

  

     

  




Chapter One ~ 1952


“Por-teur! Por-teur!”


The train came slowly into the Gare du Nord and from the window Sheena watched the blue-overalled porters with their wide leather belts as they hurried along the platform shouting and gesticulating to the passengers.


She was in Paris! 


She felt her heart leap at the thought. 


Yet her delight was followed by what was almost a sense of dismay. 


It was so noisy, so foreign, so big and even the sense of adventure that had kept her alert and excited during the whole of the journey from England was now superseded by the feeling of her own insignificance.


Automatically she rose to her feet and reached up to the rack above her head where the smaller portions of her luggage had been put by the porter at Calais. As she did so she caught a glimpse of the gold ring on the third finger of her left hand and felt herself shudder. 


For a moment she had forgotten that it was there and now, with a sense of urgency and something almost akin to panic, she remembered that she must not forget it. 


She must remember it all the time – remember the ring and all that went with it!


“You’ll be wanting a ring,” Patrick O’Donovan had said only two days ago when everything else had been thought of and her luggage was packed and labelled. 


“A ring, Uncle Patrick?” she asked him enquiringly. 


“Sure, me darling girl, it’s usual for a married woman to wear one,” he smiled.


“Of course. I had forgotten.”


“I’ll be buying you one at the jeweller’s. ’Tis something I’ve never done before, not with all my experience of the fair sex. Begorra, but I’m all for learning.” 


He was laughing as if it was all a great joke. But Sheena’s face was serious as she said in a low voice,


“I had not thought that I would have to wear a ring.” 


“Indeed they will be thinking it strange if you appear without one,” Patrick O’Donovan answered lightly and then something in the tense stillness of her figure communicated itself to him. 


“’Tis not troubling you, Mavourneen?” he said in the soft coaxing tone that she knew so well.


“No – no – not really,” Sheena answered, lying because she did not wish him to think her stupid or ready to make a fuss over such a small point.


“That’s all right then,” her uncle answered with a note of relief in his voice. “I’ll be away to choose you the symbol of happy wedlock. You had best give me something to show the size of your finger.”


Sheena had taken a skein of silk from her workbasket and wrapped it round her finger to find the right size. Patrick O’Donovan had slipped it into the pocket in his waistcoat and gone off whistling.


Alone in the damp basement kitchen Sheena had stared down at her finger and then, with an obvious effort, had gone back to the sink to start again on the endless pile of dirty dishes that always seemed to be awaiting her there.


 


*





“Por-teur! Por-teur!”


She signalled to a small middle-aged man with a drooping moustache and his beret set jauntily on the side of his head. She handed him several packages through the window and then went along the corridor to where the other luggage was being sorted out by an attendant.


The woman in front of Sheena tipped the man and Sheena realised that she too would be expected to produce a pourboire. She fumbled in her bag. She had so very few francs left, but Uncle Patrick had been reassuring when she had pointed out how little money she had for the journey.


“They’ll be meeting you in Paris,” he said positively. 


Now Sheena hoped that he was right, otherwise she had no idea how she could pay for a taxi. With a confidence that she was far from feeling she told the porter that she expected there would be a private car to meet her.


“Venez avec moi, mam’selle,” he said and only as he started to walk at a brisk pace down the platform did Sheena realise that he had called her ‘mademoiselle’.


Did she look so unmarried, she asked herself, that even a porter could not credit her with the likelihood of a husband? 


She glanced at her luggage. The labels printed neatly in her own handwriting bore the legend ‘Mrs. Lawson’.


“Why Lawson?” she had asked her uncle when he told her what name was to be hers.


“Why not?”


“It’s such an ordinary name. You might have chosen something attractive.”


“But Mavourneen, it’s the one thing we wouldn’t want, something that would draw attention to you and that would remain in a person’s memory. Lawson is a commonplace name belonging to hundreds, perhaps thousands of English people, the sort of name you would never think about again. You understand?”


“Yes, I suppose so,” Sheena answered. “But if I had the chance to choose – ”


“The day will come, me darling, when you will change your name through your own inclination,” Patrick O’Donovan smiled. “You will take a new one and a man with it and Glory to God, what better chance do you have to find one than living in Paris?”


“Are you really suggesting, Uncle Patrick, that I should marry a Frenchman?” Sheena asked.


“I am hoping you will marry no one,” Patrick O’Donovan said quickly. “Not while you have me to look after, and I need a lot of looking after, me lovely girl.”


“And yet you are sending me away from you,” she answered reproachfully.


