that allowed sunlight and shade to mingle as twines of bougainvillea trailed across its beams. There were palms, climbing jasmine and clumps of oleander, and dwarf orange trees grew in tubs around the edges; the warbling of birds mingled happily with the sound of small singing fountains. The effect was peaceful, intimate and utterly charming.


The dowager watched Alexandra’s face brighten with delight and there was a smile in the old lady’s eyes. She led the way out on to the patio. ‘We will be more comfortable here,’ she explained, as she seated herself in one of the two bamboo chairs with wide circular backs, placed in a cosy corner of the courtyard in front of a matching round table.


‘Talk to me about your novels. My son tells me you are busy writing a third, set in our beautiful Spain. A very good choice, my dear. Our country is so rich in colour and passion.’


‘Yes, Grandmother, I have always thought so.’ Alexandra found herself answering the dowager nervously. After all, this was the woman whom she had resented for so long and perhaps even feared slightly. There had been so many things she had wanted to say; questions she wanted answering. Now she was tongue-tied and reticent.


The Duquesa smiled, her face transforming from her customary dignified mask into something softer. ‘You have thought much about Spain while you were growing up in England, I imagine …’


‘Of course, I had much to think about … I believe knowing one’s roots is important.’


‘Indeed, my child, and I’m certain that Spain has always been in you. One can tell by the way you write. Your passion is your strength. Está en su sangre, it’s in your blood and that’s what brought you here at last.’


Alexandra was startled at such a direct and unexpected comment. She felt as if the Duquesa had read her like a book.


‘So you’re familiar with my work?’


‘Por supuesto, of course, my child.I made it my business to get to know something of you through your writing, even if I couldn’t know you in person.’


Unlike my father … The bitter thought flashed across Alexandra’s mind unbidden. He clearly couldn’t be bothered to read my books, to get to know me better even that way. Venturing to look more closely at her grandmother now, feeling a new spark of curiosity, she saw a tinge of regret behind her eyes. ‘And what did you discover about me?’ The bold question came out before she had time to think.


The Duquesa laughed throatily. ‘You’re no shrinking violet, for one. It is the truth of things that pulls you, and one’s roots are one’s own truth. Yours are here, as you have always realized, I’m sure.’ Doña María Dolores fixed her with a knowing look. ‘Even if you were not ready to see it …’


They talked for some time and Alexandra found herself more comfortable in the Duquesa’s company than she had anticipated. She was amazed to discover her grandmother had not only read her novels but she appeared to recollect everything about them, down to the smallest detail.


They touched on many topics. The Duquesa was interesting, thoughtful and even witty. She talked and argued, but surprisingly also knew how to listen. The condescending tone she adopted with most members of her family was now scarcely noticeable and Alexandra, who’d been on her guard, began to relax and even warm to her grandmother.


‘Wait here,’ said the old woman, standing up unexpectedly, ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’


She disappeared into the house and returned, carrying a small wooden box inlaid with mother-of-pearl. ‘The contents of this box,’ she explained, ‘are of Moorish origin. They belonged to Gulinar, an Eastern princess in the sixteenth century. They were given to my great-grandmother by the wife of an emir in gratitude for her hospitality when they came to El Pavón to buy horses.’


Doña María Dolores opened the box, uncovering the most superb parure, set in white gold. It consisted of a tiara, a matching necklace, a bracelet and a pair of earrings, intricately and delicately carved, embedded with tiny precious stones and pearls.


‘I want you to wear these at our masked ball,’ she said as she handed the box over to Alexandra.


Overwhelmed by a host of conflicting emotions, Alexandra hesitated for a moment, not knowing whether to accept the magnificent present. The Alexandra she had left behind in London would have scowled at this gesture, even suspected it as a piece of bribery for her affections.


The Duquesa studied her granddaughter’s face and smiled. ‘So many wild things are going on in your mind, my dear child.’ She laughed and her face looked almost young. ‘Your eyes betray your thoughts. I must teach you the art of hiding your feelings if you want to survive in this household.’


‘Gracias,’ Alexandra whispered as she felt the blood rush to her cheeks. She kissed her grandmother and spontaneously leaned forward to give her a hug.


‘It is my pleasure.’ The Duquesa looked momentarily taken aback by this obvious demonstration of affection, then patted her granddaughter’s hand. ‘Now that we have settled that business, tell me what costume you have in mind for our ball.’


‘You’ve taken me by surprise. I haven’t had time yet to think about it.’


‘Well, there’s not much time. It’s at the end of the week, but I’m sure it will not be too difficult to sort out. Perhaps Ramón could take you into town later today,’ Doña María Dolores suggested. ‘You should be able to find all you need at Mascaradas. Were Salvador here, he would have taken you himself. He’s a friend of old Jaime, the owner.’ She paused, and then added, as an afterthought, ‘I’m sorry Salvador has had to go away for a few days. He’ll be back for the ball, though. I’m quite certain you’ll like each other.’


For some reason, and to her slight embarrassment, Alexandra felt a blush creep on to her cheeks. There was something there in her grandmother’s tone, underlying her words.


If the Duquesa had noticed, she didn’t show it but continued, ‘The poor man has been very ill. He was thrown from his horse, which almost left him a cripple, you know. He bravely endured two years of pain and luckily now he’s able to resume a normal life.’ Sadness clouded her eyes. ‘Life has not been kind to him. First his parents, then …’ she added in a faint voice, as though talking to herself.


Someone had walked on to the terrace and her sentence remained unfinished. It was Ramón, come to offer his services.


‘For once you’re here when you’re needed, young man,’ noted his grandmother dryly. ‘Alexandra requires a costume for Saturday’s ball. Could you take her into town.’ She didn’t frame it as a question. ‘I have no doubt old Jaime will find her a disguise that matches her beauty.’


With his usual good humour, Ramón ignored his grandmother’s barbed salutation. ‘I shall be delighted to accompany my charming cousin into town.’ He beamed at Alexandra.


‘If you leave immediately after lunch, you should be back in time for dinner. Take the new car, that way you’ll have no excuse to be late.’ She arched an eyebrow, pulling her shawl around her shoulders.


Ramón nodded obediently and, bidding his grandmother goodbye, he took Alexandra’s arm. They left Doña María Dolores on the patio, her jet-black eyes following her newly found granddaughter thoughtfully. At the door, Alexandra turned and smiled at her. She had not forgotten her grandmother’s reputation, and wondered what lay behind the raised brow, but she realized now that something had shifted in her opinion of the old lady.


At that moment, a proud-looking Spanish woman in a maid’s outfit appeared from the other side of the patio with a glass of water and a pill for Doña María Dolores. ‘Ah, thank you, Agustina, I always forget,’ said the dowager.


Once in the corridor, Ramón turned to his cousin and wagged a threatening finger at her, his eyes twinkling mischievously. ‘I see you’re in the old dragon’s good books. Try to remain there, mi parita, and do watch your step.’


Alexandra had great difficulty in keeping a straight face. ‘Our grandmother is an admirable woman, Ramón,’ she replied reprovingly. ‘You’re wrong to treat her with such disrespect.’ He gave her a sidelong glance and they both laughed.


‘She’s a great schemer, that’s what she is. Don’t be fooled.’




* * *





It was about four o’clock in the afternoon when they drove into the bright town of Jerez, with its palm trees, bodegas and beautiful old churches. The cobbled café-lined backstreets led on to wider boulevards and plazas populated by statues and fountains.


‘Will you be all right if I leave you on your own for a while? I’ve some errands to run,’ Ramón announced, turning the elegant Fiat sedan into a large plaza dominated by a dramatic statue of a sweeping matador and his bull.‘I suggest I drop you off in the main square here, outside Mascaradas. You may want to browse around the other shops before choosing your costume. I’ll join you in an hour at old Jaime’s. Or, if you’d prefer, you can brighten the dullness of my chores with your sparkling company,’ he glanced sideways, with a courteous, flourishing wave, ‘and then we can choose your costume together.’


‘Tempting though the offer is, I think I’ll shop alone, thanks, Ramón. That way, if I choose my own costume, I can remain incognito at the ball,’ Alexandra proposed cheerfully.


Ramón grinned. ‘Dear Cousin, I would recognize you under any disguise.’ He reached over and gave her an affectionate pinch on the cheek.


He dropped her off outside Mascaradas. ‘I’ll see you here in an hour.’ He winked. ‘Have fun.’


‘Thank you. Good luck with your errands.’


The sun was shining; Alexandra felt light-hearted and jolly. It was good to be away from El Pavón and to breathe again. She strolled around the square, lined with magnificent rows of jacaranda trees, and bought a few Spanish knick-knacks to take back to England. The vibrant shopfronts and pretty awnings were an open invitation to browse the various objects in the windows, from the mouth-watering offerings of the pastisseria, bomboneria and xocolateria to shops selling clothes, hats, guitars, scent and fans.


‘Que vendo las tartas, los bollos rellenos de vainilla a tres pesetas, y las merengues! Come, pretty señorita, I sell cakes, buns filled with vanilla for three pesetas, and meringues!’ The ducero at his pavement stall waved Alexandra over, winking.


‘No Gracias, señor, parecen muy apetitosos pero arruinan mi figura, no thank you, señor, they look delicious but you’ll spoil my figure,’ she laughed, and the man raised his arms in playful mock-disbelief as she walked on.


She was relaxed and felt part of the scenery, almost like a native enjoying the afternoon. Alexandra’s father had spoken Spanish to her when he was at home and she was pleased she’d continued with her Spanish lessons. Being fluent in the language was making it so much easier for her to understand the culture in this country, which she now saw she had a right to by birth.


Fascinated by the many crafts practised on the pavement, she stopped occasionally to watch men repairing carpets, old crones making lace and cobblers with their round spectacles, reminding her of fairy-tale characters from her childhood. But the chimes of the clock in the square jogged her back to reality. Once more she had forgotten the time; she realized that she didn’t have long before Ramón would return and so she hurried towards Mascaradas.


She arrived out of breath. Mascaradas was an old-looking shop with a once elegant antique green front, panelled wood and glass façade, and faded gold signage. She pushed the red wooden door; it opened with a creak, loud enough to announce her arrival. Her eyes took a few seconds to get used to the dimness inside and then she made out tall mahogany cabinets with open drawers that coughed out ribbon and lace, illuminated shelves of mannequin heads adorned with feathery hats and masks, shimmering garments hanging from walls, draped over chairs and spilling out of trunks. A fusty odour of damp clung to the place and Alexandra felt like she had walked into some kind of dusty, exotic cavern. Emerging from the depths of the shop, a scraggy man with a shiny bald head, hooked nose and ragged goatee came to stand behind the counter, peering at her beadily through round spectacles. This was undoubtedly old Jaime. Another fairy-tale character, thought Alexandra.


‘Señorita, can I help you?’


Alexandra smiled engagingly. ‘I’ve been invited to a masked ball and I’m looking for a costume. Do you have any suggestions?’


‘The masked ball at El Pavón presumably?’ asked the man.


‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘You’re rather late, señorita. I have very little left. You can take a look in there,’ he said, pointing at two large, faded-leather trunks, resembling pirate chests from the last century, tucked beneath an ornately carved hatstand. She glanced at them apprehensively.


‘I haven’t much time, I’m afraid. My cousin is coming back for me shortly and I don’t want to make him wait.’


‘Are you la Señorita Alexandra de Falla?’


‘Yes, I am,’ she said, surprised that he should know her name.


‘Señor Ramón came by earlier to inform you that his errands have taken longer than he thought and he’ll be late.’


Alexandra heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Oh, good. I’ll be able to take more time to make my choice in that case.’


Old Jaime scurried round the side of the counter and pushed open one of the trunk’s lids. ‘Here, I’ll help you look. I haven’t been through these for a while and I’m not sure there’ll be anything of use but la diligencia es la madre de la buena ventura, diligence is the mother of good fortune, as they say.’


Together they went through the contents of the two chests, untangling and sorting a mass of trimmings of all types and colours. When they had finished, Alexandra was still without a costume.


Disappointed, she wearily turned to the shopkeeper. ‘Haven’t you anything else to show me, señor?’


The man reflected for a few seconds, scratching his scraggly beard. ‘I do have something … it’s a genuine Moorish costume, which belonged to an Arabian princess … A real museum piece … magnifico, entirely embroidered in silver thread and set with tiny pearls and precious stones.’ He hesitated and looked at the young woman over the rim of his spectacles. ‘Unfortunately, this costume is not for hire, only for sale. The price might seem somewhat extravagant for a garment you’d wear for just one evening, though.’


‘Let me be the judge of that,’ Alexandra retorted, hardly able to contain her excitement. If her grandmother had made her the present of such a sumptuous set of Eastern royal jewels to wear with her costume, a princess from Arabia was exactly the part she needed to play.


‘Of course, señorita, of course,’ old Jaime replied hastily. ‘I’ll fetch it for you immediatamente.’


He disappeared behind a heavy curtain into the back of the shop and Alexandra fancied she could hear murmurings from within. Old Jaime was certainly an eccentric, she thought, as her eyes travelled round the room. They fell on two mannequins, looking as if they were engaged in silent close conversation and dressed entirely as samurai warriors except for their bowler hats. The man emerged a few moments later carrying a large cardboard box, which he opened ceremoniously to reveal a garment carefully wrapped in several layers of tissue paper. After a lot of huffing and puffing, the costume was laid out.


Alexandra gasped at its richness and dazzling beauty. She didn’t need any further encouragement: when Jaime produced a pair of silvery sandals, delicately carved, her mind was already made up. The costume would be perfectly suited to the beautiful, priceless heirloom her grandmother had given her that morning.


‘I’ll have it,’ she said impulsively. ‘How much does it cost?’


Again, the shopkeeper eyed her craftily over his round spectacles. ‘I forgot to add, señorita, that I can’t sell the sultana’s costume without selling the sultan’s one as well,’ he announced.


Alexandra’s brows drew together in surprise. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said.


The man’s eyes darted back to the heavy closed curtain behind him. ‘These costumes were sold to me about ten years ago by the descendant of a Moorish nobleman,’ he told her, earnestly. Lowering his voice a little, he added, ‘According to legend, the wearers of these costumes are destined to fall in love. It would be unlucky to sell the costumes separately.’


‘What nonsense,’ Alexandra exclaimed indignantly, dismissing his comment as the sales talk of a shrewd businessman. ‘I’m not superstitious.’


‘But I am,’ he retorted.


‘Jaime, muéstrame los vestidos, show me those costumes,’ ordered a man’s voice suddenly, from the back of the shop.


‘Right away, señor,’ old Jaime replied. Quick as a flash, before Alexandra could protest, he picked up box, costume and tissue paper, and disappeared once more behind the curtain separating the two rooms, leaving her fuming. Who was this man, presuming he could commandeer the shopkeeper, and her costume, at the drop of a hat?


She was tempted to leave but then she would be without a costume. Gritting her teeth, she called out impatiently: ‘Well, shall I go then?’


‘Un momento, señorita.’ The shopkeeper poked his head through the curtain. He seemed very excited and returned a few seconds later to the front of the shop. ‘His Grace the Count has bought both costumes.’


Alexandra almost lost her temper. She was on the verge of giving the man a piece of her mind, when he handed her over an envelope, adding hurriedly: ‘Su Gracia El Conde asked me to give you this, señorita, together with the costume of the sultana and his compliments.’


Alexandra took the envelope and opened it. Her eyebrows rose slightly as she scanned the note, wondering whether she should be amused or offended. The writing on the card was bold and vigorous and read: ‘In homage to your beauty, until Saturday evening!’ It was left unsigned.


The writer in her couldn’t fail to be intrigued by such a romantic gesture but she was not about to let on to either the shopkeeper, now staring back at her anxiously, or the arrogant author of the note, who was no doubt still within earshot. Alexandra shook back her auburn mane and shot the shopkeeper a baleful look.


‘I really can’t understand all this mystery,’ she declared crossly. ‘Why didn’t he give it to me himself? And just who is this mysterious Conde? He didn’t even have the courtesy to sign his message.’


She was about to insist old Jaime should reveal the identity of the stranger when Ramón burst into the shop.


‘Sorry, Cousin. My watch must have stopped and now it’s late,’ he said, running a hand through his hair. ‘We’d better leave right away or we won’t make it back in time for dinner, and then we’ll be in trouble. Let’s not make the next de Falla mealtime any more painful than it needs to be.’


Alexandra had no other alternative but to take the costume and follow her cousin.




* * *





Seated that evening at her dressing table, preparing for dinner, Alexandra found herself musing over her mysterious benefactor.


For no palpable reason, she hadn’t mentioned the incident at Mascaradas to Ramón and had refused to show him her costume, merely hinting that it was stunning and she was very happy with her choice of outfit for the ball.


She took the envelope from her handbag and examined the note, looking for some clue as to the author’s identity. Disappointingly, the curious message revealed nothing, save that ‘His Grace the Count’ was possessed of an arrogance that she found not entirely displeasing. However, it was rather presumptuous of him to assume she would be willing to go along with his frivolous game.


No matter. She shrugged and let her mind wander a while, recalling the warm deep voice that had summoned old Jaime in such a firm tone, and attempted to give it a face. It was a sensual voice but the voice of a man who was in the habit of being in charge. He had only said a few words but something in his tone … Her pulse quickened slightly and she closed her eyes for a moment, a strange emotion welling up inside her. Unbidden, the face of the stranger at the church in Puerto de Santa María floated in front of her eyes. A handsome face … a warm deep voice … already the attributes of a romantic hero for the new novel were beginning to form in her mind. A man with winter storms in his eyes, secrets in his heart and fire in his soul. Spain was perfect for her story; she had chosen it for its people, whose traditions were deep and mysterious and whose blood burned with passion and music and desire. Everything she had conjured in her imagination before, every hero, every emotion, now seemed bland and wanting in comparison.


