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            Chapter one
   

         

         Lisa 
      looked at herself critically in the mirror. Then she smiled a little sadly, because she was looking her best – and it was her last night in San Cecilio!

         Her dress, with the huge scarlet poppies surrounding the hem, was new and as yet unworn. The main part of it was plain ivory cotton and against it her tanned arms and shoulders had the pale hue of apricots. Her hair formed bright wings of gold falling to her shoulders, and her eyes had a shy look about them, and were grey as wood smoke. She had used rather more lipstick than she normally did, and her lips looked soft, eager and – hopeful?

         She sighed as she remembered that it was her last night in San Cecilio, and last nights – when a whole thirteen had gone before without anything to distinguish their passing – seldom provided anything memorable. And even if it did it would be in the nature of an anti-climax, for this time tomorrow night Spain would belong entirely to her past.

         She went to the window and looked out at the stars that were hanging above the sleeping sea. They were such huge stars that she felt her breath catch with wonder as she looked up at them. Like lamps, she thought dreamily – like lamps suspended by invisible threads; and where each one peered at itself in the indigo waste of waters there was a shimmer like phosphorescence. The same white light made the beach look curving and ghostly, and the strangely-shaped rocks that littered the beach were like monsters crouching out there in the gloom.

         Inland the coast swung away into dim distance, scattered with lights like a string of pearls. They were the lights of hotels, the lights of villas crowning the slopes, the riding-lights of the odd yacht anchored here and there. And in that gentle darkness before the moon rose there was the breathless scent of flowers that blazed in every garden in San Cecilio in the daytime.

         Lisa moved back to the dressing-table and added a final flick of powder to her nose. She dabbed perfume behind her ears, and fastened a small pendant on a neat platinum chain about her slender neck.

         What did it matter, she thought, if such sweetness as she possessed was about to be wasted on the desert air of a hotel dining-room? This last night she would order a bottle of Vino de Champaña, sample one or two dishes that she had been afraid to sample hitherto, and absorb as many last night impressions as she possibly could to take back with her to England at the close of the one and only holiday on foreign soil that she had ever enjoyed in her life.

         And even now she couldn’t say whether she had enjoyed it or not.

         As she was wafted downwards in the lift she knew what would await her in the dining-room. There would be the orchestra, composed chiefly of guitars, playing away softly, but with Spanish zest, against a background of palms and flower-wreathed pillars. Outside the wide-flung windows there would be the lazy slap and murmur of the sea; inside, the popping of champagne corks, the laughter of women. Most of the women would wear lovely dresses – far lovelier than her simple cream cotton with the hand-painted poppies on the skirt – and fabulous jewellery, and the men would all have acquired that added distinction bestowed by evening dress. Some would wear white shell-jackets and cummerbunds, which she thought more attractive than the regulation evening kit. And as it was Spain, most of the men would have sleek black hair, like patent leather under the lights, and they would smoke cigars with their coffee and liqueurs.

         There would be the man with the blackest hair she had ever seen in her life – or, at least, she hoped he would be there again this evening! – seated at a table placed discreetly in an alcove, his thin, dark, thoughtful face bent above a newspaper, or a book, which he would have brought with him to the meal. Never once had he looked across at Lisa while they were in the same room together, although her eyes had dwelt on him often. There was an air of imperviousness, of remoteness, about him that was like a protective cloak, shielding him from even the thought of intrusion, or the knowledge of his surroundings.

         The waiters who watched over him with extra attentiveness never broke through his wall of abstraction. He had beautiful, long-fingered hands that looked dark and strong against the pages of his book, and his face in that perpetual repose was beautiful also – like the faces of medieval knights in early prints, or stained-glass windows.

         Only on one occasion had Lisa seen him dining with anybody, and that was a ravishing woman of about thirty, with hair that seemed to flame, although she wore it in orderly plaits about a regally poised head. Her eyes were like mysterious black velvet, her throat had a magnolia whiteness, and diamonds sparkled like water at her ears, and about that same white throat. She had an air of composure that matched her companion’s aloofness, and throughout the meal neither of them laughed, or appeared in the slightest degree gay; although to any ordinary onlooker they were very content.