Patrick O’Donovan turned his face away. Sheena had noticed before that there were times when he had difficulty in meeting her eyes.


“It cannot be helped,” he said slowly. “Sure, it cannot be helped.”


He had sighed and then risen as if to leave the room, but Sheena had prevented him.


“Listen, Uncle Patrick, you know that I don’t want to go to Paris. You know I don’t wish to take this job. I thought you had set your heart on it. If you want me to stay as much as I want to stay with you, then let’s refuse it.”


“There are reasons why I can do no such thing.”


“But what reasons?” she asked. “Who are these friends who ask such sacrifices of you? And are they friends? Are they not more likely to be people in the position to give orders?”


Patrick O’Donovan walked across the kitchen to stand with his back to the fire. Even as he stood there and before he opened his mouth to speak, Sheena knew what was coming, knew by the expression on his face that he was putting on an act and that he was about to say words that came automatically to his lips.


“You must be trusting your poor old uncle,” he began. “For haven’t I always done what was the best for you? Ever since that day when you were no higher than my knee and your poor father and mother, God rest their souls, were drowned, I have taken you to my heart and looked after you as though you were a child of my own. Baby Sheena, a poor wee orphan with no one to care for you but meself. I fought for you, me darling, then, and I’ve fought for your interests always. And believe me, as the blessed Saints are me witness, I’m thinking of you now.”


Sheena sighed. 


This was a repetition she knew only too well. This was the line that Uncle Patrick always took when he wanted to get his own way and intended to have it.


“Very well,” she said shortly. “‘Lawson’ it will be. And when do I go?”


“In a fortnight,” he answered.


*


Never, it seemed to Sheena, had fourteen days sped past so quickly and now she was here in Paris, starting upon an adventure that filled her not only with apprehension but also with an emotion that was strangely like fear.


It was all so unexpected, so unlike anything that she had ever imagined. 


‘I shall be a failure,’ she had thought over and over again these past two weeks. And yet now, walking behind the porter, she felt her spirits rising irresistibly. Whatever else happened at least she would see Paris!


There was something in the very smell of the Station that was different from anything she had ever known before. There was something exhilarating in the difference in the people, in their voices rising on a high excitable note and in the sudden glimpse of the sunshine across the street where the cars were waiting.


It was then she remembered again how little money she had left. 


Would there be a car?


The porter had brought his truck to a standstill. Now they stood irresolute, Sheena looking about her, her blue eyes, fringed with their dark lashes, anxious as she glanced along the row of private cars.


Suddenly she became aware that a man was approaching her. He was tall and dark and, as he swept off his hat, she realised that his eyes were very grey against his suntanned skin.


“Mrs. Lawson?”


It was a question and immediately Sheena began to shake her head.


“No – I mean, yes. I am Mrs. Lawson.”


“How do you do? I am Lucien Mansfield. Madame Pelayo asked me to meet you.”


“How kind – I was hoping that someone would be here.”


“The car is just over there,” he said, pointing, and the porter without instructions started off towards it with his truck.


“Had a good journey, mam’selle?”


“Yes, thank you.”


The question was one of entire formality and Sheena, as she followed her luggage towards a large expensive-looking limousine, thought that the man they had sent to meet her was stiff and a little frightening. There was something else about him, something which made her feel that she must be on her guard and careful of everything she said. 


He must be English, for one thing, she thought, and that in itself was a surprise.


Her luggage was swiftly disposed of in the boot of the car and before she could bring out her few remaining francs, the porter had been tipped and dismissed and she found herself sitting on the back seat of the car with a soft fur rug over her knees. 


A chauffeur wearing a cockaded cap closed the door and then they were driving away into the sunshine along the streets with tall grey houses on either side, shops filled with colourful merchandise and people sitting outside little bars at tables on the pavement.


For a moment Sheena forgot herself, her destination and her companion. She just looked, stared and absorbed her first impressions of Paris. 


Then with a little start she realised that the man sitting beside her was watching her.


“This is your first visit abroad?” he asked.


“Yes – yes, my first.”


“You have always lived in England before?”


She was about to contradict him, to tell him that Ireland was her home, and then she remembered that Uncle Patrick had admonished her, ‘say as little about Ireland as possible, Mavourneen. Remember that, thick-skinned though these English are, they must realise by now that we Southern Irish hate them’.”


“Yes, I have lived in England,” Sheena replied stiffly.


“Do you speak French?”


‘Was this a catechism?’ she thought suddenly and if so what right had he to catechise her? She felt her chin lift a little. 


The pride of the O’Donovans was very easily aroused.