Alexandra smiled to herself and went to the wardrobe where she had hung the sultana’s costume. She thought about trying it on straight away instead of waiting until after dinner, but they had only just made it back to the house with a few minutes to spare and there was no time. She opened a drawer and took out the jewellery box her grandmother had given her that morning. Taking it to the dressing table, she lifted the lid gently, revealing the magnificent gems. Her heart leapt with excitement. What a strange coincidence to have come across the costume of a Moorish sultana after having been given these by Grandmother, she thought, staring at the Eastern princess’s gleaming jewels.


There was a peremptory knock at the door and it swung open. Mercedes sauntered in.


‘Good evening, dear sister.’ A mocking smile hovered on her lips. ‘Ramón tells me you’ve bought a marvellous disguise which you’re being rather secretive about. I imagine …’


Dumbfounded, she stopped short, staring at the open jewellery box sitting on the dressing table in front of Alexandra. She moved swiftly to it and snatched up the tiara, frowning. Her jet-black eyes smouldered with heat as she glared at her sibling.


‘Where did you get this?’ she demanded.


‘Grandmother gave it to me this morning.’


‘I don’t believe it, the jewels of Princess Gulinar!’ Mercedes looked suddenly on the verge of tears. ‘You’ve only been here a day and already you’ve got your hands on the best thing in Abuela’s collection. Everyone knows it’s her favourite.’ She looked bitterly at Alexandra, attempting to keep her composure, but her words were charged with resentment.


‘She’s always refused to lend it, let alone give it to anyone. Salvador himself was unable to part her from it when he was engaged to Doña Isabel, even Esmeralda has never been allowed to wear it. Mamá was right, eres una vibora, you are a real viper in the nest!’


Alexandra, almost shaking with shock, was about to say something but her younger sister beat her to it. ‘Congratulations, your scheming’s paid off. I hope you enjoy the ball.’ Having delivered this venomous speech, she turned on her heel and flounced out of the room.


For a while, after Mercedes had left, Alexandra remained still, too dismayed to move. It was clear that the sweet little sister she had hoped for would remain a figment of her imagination but the malevolent accusations had stung her to the core, making her tremble with a mix of hurt and anger. Should she return the heirloom to her grandmother to avoid any further ill feeling among the family, or remain silent? Perhaps it would be wisest to do nothing: making a drama of it would only aggravate matters.


The matter was soon taken out of her hands. Doña María Dolores had sent word that she wouldn’t be attending the evening meal and although the atmosphere at the table had suddenly relaxed without the presence of the Duquesa, it was not for the better.


As Alexandra entered the dining room, Mercedes was taking up a seat next to her mother, her doll-like face pinched into an expression of silent fury. Don Alonso was playing with his napkin, looking uncomfortable, while Ramón was murmuring to Esmeralda.


‘I tell you, it’s just not fair, Mamá. Why can’t you do something about it?’ Mercedes hissed under her breath.


‘There you are,’ Doña Eugenia announced, glaring at Alexandra as she took the seat next to Esmeralda, while Ramón shot her a quizzical look. José was already circling the table, pouring wine into small crystal glasses. ‘Apparently, you’ve done such a good job ingratiating yourself with the Duquesa that you’ve already managed to wheedle a nice little trophy out of her. Madre de Dios, you English girls are quite something.’


‘Eugenia, my dear, I don’t think …’ Don Alonso began, but Alexandra interrupted.


‘It’s all right, Papá.’ Alexandra schooled her features as she turned to her stepmother. ‘If it’s the jewels that Grandmother gave me as a present today that you’re referring to—’


‘Present, is it?’ Doña Eugenia’s eyes narrowed. If Alonso’s wife had been simply cold before, now she made little attempt to disguise her dislike of her stepdaughter, whom she clearly felt had arrived for no other purpose but to usurp the favoured place that should have been Mercedes’. ‘And what would the Duquesa be doing giving the Gulinar jewels, her most prized family heirloom, to someone who’s only been here five minutes and is barely a de Falla?’


The insult struck at Alexandra’s sensitivities. Still, she wanted to avoid a row, even though she could feel her temper simmering. Suddenly she felt sorry for her father. What could possibly have attracted him to such a woman? She was also rather disappointed in him. How could he sit there at the table, clearly wishing himself elsewhere, making no real attempt to silence his wife, not even for the sake of his own daughter?


‘It seems to me, Doña Eugenia, that I am no less a de Falla than yourself,’ she answered. ‘I didn’t marry into the family, after all, and half my blood comes from my father.’ She glanced at Don Alonso for a sign of some reaction.


He took a weary breath. ‘Indeed it does, niña. Now, try the paella. I’m sure you won’t have had this back at home,’ he said with forced enthusiasm as José stood there, holding an appetizing dish of the saffron rice with all its delicious trimmings, waiting for Alexandra to help herself.


But Eugenia ignored her husband’s attempt to change the subject, continuing to eye Alexandra contemptuously. ‘As we say in Spain, al árbol por el fruto es conocido, the tree is known by its fruit. Like mother, like daughter, I say.’


Alexandra set her chin and looked her stepmother directly. ‘I take that as a compliment. Like me, my mother also found it difficult to tolerate discourtesy.’ She turned away to spoon some rice on to her plate. ‘Another failing of the English, perhaps.’ At this statement, she noticed Esmeralda gazing fixedly at her. The young woman seemed to be taking notice of Alexandra for the first time. The expression on her cousin’s beautiful pale face was one of surprise and a hint of admiration flickered in her eyes.


Eugenia’s mouth narrowed to a thin slit and she was about to say something when Ramón chipped in.


‘We Spanish can be somewhat direct. You’ll find no shortage of it while you are at El Pavón.’


Aware that her demeanour had become icy, Alexandra tried to relax and nodded at Ramón with a smile. She was not about to give her stepmother the satisfaction of seeing that she had got under her skin.


‘I think Alexandra will become used to our ways in time,’ offered Esmeralda. ‘And besides, she’s no caged bird. Luckily for her, she’s free to fly the nest whenever she pleases if we’re not to her liking.’ She turned smoky, sad eyes to Alexandra, searching her face with some curiosity as she spoke.


Eugenia put down her fork and looked up sharply. ‘Anyone would think you were not satisfied with your own lot here, Esmeralda, the way you’re always disappearing off these days.’


‘Then I shall be careful to rattle my cage more loudly in future to make my presence known.’


‘Mind your step, Esmeralda.’


‘All I ever do is mind my step, Tía. Isn’t that what we all do here?’ She suddenly looked exasperated, as if something had momentarily broken through the remoteness she wore like a cloak.


At that point Mercedes gave up her petulant silence, determined that her mission would not be ignored. ‘Oh, Esmeralda, don’t be so dramatic. Anyhow, we’re getting off the point. What about the Gulinar heirloom? Those jewels were to be mine, when I marry, weren’t they, Mamá?’


‘Si, querida,’ Eugenia answered her daughter, her gaze steady on Alexandra as she did so. ‘By rights, they should go to Mercedes and remain in the family, here on Spanish soil, to be passed down to generations of pure Spanish nobility, not carted back to England to be lost among whatever inferior baubles and trinkets you might possess.’


Disconcerted, Alexandra bit down an angry response. Mercedes had made no mention that the jewels were promised to her during the angry tirade upstairs.


Ramón gave a sugar-sweet smile. ‘Mercedes, surely you don’t need the Gulinar jewels to confirm that you’re a little princess. We all know that already.’


‘Very funny, Ramón,’ snapped Mercedes. ‘And I suppose you’re on her side, boasting about her secret costume for the ball, making it sound as if she’s going to be the best dressed there.’ Her voice became increasingly shrill, her cheeks reddening in frustration, making her appear even more like a painted figurine.


‘You exaggerate, as usual, Mercedes.’ Ramón took a piece of bread and broke it in two.


‘If Salvador were here, he’d be on my side.’


‘If Salvador were here, then the Duquesa would be too, most likely, and you wouldn’t be squeaking your complaint so loudly then,’ Ramón retorted. ‘Besides, what makes you so sure that you were to have the Gulinar jewels? How strange that our grandmother has never made that public knowledge.’


‘Not everything is public knowledge in this house,’ said Eugenia coldly.


Ramón cocked an eyebrow. ‘How very true, Tía.’


Alexandra felt Esmeralda shift uneasily in her chair.


‘The Duquesa and I have an understanding,’ Doña Eugenia continued. ‘I do not expect you to understand, Ramón. You don’t have the ear of the Duquesa, far from it. And you, my dear,’ she said, turning her hard, black eyes on Alexandra, ‘if you think you can waltz in here like an upstart and pull the wool over your grandmother’s eyes …’


‘That’s enough. Leave her alone, Tía,’ Ramón shot Eugenia a challenging look. ‘Alexandra’s come all the way from England to meet us, her family. What kind of a welcome is this? Can’t we, for once, at least give the illusion that we are a family?’


‘I’m under no illusions, my boy. But when have you ever wanted to be part of this family? You spend more time outside the hacienda than in it. Lord knows what you do or where you go. All I know is you’re never around when you’re needed.’


‘What am I needed for, Tía? To make this house even more miserable than it already is?’ His voice was quiet but his eyes loudly proclaimed his bitterness.


‘What’s this? First Esmeralda, and now you. Neither of you would have piped up with such talk before your cousin came to stay. El ruin pajarillo, descubra su nidillo, the wretched bird fouls its own nest.’


Alexandra looked over at her father, bemused, wondering why he wasn’t putting an end to this stream of relentless spite. Don Alonso caught her eye and, as if guilt had stirred him out of his apathetic silence, turned to his wife.


‘Please my dear. Is all this unpleasantness really necessary? Ramón is right, we’re hardly behaving like a family.’


‘And what kind of family would you have us be, Alonso? Like an English one?’ Doña Eugenia’s expression changed from one of haughty distain to something nastier. ‘Perhaps you’d prefer it if I were like your English wife? At least a Spanish wife stays to raise her child herself and doesn’t make a fool of her husband—’


‘Eugenia!’ Alonso, finally jolted out of his lethargy, roared at his wife.


What Don Alonso may or may not have said at this point was not to be heard, however, as everyone became suddenly aware of the Duquesa, who stood glowering in the doorway.


Doña Eugenia’s eyes rounded and alarm flashed across her face. ‘Mamá, we did not expect you for dinner. We thought you were staying in your room tonight,’ she uttered, half rising from her chair.


‘Sit down, Eugenia, and tell me how I could possibly be expected to stay in my room with all this commotion going on under my roof. What is the meaning of this unearthly noise? I could hear you halfway down the corridor.’


‘Sorry you’ve been disturbed, Mamá,’ said Don Alonso, regaining his composure. ‘There was just a little … misunderstanding …’ He gave an apologetic wave of his hand.


‘Misunderstanding?’ The Duquesa lifted an enquiring eyebrow, her slate-grey eyes fixed upon her son with a freezing stare.


‘Grandmother, had I realized my acceptance of your gift would cause such trouble, I would have insisted you kept it,’ interjected Alexandra, looking anxiously at the matriarch who stood there motionless, like the statue of wrath.


‘And I would have tolerated no such thing,’ the Duquesa said in a low voice, but her tone was fierce.


‘But if they were intended for Mercedes …’


Doña Eugenia looked uncomfortable. ‘I was only explaining that there may have been a misunderstanding about the Gulinar jewels. You might have lent them to Alexandra for this special occasion …’


The Duquesa’s gaze now fell frostily on her daughter-in-law. ‘No explanations are needed, Eugenia. There is no misunderstanding. The Princess Gulinar jewels are mine to give to whomever I please.’


‘But, Mamá, Mercedes …’ Doña Eugenia began to object.


‘Mercedes has nothing to do with it. I will not have my decision questioned on this matter and that is all I have to say.’ The Duquesa’s stare swept over her small audience before she sailed out.


The atmosphere pulsed in the room for several moments after Doña María Dolores had gone. Dinner was now served in complete silence. Doña Eugenia pursed her lips and Mercedes, though wide-eyed with indignation, knew better than to speak. Instead, she went into a pouting sulk and was motioned by her mother to finish up her paella before it became cold.


‘Well, that seems to have settled things,’ said Ramón sardonically, ignoring Doña Eugenia’s glare. ‘Perhaps we can continue to eat now. All this excitement has made me ravenous.’ He sent Alexandra a reassuring wink as he passed the bread but her appetite had vanished.


So this is the family I have been curious about for so long, Alexandra thought gloomily. She could swallow neither another mouthful of food nor her desperate disappointment. How different was the reality compared to her wistful imaginings. She realized now how deep-seated her longing for a family had been: the father she could have relied upon, the companionship of a sister she might have confided in, even a stepmother who might have come to love her as her own. The reality of this woman’s contempt, and the other girl’s antipathy towards her, felt utterly horrendous.


She thought back to the Duquesa’s disparaging remark at breakfast that morning about Lola, Ramón’s mother. Having seen first-hand the autocratic way her grandmother treated her family, she could now understand why her mother had felt so oppressed. She could imagine exactly how her grandmother must have been cold to Vanessa, regardless of the Duquesa’s current warmth towards her granddaughter. Undercurrents of animosity that rippled through the family were undeniable. Aunt Geraldine may have been right after all: it was pure folly to have come to Spain.


Alexandra retreated into her own world for a while, grateful to be ignored, even though Ramón sporadically tried to engage her in conversation.


For the rest of dinner, no further mention was made of Princess Gulinar’s jewels. The conversation presently moved on to a new subject. Apparently, the condition of Marujita’s sick child was worsening by the day. That name again. It had cropped up that morning at breakfast. Alexandra wondered who Marujita was and why everyone was so concerned about the young woman and her offspring. She must be some close friend of the family, she guessed.


As she had barely spoken a word since the Duquesa left, nobody paid much attention to Alexandra. Even Ramón seemed to forget she was there, not bothering to fill her in on the background to this new piece of gossip, though he too said little, perhaps reluctant to stumble into another altercation with his aunt. For her part, Alexandra was only half listening to the conversation, too preoccupied by the unsavoury argument at the start of dinner.


She foresaw that her stay at El Pavón would probably not be without similar incident, and wondered if it would be preferable to return to London before any further unpleasantness occurred. The old woman on the train had sown a seed of doubt about the family and now one certainty had taken root: Mercedes and Eugenia, each in her own way, would be difficult, to say the least. Still, she was not one to give up at the first obstacle; quite the reverse, she had always been up for a challenge. She had never hesitated to fight for her beliefs, or for whatever she needed. Had the issue taken place in the morning, before she had made better acquaintance with her grandmother, she would have had no hesitation: she would not have chosen to put up with such a suffocating and confrontational atmosphere. Except, the very ‘dragon’ that everybody feared had charmed her, and then stood up for her. An unfamiliar feeling was growing in her heart: a mixture of warmth and tenderness towards her grandmother, unknown to her until then.


Alexandra was distracted by the sound of chairs being drawn back. Dinner was over. On her way to the door, Doña Eugenia continued her monologue for anyone who might care to listen.


‘Mamá ought to have been firmer right from the start and not let the situation reach this point. There’s nothing to prove that the girl is telling the truth and, even if she were, she wouldn’t be the first to find herself in such a position. This sort of thing is quite common among those people. Of course, she is very young. Still, if it had been up to me, the problem of this indiscretion would have been solved without all this fuss. A few gold coins slipped in the right direction and matters would’ve been settled. Salvador’s too soft.’


Salvador’s name jerked Alexandra out of the haze of her own thoughts. What were they talking about now? And what did Salvador have to do with it? Whoever the girl was, another piece of intrigue seemed to be at work at El Pavón. A now familiar wave of uneasiness gripped Alexandra as she went pensively up to her room.

















CHAPTER 4





Alexandra glimpsed Marujita for the first time on the day of the masked ball. It had been nearly a week since she’d arrived at the hacienda and she had taken to having a daily walk through the grounds. It was a relief to get away from the oppressive mood of the place when the family were around and often she went out with her notebook to scribble down ideas for her novel.


Following her usual route along the avenue of sycamores, she reached the clearing where she’d stopped a couple of days before to admire the landscape. From the clearing, by chance, she turned into one of the narrow tracks, alongside the lemon orchard, that ran on from the shaded walk. Further on, the sunken path opened out into a secluded private garden.


There, hidden away amidst a tumbling golden cascade of mimosa, was a single-storey cottage of white stone with turquoise shutters. The doorway was ajar and a birdcage hung outside the open window. To the left, some distance away, surrounded by pomegranate and lemon trees, was a fountain, its steady warbling the only sound to disturb the tranquillity of this enchanting retreat.


Alexandra was peering at the cottage from behind a bushy shrub and did not see the girl immediately. She was sitting beside a basin, leaning over the edge, looking at her reflection in the mirrored surface. One of her hands was playing dreamily with the translucent water, letting it filter between her long, graceful fingers while with the other she stroked the big purring black cat that lay at her feet.


‘Marujita! Marujita! Where are you?’ called a voice from inside the house. A stout woman appeared at the door. ‘Ah, there you are! Siempre soñando, always daydreaming. Come and help me hang out the washing.’


The girl turned. She drew herself up languidly, and reluctantly followed the matronly woman into the house, holding a bunch of Spanish jasmine under her nose as she did so. The black cat wagged its bushy tail and trailed after the young gitana, the girl carrying herself with a sensuality allied somehow with a fragile, almost adolescent grace. Alexandra had no doubt that for most men those looks, while unconventional, would be both bewitching and unforgettable. Marujita possessed a fiery beauty: long ebony hair, dusky, golden, satiny skin, a slightly aquiline nose and high cheekbones. Her jet-black, velvet eyes, beneath the smooth arc of perfect eyebrows, reflected a haughty arrogance matched by the provocative fullness of her lips.


