

  

     

  




   




Chapter 1 ~ 1750


He awoke and for a moment thought that he was still at sea. He could feel the waves rising and falling until suddenly he realised that they existed only in his mind. The bed he lay on was still.


He opened his eyes, the room was entirely strange to him. It was bare and poverty-stricken and the sunshine coming through the uncurtained, unshuttered windows illuminated the rough uncovered wooden floor.


He stirred and was instantly conscious of an aching head and a body that felt as if it was bruised all over. Someone came quickly from a corner of the room and laid a cool hand on his forehead.


He looked up into the kindly dark eyes of a middle-aged woman.


“So the signor is awake,” she smiled.


“Where am I?”


He found it difficult to enunciate the words. His mouth was dry and his lips cracked.


“You are safe, signor. My husband rescued you last night from the storm. You must thank the Mother of God for your safe deliverance.”


“The storm!”


He repeated the words slowly and now it all came back to him.


The sound of the ship breaking against the rocks, the cries of the sailors, the shrieks of the passengers, the wind and rain that seemed to whip the very skin from off his back and then the bitter cold of the water as he dived into it.


“You are lucky, signor,” the woman was saying. “No bones broken. You must be a very strong man to have been through such a storm and to have survived.”


“Yes, I am strong,” he repeated, catching at the words almost like a child who was learning to talk.


But then he remembered something else.


“The girl! Is she safe?”


“She is safe, signor. Thanks to you. My husband saw you struggling with her in the water. You held her on to a piece of floating wood and then, as you came near to the shore, he waded in and rescued you. You do not remember?”


“No. I can only remember holding on and trying to persuade her to do likewise. She was unconscious, I think.”


“The poor lady. Yes, she was unconscious. If it had not been for you, signor, she would have been drowned.”


“Who else is saved?”


“No one, signor. No one at all.”


“No one!”


He sat up despite the pain that seemed to shoot through his body at the effort.


“But that is impossible! Incredible! What happened to the Captain and the crew?”


“They are all drowned, signor, every one of them. Some of the bodies have already come ashore. The rest must be in the ship or at the bottom of the ocean.”


“It seems unbelievable.”


“It is the good God who save you, signor, or His Blessed Mother. No one else could have kept a man alive in such a storm as there was last night.”


“Surely you must be mistaken?” he insisted.


“No, no, signor. You will see for yourself when you are better. My husband and the men from the village are all down at the shore now. Soon they will go out to the ship to take what they can from the wreck.”


His eyes narrowed.


“I must get up,” he said. “Where are my clothes?”


“But, Signor – ”


The woman’s protests were silenced before she could speak them.


“My clothes, I said, and quickly.”


“Si, si, Signor.”


She hurried from the room. He could hear her wailing all the way down the stairs that it was crazy for him to move when he should rest.


With a tremendous effort he got off the bed, throwing aside the thin blanket that had covered him, and then, as his feet reached the floor, dragging it off the bed to wrap around his nakedness.


His legs felt as if they were too weak to carry him. With an effort he walked to the window. The sun was shining, but there were still clouds over the sea. He had a glimpse of the waves, white-crested, but there was no doubt at all that the sea was dropping.


He was still standing at the window when the door opened and the woman returned. She carried his clothes over one arm, in her other hand was a tray containing a bottle of wine and a hunk of rough, black bread such as the peasants ate.


The man at the window turned to her with a smile.


“That is what I need,” he said, and, taking the bottle, he then poured half its contents down his throat.


He felt the rough wine bring new life to his tired body. The woman watched him appreciatively.


“I will cook something for the Signor. It is early. The Signor needs food for his strength.”


“Later,” he commanded. “I must get down to the ship. Leave me now so that I can get dressed.”


“Ah! The Signor is in a hurry to see if anyone is alive,” the woman said. “You will find that I have spoken the truth. They are all drowned, every one of them.”


She went from the room. The man finished the wine and for a moment played with the idea of eating a piece of the dark bread. But he felt it would choke him and instead he busied himself dressing.


His clothes had been dried, but they were sadly cockled and creased. The smart breeches too were torn. Two of the jewelled buttons on his coat were missing. He was, however, quite indifferent to his appearance. It was only when he was dressed that he realised that his shoes were missing and remembered kicking them off before he dived overboard.


He swept his hair back from his face and, having no ribbon to tie it with, left it to hang untidily about his ears as he prepared to walk downstairs in his stockinged feet.


The stairs that led to the top of the house were little more than a ladder. He negotiated them carefully, feeling the splinters in the wood prick his feet through the torn and laddered stockings.


When he had descended, he found himself in a huge kitchen furnished almost solely by a large table. The woman who had attended to him was cooking over a fire. She straightened her back as he appeared and smiled at him as if he had achieved something miraculous.