“I speak fluently,” she answered coldly. “Although I cannot, of course, be sure that my accent is impeccable.” 


“I am glad about that,” he replied. “One misses so much that is worth seeing in Paris and in France if one cannot speak the language.”


He smiled as he spoke and Sheena felt her resentment evaporate as quickly as it had been aroused.


“There is so much I want to see,” she said confidently. “I have always dreamed about Paris. Paris in the spring – the chestnut trees, the Seine, the Louvre, all the wonderful things one reads about. And now I am here!” 


“And anxious, of course, to see your charges.”


She felt as though he deliberately poured cold water on her excitement.


“Yes, of course – my charges,” she replied. “Will you tell me about them?”


“You will see them soon enough. They are nice children, if a trifle spoiled.”


The car turned, as he spoke, down an avenue where all the trees were in bud. It was beautiful and, as Sheena caught her breath at the sight of it she hardly heard her companion’s voice.


“You must have thought yourself very fortunate to get this job.”


“Yes – yes, of course I did,” she told him hurriedly.


“You have had a lot of experience?”


Again it was a question and again Sheena felt resentful that he should catechise her. With a little effort, because she found it difficult to challenge him, she turned to look into his eyes.


“Do you really want me to tell you the story of my life so soon on our acquaintance?”


There was an expression on his face that she did not understand.


“You must forgive me if I sound curious,” he said. “But we have all been wondering what you would be like. The Pelayo children have had a large number of Governesses.”


“We?” Sheena enquired.


“The Embassy staff. Perhaps I should explain. I am one of them and my proper title is, I believe, Financial and Confidential Adviser to His Excellency the Ambassador.”


“It sounds very grand,” she remarked quietly, “but why should the Ambassador require an English adviser?” 


“I am only half-English,” was the reply. “My mother was a Mariposan and I have lived in Mariposa for a great many years of my life, in fact I have estates out there.”


“You will be shocked when I tell you that I had never heard of Mariposa until a few weeks ago,” Sheena said.


“It is a very undeveloped country – ” he began, but Sheena was no longer listening. 


She was thinking of that moment when Patrick O’Donovan had come down into the kitchen when she was washing up and said, 


“I’ve news for you, Mavourneen.”


“News, Uncle Patrick?” she asked, glancing at him over her shoulder.


“Yes, news. You are going to Paris.”


“Paris!”


Sheena had very nearly dropped a plate and then, with a dexterity that almost twisted her arm, managed to save it.


“What on Earth are we going there for?”


“Not we. You.”


She had turned at that to look at him in surprise. 


“Uncle Patrick, you have been drinking again.”


“As I stand in the sight of Heaven itself, me darling, not a drop has passed me lips this day. No, it’s news for you I have. You are to go to Paris.”


“And why and how should I be travelling to a foreign place?” Sheena enquired, still thinking that he must be joking.


“You are going, me dear, as English Governess to the two children of Don Veremundo Pelayo, the Ambassador of Mariposa.”


“Are you mad?” Sheena had enquired.


“No, sane.”


“But why should I be taking a job as a Governess? You know as well as I do that I have no qualifications for teaching.”


“Ah, but you have. The Ambassador himself has approved them and you have been spoken for by no less a personage than the Comtesse de Beaufleur.”


“Uncle Patrick, if you are not drunk – I am dreaming.” 


But she had not been dreaming and gradually the story had unfolded. His friends, those strange friends of whom she had never approved and of whom she knew little and the little she knew disliked, had planned this for her. It was these same friends who had brought them over from Ireland.


“Why should we go to England?” she had asked then. “You hate England, you have always said so.” 


“Sure, I loathe the guts of every Englishman,” Patrick O’Donovan answered. “But we must visit the damned island, Mavourneen. What must be, must be.” 


That was the answer she always received, ‘what must be, must be’ and now she must be off to Paris as Governess to the children of some unknown Ambassador. And a nice mess she was likely to make of it.


Mariposa indeed! She had gone to the free library to read up about it. It was a small State, she learned, situated between Uruguay and Brazil. Its population consisted of Spaniards, Indians and the Mariposans themselves, a race deep-rooted in tradition and filled with a fierce pride in their long history of fighting each other and their neighbours.


*


“This is the Place de L’Opera.”


The quiet deep voice beside Sheena jerked her back to the realities of the moment.


“And this is the Rue de la Paix. And now we are coming into the Place Vendôme.”


“It is so beautiful!” Sheena exclaimed.


She said the same thing a few minutes later as they passed the Tuileries Gardens and drove around the Place de la Concorde. 