A vague, troubled feeling crept over Alexandra once more, almost a dark presentiment, which had been her frequent companion since she arrived in Spain. So this was the infamous Marujita. Something about the girl made Alexandra sense danger. What had she just stumbled on? Slowly, apprehensively, she went back the way she’d come.


As she turned into the avenue of sycamores, the faint sound of voices made her stop in her tracks. This time, she heard a man in anger and the subdued, imploring tones of a youth. A shrill cry split the air. Without hesitation, Alexandra hurried towards the orchard on the other side of the pomegranate trees, from where the cry had come.


She soon spotted them, at the base of one of the trees.


‘I think you filthy gitanos must enjoy being beaten. Do you think I don’t know what you’re always up to?’


Fernando Lopez, the blond-headed steward Alexandra had disliked from the moment she had seen him on that first morning at El Pavón, was holding his victim by the ear, his face twisted in a cruel sneer. He was on the verge of striking the boy again with his fist when he saw Alexandra. Immediately he let go of the boy, who could not have been older than fourteen. Gritting her teeth, Alexandra approached the pair, making a determined effort to keep her temper. She bent down and placed a protective arm around the lad.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she hissed, finding it difficult to contain the outrage in her voice. ‘Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?’


The steward’s eyes darkened. He attempted a smile but only managed a grimace.


‘You don’t understand, señorita,’ he said sharply. ‘These gypsies, they’re a cursed people, they bring bad luck and this one will only learn from a beating. I’d shop him to the authorities but unfortunately the Count and the Duquesa choose to protect this lot. It’s not the first time I’ve caught the dirty little ratero stealing and I—’


‘Even if he did steal,’ Alexandra cut in, her eyes flashing, ‘no offence gives you the right to carry on so contemptibly. I don’t know what rules govern this estate but in England you’d be dismissed for far less.’


The youth was huddling by a tree, his swollen and bleeding face rendered almost unrecognizable by the blows. Looking more closely, she saw that he was one of the stable boys she’d noticed working with old Miguel, the head gardener and stableman.


‘Go and fetch help,’ she ordered curtly. ‘We’ll take him to the house.’


Again, the smile from Lopez did not reach his eyes.‘No te preocupes, don’t worry yourself. Let me deal with this. I’ll take him to his family. They live on this land, not far from here. Besides, as I said before, Pablo is a bad lad and it’s not the first time he’s been in trouble.’


‘Very well, I’ll accompany you then.’


‘That won’t be necessary, Doña Alexandra,’ Lopez replied, and made as if to start hauling the boy to his feet. ‘I wouldn’t want to put you to any more trouble.’


‘But I insist,’ she said dryly, glancing at Pablo, who was still cowering on the ground.


The estate manager paused, narrowing his eyes, and gave a grudging nod. ‘Just as you wish, señorita.’


Alexandra motioned to indicate that he should carry the boy. Reluctantly, Lopez bent down and picked up the lad, who groaned painfully.


They left the shade of the lemon trees, following the avenue of sycamores, and turned into the sunken lane, retracing Alexandra’s footsteps. Finally, they stopped in front of the picturesque white cottage capped with mimosa.


‘Consuelo! Marujita!’ Fernando Lopez called out in a surly voice.


The older of the two women appeared at the doorway, hands on hips.


‘Hey, not so loud,’ she exclaimed, ‘you’ll wake the baby.’ Suddenly aware that the estate manager was carrying her son, she rushed to the boy, her hands to her mouth, muffling the cry that died on her lips.


‘Pablo, Pablo, mi hijo, my child! Santa María, how did he get into such a state?’ she wailed.


Standing unnoticed, well behind Lopez, Alexandra couldn’t make out the man’s answer. Marujita ran up now, alarmed by her mother’s cries. The trio and their burden disappeared inside the house and, for a moment, she wondered if she should wait to check that the steward made no further trouble for the boy but decided, given her intervention, that was unlikely. He wouldn’t dare risk her anger again. For the second time that morning, Alexandra started back to El Pavón, her thoughts disturbed by what she’d seen.


Her relations with Fernando Lopez had already got off to a shaky start. She had no doubt this incident would damage them further. Lopez was clearly a cruel and dangerous man. He had seemed to enjoy hurting the boy; Alexandra had sensed that he was almost enacting some sick fantasy; she shivered. People like that ought to be locked up. She must have a word with her father.




* * *





As the afternoon slipped into early evening, Alexandra sat in her wide pedestal bath, immersed in the comforting warmth of the hot water, freshly run by Sarita and scented with homemade flower oils. She played absent-mindedly with the soapy foam on her sponge. The time of the ball was growing closer and, with every minute, a strange excitement built up inside her. Only a few hours away from discovering the identity of the mysterious stranger, this so-called Conde, she had to admit she was intrigued. She closed her eyes. The recollection of the deep tone of his voice sent a pleasant sensation rippling down her spine. Her writer’s fantasy was conjuring up all sorts of situations for their imminent meeting.


Then something more than romantic fancy unsettled her, and the stranger from the church once more intruded into her thoughts. She could feel his soft grey gaze on her again, melancholy yet probing in a way that had stirred her inexplicably, and the prickling sensation in her spine intensified, moving lower, making her muscles clench deeper inside.


After wiping the wet sponge over her face, she opened her eyes. It was a shocking realization that no sooner had she set foot on Spanish soil than two men were occupying her fantasies. She had inherited her looks from her mother; perhaps she had inherited some wayward streak from her too, she wondered. Had she been so deprived of romance back in England that the attentions of both these strangers had made her lose control? After all, Latin men were famous for their effusive, flamboyantly romantic ways. Silly girl, she chided herself, you’re acting like an unsophisticated teenager.


A knock on the door startled her. She rose, dripping, from her bath, wrapped herself hastily in a large pink towel and went to answer it. Standing in the doorway was Agustina, her grandmother’s chambermaid.


‘Her Grace the Duquesa has sent me to help you with your costume.’


‘How kind of Grandmother,’ said Alexandra. ‘You’ve come at the right time, I couldn’t possibly have managed my hair by myself,’ she smiled.


The maid laughed. ‘I should think not! Agustina will handle it.’


Alexandra had seen Agustina on the first day when the housekeeper had given Doña María Dolores her medicine, and often after that in the dark corridors of the house, but she had never paid much attention to her. She was a matronly woman in her fifties, handsome, with the golden-brown skin and large dark eyes so typical of the women of her country. Agustina had undoubtedly been a great beauty in her youth. Her hair, black and shiny like a raven’s wing, was strewn with a scattering of silver threads and was drawn back into a large chignon, held at the nape of her neck by a net and a wide tortoiseshell comb. Her black frock was of heavy silk that rustled when she moved; a stiff white collar and a starched apron trimmed with lace brightened up the rather austere outfit. She smiled frequently, as she was doing now, showing off two rows of perfectly straight white teeth. There was an intelligence in that face and Alexandra could well understand why her grandmother had appointed Agustina as her personal servant. She followed her to the dressing table and sat down.


‘I’m going to give your hair Agustina’s special treatment,’ the duenna said, picking up the brush and running her fingers through Alexandra’s copper mane. ‘It will leave it so sedoso, silky and shiny, that all the women at the ball will be envious.’


Alexandra smiled and gave a docile nod, instantly warming to the older woman. ‘I’m in your hands, Agustina. I’ve never been to a masked ball,’ she admitted. ‘It’s very exciting. What a marvellous idea of my grandmother’s.’


‘The masked ball has been a tradition at El Pavón since the days of Her Grace’s late brother, the Count. She was still a young girl then,’ explained Agustina, brushing Alexandra’s hair energetically.


‘Is it held for any particular reason?’ asked Alexandra, glancing up at the duenna in the mirror.


‘I was a child but my mother, who was in service here at the time, told me about it. In the old days, it was open house to all the European nobleza. The festivities lasted a whole week and ended with the masked ball at the house. At the back of the hacienda, at the other end of the garden where the gypsy camp is now, the servants had their own celebrations. It was a sort of feria to honour spring and mark the end of the late orange harvest. Nowadays, only the great Spanish families are invited, along with artists and writers, and all sorts of distinguished types.’ Agustina put down the brush. ‘As for the domestic staff, their festivities now take place later in the year, at the end of the grape season.’


‘When is that?’ asked Alexandra. She moved over to the bed where the sumptuous costume of the sultana was laid out.


‘In the autumn, on the banks of the Guadalete. Ah, just to hear the guitars and castanets! You’d love it, I’m sure. Everyone takes part: women, children, masters and servants, even gypsies. Nobody sleeps much, as most of the night is spent singing and dancing. The gypsies fall on all the free food and drink given out for the occasion. The crafty ones hold their own fiestas during this season: weddings, christenings and the like. In my opinion, they’re usually an excuse to cause chaos.’


‘If they are so troublesome, why does Grandmother allow them to camp on her property?’


‘They’ve been here for generations,’ explained Agustina. ‘They were here before this house was built by your ancestors, though their camp used to be near where the horses are now kept. The gitanos always help out with the orange harvest. It’s good money for them, and they know which side their bread is buttered.’


‘I’ve read a little about the gypsies in Spain and suppose it must be difficult for their kind in this country. It can’t be easy being treated like second-class citizens and it must be hard to find work.’


Agustina shrugged. ‘The Franco government sees their people as undesirables. They’re not the only ones. Freemasons, homosexuals, socialists, Marxists, Jews … they all get a hard time but they seem to survive somehow. The gypsies are a wily bunch, you see. If they’re not tricking people out of their money, they’re stealing it from them outright. Just look at Andalucía’s bandoleros in the old days: gypsies, murderers and thieves, the lot of them. As they say, Dime con quien andas y te diré quién eres, tell me who you go with, and I will tell you who you are. Mark my words, bad company seeks out bad company. El Tragabuches, that famous bandolero, he was a gypsy. And they say his father ate a newborn donkey.’ She shook her head and muttered an oath.


Alexandra laughed, delighted by the duenna’s description. ‘Agustina, how can you possibly believe such things? Nothing but old wives’ tales and colourful legends.’


Agustina lowered herself into a chair and began tidying the brush. ‘Anyhow, it’s always better to have these people on your side. We have a saying in Spain: Deja el jabalí dormir, es solo un gran cerdo, molestalo y estas muerto, let the boar sleep and he’s just a large pig, upset him and you’re dead. It’s the same with the gitanos. Leave them alone and the damage is small: a bit of poaching and petty thieving. Attack them, try to pick a quarrel, and you open the gates to a flood of troubles.’


‘You seem afraid of them,’ Alexandra remarked as she did up the cuff buttons of her blouse.


‘Los gitanos trae mala suerte, gypsies bring bad luck,’ muttered Agustina under her breath, shaking her head with disdain.‘Desgraciado.’


Only that morning, Fernando Lopez had used the same words to describe young Pablo. The day before, old Jaime the shopkeeper in Jerez had also mentioned bad luck. This was a land riddled with superstition and prejudice. Lost in her thoughts, Alexandra remained silent until she had finished dressing and Agustina had done her hair.


At last she was ready. It had taken a while to don her outfit: the magnificent sultana’s costume was made up of several distinct parts. First, there was a transparent jerkin that moulded to her body perfectly and was worn under a bodice with loose-fitting sleeves. The bodice itself was made of fine ivory-coloured silk that revealed the delicate curve of her breasts. Over the bodice came a short bolero jacket, entirely embroidered with silver thread, seed pearls and precious stones. Loose-fitting trousers, also in ivory silk, clothed her legs in graceful folds; they were bound at the ankles with a bias band and held in at the waist by a wide belt, similarly embroidered with pearls and stones.


Agustina had skilfully plaited the lustrous hair on either side of Alexandra’s head and brought it up into a braided chignon. The veil resting on the crown of her head was fastened in place by the tiara her grandmother had given her. Dangling at the centre was a pear-shaped pearl, resting on her forehead like an iridescent tear, while the matching pair of drop earrings swung gently from her ears.


Alexandra studied the willowy image gazing back at her from the mirror, excitement lending her pearly complexion a glowing hue. Her large eyes, rimmed with thick brown lashes, seemed a deeper green now, seen through the narrow slits of the black velvet mask drawn across her face. She ran her fingers lovingly over the fabulous necklace encircling her swanlike neck and lifted her head proudly, smiling back at her reflection. Her image really did call to mind the mysterious characters from the tales of One Thousand and One Nights. The anonymous Conde would not be disappointed, she thought with satisfaction. She turned round, aware Agustina was watching her silently.


‘Agustina, you’re a fairy godmother.’ Alexandra rushed to her and planted two big kisses on the duenna’s blushing cheeks. ‘I would never have managed such a complicated hairstyle without you. It suits my disguise so well, I’m really grateful.’


Agustina beamed. ‘You are too kind, señorita. I simply let nature do its work.’ She hesitated and her eyes clouded, suddenly grave. ‘Tener cuidado, be careful, my child. If you don’t mind my saying so, you’re a very beautiful young lady. Tonight many people will be jealous of you and los celos son la madre de la malicia, jealousy is the mother of malice.’




* * *





For the week leading up to the masked ball, confusion had reigned on the ground floor at El Pavón. Servants had shifted out furniture, rolled up carpets, prepared tables for the buffet in the dining room, and chandeliers, wall sconces, columns and cornices had been decorated with garlands of bright roses interspersed with jasmine and orange blossom from the garden. As the evening began, and the sweeping strings of ballroom music filled the hacienda, El Pavón seemed transformed into a magical palace.


Although the ball was in full swing as dusk gave way to night, cars were still arriving. They stopped at the foot of the stairs with a rasp of gravel and young drivers in dark-grey suits and caps leapt out to open the doors.


In the garden, an array of colourful lanterns hung from arbours, dangled between fruit trees, encircling the fountains and pools, twinkling with light. While in the great ballroom, overlooking the east-facing gardens, Doña María Dolores’ guests, attired in all sorts of disguises, drank, joked and glided happily on the polished oak dancefloor.


The ballroom was long and rectangular, taking up the entire length of the house. At each end, French doors opened out on to terraces stocked with exotic plants. Down one side, more windows led to the wide green lawn at the side of the hacienda. High mirrors hung between the windows, framed with gilded beading. Supported on marble columns was a gallery with a wrought-iron balustrade where musicians in evening dress were playing romantic dance melodies from tangos to Viennese waltzes.


Alexandra paused on the threshold of the vast room, a trifle overwhelmed by the grand spectacle. All the guests wore masks of velvet, satin or lace, giving them a mysterious air. She watched for a moment as Ondine, Goddess of the Northern Seas, leant against a column, lost in a dream, her head slightly tilted to one side. In her long tunic of turquoise silk sprinkled with iridescent sequins, she appeared to have just risen from the depths of the ocean, her beautiful golden hair draped gracefully about her bare shoulders. A torero in black silk breeches, drawn in at the hips, with a waistcoat brocaded with silk, knee-length stockings and shiny flat shoes, gazed at her. Just as he had decided to approach, another gallant figure, Oreste, bearing his father’s sword in his belt, swooped in first and, bowing deeply before her, drew her on to the dancefloor. They passed a maharani wearing a magnificent sari of dark gold brocade, who was walking towards the veranda arm-in-arm with a American Indian in a headdress of multi-coloured feathers and a jacket of brown suede.


A hand tapped Alexandra’s shoulder. Startled, she turned, almost bumping into a couple of waiters carrying trays laden with appetizing tapas and small glasses of fino sherry. The intruder was a musketeer in a wide soft hat, loose breeches and a leather doublet. A black mask hid his twinkling eyes but she recognized the beaming smile.


‘Well, Cousin,’ he said cheerfully, ‘I didn’t have to search very long to find the most beautiful girl at the ball. I told you I could spot you under any disguise.’


She smiled at Ramón, happy to find a friend in this sea of masked strangers, but it was difficult to concentrate on what he was saying. Her eyes were scouring the dancefloor, eagerly scrutinizing the whirling couples from behind her velvet mask. What, or more precisely who, was she looking for, exactly? After all, she knew nothing of the mysterious Conde, except that he had a deep and seductive voice. Recalling it made her pulse run faster and her knees slightly weak. Could the peculiar episode at Mascaradas have been merely a foolish jest designed to mystify her? Surely Old Jaime would not have taken part in a practical joke? She started with indignation at the idea she might be the victim of some prank. Yet, the more she thought about it, the more that seemed improbable. It would be an expensive joke to play, after all. No, the sheer cost of her beautiful costume had to be proof of the generosity and admiration of her romantic stranger.


Ramón’s voice broke into her thoughts once more. ‘Madre de Dios! Doña Isabel has just walked in. I didn’t know she’d been invited. After the way she behaved two years ago, I’m amazed to find her here this evening. I wonder if Salvador had anything to do with it.’ Ramón peered over the heads of the guests, as if talking to himself. ‘He certainly seems keen to move on from all that business, and doesn’t exactly shun her company. Far from it … Dios Mio, this really will set the cat among the pigeons, as you English say. Both Abuela and Eugenia will be furious, though for different reasons. I don’t think Mercedes will be getting many dances with Salvador now,’ he chuckled, then shrugged his shoulders and took Alexandra’s hand. ‘Anyway, what do I care about all that? Come, let’s dance.’ He forced a passage through the couples and squeezed himself on to the crowded dancefloor.


Alexandra’s curiosity was aroused. ‘Tell me more about Doña Isabel.’