“You are, indeed, a strong man,” she said in terms of heartfelt admiration.


“I need shoes,” he told her.


“Hellas, signor, I have none. My husband wears his only pair, and mine would be too small for your big feet.”


She laughed as she spoke and then he heard another gentler laugh come from the far corners of the room. He turned and saw a girl lying on a roughly improvised mattress beneath a small window.


Oblivious of his strange appearance he contrived to give her an almost courtly bow.


“You are alive, Signorina!”


He spoke in Italian, but she answered him in English.


“I am told it is entirely due to you, sir, that I am.”


He walked towards her and looked down at her.


“You are English?”


“Like yourself.”


“I had no idea. I did not see you on board.”


“No. I kept to my cabin. My father was ill and it was impossible for me to leave him.”


Her eyes clouded as she spoke, as if she suddenly realised that her father must be dead.


The man stood looking down at her in amazement. He would certainly have remembered her had he seen her, he thought. Her face was pale as she lay back against the coarse pillow and her long golden hair fell over her shoulders. He had never seen such hair. It was the true colour of gold and even in the dingy atmosphere of the kitchen it seemed to glitter and glisten almost as if it was alive.


“Have you found out who else has been saved?” she asked in a low voice.


He saw then that her eyes were dark, almost purple in their depths and fringed with dark eyelashes. A strange combination, he thought to himself, and then realised that she had asked a question.


“The woman tells me that everyone was drowned save ourselves.”


“She told me the same thing,” the girl answered. “It cannot be true, it cannot. There must be others.”


“That is what I am going to see for myself.”


“Please see if my father – but, no, I know he is dead,” the girl said. “He died before I left his side, before the ship hit the rocks. It was the constant buffeting and his seasickness. I think it must have affected his heart. I was just about to tell the Captain when the crash came.”


“I believe it is still impossible to get to the ship,” the man said. “But I will do my best.”


“Thank you.”


She moved one of her hands towards him and he realised that they had taken her clothes away too to dry them. She must be naked beneath the covering blankets and he saw the whiteness of one shoulder peeping from beneath the cascading golden hair.


She was lovely, he thought, and as if she was suddenly conscious of his thoughts she raised the blanket a little higher towards her chin, while a faint flush spread over her white cheeks.


“I will go and see what I can discover,” he said abruptly and turned away.


“Please, one moment! Will you tell me your name? I should like to know who I owe my gratitude to – and my life.”


“My name is Harvey Drake. Sir Harvey Drake, Baronet, of Watton Park, Worcestershire. And yours?”


“I am Paolina Mansfield. My father was Captain Mansfield, late of the Grenadier Guards.”


“You have an Italian name.”


“My mother was Italian.”


So that, he thought, explained the dark eyes that were such an unusual contrast to the gold hair.


“Your servant, Miss Mansfield.”


He bowed and was gone, hurrying from the house over the roughly cobbled path despite the discomfort of walking without shoes.


Fortunately it was not far to the beach. A narrow winding path led him down the cliffside where he could see a group of men standing at the water’s edge. 


As he reached them, they turned towards him eagerly, full of expressions of goodwill and congratulations that he had defeated death the night before.


He was introduced to Gasparo, the big bearded fisherman who had saved him and to whose house he had been taken.


“Thank you,” he said. “And I am more grateful than I can say. I hope to reward you more suitably when I can reach the ship and perhaps salvage some of my personal belongings.”


“That is doubtful, signor,” one of the fishermen said. “The ship has been battered continuously against the rocks. We cannot get to her. If the waves don’t subside soon she will sink and once that happens nothing can be saved. The sea is very deep around the rocks.”


Sir Harvey looked at the ship. It was only a short distance from the shore and yet the rocks that constituted the small island of peril also caused a water race, which surged between them and the high cliffs.


He could see that the fishermen were right. The ship was being lifted with every fresh wave and battered down against the rocks. Already all the superstructure was gone and it looked as if in another hour or so nothing would be left.


He could see the jagged tear in the ship’s side that had let in the first influx of water. Wreckage was strewn about all over the sea and each piece, as it came near enough to the shore, was eagerly salvaged by the fishermen. One piece of wood, skimming the waves, bore the ship’s name – Santa Lucia. Beneath it was inscribed, Naples, 1740.


“Only ten years old,” a fisherman remarked as he waded in and pulled it out of the water. “Not a long life!”


“She had a lot of good stuff in her,” another man answered. “Come on, let’s get at it.”


But it was still too rough and too dangerous for them to put out their boats although over a dozen of them were waiting on the sand.


“Can any of you swim?”


Sir Harvey asked the question and before they spoke he knew the answer.


“No, no, signor.”


It was what he might have expected. He gauged the distance between the shore and ship and then began to take off his coat.


“What are you doing, signor?”