Then the car was passing down a quiet street with high-walled gardens until it came to rest in front of an imposing mansion with a flight of steps leading up to the front door. Liveried servants came hurrying from the house to help Sheena from the car and bring in her luggage.


She walked into the hall. It was of marble with huge impressive oil paintings on the damask-covered walls. 


Feeling wide-eyed and impressed, she followed a footman up the stairs to the first floor.


“Is Her Excellency in the drawing room?” her companion asked in French.


“Oui, monsieur.”


A pair of double doors were flung open. Sheena had an impression of grey walls, glittering chandeliers of gilt and brocade-covered furniture, of huge bowls of exotic hothouse flowers and, rising from a sofa, one of the loveliest women she had ever seen in her life.


Madame Pelayo was delicately made and small-boned, but at the same time comparatively tall. She had small classical features with a skin like alabaster, which seemed in almost violent contrast to the raven’s wing darkness of her hair. 


There were diamonds flashing in her tiny ears and great ropes of elaborate pearls round her throat and, as she held out her hand to Sheena, there was a fragrance of an exotic perfume that was both tantalising and seductive.


“Ah, Mrs. Lawson, you have arrived safely I see. The Colonel found you at the Station. I was not afraid that he would miss you, he is so very reliable. Is that not true, mon Colonel?”


“Your Excellency flatters me.”


“Could I possibly do that?”


Madame Pelayo gazed up into the grey eyes looking down into hers and for a moment it seemed to Sheena that there was something vibrant and yet magnetic in the atmosphere.


Almost simultaneously they both turned again to her.


“Colonel Mansfield has told you about my children?” Madame Pelayo asked.


“I left you to do that,” Lucien Mansfield interposed before Sheena could answer.


“I am glad. I want no tale-telling. I want Mrs. Lawson to judge for herself how charming and how very sweet they both are.” 


Madame Pelayo paused for a moment and then looked at Sheena. 


“You are young,” she observed critically. “Far younger than I expected.”


“I am afraid looks are deceptive, madame. I am older than I appear,” Sheena replied.


Even as she said the words she felt them stick in her throat. How she hated to lie and how hard it was to remember her lies!


“They have my birthday wrong,” she had said to Uncle Patrick when he handed her her passport made out in the name of ‘Sheena Lawson’. 


“Why, it’s crazy,” she went on before he could answer. “They have made me eight years older than I am.”


“That is your age.” 


“No, it isn’t,” she expostulated, and then, glancing up at his face, she understood. “But it is too ridiculous! I shall not be twenty-one until next month. No one is going to believe I am twenty-eight.”


“Sure, but they will believe it all right,” he answered. “No woman is going to make herself out older than she is, at least no woman they have ever heard of.”


“Perhaps they are not as stupid as you expect them to be,” Sheena pointed out.


“The Ambassadress wanted someone older still,” he explained. “And incidentally the last Governess was sacked for looking too attractive.”


“So I am to make myself ugly, am I?” Sheena asked ominously.


“You could never be ugly, me darling girl,” Patrick O’Donovan replied. “But you need not be shouting your attractions all over the place for all and sundry to hear and notice.”


It was because she loved him so much that Sheena had done what he wanted of her. Habitually she wore her pale gold hair loose, falling to her shoulders. Now she had pinned it into a neat roll at the back of her head.


It was only when she was actually leaving for Paris that she had thought about her clothes. She never had any money to spend anyway and it had not occurred to Patrick O’Donovan that she might want to buy anything new for the journey to Paris. Anyway, she knew only too well he had nothing to spare. 


She had the greatest difficulty in getting a few shillings out of him to pay for food, let alone anything else and, when there was anything in the house, his so-called friends came and ate it.


She grudged them every mouthful they put into their lips, every bottle of beer and every glass of whiskey that was consumed upstairs in the front room during those long evenings when Uncle Patrick would leave her alone in the kitchen. He would stay with his friends, talking, smoking and drinking, until she was too tired to wait for him any longer and would let out the fire and go to her own room.


What did he and those strange men, whom she seldom saw, talk about for such hours on end she used to wonder, and then push the question away from her mind.


“I really meant to have a very much older Governess this time,” Madame Pelayo was saying. “But the Comtesse de Beaufleur spoke so very warmly of you and we all know that she is a difficult person to please.”


“Yes, of course,” Sheena murmured.


She realised with a sudden sense of dismay that she did not know if she was supposed to have met the Comtesse or not. 


Fortunately Madame Pelayo turned to Colonel Mansfield.