         Afterwards, although it was a gala night, they had not joined in the dancing on the smooth ballroom floor, but had sat on the terrace with a bottle of wine on the little table between them, and dishes of salted almonds and olives.

         The night had been heady with the scent of the pines that enclosed San Cecilio, and the perfume of the countless flowers hidden in the dusk. And the woman had worn a golden dress that gleamed like the scaly skin of a serpent, and her lips might have been lacquered scarlet, and in addition to the mystery in her eyes there had been a suggestion of repletion – of no more seeking!

         On another occasion this man of thirty-five, or thereabouts, who was obviously a native of the country, had shared his table at lunch with a small, plain, jetty-haired girl, and a very English-looking nannie, whose voice had carried clearly to Lisa. She had been complaining in English because her charge had defied her about something, and instead of looking repentant the charge had giggled defiantly. Lisa had felt extraordinarily drawn towards her, and the impishness that dwelt in her enormous long-lashed eyes, her only redeeming feature.

         But tonight, as she passed between the swing doors into the main restaurant, she had the feeling that the thinfaced man might not be there at his table. And she was right. There was no one else at his table, and it was plainly waiting for him, but while Lisa ploughed through several courses without any appetite whatsoever the table remained like an island of loneliness, decorated with winedark carnations, but otherwise deserted.

          
   

         After dinner Lisa felt as if the one thing she had looked forward to all day had disappointed her, and now there was no longer any hope. Any hope of what? she asked herself, as she made her way into the warm, soft, enfolding darkness of the night.

         She couldn’t – or wouldn’t – answer; but her disappointment was acute. She even felt as if there was a lump in her throat that made it ache slightly as she leaned against the parapet of the terrace, and watched couples moving down there in the rich gloom of the garden. The haunting, incessant thrumming of guitars reached her, the couples were all obviously of one mind, and that was to find some spot where no one was likely to burst rudely upon them, or interfere with the magic of their evening, and only Lisa seemed to have no one at all to speak to, or with any ardent desire for her company.

         She moved away down the terrace steps, feeling acutely self-conscious because of her aloneness. It wasn’t that she was unsociable or that she found it difficult to make friends easily. But she had had so little money to spend during this holiday, and she had kept herself to herself. She had realized at the outset that if she had allowed herself to be drawn into parties she would inevitably spend more than she could afford, and somehow she was not the type to whom male escorts attached themselves. She was shy, and she looked on the defensive, wary even. Masculine eyes admired her and her bright wings of hair, her fragile, “little-girl” figure, the aura of primness that made her seem rather quaint, but they left her alone. Perhaps they thought she was the type it was safest to leave alone, because her eyes were serious, and seriousness and a holiday spirit seldom go well together.

         And, for her part, Lisa was not even aware of the admiring masculine looks. Since her arrival in San Cecilio she had been aware only of one dark masculine head, and eyes that never looked towards her, but which she knew were dark also. A dark head and eyes that were as far removed from her as the stars!

         As she walked down the flower-banked drive she thought with an agonized feeling of resentment that Fate might have been kind, and let her see him for the last time! Wasn’t it enough that she had to go back to England without even a job to return to, because Mrs. Hamilton-Tracey had picked that quarrel with her over the children’s bath-water? There had been nothing wrong with the children’s bath-water. The temperature had been absolutely right, as it always was, and the fact that Roddy turned the hot tap on just as his mother looked in after returning hot and frustrated from a trip to London had been most unfortunate. Roddy had screamed that he was being scalded, and Ann had scampered about the bathroom, delighting in the din, and shrieked that she had been scalded, too, when the water was “boiling”, as she described it! Mrs. Hamilton-Tracey had rushed furiously to the cold tap and turned it on, and then had snatched her son out of the water and declared that she had never heard of anything so disgraceful.

         Roddy had hugged her closely with his wet arms, and the expensive grosgrain suit she was wearing had been ruined. So had the organdie frills of her white blouse, and the suede shoes into which Roddy had dripped bath water. Lisa had laboured over the suit afterwards, but not even her skilful pressing had restored its earlier beauty, and it had had to be sent to the cleaners.