“I am going out to see what is left,” Sir Harvey answered.


A babel of sound arose immediately. The fishermen tried to persuade him to change his mind, pointing out the dangers and telling him of the risks he undertook.


He paid no heed, laying first his coat and then his shirt and torn stockings on the dry sand. Then, wearing only his breeches, he walked towards the sea. He braced his muscles. 


He was still stiff, his head ached, but nothing worse than that was wrong with him. 


Without further comment he plunged into the water.


It was not so cold as it had been the night before and somehow it seemed invigorating. The tide was with him and carried him swiftly towards the wreck, and not for one moment did he feel afraid or even overwhelmed by the lashing waves that carried him down into their green depths and then swept him up towards the sky.


He reached the wreck and with difficulty prevented himself from being dashed against it. It was dangerous, but he managed to squeeze himself round the shattered hull without being crushed between the ship and the rocks. And then, with the agility of a cat, he clambered up the ship onto what was left of her deck.


The tide was going out fast and he thought that it would not be long before the fishermen would be able to take their boats alongside. He glanced back at them and realised that he was only just in time. 


He was well aware that anything salvaged from the wreckage of ships that ran onto the rocks along this dangerous coast was considered the lawful property of those who first laid hands on it.


Crawling along the heaving deck he made his way to the companionway. He had to move immediately after a wave and before another came to create more damage. Somehow, instinctively, he got into the rhythm of it. And then, moving below into the bow of the ship filled with water, he began to grope and feel his way.


There was just enough room for him to move and breathe although every wave splashed the dirty water against his face or pinioned him to the mass of loosened wreckage. It was dark and yet the holes in the ship enabled him to see enough.


There was one cabin that he was searching for, one that was his objective. It was on the opposite side of the ship to the rocks and was therefore comparatively undamaged. The porthole had been burst in and in the sunlight he could see what he had expected to find.


It was the body of a woman lying on the floor under about four feet of water. She was being rolled slowly backwards and forwards by the movement of the water. He could see her quite clearly with the sunlight percolating through the open porthole. 


She had long dark hair, which floated in the water and her lips were red even in death.


Backwards and forwards she rolled, and then, peering through the water that covered her, Sir Harvey saw that she held something tightly in her hand. It was a velvet box, padlocked and with silver corners such as women use for their jewellery.


Even the battering of the waves had not caused her fingers to loosen. White and somehow tenacious, they still held onto the box as she rolled.


Taking a deep breath Sir Harvey bent down. He took the box from the thin fingers. Her hand, when it relinquished the box, fell away limply as if she no longer had any interest in the only object she had tried to save.


Sir Harvey straightened himself, being, as he did so, flung backwards against the cabin wall by a rush of water pouring into the ship from a mountainous wave.


But the box was his! 


Holding it in one hand he breathed deeply. Then he bent down, before the water came flooding in again, to take the pearls from the dead woman’s rounded neck, three rows of them, perfectly matched and with an elaborate clasp set with rubies and diamonds. 


Her hair entwined itself around his arm and gently, as if he feared to hurt her, he disentangled it.


Up again he slipped the pearls into his breeches’ pocket and made his way slowly and laboriously back to the companionway. He paused as he reached his own cabin, which was near to it, hesitated for a moment and then a sudden wave sent his head crashing against the wall so that for a moment he was almost stunned.


He did not leave hold of the box he held in his hand, but after a pause he stumbled up the companionway.


When he reached the deck, he was half exhausted and very nearly collapsing for want of breath, fighting against the waves that kept splashing over him, blinding him and half-choking him with their spray.


He heard shouts from outside. The fishermen were approaching. He glanced round and saw a coat floating towards him. He snatched it up and wrapped the box in it and tucking it under his arm jumped from the deck of the piled-up ship into the water below. As he rose to the surface, he found himself near a boat and hauled himself aboard.


“You are a fool, signor,” one of the fishermen said. “You might have killed yourself. Did you get anything?”


“Only an old coat,” Sir Harvey said disgustedly, throwing it down beside him in the bottom of the boat.


“And you risked your life for that?”


The fisherman spat over the side.


“You would risk your life if you realised that everything you possessed was in that broken hulk of wood,” Sir Harvey answered.


He cupped his hand round his mouth.


“Ahoy, there! I will reward any man who salvages my clothes for me. They are in the second cabin below the companionway and there is money, good money, in the pocket of a coat you’ll find there.”


He saw the interest his shouts had aroused. But the fishermen were still wary of climbing onto the ship.


“Money is all very well,” his own boatman told him. “But there’s no knowing if it will be useful in Paradise or, indeed, if you can get it there.”


“Think how sought-after your widow would be with it,” Sir Harvey parried with a smile and his sally evoked a roar of laughter.