“I am going to take Mrs. Lawson up to the nursery,” she said. “Will you wait and have a cup of tea with me when I return?”


“I am honoured, but, as you know, my desk is piled high with work.”


“And you prefer to return to it rather than to waste time with tea and me.”


“To refute such an accusation may I say I shall be delighted to stay for tea.”


There was a little twist on his lips that made Sheena question whether he was being sarcastic or not. But Madame Pelayo smiled at him delightedly, her lovely face seeming to light up.


“Will you order it then?” she suggested. “And the chocolate biscuits that you like better than anything else. See, I remember everything, even your penchant for biscuits.” 


“You are too kind.”


Again Sheena felt that there was a touch of sarcasm behind his bow. A foreign bow, she thought, and she wondered now how she could have thought that he was entirely English. There was, in fact, something very foreign about him.


“Come upstairs, Mrs. Lawson,” the Ambassadress proposed. 


She led the way as she spoke, her full-skirted dress of black faille rustling as she walked as if it rested on innumerable silk petticoats.


It was then, as she turned towards the door, that Sheena had a glimpse of herself in one of the long mirrors that decorated the grey walls. She saw reflected the lissom elegance of Madame Pelayo, the flash of her jewels and the lovely lines of her dress, and following her a small undistinguished figure in a. shabby badly cut suit of brown tweed.


The felt hat that Sheena wore pulled down over her fair hair had seen better days. Granted her white silk blouse was clean, but her heavy shoes with their low heels seemed to make an unconscionable noise as she followed the spindle-heeled toeless sandals of her hostess across the polished lobby outside the drawing room and up the wide staircase with its beautifully chased balustrade.


“I hope you will be comfortable here, Mrs. Lawson,” Madame Pelayo said as they climbed the stairs. “I am very anxious that the children should feel settled and we should have no more changes in the house. I wish them to learn English, in fact it is essential that they should speak English fluently.”


“Can they speak a little already?” Sheena asked her.


“Oh, yes, indeed, they know quite a lot. We have had two English Governesses, but they both had to leave for reasons that I need not enumerate to you now. Sufficient to say that I promised myself that never again would I have a young unmarried woman in the place. It is too much responsibility and too much trouble for everyone including me.”


“I understand,” Sheena murmured.


She was beginning to appreciate now why Uncle Patrick had insisted that she should be a widow.


“The children, of course, already speak French as well as Spanish. My husband talks to them in Spanish, which is his own language, and I in French, which is my native tongue.”


“They must be very talented,” Sheena suggested.


“On the contrary. You will find they know very little except how to get their own way,” Madame Pelayo said with a flash of humour that seemed to make her even lovelier. “And here they are, my little ones!”


She opened the door of a room as she spoke and there were cries of, “Mama! Mama!” from two children who were playing with bricks on the floor. They sprang to their feet and ran towards their mother, looking, Sheena thought, exactly like two expensive dolls that she had once seen in a shop window.


Madame Pelayo bent to kiss her children and then introduced them to Sheena.


“This is Madeleine,” she said. “Although I am afraid we always call her ‘Madi’. She will be seven next week and is already very excited about what she is going to have for a birthday present.”


“A pony cart, Mama! You promised me a pony cart,” Madi cried.


There was no pleading in her voice, rather it was a statement of fact. She already promised to be a beauty like her mother. She had dark hair curled on either side of her face, and tied on top of her head with a huge bow of satin ribbon. Her dress of pink organdie fell from an embroidered yoke to stand stiffly above her bare dimpled knees. She was slim and elegant, moving like quicksilver, and having an engaging manner of setting her head on one side when she asked a question.


The boy was sturdier and much darker. It was easy to see the Spaniard in him and already there was an in-bred pride to be seen in the way he carried his head despite the fact that he was plump and had difficulty in following the quick movements of his sister.


“Pedro is only just five,” Madame Pelayo explained. “My husband adores him and spoils him inordinately. But I am very strict, n’est pas?”


The children laughed at that as if at some great joke and Pedro, throwing his arms around his mother’s knees, held her close to him.


“Now, children, I have to go downstairs,” Madame Pelayo said. “Show Mrs. Lawson where everything is. Show her too how nice and polite and good you can be. All English children are very good because they are brought up so very very strictly.”


“I am sick of hearing about English children,” Madi said petulantly.


“Now, Madi, that is naughty,” her mother replied. “Mrs. Lawson will not get a good impression of you if you talk like that.”