         And then one thing had led to another, and Lisa had discovered that she was expected to act as lady’s maid as well as children’s governess (or nannie, as she actually was) and Mrs. Hamilton-Tracey had brought to light piles of her underwear that she declared had been neglected. Lisa had never understood that it was her job to wash tights, lift and lower hemlines, obliterate cigarette burns in evening dresses, as well as attend to all the children’s clothes. She had been with the Hamilton-Traceys for over a year, but these late duties had only just been outlined to her.

         She realized that Mrs. Hamilton-Tracey wanted to be rid of her. Mr. Hamilton-Tracey had been kind – a weakness that was foreign to Mrs. Hamilton-Tracey’s nature – and his wife had resented it. She had very little use for him, but consideration for an employee had aroused her ire – it was just possible her jealousy.

         So, on the very eve of leaving for her holiday, having saved up carefully for it. Lisa found herself bereft of a job.

         Of course, no doubt she would seen find another when she got back. There were so many children in the world, and in spite of the derogatory reference she might receive from Mrs. Hamilton-Tracey she was born to look after children. She loved them, and they loved her – even the impish Roddy, who had wept himself sick when he made the discovery that once she went away she was never likely to return.

         She passed between the ornamental wrought-iron gates of the hotel, and stood on San Cecilio’s cobbled main highway. Cars whizzed past her in the lights that streamed from the hotel; they were long and streamlined and mostly pastel-coloured, like Devonshire clotted cream and light sky blue. They glittered with chromium, and she saw how festive and relaxed the occupants of them appeared, lying back against contrasting upholstery.

         In front of her the sea whispered, and from the Plaza on one side of her came the gay note of accordions, and laughing voices. She knew that if she joined those laughing voices she would look out of place, an English girl with strikingly English hair amongst dark-eyed Spaniards, and girls who still wore mantillas, and were ready to snatch roses from behind their ears and toss them when the moment seemed ripe.

         No, for her the sea definitely beckoned, and she went down to it and the little jetty at the foot of which the gentle wavelets lapped. She still felt like someone with a grievance – someone who wanted to cry because Fate had been unkind, and this was her last night – and indeed she felt like the beggar-maid who had dared to lift her eyes to King Cophetua. Only for a fortnight the king hadn’t noticed that she was there crouching at his feet, just waiting for one little crumb of notice to be flung at her.

         She stood leaning against the rail of the jetty and felt ashamed of herself because even to herself she couldn’t pretend. She was twenty-four, and she had never been in love with any man, but in future she was never going to get away from the remembrance of one man who wasn’t even of her own nationality, and certainly didn’t belong to her world. He belonged to the world of expensive hotels and deferential waiters, diamond-decked women and little girls who were looked after by well-trained English nannies who wore trim uniforms.

         English nannies!…

         A dizzy thought leapt through her mind, and she watched the moon rise and climb slowly above the sea as if it was a huge golden lantern someone was swinging aloft. And then when the moon was no longer golden, but clear and pale and shedding a primrose light across the wide path of the ocean, she turned away, only to make the discovery that the high heel of one of her evening slippers had caught between the cobbles of the jetty.

         She wrenched at it, but nothing happened. She removed her foot from the shoe and bent down to try to twist it free, but still nothing happened, and she was beginning to despair and wonder what it would feel like hobbling back up the drive to her hotel with only one shoe and a stockinged foot, when a man who had been sauntering along the waterfront and thoughtfully smoking a cigarette realized that she was in difficulties and crossed to her assistance.

         “Your pardon, señorita!” he said, very quietly, and then bent and quickly realeased the shoe for her. He handed it back, looking at her with grave dark eyes. “It would have been uncomfortable to walk without it,” he added, but all she could do was stare at him.

         “Yes,” she said – “Oh, yes!” And then wondered whether this was an hallucination, or whether Fate had really relented at last.

         “Don’t you think it would be a good idea if you put it on?” he suggested, and the smile on his beautifully cut lips was very slight.

         But as she still stood with the shoe in her hands he removed it from her and himself bent and attached the pale satin sandal to the slim foot to which it belonged. Then he straightened and looked down at her from a height that was several inches above her own, and there was something quizzical in his regard.