‘She’s the daughter of the owner of the second biggest bodega in Jerez, the one who almost married Salvador. Doña Isabel ditched him, definitely a bad move. He is, after all, one of the most prosperous wine growers and stud owners in the region. Anyway, she married a Marqués forty years older than herself, who died shortly after that of a heart attack. Today, she’s titled and enormously rich, very much the cheerful widow.’


Doña Isabel. Alexandra knew she’d heard that name before: maybe in the prattled gossip of the woman on the train. She studied her curiously. A mask of white satin and lace concealed the young woman’s face so well that it was impossible to distinguish her features. However, something in the way she carried herself, throwing her head back every time she laughed, reminded Alexandra of something, which at that moment escaped her. She could not explain her sense of déjà-vu and dismissed it as ridiculous. There was nowhere she could have met the Marquesa before this evening.


Doña Isabel Herrera was wearing the costume of a noblewoman of the sixteenth-century Spanish court. The full crinoline dress in topaz blue, drawn in at the waist, emphasized her slim figure, while her slender neck was set off by a stiff ruff in pleated lawn. She wore her flame-red hair coiled on the top of her head and held in place by a crown encrusted with precious stones. Two magnificent peacock feathers were set into the top, sweeping above her white satiny-lace mask, which put the finishing touch to her splendidly regal disguise.


The young man accompanying her was also dressed in the fashion of that haughty and stately court, with knitted silk stockings, short cape and long sword. He was tall and fair-haired, like the Spaniards from the North, and wore a mask of blood-red velvet.


‘Don Felipe, the elder brother of Doña Isabel. A good match for any woman, no doubt, as far as most are concerned,’ Ramón offered wryly as he noticed Alexandra’s interest in the newcomer, who was surveying the room silently. ‘Though he’s as handsome as a Greek god and as rich as Croesus himself, he’s also a crafty fox. He has a sixth sense for the kind of bait young ladies and their mothers set for him. He has more than one trick up his sleeve when it comes to avoiding the hook, and can boast many a broken heart.’


Alexandra laughed wholeheartedly — her cousin’s good humour was catching. ‘Ramón, you’re incorrigible. I don’t know of a man more fond of tittle-tattle than you. You’re never short of scandal to entertain me.’


‘The things I do to bring a smile to your pretty lips,’ he replied, winked at her affectionately and then paused, looking at her askance. ‘I suppose you’d like to meet him?’


‘Maybe it would be nice later in the evening, but not now.’


‘Good, can’t say I’m disappointed, mi primita. Come, in that case, I’d like to introduce you to a good friend of mine, Sergio Valentini. He’s an Italian artist who specializes in portraits. He saw you with me in Jerez the other day and is dying to meet you.’ Ramón began to steer her back through the crowds, away from the dancefloor, towards the dining room. ‘Don’t be surprised if he speaks to you in French, by the way. His French accent is quite abominable but he seems to think it makes him sound more sophisticated.’


Alexandra spent the next half hour being charmed by Valentini, a pedantic little man with a corkscrew moustache who constantly referred to her profile as ‘quello di una dea, that of a goddess’. She was mildly amused by the pantomime of his good-natured flirtation and entered into the spirit of the game, though always slightly distracted. As they talked, other people joined them for a while, entertained by their lively conversation. Ramón introduced them to her, but Alexandra’s eyes frequently moved away, skimming over the crowds impatiently, not knowing how or when the Conde would make himself known to her. She became aware of Valentini waiting for a response from her and hastily switched her attention back to the diminutive artist, who was smiling at her expectantly.


‘I’m sorry? Yes, yes, of course. I’d be delighted for you to paint my portrait, Monsieur Valentini.’


‘Mais c’est merveilleux!’ he exclaimed. ‘When do we start?’


She laughed, and arched her brow. ‘Not so quickly, Monsieur.’ At the request of Aunt Geraldine she’d already sat for her portrait once before and was in no great hurry to repeat the experience.


‘Mon ami,’ said Valentini, turning to Ramón with feigned vehemence. ‘You’ve heard? She accepts and then when I ask her for a rendezvous, she backs down. Ah, cruel Titania, I can see you’re going to break my heart.’


‘Well, let her break it over dinner, amigo. They’re just announcing it now and I, for one, could eat a horse,’ said Ramón jovially, slapping his friend on the back and offering his arm to Alexandra, who was gazing absent-mindedly in the other direction.‘Come, oh preoccupied Titania,’ he grinned, moving her into the tide of other guests heading off the dancefloor.


Dinner was held in the vast, austere dining room. For the event, it had been brightened up with ten or so small dining tables, spread with white tablecloths and decorated with carnations and coloured candles. Tall silver candelabra also lit up the room, their flickering light throwing gigantic shadows on the high, bare walls.


Four long sideboards, arranged along one wall, were set with delicate and delicious dishes: Iberian cured ham and chorizos, huge terrines of gazpacho decorated with cherry tomatoes, calamares and smoked fish, overflowing plates of wild mushrooms and peppers, jamon croqetas with manchego cheese, and mouthwatering paellas.


Sergio Valentini turned out to be a brilliant storyteller, the lively raconteur par excellence. They sat down at one of the tables and were soon joined by the fabled French milkmaid Pérette in her skirt of white-and-green striped cotton and a white bonnet edged with lace. A ravishing brunette joined them too, wearing the national costume of the women of Montehermoso, with its ten richly coloured petticoats that she raised every time she sat down.


The Italian painter revelled in the opportunity to entertain three glamorous ladies and Alexandra was still laughing when she returned to the ballroom.


As the evening progressed and there was still no sign of the mysterious Conde, Alexandra was forced to admit that she must have been the victim of a practical joke. It was gone eleven o’clock, surely he would have shown up by now if he was going to? Putting aside her disappointment, she told herself it had all been merely a captivating puzzle, one that had fired her romantic imagination and aroused her yearning for adventure, nothing more. At least she had some ideas for her new hero, she reminded herself, and decided to enter fully into the festive spirit, now that she had given up on her elusive stranger.


She didn’t notice the oriental prince, wearing a costume similar in style and colour to her own, observing her quizzically from a far-off corner of the room.


A pierrot in a black-and-white silk suit with a collar of pleated tulle and a bonnet decorated with black pompons asked Alexandra for a dance. She allowed him to move her around the dancefloor, with only half an ear on the eager conversation he was making as she took in the sea of colourful guests. It was almost midnight. Don Felipe was paying court to a shepherdess in a crinoline gown. Further along the room Mercedes, disguised as a bluebell, wearing a crown of tiny blue flowers and a dress with a bodice of green velvet and an organdie skirt, with petals of periwinkle blue, was squabbling with Electra, who was sulking in a corner. Isis and Osiris were discussing something with a pretty redhead in Savoy costume.


Ondine, Goddess of the Northern Seas, was there again. Her elegant back and pale golden mane were just visible as she stood alone, looking out of the French doors as if searching for something. She turned her head. Despite the emerald mask covering her face, that graceful movement and champagne-coloured hair was unmistakeable: it was Esmeralda. Her cousin seemed to gaze at her for a moment before looking away and then disappearing quickly into the garden.


Alexandra was once again aware of the pierrot, who drew her closer to him. ‘Soon it will be midnight,’ he whispered into her ear, ‘and the lights will go out—’


‘Excuse me señor, I’ve come to collect my wife,’ interrupted a deep, warm voice. Alexandra smothered a gasp. Her heart gave such a jolt she thought it might leap out of her mouth.


The first notes of a Strauss waltz began. Before she could recover, the stranger swung Alexandra into his arms, holding her so tightly to him she was unable to lift her head to see his face. The blood pounded in her veins. She was conscious of his strong, sinuous length against her and the turmoil of her own body as his warmth soaked into her, adding to the heat welling up inside her like a furnace. Her temple brushed against his jaw; his skin was smooth. He smelled of soap, mint and tobacco, indefinably masculine. As they twirled around the dancefloor, Alexandra was carried away by an overpowering tide that left her light-headed, almost breathless. It was as though she were under a spell, a bewitching charm of the mind and senses that had no place in the dictionary of her experience.


Eventually, the giddy whirlwind ended and they found themselves on the terrace. In contrast to the brightly lit ballroom they had left, it was bathed in an almost unreal, diaphanous light from the moon and the glowing lanterns in the trees. They waltzed in silence for a few more minutes, taking in the melancholy softness of the night.


‘I owe you an apology for stepping in just now but I could see no other way of tearing you away from the arms of your too-forward partner,’ he said, in those same ardent, deep tones that had so haunted Alexandra over the past few days.


She caught her breath, unable to reply immediately and all the while hoping he wasn’t aware of the urgent beating of her heart. He still held on to her firmly and she could only look up at him with a smile. The moon disappeared behind a cloud, shadowing his features.


The stranger was almost a head taller than Alexandra. Under his light cloak she could see that his costume was very much like hers. It was in a similar cloth of pure, ivory-coloured silk, yet less decorated. His head was clad in a plain turban, which entirely concealed his hair. In the wide faja, the silk band that clasped his waist, he had placed a navaja, much like the ones Alexandra had noticed at the station in Puerto de Santa María on the day of her arrival, the difference being his was set with genuine precious stones. His shoulders were broad; his embrace firm and close.


As a shaft of moonlight fell briefly on his face, Alexandra’s heart missed a beat. In spite of the half-shadow and the narrow mask shielding his tanned features, she recognized the stranger she had seen on the seafront and then in the Church of Santa María: the man on the prayer stool who had so deeply disturbed her. So it was the same man after all. One man who now made something inside her thrill deliciously at his nearness.


Somewhere far off, a clock struck midnight. An owl hooted, as if in response. The air was fragrant with the sweet smell of jasmine and orange blossom. Masks fell and shouts of joy burst from all sides under a shower of confetti.


The oriental prince leaned his head forward towards his sultana.


‘Will you allow me, señorita?’ he whispered, his lean fingers with infinite gentleness removing her velvet mask. His gaze delved deeply into her large, glowing green irises, reading the emotion in her upturned face as her body yielded helplessly to his touch. A rush of blood coursed wildly through Alexandra’s veins as his hand once more slipped about her waist, pausing before pulling her against him.


Softly, his mouth barely brushed her lips, hesitant and yet longing, parting them tenderly and taking in her sweet breath; his hands on her felt so warm, so male. Alexandra closed her eyes, waiting for something more, though she knew she should not. The smiling moon sailed out from behind a tree and lit up their faces, caught in that lingering anticipation of a kiss. The night was perfectly still. They remained thus, locked in each other’s arms, bathed in silvery moonlight on the deserted terrace. Time was immaterial; there was neither past nor future. Nothing mattered, only the present and the fire that had broken out between them.


Alexandra was the first to come back to earth, slightly dazed. She drew away from him reluctantly, trembling inwardly, and her face was flushed. A strange emotion overwhelmed her. Never in her life had a single touch enflamed her so; only the slightest gesture … the feathery brushing of her lips … but she knew in an instant that the sweetness and euphoria that filled her as she had been held in this stranger’s arms would never be equalled by another.


They were now leaning against the marble balustrade that ran along the vast paved terrace. He had not yet removed the velvet mask covering his brow and his stunning grey eyes surveyed her enigmatically with slight amusement.


Her heart pounded rapidly; her thoughts swirled haphazardly in a hazy mind. His nearness was still drugging her senses. The outrageous romance of it all had seduced her. She should not be alone with this man … this ‘Count’ who had so arrogantly assumed that she would play along with his charade … that in hiding behind a mask he could take advantage of being alone with her and confuse her in this way.


She gazed up into his face, her head slightly thrown back, almost defiantly.


‘Aren’t you going to take off your mask?’ she asked, fighting hopelessly against the mischievous urge to pull it off.


‘My identity, Doña Alexandra, will be revealed to you all too soon.’ There was an edge to his voice but then he laughed softly and moved his mouth closer to murmur in her ear. ‘Tonight, let’s forget who we are and simply be a prince and a princess from a faraway time, brought back to life for a fleeting moment by mischievous djinns.’ He looked up and gestured with his head. ‘Listen, and you will hear them dancing to the devilish rhythm of an imaginary tune.’


‘How do you know my name?’ Alexandra asked, her curiosity growing.


The stranger’s mouth quirked. ‘What an impatient girl you are,’ he said, this time laughing outright, deep in his throat.‘Why does it matter what our names are now? I promise that sooner or later you will have the answer to all the questions milling around in your pretty head.’


Alexandra’s spine stiffened. She was having none of it. Being at a disadvantage was not to her liking and the stranger’s patronizing tone annoyed her. ‘You must have heard me talking to the shopkeeper at Masquarades,’ she persisted.


The stranger smiled faintly. ‘If I tell you that I’ve been dreaming of this evening since the moment I first laid eyes on you, would you believe me?’ he asked earnestly, his steely irises peering at her through the narrow slits of his black mask.


‘But how could you know that day at the Church of Santa María that I would be at the ball?’


‘Perhaps I saw you in my dreams well before I saw you there. Perhaps the Fairy Queen granted me one wish and I asked her to lend me these few hours to live a fairytale. Do you believe in fairytales, Alexandra?’ he asked softly, the bright pewter of his eyes suddenly softening and changing, becoming deep blue pools anxiously searching her face for a secret answer she did not hold.


Common sense told Alexandra not to leave herself defenceless against the steady gaze of those sensuous smoky-indigo irises that reflected such wondrous unspoken promises, but she felt her resistance weaken. Desire burned in his eyes, struggling with some other feeling or thought that she longed to discover. She lifted her face to him, her mind in turmoil, emotions confused; the whole of her being exposed and vulnerable. His gaze never left her face as a lengthy silence enveloped them. Then he drew her slowly towards him.


She knew she had to move away, say something that would break the spell, but all reason was thrown to the wind. She stood there helpless, hypnotized by the intensity of the caressing, deep sapphire-grey scrutiny so near her own. All she wanted at that moment was to get closer to him, to have his powerful arms imprison her in their strong embrace, his fiery mouth to claim hers. The intoxication of being alone with this man, succumbing to the strange new emotions he had awoken in her, was overwhelming. Already she had allowed too much. Who was the man behind this mask? What dangerous game was she getting herself into?


His response to her mute request was to cup her chin in one hand and lift her mesmerized face up to his. As he started to bring his mouth down towards hers, a rustle of leaves behind them, followed by a swish, startled them. A black cat leapt out of nowhere on to the balustrade, making them break apart. Alexandra recognized it as Marujita’s. The creature stood still for a moment, considering the couple with its elongated eyes that shone like neon lights in the dark. It yawned, stretched itself, mewed and jumped off the railing into the garden. The stranger flinched and Alexandra felt him shudder almost imperceptibly.


She was both relieved and frustrated at the interruption. However much she wanted to remain in her handsome stranger’s arms, she knew perfectly well she was playing with fire and now she must control the rush of unruly hormones that had assailed her in a most unexpected and unfamiliar way. She walked a few steps along the terrace. The stranger followed her. For a while they remained silent, lost in their own thoughts, savouring the sweetness of the moment and of the night.


‘Thank you for allowing me to wear such a magnificent costume this evening,’ Alexandra said after a time, forcing her tone to become detached. ‘I’m afraid I can’t accept such a costly present from a stranger. How can I return it to you?’


‘Keep it as a token of my admiration for your beauty.’ He lifted a finger, trailed it gently down her cheek, and sighed. Those eyes fixed on her again. ‘Pity, my innocent dove, that it’s too late for us.’ His voice was barely audible, and then his mood once more seemed to change. He shot her a taunting smile. ‘The jewels you’re wearing are uncommonly beautiful and also immensely valuable. Her Grace the Duquesa must think highly of you to have entrusted them to you. Try not to lose them, they’re very dear to her.’


Alexandra was cut to the quick. ‘What do you know about my grandmother’s jewels?’ This strange man was decidedly not lacking in audacity. ‘You yourself are wearing a navaja, which seems to me just as valuable,’ she retorted. ‘Just slipped into your waistband like that, it seems to be running a greater risk of getting lost than my jewellery, which is perfectly well secured.’ She stopped, suddenly aware of how pompous she sounded.


‘You’re right,’ he said, taking the dagger in his strong, powerful hands, which moments earlier had been around her waist, drawing her passionately to him. He turned it over and then held it out to her. ‘It belonged to my grandfather and it means a lot to me,’ he said slowly. ‘I would be deeply sad to lose it.’


Alexandra took it, looking at it admiringly; it was inlaid with a number of precious stones of different shapes and colours.


‘It’s absolutely beautiful.’ She returned it to him.


‘According to ancient superstition,’ he continued, ‘diamonds give protection against your enemies, emeralds bring wealth, rubies ensure peace of mind, sapphires secure happiness and amethysts guarantee a good digestion. A rich man would wear a belt set with fifty or so precious stones in the hope of safeguarding all these things: happiness, security, honour and health.’


She gave a teasing smile. ‘In that case, I presume you’re a fulfilled and contented man with nothing left to wish for in life.’


In the half shadow, Alexandra could only make out his profile, but all of a sudden he was remote and haughty. She felt him stiffen and guessed that under the black mask his eyes had assumed their steely look again.


‘It’s time I went,’ he said abruptly, turning to face her. A bitter smile twisted his beautifully moulded lips. ‘It was selfish of me to monopolize you. You must be impatient to return to your admirers, please forgive my rudeness.’ He paused, and Alexandra saw his jaw tighten as he suddenly looked around him, listening for something. ‘I should not be here … Señorita, por favor, take this piece of advice: leave this house. There’s nothing but unhappiness here. Leave El Pavón and leave Spain before it’s too late.’


Thereupon, he moved close to her and brushed her cheek lightly again with the tip of his forefinger, gazing intently into her eyes through the slits of his mask. Then, without warning, and before she had time to stop him, he leapt over the balustrade, wrapped himself in his black cloak and disappeared into the warm night.