Madi looked at Sheena as if inwardly she murmured, ‘who cares?’ But she did not reply and Sheena smiled in what she hoped was an ingratiating manner.


“I certainly will not tell you how good English children are,” she said. “To begin with I don’t think they are better or worse than any other sort of children. And when I was small my Nanny was always telling me about some children she had been with before she came to me and how good and well behaved they were with the result that I hated them.”


“Did you really?” Madi asked interestedly.


“Yes, really,” Sheena answered.


She saw the interest quicken in the child’s eyes and felt that she had scored at least one point. 


But when Madame Pelayo closed the door behind her and she was alone, she felt her heart sink. She really knew so very little about children. She had been brought up an only child and she had had very little to do with other children.


She had gone to school spasmodically. Once for a few terms in Dublin, another time to a small school right down in the South of Ireland and once for only a few months in Cork. For the rest she had picked up things here and there, taking lessons when she could find them from widely diverse types of Teacher and finding that the sum total meant that she was extremely badly educated.


Only one thing had been fortunate. Her mother’s old maid, who had stuck to them through thick and thin until she died of a heart attack when Sheena was eighteen, had been French. Sheena had talked with the maid in her native language from her earliest days, in fact it became so like second nature to her that she often found herself thinking in French. 


Old Marie had been in many ways the only mother she had ever known. Patrick always spoke of himself as being both father and mother to her, but Sheena had not been very old before she realised that she had to look after him rather than the other way about.


Poor Patrick! With his prejudices and his enthusiasms, his violent hatred of England and his almost idolatrous love of Ireland. Dear Patrick! With his warm heart, his sweetness and his understanding.


Sheena felt a sudden surge of homesickness come over her. Why had she consented to this wild mad scheme? What was she doing here? As out of place as a cuckoo in a nest, if it came to that, in this exotic over-decorated nursery with two children who looked more capable of instructing her than she them.


She looked round at the elaborate toys, at the dolls’ house with electric light, exquisite furniture and real silver accoutrements which must have cost a fortune, at the rocking horse as big as a real pony, at the electric train that ran through tunnels and stopped at miniature Stations, at the teddy bear, which was as big as Pedro himself, and at the dozens of dolls decked out with tiny ear muffs and dresses trimmed with real lace. 


Any of these toys, Sheena thought, had cost more than she and Uncle Patrick had to spend on their food in a month!


And now she let herself be led from the nursery into the rooms that opened out of it. The single bedroom for herself with a fitted dressing table, clothes cupboards that lit up when you opened the doors, thick soft carpets which one’s feet seemed to sink into and a long narrow French window, which opened onto a balcony that overlooked the gardens at the back of the house. 


It was all so lovely and so luxurious that Sheena felt she had nothing to say as the children dragged her away to show her their own room and the blue-tiled bathroom that they both shared.


Then, when they felt that she had seen everything and had gone back to her bedroom, they stood looking at her.


“Are you going to make a timetable?” Madi enquired.


“Do you usually have one?” Sheena asked quickly.


“All the Governesses we have had made one,” Madi replied. “But we never kept to it. It would say ‘history’ or ‘scripture’ on the timetable, but Mama would arrive and say ‘come for a drive in the car’ or Uncle Henri would arrive and then Miss Robinson would giggle and forget all about history and the timetable.”


“Well, perhaps we had better not have a timetable to start with,” Sheena said thankfully because she was not certain how to draw one up. “We will just try and arrange your lessons when nobody else seems to want us to do anything.”


“Have you met Uncle Henri yet?” Madi asked.


“No, who is he?” Sheena queried.


Madi looked at Pedro and gave him a little nudge. The little boy had not been listening, but now he looked enquiringly at his sister.


“She doesn’t know who Uncle Henri is,” Madi explained. 


Pedro, with almost a sly look in his eyes, smiled at Sheena. 


“Uncle Henri liked Miss Robinson,” he said at length. “Do you think he will like you?”


“Hush, Pedro.” Madi obviously understood enough to realise the impropriety of such a remark.


Sheena, a little embarrassed, turned towards the dressing table and pulled off her hat.


“You run into the nursery, Madi,” she said, “and see if tea is ready. I expect you have tea at this time.” 


“We have milk,” Madi answered. “Pedro doesn’t like milk, but Mama says he has to drink it to grow big and strong.”


“Will you go and see if your milk is ready?” Sheena then asked.


