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      Chapter One

    


    Below me Majorca’s tiny airstrip shelved into view, shimmering beneath a heat haze. I took a deep breath and fastened my seat belt. It was no use going back. There was nothing to go back to. I clenched my fists at the memory of Max. Damn him. Damn him. Damn him.


    The wheels touched ground and the heavily built man sat next to me, mistaking my anguish for fear, said: “ It’s all right. We’re down now. Nothing to worry about.”


    I smiled mechanically and reached for my hand luggage.


    “Here, let me.” Good-naturedly he lifted my overnight bag from the rack. “ No fun travelling alone, is it?”


    “No,” I said with a tight smile, squeezing after him into the aisle. And if it hadn’t been for Max’s faithlessness I wouldn’t have been travelling alone. I followed an expensive smelling Frenchwoman down the steps and onto the tarmac. I should never have become engaged to him in the first place. I should have known it wouldn’t work. Max liked his women as fast as his cars and I was well rid of him.


    “Have a nice time,” my cheerful companion from the plane said, heaving his suitcase from the conveyor belt, then turning and disappearing amongst the crowd.


    “Yes,” I said grimly, alarming the woman stood next to me. “ I will.”


    I walked out into the dazzling sunlight, pausing hesitantly as uniformed couriers herded their holidaymakers into mini buses and the elegant Frenchwoman stepped into a waiting limousine. Mrs Van de Naude had said I would be met at the airport. The throng around me thinned and trickled away and still there was no-one looking for an English girl travelling alone. I sat down on my case and prepared to wait.


    It was midday and the sun was bright, the air sharp with the tang of orange and lemon trees. Beyond the smudged green of the hillsides the sky was a deep, unbelievable blue, high curling clouds trailing wispily towards the bone-white outline of mountains. On the verge of the airfield the stark silhouette of a windmill creaked motionless in the heat. I closed my eyes. Perhaps my rash act in flying to Majorca wasn’t going to be so disastrous after all. Here there would be no constant reminders of Max. No repetition of last week when I had walked into Lacey’s, our favourite restaurant, and caught Max holding hands with a half dressed French girl. They had been so engrossed in each other that they hadn’t even been aware of my entrance. And that had been only weeks before we were due to be married! I was well rid of him and it was time I stopped thinking about him.


    The trouble was, I had known Max too long. We were cousins, and I had spent all my school holidays at Crailsham Place with Aunt Katherine, Uncle Alistair … and Max.


    He was the older by six years, and the first holiday I had spent there, when he was eleven and I was five, he had nick-named me Brat, told me not to be a nuisance and not to get in his way. Mournfully I had trailed round after him, until he had said condescendingly that I could run after his cricket balls, fetch his kite back, and even watch him ride, on condition I didn’t tell any tales. Gradually a bond grew between us and we became inseparable. For the next six years, all through the summer, Max took me everywhere with him, teaching me to ride and swim and fish and even, to Aunt Katherine’s horror, shoot. After he had seen his first motor race and begun single-handedly building his own car, I stood for hours with oil and grease on my hands, handing him his tools, always having a rag at the ready. Wherever Max went. I went. Blissfully content.


    Then, when he was seventeen, he no longer returned to Crailsham Place in the summer, and the holidays were long and tedious and nothing seemed as much fun as it used to.


    Max had begun to race professionally … and have girl friends. My mother said he was wild and that Aunt Katherine was too indulgent with him, but I thought Max’s flamboyant success as a driver and the flare he had for hitting the headlines the height of glamour and secretly kept any press cuttings I could find to show to my envious friends at school.


    When I did meet him again I felt strangely shy. My precious hoard of cuttings hadn’t prepared me for the drastic change in him. He was tall, over six foot, and powerfully built with strong shoulders and the easy grace of an athlete. His colouring betrayed his Italian grandmother who, my mother said, was no better than she should have been. He was even darker than I remembered, his hair a black, curling pelt, his complexion swarthy, only his brown eyes, gleaming and full of laughter, were familiar.


    “Hello Brat,” he had said, as though it were the school holidays and we were children again. And, old habits dying hard, I slipped back into my role of worshipful admirer. Around when he wanted me, uncomplaining when he didn’t. Then, suddenly, everything changed.