         “I should have done that in the beginning, shouldn’t I?” he remarked. “Although it was Cinderella who lost her slipper, and there is nothing about you that suggests a Cinderella!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         Lisa 
      was so convinced that this was all part of wishful thinking that for several seconds her brain refused to tick over normally, and she stood staring up at him with a look in her large, shadowy grey eyes that should have flattered him excessively if he had had any clue to what lay behind that look. But it was obvious that he hadn’t, and his eyebrows contracted suddenly in a puzzled fashion.

         “Haven’t I seen you before?” he asked. “I feel sure that I have.”

         Lisa swallowed something in her throat. It was a curious excited dryness.

         “Yes,” she answered. “We are staying at the same hotel.”

         “The Carabela?”

         “Yes.”

         This time his eyebrows ascended.

         “Then I must have noticed you in the restaurant, or on the terrace. I don’t frequent the hotel grounds very much, and I never visit the beach – at any rate, not in the daytime – so it was very probably the restaurant. You are staying in San Cecilio, señorita?”

         “I’ve just concluded a fortnight’s stay here,” she admitted, her heart beating fast because, after all, he had noticed her. “And,” she added, with infinite regret, “I go home tomorrow!”

         He smiled.

         “You sound sad, señorita – is it because you have fallen in love with San Cecilio? Many English people find the Costa Brava attractive, and you are quite obviously very English.”

         “Am I?”

         His eyes flickered over her with that cool, faint smile in them.

         “Yes – very!”

         He turned, and she found herself walking at his side along the moon-bathed waterfront. He was wearing a white dinner-jacket, and her charmed eyes had already observed that he had a flower stuck in the lapel, a winedark carnation that filled the air with a rich aroma even as they walked. There was also the choice aroma of cigarsmoke adhering to him, and the beautifully masculine odour of shaving cream; and as she peeped at him sideways his face looked smooth and clear-cut as a plaque, and the night-darkness of his hair formed a slight Marie Stuart peak on his forehead.

         “There is always a certain sadness about the word adiós – good-bye,” he said, in his faultless but faintly accented English. “To say good-bye to a spot where one has been happy, if only for a short time, is disturbing because there is so much finality about it. One knows that one can never recapture an experience exactly as it was, however hard one might try in future.”

         “Yes, but that applies to everything in life, doesn’t it?” she suggested, looking up shyly, but with interest.

         “I think it was one of your own poets – no, it was a Frenchman – who said that in each farewell one dies a little death,” he remarked moodily, as they moved almost noiselessly side by side. Then he looked down at the golden hair swinging close to his shoulder, the outline of a pensive brow and firm but demure chin, and he smiled more naturally. “But for me, I live only in Madrid, and there is no need to die the death when I say farewell to the Costa Brava.”

         “You come here often?” she asked, a lump in her throat because every minute as it ticked away was bringing her nearer to her own moment of farewell, and by some irony these words he was uttering to her were being uttered on her last night.

         “Not so very often, but it is a pleasant escape from city life. And at the moment I am looking for a house.”

         “Oh – yes?” she said.

         “A house for the summer – a villa where I can install my family.”

         “Oh, yes?” she said again, more faintly.

         “My daughter and her English nurse.”

         It was on the tip of Lisa’s tongue to ask: “And your wife?” But she hadn’t the courage to let it pass her lips.

         “It becomes very hot in Madrid as the season advances,” he explained, “and here on the coast there is usually some air, and always of course the tonic effect of the sea breezes. My daughter is not particularly strong; in fact, it is not long since she was seriously ill, and it behoves me to get her away for the summer. Then, in the autumn, she can go to school in England as planned.”

         “In England?” she echoed. “You believe in English schools?”

         “In this case, yes,” he answered. “My wife was partly English.”

         Was partly English!… Lisa stared away over the sea, and the iridescent shimmer dazzled her eyes. He was a widower, and Fate was permitting her to know him for a single night!

         “I think I saw your little girl the other day,” she told him. “She was having lunch with you.”

         Suddenly he stopped, and his voice was full of apology.

         “Your pardon, señorita, but I am talking to you of my affairs, and I have not had the good manners to introduce myself! My name is Julio Fernandez. I am more than happy that I came along in time to rescue your slipper from the tenacious grip of the jetty cobbles!”