One of the fishermen, braver than the others, was now trying to emulate Sir Harvey’s effort in clambering up the side of the ship on the deck. But he had his arm crushed between the rocks and the moving ship and fell back into the sea with a great gash from wrist to elbow. 


He was hauled aboard one of the boats, bleeding and cursing, and the other fishermen drew their boats further back and waited.


The tide was running out quickly, at the same time the ship was disintegrating. Great pieces of wood began to fall from the rocks into the sea. There was a noise all the time of splintering and crashing, which had an almost pathetic sound as if it was some live creature that was being destroyed.


The fishermen were all the time filling their boats with anything that was flung within their reach by the waves, a cask of wine, a chair, broken but still recognisable for what it had been originally intended, some clothes and a number of cooking utensils, all of which were snapped up eagerly.


“Will anybody else try their luck at getting inside the ship?” Sir Harvey asked.


“Why don’t you try again?” a fisherman suggested.


Sir Harvey shook his head.


“I would,” he said, “but I am still weak from last night.


“That must be true,” one of them came in. “You are a strong man to have survived it all.”


Sir Harvey smiled at his naïve admiration.


“It is not always strength that counts,” he answered. “Sometimes it is brains.”


“It was strength that kept you alive last night,” the fisherman said. “Or else the Devil looked after his own.”


He spoke as a joke and then, to make sure, crossed himself for fear that his joke should have disastrous results.


Sir Harvey laughed and then pointed to where one man had apparently achieved the impossible and reached the deck of the ship.


“Well done!” he cried. “Wait for the rise and fall of the waves. Move as soon as one is past.”


Emulating Sir Harvey’s own feat the young fisherman scrambled and crawled to the companionway and then disappeared. It was some minutes before he reappeared again spluttering and spitting, but holding an armful of clothes, which he chucked over the side.


“Well done!” Sir Harvey shouted. “Well done! All that my pockets contain is yours.”


He paused and then bellowed again,


“I want a pair of shoes. Don’t forget a pair of shoes.”


Encouraged by the fisherman’s success the other men managed to board the ship. There was blood all over the deck from the cuts they received against the jagged rocks and the splintering wood and yet now things began to come from the cabins in quick profusion. Bedding, clothes, candlesticks, glasses and even pieces of carpet, all to be snatched from the sea by the men waiting below in their boats.


One man was supported out with a great gash on his forehead and lowered down to the men waiting below and just as they finished getting him aboard there was a sudden shout.


“She’s breaking! Look out, she’s breaking!”


The remaining men left inside the ship jumped from the heaving deck into the water just as the ship split in two and the pieces slowly began to sink.


There were more pieces of wreckage floating on the waves and a wild scramble to pick them up and then the men clambered or were hauled into the boats and they all pulled away.


The hull of the ship, the last to remain on the rocks, began to whirl round and round, was flung against the rocks and sucked back again. Now it was getting lower and lower until finally it disappeared altogether and there was only a broken assortment of wood, straw, bottles and filth to show where once it had been.


Still picking up all they could along the route, the fishermen pulled for the beach. 


Sir Harvey, picking up the coat he had thrown in the bottom of the boat, stepped out onto the sand. He tucked it under his arm and walked along to where another boat was being hauled in shore, filled with a miscellaneous collection of damp objects, amongst them his own clothing.


He picked his things out one by one and put them over his arm. A coat of blue brocade, another of cherry red satin, breeches looking lank and colourless in their wet state and, last but not least, a pair of shoes.


He put these on quickly, squelching the water out of them with his bare feet and then, feeling in the pockets of the coats, found a purse in the one of blue brocade. 


“There are not many crowns in it,” he said, “but what there are I give to you with my most sincere gratitude.”


“You are welcome, signor,” the fisherman grinned. But Gasparo’s eyes were fastened on the buttons of the blue brocade coat.


They were glittering in the sunshine and looking uncommonly like diamonds. Sir Harvey saw his glance and taking up the coat threw it across Gasparo’s shoulders.


“They are, alas, only crystal,” he said. “But accept the coat as a gift, you saved my life.”


The big fisherman’s rough hand went out to stroke the silk material, which even though it was wet seemed to retain its sheen and colour.


“You are letting me keep it, signor?” he asked incredulously.


“It is yours,” Sir Harvey answered.


He turned and walked away up the beach, carrying only two garments besides the black coat he had himself salvaged. 


He had gone quite a little way before a shout behind him made him turn his head and he realised that he had left behind his shirt, coat and waistcoat, which he had removed before swimming out to the ship.


Laughing at his absent-mindedness, he walked back and picking them up added them to the bundle in his arms. 


The sun was shining now. He could feel it beating on his bare back as he climbed laboriously up the cliff towards the village above.


There were only a handful of cottages and the one where he had been sheltered the night before was by far the largest and the most impressive. He walked up the path and opened the door of the kitchen.