Bewildered, Alexandra remained motionless for a while. Somewhere out in the darkness a toad croaked harshly, tearing through the silence. The violins had stopped playing and the light-hearted chatter of guests came to her as if through a mist, punctuated from time to time by bursts of pealing laughter, which she found vaguely familiar but was unable to determine why.


Slowly, she made her way back to the brightly lit room, still reeling from the intensity of the encounter with her masked stranger and the unexpectedly dramatic and cryptic warning with which he chose to end it. Deeply absorbed in her thoughts, she did not notice the man who’d been hidden all the while by the bushy foliage of an exotic plant adorning one corner of the terrace. He emerged behind her from the shadows and watched her go, his lips parted in a sardonic smile.


The ballroom was nearly empty. A few couples remained, finding it hard to leave after such a magical evening.


‘Ah! Vous voilà enfin!’ called Sergio Valentini as Alexandra came in from the terrace. ‘I’ve been seeking you everywhere, cruel Titania. You mustn’t abandon me like that,’ he added, lifting his arms to heaven in a melodramatic gesture. ‘But you’re quite pale. What is the matter?’ he enquired with a frown.


‘I’m feeling a little faint,’ she replied, truthfully. ‘You must have poured me too much champagne, I’m not used to such treats. I think I shall retire. I’ll be better in the morning.’ Without waiting for his reply, she turned to go, leaving him speechless.


She had barely reached the big marble staircase that led to the upper floors when Ramón appeared on the bottom step next to her. ‘Alexandra, where have you been?’ He looked at her reproachfully. ‘You promised to keep the midnight dance for me.’


Embarrassed, she evaded his eyes and continued to climb the stairs. There was too much confused emotion in her face that she was still struggling to subdue and she didn’t want him to witness it. ‘I went into the garden for some air, I wasn’t feeling too well.’


He leapt up behind her and caught her arm. ‘Come into the drawing room. Everyone is anxious to know the identity of the ravishing and mysterious sultana.’


‘Ramón, I really do have a horrible headache. I’m sorry, but I don’t feel up to facing them.’


Gently, she pulled away but he waved a hand dismissively. ‘Oh, you’ve probably had too much of José’s punch. It’s very potent, you know. I’ll fetch you one of Agustina’s herbal brews, you’ll be better in no time.’ He smiled disarmingly. ‘First of all, I insist you come with me,’ he said, taking her elbow. ‘We can’t keep everyone waiting. Besides, Abuela has asked to see you.’


Too tired to resist now, and aware that she hadn’t thanked her grandmother for the effort she had put into organizing the evening, she let herself be led by her cousin into the drawing room.


Doña María Dolores was seated regally in an enormous armchair upholstered in maroon brocade. In her dress of beautiful black lace, adorned by three rows of large baroque pearls and a diamond brooch, she fitted her grand surroundings perfectly. Her queenly bearing and the imperious flash of her eyes attested to the fact that she was sovereign of the house and, at this moment, she was most definitely holding court. A small crowd of men and women, bereft now of their masks, make-up a little smudged, outfits slightly ruffled by an evening of games, dancing and other pleasures, were gathered around her.


The old lady’s face broke into a broad smile. ‘Come, Alexandra, my child, let me introduce you to our friends, who are all eager to meet you. This is your cousin, Salvador,’ she said, turning to the figure standing behind her chair, half hidden in the shadow, ‘I don’t think you’ve met.’


The young man moved out into the light and gave a slight bow. ‘At your service, dear Cousin.’


Somehow Alexandra heard his voice before she took in his appearance. Her breath caught in her throat, her heart leapt uncontrollably and she gripped the side of her grandmother’s chair in case her legs, which had suddenly turned to jelly, should give way. The world narrowed, the others in the room might as well not have been present. She met the penetrating grey eyes and held their stare. On the terrace they had been partially hidden from her by his mask; now they watched her steadily, twinkling with a mixture of amusement and curiosity.


Salvador had exchanged his sultan’s costume for that of a Basque peasant, which was perfectly moulded to his muscular form, setting off his broad shoulders that tapered to a narrow waist and lean hips. Once again, Alexandra was painfully aware of his uncompromising good looks. Her mouth went dry. Under his piercing gaze she felt herself tremble as her mind went back to the kiss they had nearly shared earlier. She stammered something incomprehensible and moved away, letting Ramón guide her around the circle of guests as though in a dream, smiling feebly at some, shaking hands with others, and trying desperately to exchange small talk. Her mind was numb but her head ached violently; the pulse in her temples beat desperately, eradicating any possibility of intelligible conversation.


After half an hour Alexandra simply could not bear it any more. She could sense Salvador’s eyes following her the whole time, though he never tried to speak to her again. Taking leave of her grandmother, she hurried out and back to her room. Fully dressed, she threw herself on to the great bed and, away from prying eyes, buried her head in her pillow and wept like an adolescent after her first disappointment in love. She felt like a fool, played with and rejected. Finally, thoroughly exhausted, she fell into a deep sleep as the small hours crept towards dawn.




* * *





Alexandra didn’t see Salvador again until the next evening. After a day spent walking alone in the orchards with her book, she had ended up in the drawing room, where they had been introduced the night before, and sat down at the grand piano. She began to play one of her favourite pieces, Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’, allowing herself to be carried away by the music.


From a tender age she had shown an aptitude for music. She’d been delighted when her father had given her a piano. One year in Cheyne Walk, much to everyone’s astonishment, the brand new Steinway had been delivered to the house with a note from Don Alonso. Aunt Geraldine, who herself played the violin well, had been glad that the girl’s father had at least remembered his daughter’s musicality and, in turn, she had ensured her niece nurtured her talent. From then on, when Alexandra was not reading a book or writing her stories, she began to teach herself to play, finding some release for her pent-up emotions. Without being a virtuoso, she had mastered her favourite instrument. Over the years she had derived enormous pleasure from it and had gladly entertained friends at musical evenings, a regular pastime in her circle made up of artists, intellectuals and musicians. Writing was her passion but playing the piano provided a different kind of escape and relaxation. More often than not it was at the keyboard that she found inspiration for her novels and that evening she felt growing within her that very special impulse.


Standing in the doorway, Salvador watched her lost in her music. Her copper hair was still scooped up in the complicated braid she’d worn the night before, leaving exposed the nape of her graceful neck. All the French doors were open to the garden and the drawing room was bathed in evening light.


He moved and the floor creaked under him, causing her to turn. How long had he been standing there, she wondered, as her heart leaped into her mouth and her gaze met his. Again, Salvador’s look held so many different things but tonight there was tension and a restless quality to it.


‘Good evening, little cousin,’ he said as he ambled towards the piano and leaned against it. ‘I didn’t know you had a talent for music as well as a gift for writing. What else do you hide behind those mysterious eyes?’


She bridled under his latent mockery, holding back a biting reply, and merely glared at him. Her green eyes deepened to dark emerald, glinting resentfully.


‘I haven’t seen you today, Salvador. I trust you’ve had a good day.’ She deliberately remained aloof, determined not to succumb to her irritation.


‘I’ve been riding.’


‘All day?’


‘Yes, Balthazar, my favourite horse, needs a good deal of exercise.’ Salvador watched her face and she tried to steady herself under the intense gaze of those eyes. ‘He’s a fiery stallion, a handful to ride, a vigorous horse. But he’s got a good heart and a sure footing in these rocky hills.’


‘So, do you exercise him every day?’


‘No, most of the time Fernando takes him out … But I find there’s no better way to release tension than to ride recklessly on a wild horse.’ The grey-blue eyes twinkled with mischief as he added, ‘Presumably when you are tense you exercise your passions on the piano?’


How did he know the way she felt? The way she’d been feeling since she had been in his arms the night before. She didn’t like it one bit that he could read her so well.


Picking up her music, Alexandra made no reply and began to leave the room but he caught her swiftly by the wrist and pulled her towards him.


‘You know, your eyes are even more hypnotic than your photo.’ He stared at her, the fingers of his hand softening their grip, and she was acutely aware that he was only a step away now.


‘What photo?’


‘The one in your grandmother’s study, she showed it to me not so long ago. It was how I recognized you at the harbour.’


She gritted her teeth at the thought of his deliberate subterfuge.


‘Alexandra, are you still angry with me for last night?’ He was serious now and his gaze bore deep into her stormy green eyes.


But she had no time to answer, for someone had just come into the room, disturbing their tête-à-tête. Alexandra pulled her hand from Salvador’s clasp and stepped away.


‘The door was open so I came in without knocking,’ explained the beautiful redhead. She walked over to the piano, an enigmatic smile floating on her lips, which became more fixed as her eyes moved from Salvador to Alexandra and back again. Her extravagant lilac satin dress had dozens of flounces of tulle. She wore no hat but carried a white lace parasol and a fan. Even though she looked as though she had stepped out of a nineteenth-century romantic novel, she was elegant and undeniably attractive.


Alexandra was hit by the same feeling of déjà vu that had swept over her at the ball. In a flash, she remembered the scene she had witnessed at the Church of Santa María. This was the young woman with pealing laughter who had lit a candle, with whom her cousin had been talking at the gate that day.


‘Salvador,’ continued the redhead in honeyed tones, ‘you must introduce me to your charming companion.’


Salvador tensed. His steel eyes narrowed imperceptibly. ‘Doña Alexandra de Falla, my cousin, Marquesa Isabel de Aguila.’


‘Ah yes, I see,’ went on the newcomer in caustic tones, though still smiling. ‘The little cousin in exile who’s come to ingratiate herself with her Grace the Duquesa.’ She took off her white kid glove to display a tiny hand, which she held out haughtily to Alexandra.


The insult hit Alexandra like a whip; her cheeks turned a burning red.


‘I’m sorry, but the art of ingratiation seems to have suddenly deserted me.’ Ignoring the outstretched hand, she turned abruptly and walked out of the room, desperately trying to hide the tears of humiliation threatening to scald her eyes.


‘Isabel,’ she heard her cousin growl indignantly as she reached the hall, ‘you could have spared your malicious comments. That was cheap and unworthy of you.’


‘Come, Salvador,’ replied the Marquesa in wheedling tones, mixed with an undercurrent of reproachment, ‘I was only teasing. Don’t get so worked up. What does this girl mean to you that you take her feelings so much to heart? You don’t seem to …’


Alexandra was already too far away to hear the remainder of the phrase, or Salvador’s reply. Out of sight now, she ran up the wide staircase. Once in her room, she gave full vent to her feelings. For the second time in less than twenty-four hours she felt ridiculed and humiliated. She could not fathom why Salvador had gone to such lengths to orchestrate his absurd masquerade at the masked ball. Surely he realized she would soon discover his true identity? Equally, she saw no justification for the other woman’s outright hostility, which she had made no attempt to conceal.


Alexandra went to the window and leaned her head against the cool pane of glass. She caught sight of Salvador and Doña Isabel climbing into a smart 1920s Hispano-Suiza open-topped car. A pang of jealousy wrenched her heart as she noticed the delicate gloved hand rest possessively on her cousin’s arm, and the smile he gave her as he helped her into the vehicle. Alexandra bit her lower lip sharply, shaken by the turmoil of her own emotions. How dare he play with her like a toy, while encouraging the attentions of another woman. What had she done to merit such treatment, such a lack of respect? The Spanish man was described as an hidalgo, a gentleman, was he not? In that regard, Salvador’s attitude was more than a little disappointing. She sighed. This is ridiculous, she thought. Her composure was deserting her again. Where was the poised young woman she usually tried to be? She must get a grip on herself before it was too late.


She went out on to the balcony. At this hour, just before the onset of night, the garden vibrated, bathed in a dazzling soft light. The whole of nature quivered and seemed to be making one last desperate attempt to hang on to the day. Everything was beauty and colour. A gentle breeze shook each flower, each leaf. The warbling of birds and the buzzing of insects neared their climax before nightfall; the sound was almost unbearably loud. And then, gradually, out of the west, night came stealing on leaden feet.


In the twilight, Alexandra made out a figure running along the pathway that led back from the stables. Long blonde hair streamed behind her like an ashen cape and her sequinned silk tunic billowed out behind her. Esmeralda. Although Alexandra couldn’t see her features distinctly, something in the way she ran betrayed a state of great distress.


The convulsive sobs that shook her were clearly audible as the young woman finally reached the steps of the front door and disappeared inside the house. Alexandra heard her on the upstairs landing and wondered if she should go to her cousin’s aid. She had no doubt that a variety of intrigues and dramas were plotted in the secret corners of the ancestral house and, until now, had preferred to keep out of them. And yet something about Esmeralda, her sadness, the sense that she was pinned and encased like a beautiful butterfly, aroused her sympathy as well as her curiosity.


Alexandra stole into the corridor and made her way to Esmeralda’s door, which was slightly ajar. She listened carefully; the young woman was still crying.


Alexandra knocked first before gently pushing open the door. Esmeralda sat at her dressing table, her head resting on her arms, shoulders shaking as she wept. At the sound of the door opening, she lifted her head sharply, her pale face streaked with tears and her beautiful grey-blue eyes rimmed with red.


‘What are you doing here?’ she gasped between sobs.


‘I’m sorry, I don’t want to intrude but I saw you run in from the garden …’ Alexandra moved tentatively into the room.


‘I … I … It’s nothing, Alexandra.’


‘Esmeralda, it doesn’t look like nothing. Something has obviously upset you.’


‘Please, Cousin, there’s nothing you can do. I just need to be left alone.’ She wiped her eyes with delicate, tapered fingers.


Alexandra paused. ‘Has it to do with that young man I saw you with in the garden a few days ago?’


Esmeralda looked at Alexandra with alarm and her cheeks flushed. ‘When did you see us? What do you know about him?’


‘I know that you clearly have feelings for him and I suspect you don’t want anyone to know that. Certainly not the family.’


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ came Esmeralda’s reply. She had stopped crying and was gazing at Alexandra steadily.


‘Come, Esmeralda, I wasn’t born yesterday,’ said Alexandra, though her look was kind. ‘Besides, your secret’s perfectly safe with me. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m hardly universally adored by our family.’


Esmeralda’s features relaxed into a weak smile. She watched Alexandra curiously for a moment. Her voice when it came was almost a whisper. ‘Yes, I have a lover … the boy you saw me with.’


‘So, what’s the problem?’ Alexandra looked at her, so perfect, with her hair falling over her shoulders like a river of gold, and yet her eyes haunted and melancholy.


Esmeralda sighed and let her hands fall into her lap, where her fingers began to play nervously with a fold in her dress. ‘The family are desperate to marry me off. They keep parading other men in front of me but of course it’s no use, I’ve already promised myself to …’ She broke off. ‘We’re deeply in love but the family would never approve. I’m sorry, I can’t say any more.’ She shook her head.


Alexandra sat down on the bed in front of her cousin, gazing at her sympathetically. ‘I know how it feels to have men thrust at you, whom you feel nothing for. Before I came out here I even had to turn down a proposal of marriage from my best friend. It was a match that my aunt and his parents longed for. Anyway, it was painful for us both, but especially him.’ She was struck by the fact that, apart from her conversation with Ramón, she had not once thought of her loyal and devoted friend Ashley until now. Poor Ashley, she thought. He had seen her off from Southampton harbour with such wounded resignation.


‘Did you ever think that it might be easier just to give in? Marry him?’ Esmeralda’s large eyes were fixed on hers, intently.


Alexandra shook her head. ‘We were thrown together from an early age. For him it became more than sibling-like affection as we grew up. Not for me, though. For some, I suppose, the respect and fondness I have for him would be a sufficient base on which to found a marriage.’ She smiled sadly. ‘That’s not true for me.’ Alexandra had always assumed she would find it easy to decline a proposal but because it was Ashley, and she loathed hurting him, it had been awkward and painful.


‘I feel the same,’ agreed Esmeralda. ‘I refuse to marry anyone else, no matter how hard I’m pushed. And while that’s the case, I’m trapped here.’ Her face took on an anguished, distant look again. ‘Tonight, it was difficult … he wants me to make a decision but …’ she trailed off and shrugged her shoulders, reluctant to say more.


‘What does Salvador think?’


Esmeralda frowned. ‘Salvador? How can I tell Salvador?’


‘But he’s your brother … aren’t you close?’


‘Yes, we’re close. I know everything about him, more than anyone else, I imagine.’ She saw Alexandra’s puzzled expression. Picking up a tissue, she began to wipe away the wetness from her cheeks. ‘Querida, it’s not like England here. What do you think would happen if I told my brother all this? He would be duty-bound to put an end to this relationship and make me marry someone suitable, even if he didn’t want to. It’s a question of honour, and Salvador is no less bound by it than any other Spanish nobleman. More so, I would say.’


Alexandra shook her head, disapprovingly. ‘So he would sacrifice his sister’s happiness for the sake of some outdated notion of honour? Do you think he suspects anything?’


‘He knows, of course he does. But he chooses to turn a blind eye, for both our sakes. Besides, he already has his own troubles to think about.’


‘So I gather.’ Alexandra glanced at her, wanting to know more but wondering how much she was prepared to say herself. Perhaps Esmeralda was alluding to Salvador’s preoccupation with his revived feelings for Isabel … if they had ever been fully smothered. She swallowed painfully. Finally, she said, ‘Your brother seems to be full of dramatic pronouncements. I got the impression he almost thinks this house is cursed.’


‘And so it is, in a way.’ Esmeralda screwed up the tissue tightly in her hand. ‘The gypsies … they’ve always spelled trouble.’ She looked at her cousin warily. ‘It’s not for me to say but my poor brother has much to contend with.’