    Max was spending a week with some friends in Cornwall surfing. Uncle Alistair said he was going down to join them for a weekend and asked if I would go with him. It was tea-time when we arrived, and there was the smell of rain in the air. I had the uncomfortable feeling that Max had rather we hadn’t gone, his attention being taken up with Claudette Claustre, a beautiful film actress he had recently been spending his time with. Uncle Alistair seemed not to notice his son’s coolness and was his usual bland and genial self, and there was no reason why I should have minded. After all, I was only cousin Lucy. But when Max excused himself from the proposed boat trip after dinner and said he was taking Claudette into Polperro, there seemed no pleasure left in the expedition. There were seven of us altogether. Giles Fulbright, an old friend of Uncle Alistair’s. Gwen Fulbright, his wife. Jim Shernham, a racing driver friend of Max’s, and his girl friend, a pretty brunette called Kay, and Danny Collins whose boat we were to go out in.


    Uncle Alistair had expressed doubts even before we had reached the boat-house. The sky was darkening and the waves were high. Danny had been emphatic that it was nothing but a squall, but as a spray of foam showered us, Kay had taken Jim’s hand and said she preferred not to go. Staring out over the heaving sea Gwen Fulbright had been the next to cry off. Uncle Alistair had said:


    “Come on, Lucy. Let’s go back and warm ourselves with a drink. No joy in going out in weather like this.”


    But I had no desire to spend the evening sitting in the cottage brooding about Max and Claudette. So Jim Shernham, Giles Fulbright, Danny Collins and myself put to sea. Within minutes there came the ominous roll of distant thunder and I gritted my teeth as the small boat pitched and rolled, struggling for the headland. The turbulence of the waves and the smack of the foam against our faces as we reached the open sea was exhilerating at first, but soon became touched with fear as the sea gripped the boat, plunging her deeper and deeper amongst the white horses. Acknowledging defeat, Danny strained to turn the boat and battled towards the shore. We didn’t make it. Twenty yards from the jetty a giant wave lifted the boat, smashing it leewards into the icy sea. Ten minutes later, frozen and exhausted, I staggered out of the water behind Giles Fulbright and collapsed on the beach.


    “Lucy!”


    I don’t remember seeing him running over the sand. One moment I was sick and shivering, the next Max was down beside me, his face white in the darkness.


    “Lucy! Look at me! For God’s sake! Lucy!” His arms were round me and he was kissing me in a way that had nothing cousinly about it. I clung to him, oblivious of Uncle Alistair and the dripping figures of Jim Shernham and Danny Collins. His hands gripped my hair savagely as he lifted his face from mine, saying in a voice that was almost unrecognisable:


    “Don’t ever frighten me like that again, understand?”


    I nodded, unable to answer as his mouth came down hard on mine and then, eternities later, he said hoarsely:


    “God, what a fool I’ve been. I thought I’d lost you, Brat.” And he picked me up in his arms and carried me gently across the wet shingle to the house. After that, for a full year, Max wasn’t seen in the company of models, actresses and society girls. Only me.


    Aunt Katherine said it was too good to be true and it was. A few weeks ago I had begun to hear rumours that Max was seeing Claudette Claustre again. I had ignored it as malicious gossip until the day of my birthday. We had arranged to go to Paris, but Max phoned me, full of apologies, saying they were having trouble with the car he was driving next season and he wouldn’t be able to get back from testing it till after the weekend. I had gone to Crailsham Place, had dinner with Aunt Katherine and Uncle Alistair, and waited for him to return.


    The next day the papers had a photograph of Max and Claudette Claustre. It had been taken the night before at a party held for Fedor Katchorsky, a visiting Russian composer. He had written the score for a film Claudette had recently appeared in, hence her presence there. The reason for Max’s was, presumably, Claudette.


    He was all sweet reason when he had returned and I had showed him the photograph.


    “It’s nothing to get upset about, sweetheart,” he had said, pouring himself a drink.


    “But it is, Max. You lied to me.…”


    “No I didn’t,” he’d said firmly. “When I telephoned you I told you the truth. I had to go down to Oatlands to test the car. I didn’t know then I would be seeing Claudette.…”


    “It was my birthday,” I’d said stubbornly, feeling myself weaken as he put his drink down and moved purposefully towards me.


    “It was my love … and I hadn’t forgotten.” He lifted a delicate pendant of gold and lapis lazuli from his pocket. Two tiny cherubs floated heavenwards against the deep blue surface. “Like it. Brat?” he asked softly, fastening it around my neck, pulling me against him.


    “Yes,” I said. “But Claudette.…”


    “Forget Claudette,” he’d said, the dark eyes gleaming as he held me fast, silencing my protests with kisses.