The children ran from the room and she sat down at the dressing table. Her hair was uncomfortable, pinned up so tidily with such unaccustomed severity, and she pulled out the pins and taking a comb from her bag combed it free. It seemed to spring out joyfully into its natural waves and curls. For a moment Sheena sat staring at her reflection, seeing not a small heart-shaped face with what Uncle Patrick called its ‘blue eyes put in with a smutty finger’ but instead the dark flashing beauty of Madame Pelayo.


How she would love to be as pretty as that, she thought. Then she heard a sudden tumult from the nursery and without thinking and, still carrying the comb in her hand, she ran into the adjoining room. 


The children appeared to be shrieking at something by the fireplace. Thinking that they must have hurt themselves Sheena ran towards them and only as she reached them did she look down in astonishment to see that Pedro was sitting on the chest of a young man who was lying on the hearthrug.


Pedro was being bounced up and down, shrieking at the top of his voice, while Madi was dancing round them both, uttering shrill cries which did not sound unlike an Indian war chant. 


Comb in hand Sheena stood and stared and found herself looking into a pair of sparkling eyes above a wide laughing mouth. Then suddenly Pedro was sitting on the floor and the young man was on his feet.


“How do you do? I am Henri de Cormeille and you, I understand, are Mrs. Lawson.” 


He took her hand in his and raised it to his lips.


For a moment she was astonished and then she remembered that it was conventional for a married woman in France to have her hand kissed.


“How do you do?” Sheena said. “I-I thought something was wrong. The children were making such a noise!”


“That, I may as well inform you, is their usual reception of their uncle.”


“Then – then that is all right,” Sheena said and realised that she was blushing. It was not only because she was conscious of feeling rather foolish standing there with her comb in her hand but because of the expression in the young man’s eyes. Eyes that seemed to take in every detail of her golden hair falling about her shoulders and eyes that made her uncomfortably aware that she could not meet them and keep her composure. 


“I am astonished!” the young man said suddenly. 


“Astonished?” Sheena queried.


“Yes. My sister informed me that she was getting a very staid, very proper English Governess. ‘She will be old,’ she said. ‘An old married woman.’ Is there some mistake or have you changed identities with the person who was originally engaged?”


Sheena thought that she must put an end to this conversation. She became aware that the children were watching them and standing surprisingly silent, looking from one face to the other. No wonder Miss Robinson had giggled when Uncle Henri came to the nursery! She could understand that now.


“I am afraid that you are seeing me at a disadvantage,” she said stiffly. “I was just doing my hair when I heard the children scream. But I assure you that I am in fact very staid and very strict.”


“Mon Dieu, I am terrified!” There was no mistaking the twinkle in his eyes or the laughter which seemed to keep his mouth perpetually smiling. “But if I am good, please, Mrs. Lawson, may I stay to tea?”


“Oh, yes, Uncle Henri, stay to tea, stay to tea,” the children cried.


“You see, they are pleading on my behalf.”


“You must do as you think best,” Sheena said. “I am not certain, having only just arrived, whether I have the authority either to invite or refuse you.”


She turned away as she spoke, walked across the room in what she hoped was a dignified manner and disappeared into her bedroom. 


Only when she was alone did she allow herself to chuckle a little.


There was no doubt that Uncle Henri was going to be a handful. No wonder the other Governesses had got into trouble over him!


‘I must be very sensible,’ Sheena told herself and then realised, even as she said it, that she did not feel sensible at all. From the moment that she had left the train a sense of excitement had been rising within her.


This was a world that she had never known before – not only Paris with its trees and its buildings, its traffic and its strange people, but also the beauty and luxury at the Embassy. The pictures, the curtains, the carpets, everything was so different from the life she had lived with Patrick O’Donovan with its pinching and scraping, the worry of wondering where the next meal was coming from and – yes, why not admit it – never having anyone except Uncle Patrick to talk to for months on end.


And now in the space of an hour, she had met three people who intrigued and interested her. Colonel Mansfield was serious, rather frightening and yet in his own way definitely intriguing. Madame Pelayo, beautiful and exotic, the sort of person Sheena had imagined existed only between the pages of an expensive magazine. 


And now, Henri de Cormeille, gay, debonair and someone she must be careful of, someone she knew, instinctively in her own heart, she would have to fight against every inch of the way.


She went to the window and looked out into the garden. The sun had set and already pale blue twilight was creeping over the sky. There was something magical in the very shadows beneath the flowering bushes below and in the soft dusky translucence of the sky above.


Could this really be happening to her? Suddenly Sheena knew that it was all the prelude to adventure, an adventure so exciting and so thrilling that already she was almost breathless with the thrill of it. 


Through the closed door she heard the children laughing and hurriedly she returned to her dressing table.