At that moment, quiet footsteps sounded in the corridor and someone stopped outside the door. Esmeralda gave a start and motioned for Alexandra to be still. Whoever it was paused, then the footsteps moved away and down the stairs.


‘I heard someone outside … didn’t you?’ Esmeralda whispered, her eyes wide with panic.


‘Yes, but they’ve gone away.’ An uneasy feeling stirred again in Alexandra, though she tried to look unconcerned. Esmeralda seemed jumpy enough as it was at the prospect of someone overhearing.


‘I think you should go now, just in case. The walls have ears at El Pavón and things are already difficult enough for you.’ Esmeralda gave the briefest of smiles, though she still looked anxious and tired. She took a shawl from the back of her chair and pulled it tightly round her shoulders, like a protective shield.


‘Gracias, Alexandra, for coming in to check on me.’


Alexandra smiled back and moved towards the door. She made to leave and then paused on the threshold. ‘I’m here if ever you need to talk, Esmeralda.’


Esmeralda nodded but said nothing.


Alexandra returned to her room to dress for dinner. There was still time before she had to endure the company of her family — and face her cousin Salvador again. The doors to the balcony were open, framing the dark blue sky. She stepped outside and inhaled the air, fragrant with the breath of night. The garden, so alive earlier on, was now veiled in darkness, which brought with it a nocturnal mystery as unfathomable the people around her, she reflected. As she stared into the vast, inky canopy, her growing sense of foreboding murmured quietly to her.


Since her arrival at El Pavón, so many things had puzzled her and her talk with Esmeralda had only gone some way towards enlightening her. It was now clear what Esmeralda was concealing from her family but the hidden agendas of the rest of the de Fallas remained obscure. Why had Salvador warned her to leave Spain? Equally, how had he come to deserve such muted disapproval from the rest of his family? And what was behind the hushed whispers whenever Marujita’s name was mentioned? Strange that Esmeralda hadn’t mentioned her at all, even though the girl appeared to hold quite an importance in this household where so many comments carried ambiguous meanings. Alexandra could think of more than one occasion when the conversation had stopped dead as she walked into a room. Often, during her walks, or while she read in the shade of a tree, she sensed an evil presence, as though invisible eyes were watching her.


The hostility of certain members of the family, the fact that they took her for some wily schemer come to rob them of part of their inheritance, was undeniable. Yet Alexandra had the clawing sense that these indefinable impressions of danger whenever she was alone had their roots elsewhere but, like all her other unanswered questions, the truth remained elusive. Endowed with a fertile imagination she might be, however, she was not an alarmist. She was determined soon she would somehow have proof that her uneasy feelings were justified.


Time marched on. She couldn’t tell how long she’d been on the balcony, wrapped in sombre thoughts. The evening breeze, gentle and cool, brushed her lips lightly, giving her the ephemeral illusion of a kiss. She shivered; all of a sudden she was cold. Going back inside, she shut the window and finally dressed for dinner. She made her way down to the conservatory at the back of the house where the family was assembling, as the great dining room was still being cleaned following the ball. Alexandra much preferred the informality of this charming space opening out on to the gardens, lit with softer lamps, its glass walls hung with vines.


Esmeralda didn’t appear that evening. At the beginning of the meal, Doña Eugenia announced starchily that a migraine was keeping the young woman from joining them for dinner. If some had any doubt as to the veracity of this excuse, they kept it to themselves. Once more Alexandra had the notion they were acting by common accord, as though a tacit conspiracy was going on, which deliberately excluded her. Still, inwardly she allowed herself a satisfied smile, knowing they were unaware of the conversation she’d just shared with Esmeralda. For once she knew what was behind their masks.


Dinner tonight was conducted in stern silence. Even Ramón failed to make his customary quips, and Don Alonso was in his own world as usual. Doña María Dolores sat opposite Salvador, her expression more grim and severe than ever. Alexandra had tensed a little when her cousin had taken the seat next to her on the large round table, meeting his easy smile with barely suppressed irritation lighting her eyes. The young man had returned from his jaunt with Doña Isabel in his vintage car a few minutes before dinner and seemed totally unaware of either Alexandra’s or his great-aunt’s mood as he tried singlehandedly to keep the conversation going.


‘Alexandra, have you any engagement for tomorrow?’ he asked, glancing at his cousin. ‘I need to travel to Seville on business,’ he went on without waiting for her reply. ‘My work should take only a short time. We’d have the rest of the day to visit one of our most beautiful cities. I thought it may interest you and …’


‘Oh, Salvador,’ Mercedes cut in, suddenly coming to life and throwing a dagger-like look at Alexandra. ‘Can I come? I adore Seville and I could stop off in the Calle de Sierpes and …’


‘My dear child,’ interrupted Doña María Dolores, ‘you’re forgetting that Monday is the day you read to me.’


‘But Abuela,’ she protested indignantly, ‘I could read to you just as well when I come back from Seville or, if it’s too late, on Tuesday.’


Alexandra wasn’t sure if she was more alarmed at the prospect of Salvador’s invitation or the idea of Mercedes joining them. However, she had no chance to voice her misgivings. Ignoring the objections of one granddaughter and the silence of the other, Doña María Dolores turned to Salvador and announced that Alexandra would be delighted to go with him to Seville.


‘Sarita can accompany you,’she added.‘Her old mother lives nearby in Triana, she’s not been very well. I’m sure Sarita would welcome the opportunity to visit her for the day.’


Alexandra bristled. She had ambiguous feelings about spending a whole day in Salvador’s company. Despite her anger and confusion towards her cousin, part of her thrilled to the idea of being alone with him again but she was still somewhat taken aback by her grandmother’s dictatorial tone and the fact that she’d not been consulted. But that was the Duquesa’s way, as she’d already learned: she was the head of this family and ruled it in accordance with her ideas and plans. It had always been so. For the time being, Alexandra thought it best not to rock the boat.


‘Oh, Abuela, please let me go too,’ whimpered Mercedes.


However, the dowager’s attention had already moved on, the conversation at an end.


Alexandra stole a glance at Salvador, who was cheerfully tucking into his food, the ghost of a smile around his mouth, though he studiously avoided looking at her. Courses were cleared away and dessert appeared, which Doña María Dolores declined.


‘Tía, did you know that Alexandra is an accomplished pianist?’ Salvador remarked to the Duquesa, a smile flickering in his eyes as he watched for his cousin’s reaction. Alexandra gave none; she wasn’t going to satisfy him by showing any discomfort on his account.


‘I did. You must play for me some time, querida,’ said the Duquesa.


‘Of course, Abuela,’ answered Alexandra. ‘I should be happy to play for you whenever you wish.’


Doña María Dolores directed a pleased nod at her granddaughter. She looked at Alexandra for a moment and paused before turning to Salvador, her features once more austere.


‘A word, por favor.’ The Duquesa rose from her chair and moved away, motioning for Salvador to join her. The two of them stood in the archway leading to the living room beyond and, as Mercedes began to chatter on to her mother about having piano lessons, the Duquesa lowered her voice. ‘We need to talk about the company you’re keeping at the moment. I don’t understand why you’re rekindling this old flame.’


Within earshot, Alexandra purposefully kept her eyes level, concentrating on her pudding, though her stomach turned painfully at the thought of Salvador and Doña Isabel together — for who else could it be that her grandmother was referring to, she reasoned? A few seats away, Doña Eugenia pricked up her ears, giving a sour look to no one in particular when she clearly failed to earwig satisfactorily.


‘Come, Tía, you worry too much,’ said Salvador. ‘You know what they say, hacer una montaña de un grano de arena, don’t make a mountain out of a molehill.’


‘Unfortunately, you often give me cause to worry, my boy,’ the Duquesa muttered. ‘We must discuss this in private, but I want to know your intentions.’


‘My intentions? Oh, the list is endless, Tía,’ he smiled charmingly at his great-aunt, deflecting her inquisition. ‘Topping it is sorting out the new stock of horses. Speaking of which …’ And with that, the sound of their conversation was lost as they walked into the next room and out of sight on their way to the Duquesa’s apartments.


Alexandra tried to shake off her mood but it wouldn’t pass. At home, in England, she had more authority over her feelings; here, she felt constantly baited and vulnerable in a way she didn’t care for at all. Salvador seemed determined to provoke her at every turn and she was now apprehensive as to what a whole day with him in Seville would bring, during which she had no doubt he would continue with his infuriating sport. Whatever happened, she must not betray her attraction to her beguiling cousin, an attraction that frustrated as much as it excited her.


That night, as Alexandra twisted and turned in her bed, unable to find sleep, she heard the sound of furtive footsteps in the corridor. She was certain someone was outside her room. In a few strides she was at the door, wrenching it open.


‘Who’s there?’ she cried out, hearing the startled tone in her own voice. The ominous silence of the long, deserted corridor answered her. She remained a moment in the doorway and quickly looked about her. Summoning all her courage, she ventured a few steps down the corridor and listened intently. Again she heard the soft footfalls, then the muffled sound of a door closing gently somewhere below, on the ground floor.


She was conscious of the rapid pounding in her chest and realized she was shaking. Slowly she shut the door and turned the key in the lock mechanically. She remained a moment, leaning against the heavy panelled wall separating her from the sinister shadows of the house, and then, turning, suddenly she let out a stifled cry of horror: it seemed as though someone was standing before her.


Her own shadowy reflection gazed back at her from the tall cheval mirror Agustina had brought up to her room before the masked ball. She gave a sigh of relief. ‘No question about it,’ she muttered to herself, ‘you’re as nervous as a kitten tonight.’


Alexandra poured herself a glass of water and sat for a few seconds on the edge of her bed. Either there had been a prowler outside her room or else her imagination had been playing tricks on her. If it had been the former, she wondered who was creeping around the corridors at such an unearthly hour and why they hadn’t answered her.


That night she slept badly, dreaming that ghostly shadows were pursuing her through the hacienda and a voice she knew well was urging her to leave.

















CHAPTER 5





They arrived at Seville in Salvador’s Hispano-Suiza by ten o’clock. Alexandra’s stomach had been beset with a host of butterflies at the thought of the day stretching ahead with him, particularly after he’d helped her into the car with a gentle hand to the small of her back, sending a tingling frisson up her spine. She glanced at Sarita, the maid, huddled in the back, and felt self-conscious. Well, she supposed that was the point of her presence, a chaperone to uphold the family’s honour, but as she and Salvador would be alone all day, it seemed a bit of an empty gesture on her grandmother’s part and having Sarita there did little to calm her nerves.


Surprisingly, Salvador quickly put her at her ease as they drove through the countryside. He was full of animated and amusing conversation about the surroundings, the Spanish and the delights of Seville that awaited them. Now and again he turned his head to stare at her appraisingly, making her pulse jolt. It was his open, unapologetic, Latin temperament, she told herself, though its intimacy disconcerted her.


They parted company with Sarita near the Golden Tower, the Torre del Oro, where the maid was to take a tram across the River Guadalquivir into Triana, the poorest quarter of Seville. After parking the car at the Plaza Hotel, Salvador took a few minutes to drop off a letter for one of his clients before offering to take Alexandra on a guided tour around town.


It was a sunny, immaculate morning, bathed in golden rays, with a velvety, azure-blue sky devoid of cloud. Already a colourful throng swarmed along the pavements lined with artisans’ shops, cafés and taverns.


‘Where are all these people going?’ asked Alexandra, surprised at the bustle at such an early hour.


‘Seville is a town for the stroller,’ explained Salvador, as they walked down one of the avenues that gave on to the main shopping street, la Calle de Sierpes. ‘You have to wander leisurely, with no particular aim in mind. I suggest we do just that, it’s such a glorious day,’ he grinned.


He was in a radiant mood and she was discovering he could be all at once cheerful, talkative and funny, a side to his character that had eluded her up until now. Whether it was pride, stubbornness, or simply the desire to savour the relaxed feeling between them, neither one had mentioned the masked ball or the unfortunate incident that had taken place in the drawing room the previous afternoon with Doña Isabel.


For the first time since her arrival in Spain, Alexandra felt truly alive as they walked side by side under the shade of palm trees, mingling with the exuberant crowd. There was no doubt about it: Seville’s carefree and happy atmosphere was contagious.


That morning, she had chosen to wear a simple Yves Saint Laurent chemise dress, pale green with three-quarter sleeves, held around her slender waist by a wide striped belt. From time to time, Alexandra would look up at Salvador, the green of the silk material reflecting in her eyes, making them seem softer. She wore no make-up and, with her mass of freshly washed copper hair tumbling down her shoulders, framing the delicate oval of her face, she looked like a schoolgirl, scarcely out of adolescence. From her appearance now, it was difficult to believe that only two evenings before she had been the sophisticated sultana from a bygone era, whirling around the dancefloor, an elegant and mysterious figure in the brightly lit ballroom.


Salvador himself walked with the air of someone who’d decided to take a holiday from a usually stressed life. For once, he seemed relaxed, almost carefree. ‘Que bonito es hacer nada, y leugo descansar, how beautiful it is to do nothing and then rest afterwards, as the proverb goes. That phrase could have been coined specially for the Sevillians, I think.’ He turned to her, his eyes alight with a twinkling expression she’d not seen in them before.


‘It’s not a sentiment you can relate to?’


‘Me?’


He laughed and turned again to look at her. This time the steady grey pupils reflected a gravity akin to melancholy that went straight to Alexandra’s heart, reminding her of the way they’d looked at the church in Santa María. ‘I’m always too busy, and too restless in any case to enjoy such a leisurely pastime …’ But it didn’t last. He was grinning again, she noticed, in that same lighthearted way as he surveyed the passing crowds.


Alexandra took in Salvador’s physique as they strolled. She had never had the opportunity to survey her cousin in broad daylight until now. Her first impression when they had met on the night of the ball had been one of height; now this was reinforced as he strode alongside her, towering above the crowd in his impeccably tailored clothes. His handsome Grecian profile was brooding and imperious under a shock of jet-black hair. Stealing a furtive look at his tanned complexion that gave a strange luminosity to his steel-grey eyes, Alexandra realized how unusually changeable those eyes were, varying in tone according to the mood he was in. She wasn’t sure whether they affected her most when they reflected the stormy skies of winter or when they mirrored the cobalt-blue depths of the Mediterranean Sea.


What should she make of his many contradictions? He exuded a mixture of strength and vulnerability, candour combined with reserve, confidence tinged with shyness. How should she take his quirky smile, which sometimes revealed a playful humour and at others a sort of gentle disenchantment? Add to this his dignified and somewhat solemn bearing and courteous manners and, without doubt, Salvador was the most seductive man she had ever met.


They finally turned into la Calle de Sierpes, a narrow cobbled Moorish-looking street where no wheels were allowed and which consisted entirely of pavement. It was lined with historic old houses that seemed to Alexandra the very setting for romance, with their colourful façades, elaborate casement windows and ornate balconies. Salvador pointed out the grandest, at the head of the street: the place where Cervantes was once held prisoner because of his debts. Now a bank, the Royal Audiencia’s sixteenth-century façade was a dignified mixture of umber-coloured brick and white mouldings, making Alexandra wonder what dark and desolate tales were hidden behind its old walls.


‘Why is this street named after snakes? It seems rather odd,’ she observed, looking at the narrow and short layout of la Calle des Sierpes.


Salvador grinned wolfishly. ‘Ah, one of the city’s many legends. The story goes that, some time in the sixteenth century, the children of Seville began to disappear and no one could fathom who was abducting or murdering them. It was a prisoner from the Royal Jail, trying to escape, who dug down into the sewers beneath the prison and found the bodies. It was a twelve-metre snake that had been dragging the children into the sewers and eating them. The prisoner killed the giant serpent and they made him a hero. What do you think of that?’


‘I think that in Seville crime does appear to pay on occasions.’ She looked at him mischievously.


Salvador laughed, his eyes sparkling. ‘Well, you know what they say: the devil’s children have the devil’s luck.’


‘So they say.’ Her eyes met his and then she looked away, slowing her pace to absorb the view of the colourful street. ‘It’s so full of life here, I can hardly take it all in.’


On either side, low stalls in front of intriguing shops spilled out on to the kerb. Shopkeepers sat on stools, idly chatting or smoking a pungent type of cigar. From time to time, one of them would glance slyly at Alexandra out of the corner of his eye and mutter appreciatively under his breath. As a rare foreigner in Andalucía, she inevitably attracted comments and she was aware of her companion tensing, barely perceptibly, at every remark made. His face had hardened slightly, and once or twice she caught sight of him glaring dangerously at one of these vocal admirers, instantly silencing the upstart.


‘They have an air of infinite leisure,’ Alexandra remarked to Salvador, trying to hide her amusement, ‘as if they’ve been there since time began and will continue until it ends.’


Salvador’s expression relaxed. ‘Sevillians, like all Andalucíans, learn early the Arab maxim: life is shorter than death.’


Alexandra hadn’t heard this saying before; it seemed just the sort of thing the cheerfully morbid Spaniards would use, but she kept that thought to herself.


They wandered through a labyrinth of alleys, shaded by plane trees and purple jacarandas, into a plaza full of quaint eating-places. Above one of the doorways of an old government building, Alexandra noticed a carving in the stonework.


‘Salvador, look there. I’ve seen that sign all over the city. What does it mean?’ She pointed to the carved letters ‘NO8DO’. The middle figure, an eight, had been represented like a piece of yarn. They paused in front of the doorway and she felt him standing close as he folded his arms.