    Then last Sunday I had swung happily into Lacey’s to be met by the sight of Max and Claudette at a corner table. They were sat close together, hands clasped, and Claudette’s eyes were radiant. Sick and trembling I had turned, running blindly up the street, knowing the truth and knowing what I must do.


    Max did not want to marry me. Had never wanted to marry me. His rash proposal had been nothing but reaction when he had found me half-drowned on the beach. He was still as unable to resist the company of the beautiful women who flocked the racing circuits as he ever was. I had an old magazine clipping of an interview he had once given, where he was quoted as saying ‘I like having lots of beautiful women around me’, when asked about his playboy image. Well, I wasn’t beautiful. Pretty, yes. Beautiful in the way of film stars like Claudette Claustre, no. Max had made a mistake and been too kind to admit it. Admitting it was going to be up to me.


    It hadn’t been easy. Max had merely laughed when I had handed him my engagement ring back.


    “Don’t be ridiculous, Brat,” he had said, leaving it where it lay on the table.


    “I’m not being ridiculous,” I said, my throat painfully tight. “I’ve given it a lot of thought and I’m not marrying you.”


    “Well I’m damn well marrying you!” he had said, his eyes flickering dangerously as he made a grab for me. Once in his arms I knew my good intentions would be gone forever. The telephone began to ring and as he glanced towards it I pushed him, knocking him off balance, darting under his outstretched arm, slamming the door behind me as I flew from the room. Suicidally I ran into the street, the sound of the telephone still ringing in my ears as I frantically flagged a taxi and scrambled into it, seeing Max hurtle out of the house and stand, panting and cursing in the dust behind me.


    That evening I had answered Helena Van de Naude’s advertisement for a nanny for her daughter, the attraction being the chance to leave Max far behind me and start life afresh. Helena Van de Naude had rung me immediately, and three days later I had gone to see her at the Dorchester and now, only a week later, I was on my way to the villa D’Este and my first meeting with Danielle.


    I opened my eyes, looking around me. Another plane was circling the airport and a couple of mini buses had drawn up ready to ferry more tourists into Palma and the resorts nearby. The villa D’Este lay in another part of the island, high in the mountains. Helena Van de Naude had stressed to me how remote the villa was but I hadn’t cared. All I had wanted was to get away from Max and Crailsham Place, to be spared the misery of seeing him and Claudette together and knowing I had been right, for in all that long, never-ending week. Max had neither written nor telephoned me.


    I had liked Helena Van de Naude immediately. She was in her late thirties, tall and athletically built. Her skin was darkened by the Mediterranean sun and her hair was thick and wavy. She wore it swept away from her forehead, accentuating hazel eyes and glossy winged eyebrows. She was full of energy and vitality, the wide mouth smiling easily and often.


    “Have you been a nanny before?” she asked pleasantly.


    “No.…”


    “Is it something you have always wanted to do?”


    “No,” I answered truthfully, feeling the job slipping away from me.


    “You want the opportunity to travel, perhaps?”


    I thought of the past jet-setting year with Max. Monaco, Japan, Germany, South Africa.…


    “No,” I said.


    She stared at me in amusement, then said directly: “You look like an educated girl who would have no difficulties in getting a good job. What are the attractions in burrowing yourself away with a six year old girl? You will have very little company, you know.”


    “I don’t want company.”


    The perceptive eyes flickered to the naked white band on the third finger of my left hand.


    “Divorced?”


    I shook my head. “No. It was an engagement.”


    She stretched her long legs. “And I was to be your refuge?”


    “Yes,” I said, standing up and picking up my shoulder-bag. “ I’m sorry I’ve wasted your time, Mrs Van de Naude. Goodbye.”


    She didn’t move. “You haven’t wasted my time, Miss Matthews. Quite the reverse. There is every chance in the near future that my family will be moving to Africa. A new nanny may not find the idea of Africa as congenial as that of Majorca, and so whoever I engage may only be with us for a short time. I think you would suit us very well.”


    “You mean I can have the job?”


    “Can you drive?”


    I nodded. She motioned me to sit down again.


    “Then if you want it, the job is yours.” She curled her legs beneath her on the sofa. “ We are very isolated. The villa is on a headland a good three miles from the nearest road, and that’s only a mountain road that leaves a lot to be desired. Danielle has a tutor. A Mr Lyall. He will have care of her in the mornings, your duties will start after lunch. My housekeeper is English and her husband, a Majorcan, speaks excellent English so you will have no language problems. Mario is our gardener and odd job man. He will meet you at the airport when you arrive. The only other member of the staff is Miss Blanchard, my secretary.”