Quickly lest she should weaken in her resolve to look staid and respectable, she pinned back her hair, striving to brush smooth the springing waves on either side of her temples. 


And then, without even another glance at herself in the mirror, she walked across the room and opened the door that led into the nursery.




  Chapter Two


“May I come in?”


The nursery door opened and Sheena looked up from the small white sock she was darning to see Colonel Mansfield standing in the doorway.


“Of course,” she answered, but at the same time she felt a little apprehensive. 


She did not know why, but Lucien Mansfield always made her feel afraid. There was something in the way he looked at her, in the almost penetrating quality of his grey eyes and perhaps too it was because his personality was so strong and so obtrusive that it was impossible to ignore him.


Even when other people were there, the beautiful Madame Pelayo, her brother and even the Ambassador himself, Sheena found it impossible not to be conscious all the time that Colonel Mansfield was in the room.


She had not seen much of him for the first two days after her arrival, and that perhaps was fortunate because she felt in an utter state of chaos. There was so much to learn, so much to absorb and so much that was utterly new to her that she was terrified all the time of making a mistake, of revealing how woefully ignorant she was, not only of being a Governess but of the type of life that she now found herself in.


As Colonel Mansfield crossed the room, she forced herself to a composure that she was far from feeling, but she was at least a little more self-assured than she had been on the first day of her arrival.


Lucien Mansfield, however, appeared utterly at his ease as he walked to the hearthrug and stood with his back to the fire looking round the elaborate luxurious nursery.


“The children are resting,” he said. 


It was a statement rather than a question.


“Yes. I make them lie down for an hour after luncheon.”


“I heard that you had started such an innovation. I thought it a good one.”


Sheena glanced at him quickly. She had an idea that there was very little that went on in the Embassy that Colonel Mansfield did not know all about. She made no comment, continuing to darn Madi’s little sock.


“I hope you have found everything to your liking, Mrs. Lawson,” Colonel Mansfield said after a moment. “I was expecting to have a series of requests and complaints, but so far have had neither.”


“I am sorry if that has disappointed you,” Sheena answered with a smile, “but I find everything so perfect here that I really have nothing to complain about.” 


“You are certainly different from your predecessors,” Lucien Mansfield commented drily. “And now I have one or two things to ask you. To start with, may I have your passport? There are certain formalities that need to be completed.”


“Yes, of course,” Sheena nodded.


She rose, walked quickly across the room and into her bedroom. Her passport was lying on her dressing table because she had half-expected that she would be asked for it. 


As she picked it up, she had a quick glance at her reflection in the mirror. She was looking pale, she thought, but with her hair sleeked back tidily she looked at least demure and unsensational, just the sort of quiet girl anyone would be pleased to have as a Governess.


She went back into the nursery. Colonel Mansfield was standing where she had left him and she fancied that there was a frown between his eyes. 


And then, as she held out her passport, he smiled. It made him look young, almost boyish, and for the first time she realised how good-looking he was. 


There was, she thought, something purposeful about the squareness of his jaw and perhaps something hard and obstinate in the line of his lips. And yet, when he smiled, he had an almost irresistible charm and instinctively she found herself smiling back.


“Thank you,” he said. “And now there are just a few questions I have to ask you.”


He drew a paper from his pocket and sat down at the nursery table. He opened the passport and scrutinised it. 


There was a long silence and despite every resolution to remain calm Sheena felt her fingers tremble a little.


“You must have had a very happy and uneventful life,” Lucien Mansfield remarked, breaking what seemed to Sheena an almost ominous silence.


“Why – why do you say that?” she asked, surprised.


“Because you look so very young,” he replied. “It is almost impossible to believe that you should be as old as your passport reveals. But, of course, a passport cannot lie.”


“No, of course not,” Sheena said quickly. And then because some comment seemed to be expected of her she added, “all my family look young.” 


She was thinking of Uncle Patrick who looked far less than his age.


“Yes, your family, I was just going to ask you about them,” Lucien Mansfield told her and instantly Sheena saw the dangers that lay ahead. “I see that your maiden name was Ashburton.”


For a moment Sheena did not answer him. It seemed so funny to hear the name, which Uncle Patrick had forbidden her to use, spoken in a matter-of-fact tone and in a matter-of-fact way.


“I gave you my name, Mavourneen,” he had said, “when you first came to me and it was your mother’s name too. I would not be asking you to use the name of a black-livered devil who was after stealing my only sister from me. An Englishman he was and the only good thing he ever did in his miserable life was to father a child as sweet as you, me darling girl.”
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