‘That rebus appears on Seville’s coat of arms and their flag. It provides the city’s motto. The knot is the madeja … so if you read aloud “No madeja do”, it sounds like “No me ha dejado”, which means, “It has not abandoned me”, meaning Seville. The people of Seville were awarded the coat of arms in the thirteenth century after they refused to back Sancho IV when he tried to usurp the throne from his father, Alfonso X. They remained loyal to their scholar-poet king.’ Salvador glanced sideways at her. ‘It’s a legend based on the idea of fidelity and honour.’


‘How rare to find such tenacity in a people.’


His chin lifted a fraction. ‘Not where Spaniards are concerned,’ he said, almost arrogantly. ‘Historically, Sevillians are among the proudest and most passionate people in our country. After all, Seville is famous for its Flamenco, its bullfighting, its fiestas …’ He paused. ‘Everything we Andalucíans do, we do with intensity.’


His voice had taken on that deep, smooth sound with the knack of obliterating all thought, causing her head to spin. Alexandra gazed up at the carving, deliberately not looking his way, but felt him watching her.


She tried to focus. Her mind went back to Esmeralda and the secret the young woman was keeping, even from her brother. ‘This sense of honour is so very particular, don’t you think?’ she said, still not meeting his gaze. He was standing so close that their arms were nearly touching.


‘But of course, Alexandra. What is a man, Spanish or otherwise, without honour? The nobleman has his code of honour, as does the gypsy, but at its root lies the same thing: duty. A responsibility to one’s family and dependants, to behave with dignity and courage in all things … and to fight for what is right.’


‘It sounds positively medieval.’ Alexandra smiled casually as she spoke but when she turned to look at him, his eyes were silver-bright and ardent, almost feverish. Her mouth went dry.


Salvador took her elbow and her heart leapt at the gentle but firm contact of his fingers. ‘Come, Seville is also famous for its food, and we’re in the perfect place.’


Stopping at a tavern, they sat outside under a bright red awning, sipping sangria and eating a few olives, shrimps and other tapas that Salvador ordered. Most of Seville appeared to have congregated there to do much the same thing or to stroll aimlessly in groups of three or four.


Salvador grinned, showing off a flash of even, white teeth. ‘As you must have gathered, the favourite pastime in Seville is watching the crowds go by. There is in each Andalucían, and particularly in every Sevillian, something of the voyeur and something of the exhibitionist.’


‘I find this carefree and happy atmosphere intoxicating,’ Alexandra admitted, suddenly elated by the lively bustle of the café and the strange perfection of this city.


‘I hope you’re enjoying your stay at El Pavón …’ Salvador drained his glass of sangria and surveyed her. ‘After your glittering life in London, our remote corner of the world must seem rather dull.’


Alexandra was about to comment sarcastically that, on the contrary, since her arrival she had been greatly entertained by him and various members of his family, but instead she bit her tongue. ‘I find the change refreshing,’ she merely replied. ‘It seems as if your life at the hacienda is anything but boring.’


This seemed to catch her companion off guard. He sat just a few feet away and his metallic gaze held hers across the table. For a lightning second the brooding, taciturn man she had glimpsed a few times before reappeared but this lapse of self-control was so brief it might have been an illusory trick of the light, or perhaps Alexandra’s own fertile imagination. In the momentary silence that followed, he never took his eyes off her face.


‘I would like to show you the Alcázar,’ he said, choosing not to answer her question and gesturing for the bill. ‘The visitor at first may take it to be a Moorish palace. Actually, it was the Christian kings who built it on an old Moorish site, of which almost nothing remains today. It’s interesting to see to what extent Christianity in Spain has been influenced by Arab culture and by Moorish habits and customs.’ He stared at her intently again. ‘Do you like Moorish architecture?’


‘This is my first visit to Spain, so I’ve not experienced it firsthand, but I’ve read extensively about its mixed architecture and the pictures I’ve seen have always caught my admittedly rather romantic imagination.’ She laughed somewhat shyly. ‘Isn’t there a legend associated with this palace?’ She remembered having read that somewhere.


A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. ‘You mean the love story of Pedro the Cruel and María de Padilla?’


She frowned, convinced she had read something about this. ‘I thought that Pedro the Cruel was in love with another María, the one who burned her own face.’


‘You are referring to María Coronel,’ he corrected.


This time she raised her eyebrows. ‘Was Pedro the Cruel in love with two Marías?’ The moment the words were out, she wished them unsaid. Her expression and the shocked tone of her voice seemed hopelessly naïve but it was too late to retract them.


‘That’s right.’ He gratified her with a brilliant grin. ‘Didn’t you know that in Andalucía, love is as inconstant as it is passionate and jealous? A liking for the harem has been handed down to us through centuries of Moorish civilization.’


Alexandra heard the barely concealed relish in her cousin’s voice. I asked for that, and he’s enjoying this now, she thought. All the same, she laughed, hoping it didn’t ring as hollow in Salvador’s ears as it did in her own. ‘I never know when to take you seriously.’


‘But I’m very serious, dear little cousin.’ Salvador’s voice was even, an enigmatic smile touching his lips. His eyes had lost their steely edge and had deepened, as they sometimes did, into a Mediterranean blue. Gleaming, they held a hint of mischief as they scanned her face and Alexandra had no doubt that he was laughing at her. ‘The legend tells of how at first Pedro the Cruel fell in love with Doña María Coronel but she was married to another. He condemned her husband to death but promised to spare him if his wife was accommodating. She refused to yield to him and her husband was executed. She sought refuge in a convent but Pedro the Cruel tracked her down. In despair, she burned her own face, thus putting an end to the accursed love that her beauty had inspired. Don Pedro then consoled himself with María de Padilla.’


Alexandra shuddered. ‘What a dreadful story!’


He regarded her provocatively. ‘If the preferred love is unavailable then what can you do but seek out another to soothe your soul?’


‘So much for your famous Andalucían fidelity and passion. Not my idea of romance, I’m afraid.’ She tried not to read into his words the whisperings of her own uneasiness: that she was perhaps merely his own diversion, a plaything because Isabel was not available to him.


Salvador, seemingly oblivious to her concerns, simply grinned. ‘Legends blossom spontaneously on our fertile Spanish soil, each one more fantastic than the other. Like I said before, we Andalucíans do everything with intensity.’ He laughed, taking great pleasure in tantalizing her, but Alexandra had given up. She would remain casually detached and not leave herself open to any more of her cousin’s teasing banter, she had decided.


They left the café and took a leisurely stroll south through bright, tree-lined streets, eventually arriving at the Alcázar. Alexandra was dazzled by this palace straight out of One Thousand and One Nights, with its vast rooms covered in glazed tiles. Never before had she seen so many marble columns, arabesques, arcades, galleries and cool, echoing corridors. They walked through the silent gardens covered in clouds of roses, laden with the pungent scents of myrtle hedges and the sweet balmy breath of orange blossom.


‘This is the chamber of “Las Doncellas,”’ explained Salvador as they were admitted into yet another sumptuously decorated room to the side of a magnificent courtyard.


‘I presume this is the room where ladies received visitors,’ she suggested.


Salvador shook his head. ‘No, not exactly.’


She turned to him abruptly and met the cobalt blue eyes regarding her with cool amusement. ‘What then?’


He gave her a wry glance. ‘It is said that every year, as tribute to their victory, the sultans received in this room one hundred captive virgins taken prisoner in each of the Christian cities they conquered.’


Alexandra lifted a quizzical eyebrow, holding his gaze defiantly. ‘Has a liking for this barbaric custom left its trace on the Spanish people as well?’


This time Salvador gave his laughter full rein, delighting in her response. ‘I was in no doubt my independent and emancipated cousin would disapprove of such a custom. Did you know you can be read like a book?’


‘Yes, so they say,’ she replied lightly, trying to hide her annoyance at herself for still coming across as transparent and naïve when she had tried to meet him with dignified sarcasm. Once again she had waltzed straight into his trap.


By this time they had come out into one of the formal garden enclosures, constructed in such a way that the occupants could not be overlooked.


‘Who says?’ he prompted, imitating her curtness, ‘Your admirers? You’re a very lovely young woman and I’m sure you’re not short of suitors.’ Without missing a beat, he added, ‘Have you left a novio back in London?’


Alexandra was taken by surprise. His question was bold and indiscreet. To her intense irritation, she felt herself blushing and looked away so that he could not see her confusion. The open challenge in his voice was baiting her but she refused to rise to it. They were slipping towards dangerous ground; the last thing she wanted was to be quizzed by Salvador about her personal life. In fact, there was not much going on in it, now that she came to think of it — apart from dear Ashley, of course. Anyhow, nothing of the kind he was alluding to. Shut away in a world of her own, she had been too busy writing romantic novels to give much thought to her own emotions in that sphere and, for some reason, she was reluctant to let him know that.


Mistaking her silence for resentment, Salvador laid a hand on her arm. ‘Are you angry, Alexandra?’ Placing two fingers under her chin, he turned her face towards him. His voice was soft and velvety, startling her out of her absorption. The steely-grey eyes fastened on to hers and she stared curiously into them. There was a compelling power there that made her forget her irritation and misgivings. He smiled at her uncertain expression.


‘What are you afraid of?’ he asked gently, echoing her earlier thoughts. She swallowed hard, transfixed by his nearness. Though his skin was smooth, underneath the golden tan she could make out the faint shadow of tomorrow’s stubble. The set of his jaw and the line of his mouth appeared softer than they had in the moonlight, the night of the masked ball. His head bent towards hers, his mouth a breath away from her parted lips. She caught an expression in his eyes, vital and aware, as they took in the whole of her face. A current passed between them in the warm rose- and jasmine-scented air. It came like a gentle tremor, as though the invisible magnets of fate were drawing them together, building and engulfing them in a tidal wave, to drag them down into its depths, in a sea of unknown feelings.


The moment was transient. Without warning, he let go of her arm and turned away, once more unreachable. Alexandra stepped back too, her eyes clouding with confusion, unsure of what to feel. For a short while, the two of them stared out at the stunning gardens but Salvador’s aloof manner didn’t last for long. Regaining his good humour, he galvanized Alexandra, despite herself, into a different mood.


‘And now, let’s have lunch. I’m sure you’re as hungry as I am,’ he cheerfully declared.


He took her to the old Jewish quarter of Santa Cruz, a backwater of twisting streets and unsuspected byways, with fine old green-shuttered houses and whitewashed garden walls. At almost every entrance was a wrought-iron lantern; at every window a bow-shaped iron grille moulded with ornate rococo curls. The garden walls were splashed with overflowing vines and through occasional open doorways Alexandra caught glimpses of flagged patios filled with potted plants, copper urns and jugs, and a fountain tinkling in the centre.


They ate a hearty lunch in Hasta Luego, a quaint tavern in the middle of the quarter. Salvador knew the owner and although it was already busy, they were given an excellent banquette inside, where it was cool and more private in the pleasantly dim light.


He poured Alexandra a glass of sangria, studying her face and the delight in her eyes as she took in the surroundings, making mental notes to jot down in her notebook later. The tavern held a charming collection of dark mahogany tables and stools, pots and pans hanging from the ceiling; its walls of sherry-coloured panelling were covered with bright paintings and areas of patterned blue-and-white tiles; giant wooden wine barrels were mounted on shelves and displays of enticingly packaged Spanish delicacies were a feast for the eye.


Salvador leaned back in his chair. ‘I’ve been watching you. You seem fascinated by Spain, Alexandra.’


‘Yes, I suppose I am,’ she conceded. ‘My life in England is so very different. Here, there’s colour and light and passion. The Spanish have an enviable gift for life and happiness. There seems to be a world of stories on every street corner.’


‘You are a true romantic, a romantic hiding beneath a mask of English worldliness. But then again, every one of us wears a mask of some kind … You believe the best of people, don’t you?’


‘Should I not?’


Salvador smiled wistfully. ‘Perhaps. People are unpredictable, the Spanish in particular. Yes, we are driven by our passionate nature but danger is often the bedfellow of passion.’


Was there a glint in his eyes as he had said this, she wondered, or again was it a trick of the light?


She glanced at him. ‘I agree, passion can be dangerous,’ she said as casually as she dared, though she could feel her cheeks warming, not purely from the effect of the sangria. It was impossible for her to resist the beguiling nature of his smile. ‘But what do you mean, exactly?’


His voice softened. ‘I mean, Alexandra, that here, things must be done in a particular way. In our country we have customs that are deep-seated and which govern our people, traditions that took root in this land centuries ago, which nothing and no one can destroy. Those ways can imprison us …’


‘Only by choice. Every civilized person has a choice and the freedom to decide their own destiny, don’t you think?’


‘How provocative,’ he said, as if to himself, ‘a politician as well as a writer and musician. Is there no end to your talents?’ He raised dark brows, his eyes sparkling.


‘You’re laughing at me.’


He grinned. ‘Is it not good to laugh occasionally?’ Pausing, he added thoughtfully, ‘We have a great deal in common, you and me.’


‘I cannot think what,’ she answered, but was intrigued by his comment.‘We’re from unimaginably different backgrounds.’ Holding back from him seemed the sensible thing to do and yet she wanted to draw him on.


‘We are both trapped behind masks, of course. Can you not sense it, niña?’ There it was again: a glimmer of vulnerability beneath that confident masculinity. ‘You yearn for something you don’t have, searching for your identity and maybe even your destiny on this fiery soil of ours. Anyone who has heard you at the piano can see there is something restless and driven in you, another side that longs to take flight. You need to face who you really are, Alexandra.’


She blinked in surprise at his disarming frankness, her eyes questioning his sincerity. It was as if in a moment he had peeled away a layer to expose her vulnerable core. She frowned and looked away. He was dangerous — how fearful and fascinating were the days ahead going to be.


‘Am I such an open book to you?’ She tilted her chin a little stubbornly but could not help the thrill coursing through her at the thought of how he had got under her skin. That he could make her feel like this was almost frightening.


‘You must forgive me if I lack your English diplomacy,’ Salvador said, smiling at her reassuringly. ‘Unfortunately, we Spanish speak our minds. But you know this, as you are essentially a true Spaniard.’


‘Hardly. I’ve lived a very English life.’ She looked at him and suddenly felt like she had indeed been trapped in a glittering prison ever since she could remember, her eyes closed in the dark, sheltered and closeted from the world.


‘But you were born and nurtured under the Spanish sun, on Spanish soil, for the first years of your life. We are the blood that flows through your veins, Alexandra. The lifeforce of your passions … which you clearly have in abundance, niña.’


His gentle tone surprised her and she made no comment. The dark, penetrating gaze held hers for a moment and slowly travelled to her mouth. Alexandra felt almost hypnotized as she tried to decipher its disturbing message. The heat intensified in her cheeks as he continued to look at her with … she dare not believe what he was mutely telling her. Salvador’s raw sexuality was overwhelming. He disturbed and excited her in equal measure; she recognized that now.


A Flamenco guitarist spontaneously began playing at the far end of the restaurant — loud, harsh, with a pulsing under-beat. With his long, unkempt hair, deep-set, jet-black eyes and gaunt face, the man looked like a gypsy. His song had a wave-like dynamic: soaring to passionate heights, dropping to a murmur, rising again. Waiters stopped and clapped softly or rapped their knuckles on tables as the hoarse, melodic voice of the guitarist echoed through the room. Like a drug, it was mesmerizing everyone in the place, including Alexandra. She soon forgot her embarrassment and became transfixed by the musician, letting the sound surge through her body.


It was then that she looked up. Emotion burned in Salvador’s face as if a light had been turned on inside him. He sat without stirring, lost; forgetful it seemed of the woman who sat beside him. She felt a sharp desire to touch him, bring him back, slightly jealous of the music that had such power to take him away from her. Still, the plaintive sound of the guitar and the ardent words of the song were enthralling her too. When it stopped, Salvador looked at her, the emotion the song had inspired in him still burning in his eyes.


Alexandra spoke quickly to diffuse the intensity. ‘I’ve never heard true Flamenco music played live, though I’ve always wanted to. I find its subjects almost too poignant, love and death.’


‘Love and death are the two overriding Andalucían preoccupations. Indeed, more specifically, they are the two most important experiences of life.’


‘But why couple them?’ Alexandra protested. ‘They don’t go in pairs. One is the beginning — the real beginning — of life, the other is the end.’


Salvador smiled and shook his head at her. ‘Spanish Flamenco is the embodiment of passion. Some people say that music is at its best when wild and unleashed. Flamenco is often like that, heels stamping, castanets clicking, skirts of the dancers whirling … But it was not the case with this singer; he sang a sad love song. Flamenco, and especially Andalucían Flamenco, is a force of nature … like love. The singer reaches deep down into his soul and that is what makes the notes so, as you say, poignant. What do you make of our Andalucían passion, as a writer, as a musician … or as a woman, Alexandra?’


Alexandra stared at him, realizing that he had subtly altered the sound of her name. Salvador’s voice was low and caressing, making her aware of the deep potential of passion in this man, and she dared not look into his eyes.


‘Music not only requires passion, but practice and dedication,’ she countered, trying to steal back some of her composure, ignoring the unnerving fluttering sensation in her chest.


‘And with dedication comes the release of true art, it’s true. One day I’ll show you the dance of Flamenco and, I guarantee, Alexandra, the Spanish part of you will be ignited.’


‘I’m not sure I’m quite ready for that,’ she said, unsure which part of his declaration she was replying to.


‘You must say yes, Alexandra, or I will be forced to pursue you until you do,’ he softly told her.


Under his steady scrutiny she became restive and her eyes wavered from his face. She could imagine how it might feel to have Salvador hold her tightly against him as they moved to the pulsating rhythm of the dance. To ease her dry throat she reached for the sangria. ‘Flamenco is the music of the gypsies, I’ve heard. Is that true?’


‘Some believe they invented it, yes. They have certainly appropriated Flamenco over the centuries and the wild, exciting nature of the music and dancing fits with their mysterious culture.’