Paolina Mansfield was standing at the table, which was laid for a meal. She glanced up as he entered and hurried towards him.


“What did you find?” she asked.


She was dressed, but her long golden hair was unbound and fell down her back to her waist. She was very pale and her eyes seemed unnaturally big in her little oval face. It struck him before he answered her that she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen in his life.


“There is no one alive,” he answered.


He walked past her towards the ladder leading to the upper room and she hurried after him.


“But are you sure?”


“All that was left of the ship is now at the bottom of the sea,” he answered.


He saw the hope die from her face and felt that he had been a brute.


“No one could have suffered,” he said. “Those who were below decks were drowned almost instantaneously when the water rushed in on them. Those who were on deck must have been swept overboard.”


She covered her face with her hands.


“It is too horrible to think about,” she whispered. “Those poor people!”


Sir Harvey paused yet another moment before climbing the staircase.


“You must be thankful you are alive,” he said. “For us there is always the future.”


She took her hands from her face and looked at him.


“Yes, but what sort of future?” she enquired.


His eyes took in again the golden hair, the wide beauty of her eyes and the fullness of her red lips.


“For someone as lovely as yourself,” he said, “could it be anything but fair?”


She made a little gesture of impatience as if the compliment annoyed her.


“You don’t understand,” she said coldly and walked away from him towards the open door.


He hesitated and then climbed up the stairway to the room above. He closed the door and would have locked it, but a rough latch was the only sort of fastening it had.


Throwing his wet clothes down on the floor, he pulled the velvet box from beneath the coat. For a moment he stared at it and there was a strange expression on his face.


Then he looked round for something to open it with. A knife lay beside the bread, which was still left on a table by his bed. He picked it up and skilfully forced the lock.


The box lid flew open and Sir Harvey made a little sound between his teeth. 


Inside there were brooches, necklaces, earrings and rings, all set with diamonds, emeralds and some very dark, very magnificent sapphires. They lay there glittering in the seawater that had percolated into the box.


Sir Harvey stared at them for a long moment and then very slowly he drew from his pocket the three strands of pearls that he had taken from the dead woman’s neck. They were almost flawless and, as he held them in the warmth of his hands, they seemed to glow with almost a supernatural light.


Very gently he tipped the water from the jewel case, placed the pearls on top of the other glittering gems and shut the box lid. 


Thrusting it beneath the mattress of his bed, he threw off his wet breeches, wrapped himself in a blanket and pulled open the door of his room.


“Signora! Signora!” he called.


He could see below him in the kitchen that Paolina Mansfield was looking up at him, but he ignored her.


“Signora!” he called again and now the fisherman’s wife came running from the outhouse where she had been plucking a chicken


“What is it, signor?” she enquired.


“I want my breeches dried again,” he said. “And these other things too. And hurry for I am wet and hungry and how can I eat if I cannot join you at the table?”


She chuckled at that.


“They shall be dried, signor. Never worry, they shall be dry in a few minutes.”


She hurried down the stairway with them. Sir Harvey closed the door after her, and then he flung himself on his bed and stretched his hands behind his head. He could feel the jewel case below the thin mattress. It was hard and uncomfortable and stuck into his back, but he did not mind. 


He was smiling as he lay there, smiling at a future that suddenly seemed bright and very different from what it had been first thing that morning.


Downstairs Paolina helped the Italian woman to spread the wet clothes in front of the fire. They both exclaimed over the damage to the breeches Sir Harvey had been wearing when he boarded the ship. They were torn at the knees and the buckles had been wrenched away and looked as if they would really be of little use to him again.


The pair that had been salvaged from the ship were intact. Of white satin they were unblemished save that they were wet and the red satin coat was the same. It was of excellent material and the pearl buttons were undamaged as was the embroidery on the pockets and on the deep, turned-back cuffs.


“The Signor must be rich,” the fisherman’s wife said in awe. “His clothes are those of a Nobleman.”


“He is a Nobleman,” Paolina answered.


“And I have been addressing him as ‘Signor’, instead of Excellency,” the fisherman’s wife said. “But how was one to know? All men who are half-drowned look the same.” 


“That is true,” Paolina said. “And women too, I suppose.”


“Except when they are as beautiful as you,” the Italian woman smiled. “When Gasparo carried you in, I thought you must be an angel come to visit poor sinners like ourselves.”


“Hush, hush!” Paolina exclaimed. “I am only a woman like you. I wish that I was an angel. Then I should have no worries and no troubles.”


“Wait until His Excellency has been fed and then you can discuss your problems with him. But take my advice and wait until after the meal. Men are never at their kindest when they are hungry.”


Paolina laughed.


“No, that is true,” she said.