         If there was humour in his voice, there was also a smooth sincerity, and underneath the smoothness there was a touch of warmth that felt like warm fingers reaching and closing about Lisa’s heart. She turned her face up to him with an eagerness that made her look enchantingly attractive in the moonlight, and as she impulsively thrust back the bright wings of hair from her shoulders she responded:

         “And I am Lisa Waring – Elizabeth Waring. I’m sure I should have had to abandon my shoe if you hadn’t come along.”

         “Instead of which it is once more safely attached to your foot.” He looked down at the foot as if its small size intrigued him. “Are you in a hurry to get back to the hotel, Miss Waring? Or, since we have met, will you drink a glass of wine with me on this last night of yours in San Cecilio?”

         For an instant Lisa could hardly believe her own ears, and then she almost gasped in pleasure.

         “That would be – lovely!”

         His eyes flickered over her once more, dark, inscrutable eyes that nevertheless had the lustre of pools hidden in the depths of a shadowy wood, into which two brilliant stars were peering.

         “Bueno!” he exclaimed. “I am very happy! There is a bodega not far from here that will not be too crowded at this hour, and we will drink to your return to San Cecilio – if it is your wish that you should return here at some distant future date?”

         “Not too far distant,” she returned, a little shakily.

         “Then some future date that is perhaps nearer than you imagine.”

          
   

         The bodega was not far from the quayside, and they had to retrace their steps to get to it. Inevitably music floated out through the open doorway, and a flood of mellow light fell across the rough wooden benches and tables set out on the cool stone floor. Trailing vines and pot plants gave the place atmosphere.

         In spite of the crudeness of the seating accommodation the wine, when it was brought to the table, was the finest Lisa had so far tasted. She realized that she was hardly a connoisseur of wines, but even her inexperienced palate detected a quality in this sparkling beverage that sent a pleased look into her eyes as she looked across the table at her escort. It was golden and glowing like ripe apricots, and as clear as glass, and as she looked down at the bubbles that floated in it she felt a trifle bemused.

         “To your future happiness, Miss Waring,” Julio Fernandez said formally. “To a great deal of good fortune in your future – and a return to San Cecilio!”

         “I am not in the least likely to return to San Cecilio,” Lisa confessed forlornly when she set down her glass.

         “Why not?” he asked.

         And although she couldn’t understand afterwards why she decided all at once to be quite truthful and uninhibited about her affairs, she found herself telling him how she had saved up for this holiday, and about the disaster that had happened literally on the eve of it. When she got back to England she would be jobless, and she was feeling anxious in case she was going to be jobless for very long. Having been wantonly extravagant and refused to cancel this holiday, she couldn’t afford to be without a practical means of support for many weeks.

         Fernandez looked surprised, and then his black brows drew together in a frown. Being Spanish he also felt rather shocked, which was given away by his expression.

         “But your parents?” he asked. “Have you no parents? Are you alone in the world?”

         She admitted that she had been without parents since her last year at school, but there had been a little money left for her and she had taken a course in child welfare. She had had two jobs as nursery-governess, one as governess to an older child, and the job that had just come to an end in such an unfortunate manner had combined so many duties that she had been more or less a maid-ofall-work. She wasn’t ashamed of confessing this to the man across the table – perhaps because she was so sure she would never see him again after tonight, and in any case there was little point in departing from the truth – and she saw him looking at her in an inexplicable fashion, as if she was something he had never met before.

         “Then although I said you don’t look like Cinderella,” he remarked, “your future is really as uncertain as Cinderella’s.”

         “Yes.” She stared down at the bubbles that were expanding and contracting in her wineglass. “Except that from the moment Cinderella lost her slipper things started to work out well for her!”

         “That is true. It is a pity we cannot think of something that would enable things to work out well for you.”

         She looked across at him without speaking.

         “Tell me,” he requested, “what, exactly, are your qualifications – your accomplishments? You said that you have acted as governess to an older child. Presumably that was not as easy as looking after little ones? Were you a success when you undertook that particular task? Or was it, seeing that you are really rather young yourself, just a little beyond you?” smiling to soften the implication in his words.