    I wondered why a married woman living in isolation should need a secretary.


    “Now that I have found someone I shall fly straight back home. There is a ten-o’clock flight on Saturday morning which I shall book for you. If you run into any problems telephone the villa.” She rose to her feet and handed me a card embossed with the name of the villa and telephone number and several ten pound notes. “These should tide you over until you arrive,” she said generously. “My husband spends a lot of his time away from the villa, but he is there at the moment. I am sure you will fit in with us very well. We are a very casual household.” Her large hand gripped mine firmly. “ Till Saturday then. Goodbye.”


    “Goodbye,” I said, slightly dazed. “And thank you.”


    It was Uncle Alistair who cast the first ripples on the apparently smooth surface of life at the villa D’Este.


    “Van de Naude?” he had asked vaguely. “ John Van de Naude?”


    “Yes. Do you know him?”


    “Know of him, m’dear. Fellow’s a South African, lives in exile now. Made a fortune in mining or diamonds … or are they both the same? I know he couldn’t take his wealth out of the country. I only hope you know what you’re doing … seems a bit drastic to me … haring off to Minorca.…”


    “Majorca.”


    “Just because you and Max have had a tiff.”


    “It wasn’t a tiff. I never want to see Max again.”


    “Quite, quite,” Uncle Alistair said, totally untaken in by this lie. “When is the wedding? Never did have a head for dates?”


    “There isn’t going to be a wedding,” I said for the hundredth time.


    “Bad as that, is it?” he said sympathetically. “ Well, well, still think this jaunt of yours is a mistake. Where there’s smoke there’s fire and all that.”


    “All what?”


    “Nasty business, remember thinking so at the time.”


    “I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about. What was a nasty business?”


    “The whole thing. Him being a politician as well. Wasn’t on m’dear. Wasn’t on at all.”


    “Uncle Alistair,” I said patiently. “What are you talking about?”


    “You mean you don’t know?”


    “No,” I said, wondering if it wouldn’t be better to put the telephone down and forget all about it. “Tell me.”


    “He was a widower with a young son when he met this second wife of his. A high ranking government minister. Couldn’t have been worse.”


    “What couldn’t?”


    “Marrying her.”


    I counted to ten slowly. “Why?”


    “I should have thought that was obvious when you met her. I mean, if someone is black as the ace of spades you notice, don’t you?”


    “Generally. Helena Van de Naude isn’t.”


    “Rubbish,” Uncle Alistair said crossly. “Of course she is. That’s what all the fuss was about. Can’t go marrying who you want in South Africa. Against the law.”


    “She’s hardly any darker than Max.”


    “Can’t help that. She’s coloured and that’s that. It was the ruin of Van de Naude. Lost his wealth and became an exile. I think they said at the time she was a communist, but governments always say that if they want to discredit someone. Only hope you know what you’re letting yourself in for. Don’t mind her being coloured,” he said generously. “But don’t want you coming back a communist. Your Aunt Katherine wouldn’t like it. She’s set her heart on becoming a Justice of the Peace!”


    “Then I’ll try not to jeopardise her chances. Don’t worry about me, Uncle Alistair. I shan’t come to any harm!”


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    A car horn tooted loudly. The driver slammed his door behind him and walked across to me, a wide smile on his face.


    “Miss Matthews?”


    I nodded, rising to my feet. He was a big man with a head of untidy hair and friendly eyes, wearing a white tee-shirt that had seen better days and a pair of creased cotton trousers.


    “Mario Arteche,” he said, shaking my hand vigorously and picking up my case, throwing it easily into the rear of a battered cream-coloured estate car. “ I am sorry I am late.”


    We swerved recklessly out onto a sun bleached road: “Is this your first visit to Majorca?”


    “Yes.”


    “The villa D’Este is not near the tourist resorts. It is high in the mountains. A little lonely perhaps, but very beautiful.…”


    I leant back against the musty leather of the seat, content to let him do the talking, enjoying the sun and the sounds and smells of a new country. Trying not even to think of Max.…


    “In another few minutes we will be among the mountains,” Mario said, pointing ahead to where white granite peaks rose sheer against the vibrant sky. With an ear splitting blast on the car horn he scattered a group of laughing children and the dust blown streets were left behind us as the land fell away steeply at the roadside and we began to climb.