“And now, Signorina, if you will watch the clothes, I will finish plucking the chicken or it will never be ready.”


“I will do that,” Paolina said. “And when they are dry I will take them up to him.”


The woman hurried away. Paolina turned and re-turned the steaming clothes in front of the fire. They were not long in drying. The fire was hot and the material being thin they were soon completely dry if a little shrunk. 


She picked them up and put them over her arm and climbed with a little difficulty up the rickety stairway.


She knocked on the door. There was a moment’s pause before there was an answer and she wondered if Sir Harvey was asleep.


“What is it?” he called out.


“I have brought your clothes,” Paolina replied.


She heard him get off from the bed and she could hear him moving about before finally he came to the door and opened it.


He was wearing his shirt and waistcoat, but the blanket was draped round him so that he looked so incongruous that she wanted to laugh. 


Nevertheless, it was with a serious face and downcast eyes that she presented him with his coat and breeches.


“Thank you,” he said. “I am afraid that I shall have no stockings, although at least I have managed to procure a pair of shoes.”


“I am luckier than you are,” Paolina answered. “My gown is torn, but at least it is intact.”


She tried to smooth it with her hands as she spoke and he saw that she wore a simple, inexpensive dress that might have been chosen with good taste by someone who could not afford to spend a great deal of money. 


For the first time he wondered about her plight.


“What are you going to do?” he said. “Can I help you make arrangements to get away from here?”


She raised her eyes to his and he saw that they were troubled.


“I was going to ask you if you would advise me,” she said.


“But, of course,” he replied. “Wait a moment while I get dressed and then we will talk about it. Tell the woman I want something to eat quickly and also a bottle of the best wine that the village can procure. Whatever it is, I expect it will be undrinkable.”


“Can you afford to pay for it?”


The question surprised him and he answered,


“Of course! Do you imagine I should order it otherwise?”


“I am glad – I mean, it seems so hard on them that we should accept their hospitality and be able to give nothing in return.”


“You mean – you can give nothing in return?” Sir Harvey asked.


“I have not a single sequin,” Paolina said. “Oh, please! What is to become of me?”


He saw that she was near to tears and, walking across to her, laid his hand kindly on her shoulder.


“Go downstairs,” he suggested. “Do as I have told you and tell the woman too that I want the village barber to come here and shave me.”


He saw the trouble on her face and added more kindly,


“Don’t worry. We will think of something for you.”


She flashed him a smile and then she was gone.


Sir Harvey finished dressing and then, drawing the velvet box from beneath the mattress, he filled the big voluminous pockets of his satin coat with its contents.


When the box was empty, he turned it upside down to be quite sure and going to the window he flung it as hard and far as he could out into the maize field that lay just beyond the narrow garden of the house. 


The box disappeared into a sea of green and then, with a little sigh of satisfaction, Sir Harvey, in waterlogged shoes, climbed slowly down the staircase to the kitchen below.


It was some time before he was able to talk to Paolina.


The barber had come hurrying at his command, wine was brought for him to taste and by the time he was shaved the chicken had been cooked and was ready to be eaten.


They sat down at the long table with Gasparo, his wife and his three sons, and, as if that was not enough, neighbours came peeping through the door and dropping in on the feeblest pretences merely to look at Gasparo’s guests and to marvel how they had been saved from the terrible tempest of the night before.


Finally, however, the meal was finished, the bottles were empty and Gasparo and his wife settled themselves for their siesta. 


Even the dogs in the village seemed too drowsy to scratch. Everyone was asleep except Sir Harvey and Paolina.


They went outside and, leaving the village, walked a little along the cliffs until they were out of earshot of everyone except for the seagulls.


“Now we can talk,” Sir Harvey said, settling himself comfortably while Paolina sat down with a billowing out of her wide skirts, her little hands clasped in her lap, her face turned anxiously towards him.


From where he half sat her head was silhouetted against the sky. Her hair was so golden and her skin so white that he found himself staring in open-mouthed admiration. 


He had seen too many women to find his breath taken away by a new beauty. It had to be someone really startling and he knew that unless he was still stupid from the buffeting of the night before, Paolina’s beauty would, in the right setting, be absolutely sensational.


“Now we can make plans,” he said realising after a moment that she was expecting him to take the initiative.


“We must not be long, for I have arranged with Gasparo, as soon as the siesta is over, to take me in his cart to the nearest town, where I can hire a carriage to carry me to Ferrara.”


“And what are you going to do there?” Paolina asked.


“Well, the first thing I am going to do is to buy myself a pair of stockings,” Sir Harvey smiled. “And after that a new suit. This one has shrunk until I can scarcely move my arms.”


She said nothing and after a moment he went on,


“If I can give you a lift as far as Ferrara, I shall, of course, be delighted. Where do your relatives live?”


“I have no relations.”