‘They sound fascinating, though they do have a notorious reputation worldwide. I’ve read about some of their more threatening ways, though like most things obscure and little-known, I suppose it’s easy to paint a sinister picture and be quick to condemn. Do you know much about them?’


‘A little.’ Salvador’s expression hardened. She could not read his face as he relapsed into one of his characteristic brief silences, his eyes gazing ahead, absorbed in his own thoughts. He returned to her and she saw the dark eyes regarding her gravely. She flushed faintly. ‘They’re a proud race, with a strong sense of honour … And honour is, after all, one of the most important things that drive us: honour, revenge, love. What else is there?’


Alexandra laughed. ‘Tolerance, decency, beauty … honesty.’ The solemn side of his Spanish nature had resurfaced in an instant, and she was trying to bring him back. It had worked and he shot her a provocative smile.


‘Do you find me honest, Alexandra?’


He was doing it again, playing with the sound of her name.


‘I find you completely exasperating.’


‘So you’re the honest one, I see.’ Salvador threw his head back and laughed delightedly, the gleaming whiteness of his teeth as startling as the cobalt eyes that twinkled at her, animating his coolly handsome face.


Alexandra burst out laughing too and once again found herself totally at ease with this man that she knew so little about. Meanwhile the music had died down to a slow strumming and the chatter from the diners had resumed.


‘Perhaps we should get some fresh air and see more of Seville,’ she suggested. ‘There’s so much I need to discover.’


‘Of course, and much I have to show you,’ said Salvador, and to her astonishment he took her hand and raised it to his lips in the same fleeting way he had done at the harbour. He paid the bill and soon they were back in the bright streets of Santa Cruz.


Later, they strolled through the maze of narrow white streets of this old Jewish quarter, under arcades garlanded with roses and jasmine. They lingered in plazas planted out with flame trees and acacias, and he bought her a superb shawl of thick silk, embroidered with myriad flowers and exotic birds. ‘So that you will think of me every time you wear it,’ he said solemnly.


He spoke to her about his childhood, about El Pavón, and his great-aunt, the Duquesa, whom he adored. Salvador had come to understand, and even admire, the dowager’s quirks and respected her courage, both during and after the Civil War. It was a courage mixed with subtlety.


‘I realized after the war that my great-aunt’s cautious stance had been very wise,’ he told Alexandra.


‘Yes, I can appreciate even more now, having spoken to Ramón, just how terribly dangerous life in Spain has been over the last two decades. Grandmother must have been so brave to get the family through such horrors seemingly unscathed.’ Alexandra gazed up at Salvador, frowning in concern.


‘Ah yes. Ramón. He sees the world in such black-and-white terms. And, of course, sometimes he’s right. The hatred and thirst for revenge that followed Franco’s victory here have made the whole country a dangerous place. The de Fallas are one of the oldest of the noble families. We could have been viewed with suspicion and resentment by so many, but the Duquesa has navigated a shrewd path through it all. But let’s talk of more cheerful things.’ He smiled at Alexandra warmly and brushed his hand along an overhanging branch of bougainvillea above her as they walked. She watched a petal drift slowly to the ground and wondered at Salvador’s sense of being a de Falla, and what she’d begun to detect in him: that, just as he’d remarked about her, he yearned for a freedom he didn’t have.


‘Yes, it’s so beautiful here.’ She lifted her face, basking in the warmth of the sun on her skin, and took in the impossibly azure sky, the riot of colour in the meandering, cobbled street. ‘It’s as if this place has been frozen in time for centuries.’


When he didn’t answer, she looked sideways and almost blushed as his gaze found hers; the open curiosity of it was so disarming. ‘Yes, beautiful,’ he murmured. ‘Andalucía is a blessed place. According to Islamic legend, Allah was asked for five favours by the people of El Andalus — clear blue skies, seas full of fish, trees ripe with every kind of fruit, beautiful women and a fair system of government. Allah granted them all of these favours except the last … on the basis that if all five gifts were bestowed, the kingdom would become an unearthly paradise.’


‘I like that one.’ Alexandra was almost vibrating with the excited awareness of him next to her as they walked. ‘Tell me another.’


He told her again of the legends and tales of ancient Spain, which reflected not only the traditions and customs of his country but also, indirectly, his own ideas, his principles, his aspirations, his ideals. Unconsciously he opened up to her and she listened, riveted, her eyes sparkling, drinking in his every word, eager to know more of the man she suspected lay behind those words. He was proud of his aristocratic lineage, mindful of the responsibility his status conferred, and was as deeply rooted in his country as he was in the earth beneath his feet. Yet today, he was like any other young Spaniard, playful and flirtatious, and the way he looked at Alexandra confused her heart and overpowered her body.


She wanted this day never to end. Salvador also seemed relaxed and happy. Passersby smiled, assuming them to be newly betrothed, as Salvador and Alexandra shared lingering gazes and laughed with such carefree spontaneity.


‘I’ve not stopped talking,’ he said at last in a somewhat embarrassed tone. ‘I hope I haven’t bored you with my stories.’


‘On the contrary,’ Alexandra replied enthusiastically. ‘Your anecdotes are extremely interesting. Besides, you’ve given me a great deal of material for my book.’


Salvador smiled and glanced at his watch. ‘In that case, you must visit Triana. Without it, your research on this part of the world would be incomplete. Triana is the poor suburb of Seville but I think it’s typical of Andalucía. There is no better time to see it than at sunset, when it’s packed with every kind of vagabond.’


‘What’s so special about Triana?’


‘Triana is the haunt of gypsies, the home of popular song and folklore dancing. In the days of Haroun al-Rashid, it was the scene of magical Zambra festivals where they danced the “Dance of the Moors”. Since then, Seville has become famous for musical culture throughout the Western world, and Triana the heartland of Flamenco. There is no place on earth I can think of where you can see so many bizarre and exotic characters. They are a different people, the Trianeros, with their unique traditions and a charm and wit all their own,’ he added, his face alight.‘They have inspired the great musicians of the world. Rossini’s bumptious barber, Bizet’s bewitching Carmen and Mozart’s frivolous Don Juan … all these characters are here.’ Salvador spoke animatedly, his eyes gleaming with a singular fever. He walked at a brisk pace so that Alexandra had to hurry to keep up with his long strides. Once again, he was taking her breath away with his unpredictability. His drive was contagious and she felt her pulse race with unbridled excitement.


‘Have you heard the legend of Triana?’


She laughed. ‘No, Salvador, I think you can guess that I’m ignorant of that one.’


‘Let me enlighten you then,’ he grinned at her. ‘Some people say that the goddess Astarte, amorously pursued by Hercules, took refuge at the bank of the Guadalquivir River.’


They stopped to cross the road. ‘The goddess who?’ Alexandra asked.


‘Astarte, the semitic goddess of fertility.’ He looked at her and a tingling heat rushed under her skin. ‘The Greeks knew her as Aphrodite. She was so taken by the beauty of the riverbank that she thought it an ideal place to build a city, hence the creation of Triana. Astarte’s dual influence of sexuality and war certainly seeps through the place, if you believe in that sort of thing.’


They walked back to the Plaza Hotel where they’d left the car. Something electric had sprung up between them now and the air crackled with tension. They drove down near the Torre del Oro, not far from the bridge straddling the Guadalquivir, where earlier they’d parted company with Sarita.


‘We’ll cross the bridge on foot.’ Salvador got out first and held the car door open for Alexandra. ‘That way you’ll have a better opportunity to appreciate the local colour. Besides, no respectable car could survive the trip without damage.’ There was an inexplicable look in his eyes as she stood beside him on the pavement. She could feel a strange excitement radiating from him too.


As they approached the bridge, the chorus of voices became almost deafening, some shrill, others boisterous, punctuated by the shaky rattling of carts, the tintinnabulation of tram bells, the flat, repeated cries of street vendors. And over in the distance, on Seville’s waterfront, the dismal shadow of the Golden Tower, the old prison watchtower of the Guadalquivir, rose like some baleful omen of misfortune, casting its fiery reflection on the river’s shimmering surface in the light of the setting sun.


Alexandra stepped off the pavement and glanced up at the tower, drawn by its threatening beauty. Suddenly a horn blared. She turned her head to see a moped speeding towards her. Frozen, she stared, horrified, at the oncoming bike. The next moment she felt strong arms around her waist, lifting her up and jerking her back to safety.


Salvador caught her as she stumbled against him, her hands gripping his muscular arms to steady herself. His embrace tightened, straining her to him. Her heart was hammering with almost suffocating unevenness. Trembling as much by sudden conflicting thoughts as by her stumbling, she lifted her face to say something and found herself paralyzed by Salvador’s intense silvery gaze so close to her own. There was a question in their depths that she didn’t understand — that she didn’t want to understand — but before she could be sure of his meaning, he curved his hand around her cheek, tilted her chin up and his head lowered to find her mouth. Alexandra closed her eyes, welcoming the shudder of electricity that shook her as their lips touched. He kissed her lightly, softly, meaningfully. She could feel his strong torso pressing against her breasts; his lean, hard body telling her without words how he felt about her.


And now, as Alexandra’s arms crept about Salvador’s neck, his mouth slowly moved against hers, sensuously to start with before gradually building up into a more purposeful and desperate kiss. As his fire flowed into her, she was seized by a storm of wild feelings. Her innocence feared the strength of her own desire. He was burning through her, like nothing she’d ever experienced before. The power ebbed away from her mind as her body discovered a life of its own, leaping into flames, and her mouth gradually melted beneath his.


About them, the world seemed to stand still, even though the traffic blared and the pavement thronged with people; they were lost in the crowd, lost in their own crashing sea of emotions. Time hung like a pendulum suspended. Nothing else mattered except the roar of their unleashed desire.


Alexandra’s head rebelled against logic and caution. With wanton delight, she gave herself up to the rapturous bliss of the moment, startling that part of her which remained detached, that was watching her behaviour with shocked disapproval.


‘Beautiful señorita, handsome señor, Paquita will tell you what the future holds for you …’ The voice came sharply out of the blue. A gypsy woman of uncertain age, with hooded eyes, hooked nose and unkempt, thick black hair like a witch’s, had pushed out of the crowd behind them. Salvador almost leapt back in alarm. The gitana grabbed Alexandra’s hand but the young woman pulled away, reeling with confusion at this violent interruption, her mind and emotions still caught up in Salvador’s passionate kiss.


‘What? Let go of me, I don’t want to know,’ she cried, glaring furiously at the fortune-teller.


But the harpy took no notice of her objections. ‘Two paths … I see two paths,’ she went on in her deep, threatening voice. ‘The first is difficult and tortuous, strewn with thorns and tears, but at the end of it you will find the paradise all young women dream of. The second is straight and easy, strewn with rose-petals and pearls. A cruel deception … a castle built of sand. Careful, my beauty,’ she rasped as she drew closer to Alexandra, waving a withered finger at her, ‘do not delude yourself, do not be deceived, the devil is cunning.’


Turning to Salvador, her face clouded. ‘As for you, my fine Señor with the sad face, wearing the tragic mask of death,’ she hissed, clutching at his arm and digging her claws tightly into him, ‘go, go in peace, and may God help you! Alas, each one of us has a destiny to follow and Paquita can do nothing for you today. The die has already been cast.’ Then, all of a sudden, just as she had appeared from nowhere, she vanished, lost in the hubbub of the crowd milling around against the pink and golden backdrop of the sunset.


Alexandra was shaking, not so much in alarm at the gypsy’s sinister predictions but more in anger at her forceful behaviour.


‘Outrageous,’ she exclaimed indignantly, though her hands were trembling. ‘This is the side of gypsies I’ve heard so much about … these wild-haired witches who distract your attention and then steal your wallet. It’s intol—’


She stopped short when she looked up at Salvador. His face had drained of all colour; his eyes were wide, for a moment, frozen in horror. Then his gaze clouded over and he shuddered as his long fingers raked nervously through his shock of black hair.


‘Let’s go back,’ he muttered in a strained voice. ‘It’s getting late. Besides, Sarita will be waiting for us.’


‘Salvador?’ She wanted to know what had unnerved him so much, whether he gave any credence to the gypsy’s words, but he merely shook his head.


‘Let’s just get going, Alexandra.’


They walked in silence along the wide pavement of the waterfront. Still pale beneath his smooth, copper-tanned skin, Salvador seemed lost in his world of ghosts and nightmares. Alexandra’s mind, too, was disorientated by thoughts of the impulsive embrace they’d just shared and, despite herself, the gypsy woman’s warning.


‘It’s odd,’ he said in an almost inaudible voice, as if talking to himself. ‘That woman, that gypsy, she always appears to me before some catastrophe. I remember now … she was there on the road to Granada.’


‘What happened?’ Alexandra asked.


Salvador half looked up at the interruption of her voice but instead continued gazing into the distance. ‘She was standing outside a dilapidated caravan … I’ll never forget that shrill voice. “Take care, young horseman! Before the day is out, your pride will be crushed to the ground.” And she was right. A few hours later, an adder bit Centaur, my horse. He broke into a mad gallop and I was thrown into a ravine. They found me the next day, lying there unconscious next to my dead horse, and I was unable to walk for a long time afterwards.’


‘That was only a coincidence,’ Alexandra assured him.


‘A year later,’ he went on gloomily, paying no attention to her words, ‘I saw the witch again as I was coming out of the Chapel of Santa María. I was still an invalid in a wheelchair and Isabel, then my fiancée, accompanied me. There she was once more, standing at the gate, selling some cheap trash. “Feline eyes, hair of flame, soul of marble, treacherous dame,” I remember what she said. Two weeks later, Isabel broke off our engagement to marry the Marqués de Aguila.’


‘How can you be so sure this gypsy is the same woman?’ Alexandra asked, trying to sound logical and ignoring her needling irritation at the mention of Doña Isabel.


But it didn’t matter what she said; Salvador was getting himself worked up. ‘It’s her, I know it’s her,’ he insisted with stubborn conviction. ‘I wasn’t sure to start off with, I couldn’t quite make out her features, but now I know. I feel it in my bones. It’s like the bell of fate is tolling again, for me.’


Rather surprised at Salvador’s irrational reaction, Alexandra would have burst out laughing had she not realized how truly devastated he sounded.


‘Don’t be so ridiculously melodramatic,’ she exclaimed. They were still walking in the half-light. The shimmering reflections of the waterfront’s lamplights, which might otherwise have lent the river a romantic aura, now gave it a sinister, otherworldly enchantment that unsettled her. ‘What you’re saying is foolish, superstitious nonsense,’ she continued. ‘Surely you can see that? You’re an educated man, Salvador, not an ignorant peasant. Don’t let yourself be influenced by the groundless predictions of some evil hag whose only purpose, believe me, was to frighten us.’


Salvador gave her a tense look as he tried to school himself, but then grabbed her by the shoulders and wrenched her round, forcing her to stop and face him, his brooding eyes boring into her, imploring her to understand.


‘Go, Alexandra! Go while there’s still time. Leave before you’re dragged down too. There’ll be no turning back if you are.’


‘What do you mean, Salvador? Why do you keep trying to send me away?’ Alexandra was exasperated but his urgent tone was also beginning to alarm her, his hold on her almost painful. He looked at her intensely and dropped his voice, pulling her to him.


‘For a moment I was mad. I thought, I hoped … but I see now that it would be futile and wrong … it’s too powerful …’ He trailed off, his eyes still fixed on her, and Alexandra searched his face, trying to understand, her body beginning to stir helplessly at his touch. Her chest was rising and falling, once more threatening to betray her to him. ‘That witch Paquita is right, each one of us has a destiny to follow and mine has been traced already. Follow your own. Go, Alexandra! Leave El Pavón tonight, tomorrow may be too late.’


Salvador put out his hand and brushed her cheek softly. He was close, so close to her now that she could feel his warm breath on her face, smell the familiar fragrance of his soap, sense the fierce pounding of his heart. Hypnotized, her thoughts rioted out of control as they did every time he looked at her, touched her.


She stood on tiptoe and finding his mouth, pressed her lips longingly against his. This time they were still, unyielding. She felt him stiffen, but she didn’t stop. Again she kissed him and again, softly, lovingly. She didn’t care where she was or that anyone might see them. Salvador resisted for a few seconds more and then, gradually, she felt his strong, lithe body stir, his resisting lips move and claim her mouth in a passionate, fierce, desperate kiss. He held her tightly, crushing her against him, and she clung to him, dizzy and limp, eyes closed, her body vibrating to the furious rhythm of his need. Finally, he let go of her. Silently they stared at each other. His brows pulled together but otherwise his pale, handsome face remained expressionless.




* * *





As twilight fell on the city they picked up Sarita at the tram station. Salvador was generally a cautious driver but tonight he raced the car along the road out of Seville recklessly, as if they were being pursued by the devil himself, and in half the usual time the great wrought-iron gates were in view.


They turned into the drive of El Pavón. Barely a word had passed between them throughout the journey and, by now, the gloomy mood of the last few hours had caught up with Alexandra. She looked out into the night. Shadows of the stooping willow trees loomed on either side of the gravelled lane. In the moonlight, she could imagine their branches shedding lamenting tears into the opaque waters of the canal that irrigated the gardens and orchards of the hacienda. As they drove past, startled night birds flew up with mournful cries and insects, attracted by the light of the headlamps, hurled themselves pitifully at the car’s windows.


Finally, at the turn of a corner, the ancient residence appeared at the end of the driveway, its imposing silhouette outlined against the horizon. Salvador pulled up a few yards from the house as someone came out of the shadows and rushed up to the car: it was Esmeralda. She snatched the door open and leant in towards her brother.
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