    Soft green trees, silvered in the brilliant light, gave the otherwise barren mountain-sides a milkish hue. Waist high pampas grass brushed against the car as the road narrowed in its tortuous ascent, winding tirelessly round curve after curve, each fresh view one of blinding blue sky and searing white rock.


    “Daniella is looking forward to meeting you,” Mario said, the wheel spinning beneath his large brown hands.


    “Good. I’m looking forward to meeting her too.”


    “She is a nice little girl. You will like her. And,” he turned and gave me a dazzling smile, “ she will like you.”


    “What about the others? Mrs Van de Naude’s secretary and Danielle’s tutor. Are they easy to get on with?”


    “Miss Blanchard is very sophisticated,” he took his hands from the wheel, to show that she also had a very good shape. “Mr Lyall is … quiet.” Mario dismissed Mr Lyall with a shrug. “The next lot of hairpin bends are known as the Devesas. Lots of accidents happen here.” As he spoke the car swung dizzily to face nothing but sky and far below, the glittering turquoise of the sea. “ It is best to drive slowly round here,” Mario said unnecessarily, “especially at dusk.”


    The road swung briefly away from the sea, leading into a narrow gorge between the mountains. Soaring slabs of rock plunged us into shadow, only the higher flanks catching the golden glitter of the sun. We climbed even higher, and then the gorge widened and we shot off the road onto a sun scorched promontory, the mountains closing in behind us. Ahead of us the headland jutted out over the sea and doll-like, poised precariously with nothing but a background of sky and cloud, stood the pale bleached walls of the villa D’Este.


    We bucketed over the rough grass, weaving expertly between shoulders of serrated rock as the courtyard walls loomed nearer. Then we swept through wide gates and into a riot of colour. In the centre of the courtyard a bronze fountain sprayed a mist of water over a pool full of water lilies. On three sides were shaded colonades and delicate archways, and everywhere there were flowers. They wound up the white pillars, massed the balconies and covered the walls, the scent thick in the heat. Helena Van de Naude stepped towards me, her hands outstretched.


    “Welcome to the villa D’Este, Lucy. I hope you will be happy here.”


    “I’m sure I will,” I said confidently.


    “Take Miss Matthews’ case to her room and ask Peggy to bring drinks out to the pool, Mario. Come this way, Lucy. It’s rather a maze at first but you’ll soon get used to it.”


    We stepped under the arcade and into the coolness of a high ceilinged corridor with pretty tiled floor and brilliant white walls. Walking quickly past innumerable doors and then up a flight of shallow steps, the tiles gave way to polished floors of pale gold wood, the walls hung with big, bold paintings, all with an African theme. An open door gave a glimpse of deeply piled carpet and silk lined walls and then we were once more in the heat of the sun. A long terrace stretched the length of the villa with sun-chairs and loungers around the edge of a large swimming-pool.


    A plump dark-haired woman with a tray of drinks came towards us. She set it down on a glass topped table, looking at me with friendly curiosity.


    “Peggy, I’d like you to meet Lucy Matthews.”


    Peggy shook my hand warmly. “ Very pleased to meet you I’m sure. Danielle’s been doing nothing else all morning but talk about your arrival.”


    “Where is she now?” her mother asked, glancing towards the villa.


    “Mr Lyall let her finish her lessons early and she’s gone to change her dress. Not that it needed changing, but she would insist on putting on her best to meet Miss Matthews.”


    “Mario has already taken Lucy’s case upstairs. I thought I’d let Danny show Lucy to her room. She’ll enjoy doing that.”


    “She certainly will,” Peggy said, giving me another warm smile. “She helped me dust and put fresh flowers in there only this morning.”


    “She’s a nice woman,” Helena Van de Naude said as Peggy disappeared back into the villa. “ She’ll be a great help to you.” She scooped ice into a glass of fresh orange, saying: “Does it come up to expectations?”


    “The villa?”


    She nodded, handing me my glass and pouring a drink for herself.


    “It’s beautiful,” I said truthfully. “Absolutely breath-taking.”


    Behind the villa was the broad sweep of the headland and beyond that, the mountains rising stark against the cloudless sky, the ridges of barren rock silvered in the sun. In front of us, beyond the terrace, the wooded cliffs fell steeply to the Mediterranean. The sea shimmered translucently, creaming gently against the cliffs, a small breeze tossing up flying scuds of spray, stirring the sleepy scent from the pines that hugged the cliff. Wherever one looked there was sea and sky and rock. And silence.
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