He looked at her in surprise and then quizzed her,


“You mean you have no relations in Italy?”


“I have no relations anywhere.”


“But that is absurd. You must have aunts or cousins or even friends.”


“I have nobody.”


She made the statement simply and without self-pity,


“I cannot believe that.”


“It is true. You see, my father has been ill for a long time. For reasons of his own he – he could not return to England.”


Sir Harvey made a mental note that Captain Mansfield’s past was a subject best avoided, but he said nothing except to remark,


“But you told me that your mother was an Italian.”


“Yes, but she died many years ago. She had been cut off by her family. My father ran away with her and they disowned her.”


“But all these years you must have made friends, you must have met people?”


“As I told you, my father has been ill. He had grown querulous and his friends drifted away. He had a few acquaintances but none I could turn to for help.”


“Well, let’s get this clear,” Sir Harvey said. “You mean that you have no money and nowhere to go?”


“That is it exactly.”


“But dammit all! You must have some plans.”


“I was hoping that you would suggest something.”


“Well, what can I suggest? What do you propose to do?”


“I don’t know. You see, when I was with my father we had – well, we had a little money, but it had nearly all gone. We just had enough to get to Venice and after that – ” 


“Yes, after that?” Sir Harvey prompted. “What did you intend to live on?”


There was no answer, but Paolina turned her head away so that he could only see the lovely curve of one cheek and the sudden trembling of her tiny chin.


“What were your plans in Venice?” he insisted. “You must have had some idea of how you were going to manage?”


Still there was no answer and after a moment he said almost impatiently,


“You must be frank with me. How can I help you if I do not know the truth?”


“My father was – a – gambler.” The words were only a whisper. “He lived by gambling, that was why we could never stay long in any particular place. Sooner or later he could not pay his debts.”


Sir Harvey was silent. He knew only too well without words the precarious existence she must have lived, the recriminations, the rows and the insults she must have endured, as well as the terror of having to keep running away and to slip out unbeknownst before their debtors could catch up with them.


“An unfortunate story!” he said aloud. “You have my sympathy.”


“Thank you,” she answered with dignity.


“The difficulty is, of course, to suggest what you can do now. Have you any accomplishments?”


Paolina made a little gesture of helplessness.


“I can sew,” she said. “I had thought that perhaps I could do a little embroidery when we were in Venice. That was unless – my father was unusually – successful. He seldom was.”


“And if he was, it would not last long,” Sir Harvey said brutally. “How well one knows the story, and yet every gambler lives on hope and every gambler believes that things will change for him, if not today, tomorrow.”


“I know, I know,” Paolina said, and her head sank lower on her chest.


‘She is exquisite,’ Sir Harvey thought, watching her. ‘Every pose and every gesture is more beautiful than the last.’


“Would you like to go to England?” he asked.


Paolina raised her hands.


“How can I?” she asked. “And even if I went there, I know no one. I have not been in London since I was five or six years of age.”


“Then it appears that you must stay in Italy.”


Paolina clasped her hands together.


“I only wish I had died last night,” she sighed. “How much better me than some of those other poor creatures who had so much more to live for. Why, why did you save me?”


She looked at him with eyes brimming with tears.


“It was instinct more than design,” Sir Harvey said. “And now, having rescued you, I suppose I am responsible for you. There is a legend, isn’t there, that if a man rescues another from death, he must keep him for the rest of his life?”


His lip curled a little at the corners.


“Don’t,” Paolina begged. “Don’t joke about it, I do not think I can bear it.”


“But I am not joking,” Sir Harvey replied. “I cannot allow you to starve. But before you throw in your lot with me I had best be frank about myself.”


He paused a moment and waited. 


Her big eyes met his. He could see in them a sudden flicker of hope and something else. Was it a question or merely a glint of curiosity?


“You see, my dear,” he said drily, “I am what is known as an adventurer!”


 




  Chapter 2


“An adventurer!”


Paolina echoed the words and then stared at Sir Harvey in amazement.


For the first time she noticed how good-looking he was – dark hair swept back from a sunburned face, grey eyes that, deep-set beneath winged eyebrows, seemed to be permanently twinkling as if the whole world amused him. He had a firm chin, and his mouth, which curved slightly up at the corners, had a hint of steel about it.


“Yes, I am an adventurer,” Sir Harvey repeated.


“But – I don’t understand,” Paolina insisted. “What does it mean?”


“It means, my dear,” he said with a smile, “that I live on what wits it has pleased God to give me. Sometimes I live well, at other times my wits fail me and I sink to an almost unendurable poverty. Yesterday was one of those times, but today everything is changed.”


Paolina’s smooth white brow wrinkled a little.


“But how can it have changed?” she said. “I must be very stupid, but it seems to me that you must have lost nearly everything you possessed in the storm, even as I have.”