         “No; I was quite a success. The child was at home from school for a year, owing to illness, and I think I helped her quite a lot. At any rate,” with a reminiscent look of affection in her clear grey eyes, “we grew very fond on one another, and it was quite a wrench for both of us when school loomed up once more on the curriculum.”

         “You mean when you had to part?”

         “Yes. And as a matter of fact we still correspond – not only I and the child, but the child’s parents. They were very good to me.”

         He studied her reflectively.

         “Possibly it would be easy to be good to you if you were doing what you English call ‘pulling your weight’.”

         Once again she was silent, but her heart seemed to be bounding more quickly than normal – which no doubt was the effect of the wine, which was rather heady.

         “Let me tell you something, Miss Waring,” he said suddenly. “I am a doctor – what you call a ‘consultant’ doctor – in Madrid, and my home is, of course, in Madrid also. I have a motherless daughter of nine who was critiically ill for several months, and now that she is on the mend I have explained that I wish her to live for a time on the coast. Here on the Costa Brava. I think I have found a suitable villa, or cottage, and Gianetta will be in the charge of her English nurse. But the nurse is not quite up to coping with Gia – perhaps for the reason that Gia is something of a monkey,” smiling with a magical softening of his dark eyes, “and it seems to me that what is really needed is a governess. Someone young, and alive, and understanding – perhaps like yourself!”

         “You mean?”

         Lisa felt her heart stop beating, and then rush on again wildly.

         “I mean that it might solve your problem, and mine, if you stayed on here in San Cecilio, and accepted a position with a Spanish family. That is to say, if you would allow me to become your employer.”

         Lisa was quite certain that it was the wine that had got up into her head – that she ought to have stuck to only one glass, instead of accepting another half glass as well, and that being extremely potent it was already having a disastrous effect! She was imagining that she heard things – imagining that he, of all men, was offering her a job!

         He regarded her quizzically as she appeared to be trying to take in his suggestion – groping for words to answer him.

         “Perhaps you do not feel that you could take very easily to the Spanish way of life?” he suggested. “It is pleasant for a holiday, but how would it work out if you had to remain here in this country for a period of several months – at any rate until the autumn? Is that what you are asking yourself?”

         She shook her head, and he thought that the dazed look in her eyes – so large and steady and English – was a trifle excessive.

         “No. I would love to stay, but… you know nothing about me,” she reminded him. “How could you offer me a position with your own daughter when you know nothing about me?”

         “True,” he agreed, in a common-sense tone that was like a douche of clear cold water on her eager wonder. All at once everything was reduced to its proper perspective, and if her ego had been a bubble that could be pricked it could not have collapsed or become shrivelled more quickly. “But I can find out. You can supply me with the address of the parents of the child who was ill, and I can get in touch with them – also, perhaps, your most recent employer. But do not be afraid that I shall be influenced very much by anything she says, although I do feel it will be as well if I do make contact with her. For the sake of my daughter’s welfare, you understand?” he ended in grave, quiet tones.

         “Of course.”

         But there was just one moment when she wondered whether she did want to remain in Spain. He was charming and kind and courteous, this man – this doctor from Madrid – but beneath his kindness there was a thread of something inflexible, something that made her think of steel, and just about as unbending.

         He could be adamant, if he chose, and his charm was the unfailing charm of his race. It resulted from his Latin blood, and put that suggestion of warm fires into eyes that could no doubt also look as bleak as ice.

         He sensed that she was hesitating.

         “Well,” he said softly, “it is up to you. If you wish to stay, and my inquiries are satisfactory, then there is a position that I can offer you, here in San Cecilio. And in the meantime you can remain at your hotel a few days longer at my expense. Is that as you would wish it, señorita?”

         “I can afford to stay on a few days longer myself,” she told him.

         He rose politely, as if an interview was ended.

         “Nevertheless, I think it will be at my expense.”

         When he left her in the entrance to the hotel she was hardly aware how she said goodnight to him. She went up in the lift to her room, and then out on to her balcony, where she looked upwards at the stars blazing like diamonds scattered broadcast across a pall of velvet tightstretched above San Cecilio.

         The stars of San Cecilio!… She would remember them always, whatever happened to her, wherever she went!

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter three
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