Sir Harvey laughed.


“That is where my wits have been most obliging. That and the fact that I can swim, which, fortunately, these fishermen have never learned to do.”


“I don’t understand,” Paolina said.


“Then don’t try,” Sir Harvey responded. “But let me repeat that I will look after you. We will go to Venice together.”


“But I cannot batten on you like that,” Paolina protested. “If you will help me to find employment, then I shall be very grateful to you.”


“And what could anybody as beautiful as you do?” Sir Harvey asked.


She flushed a little at his words and looked up to meet his eyes. The blush grew deeper.


“I have the perfect solution for your problem,” Sir Harvey said as she did not speak. “You must get married!”


“It is easy to say that,” Paolina replied a little bitterly. “It is what my father used to say to me. But no one in this country wants a bride without a dowry. So it is not surprising that, during these years of flitting from one place to another, no suitor has made me what one might call an honest offer.”


“But doubtless there have been plenty of dishonest ones,” Sir Harvey smiled. “Don’t worry, my dear. I have told you that I will look after you.”


Paolina put out her hand and laid it on his arm.


“You are being kind,” she said. “I know that. And although I daresay it is wrong to confide in a stranger, I am telling you the truth. But you must tell me what you are suggesting I should do. It is frightening to be kept in the dark.”


Sir Harvey laid his hand over hers. His fingers were strong and warm and Paolina resisted a temptation to cling to him.


“It is all very simple,” he said quietly. “I am going to present you in Venice. You will meet the most influential and illustrious nobles. Venice is a City that appreciates beautiful women and one of them will undoubtedly offer you his hand in marriage.”


“Until he learns that I am nobody and that I have no money,” Paolina countered.


“He will not learn that until it is too late,” Sir Harvey answered. “It may be unnecessary for him ever to learn it. You will go to Venice as my sister.”


Paolina stared at him wide-eyed.


“Why?” she asked at length.


“Because, my dear, although I may be an adventurer, I come of a very decent family. The Drakes, dating back to my revered ancestor, Sir Francis Drake, are respected in Devon. The doors of Society will be open to me and where I go you will accompany me.”


“But – supposing – supposing they find out?” Paolina asked.


Sir Harvey shrugged his shoulders.


“There is no necessity to be fearful of that,” he said. “One has taken greater risks in one’s life. And besides, to put it bluntly, there is no other way that we can travel together.”


Paolina blushed again and her eyes fell before his. For a moment there was silence, but when she looked up at him again she found that he was still staring at her.


“In the right clothes you will be sensational,” he said reflectively. “Blues and greens will be your best colours, though sometimes a touch of pink is effective with golden hair.”


“How do you know all these things?” Paolina asked, bewildered.


“A rolling stone sometimes does gather moss,” he answered. “A year or so ago I lived in Paris. A very beautiful and very famous actress honoured me with her favours. She graced the stage as no other woman has ever managed to do before at the Comédie Française. She allowed me to accompany her when she chose her gowns. I learned a great deal of what is important if a woman would look her best.”


“How clever you are!” Paolina exclaimed.


“I am honoured that you think so,” Sir Harvey answered, and his eyes seemed to twinkle more merrily than usual as he added, “That is just the right tone of voice to speak to a man in. Admiration is, of course, the sincerest form of flattery!”


“You make it sound as if I was doing it for effect,” Paolina retorted a little petulantly.


“Don’t you understand that is exactly what you must do? My dear, you are already very lovely, but real beauty is a thing of art. I am going to take the raw material that God has given you and turn you into something so exquisite that a man will be prepared to pay any price for the privilege of possessing you.”


Paolina looked away from him to where the sea shimmered blue beneath the warmth of the sun.


“Will love have anything to do with it?” she asked in a very low voice.


“Love is something that invariably flies out of the window when poverty comes in at the door,” Sir Harvey answered and his voice was harsh. “For love one needs comfort, luxurious surroundings, soft music, perfumes, great wines and well-cooked food. When you have all those things, Paolina, you can think of love.”


She did not answer, but there was something in the sudden drooping of her shoulders and the wistfulness of her eyes that made him say,


“Don’t be afraid. I will not force you to marry someone who is repulsive to you. But once you have a rich and noble husband you will find that you have plenty of time on your hands to search for love.”


“I would wish that I could marry the man I loved or love the man I must marry,” Paolina said.


Sir Harvey threw back his head.


“You are asking too much. Like everyone else in the world you are greedy. Nature gives with one hand and she takes with the other. She has given you beauty, but no money to deck it in. She has endowed me with poverty, but has given me wits to make the most of every opportunity. We must be content with what we have. Dream your dreams if you must, little Paolina, but remember that wealth, security and a good position mean more in old age than all the heartbreaks of an unsubstantial love.”
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