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  Chapter 1




  Sandra pouted at her reflection in the dusty mirror. It really was too bad of Paul to leave all this to her.




  “All this” lay strewn about the cabin in disorganized heaps: oddments of furniture, bulging suitcases, boxes and bags. The final insult was the hamper she had lovingly packed with his favorite goodies. It had been meant to sustain them in the first hours in this little haven. They had planned their flight for months down to this last detail which lay unopened amongst the other stuff. She grabbed at a piece of material snaking out of a plastic carrier, swabbed at the grimy glass—and discovered too late that she was using one of Paul’s ties as a duster.




  “Serve him right!” she said to the sulky face staring back at her. “It’ll teach him not to put his stupid job first—before me...”




  Tears welled and the mirror misted over with her memories...




  * * * *




  It was two years since they met. Sandra had been with a crowd of noisy girls—most of them nurses letting off steam after a grueling day on the wards—at a hospital charity dance.




  “Watch out! Here comes that old sourpuss Doctor Meredith,” cried one of them, hardly bothering to lower her voice.




  “Quick. Let’s escape to the bar,” said someone else. The rest broke into giggles.




  “Leave Sandra here as decoy. She doesn’t drink, either...”




  This last remark puzzled and intrigued Sandra. She turned to look at the subject of their mirth and in so doing was indeed left behind. She tried to catch them up but emerging from a revolving door seconds later found herself embarrassingly back where she had started. And face to face with Paul Meredith.




  She looked about her in confusion.




  “Can I help?”




  He had a dark brown voice, she decided—a perfect match for his wide-set eyes. His broad forehead was creased and his mouth turned down at the corners but he was undoubtedly attractive. Why then was he so unpopular with his staff?




  “I-I’m not a nurse!” she stammered.




  “Not to worry,” he assured her. “The dance is open to anyone I believe. Anyone with a ticket, that is.”




  A door was opened briefly at the end of the corridor. Music blared forth.




  “No, you see, what I meant to say...”




  Sandra paused to draw a deep breath. This wasn’t like her at all. Self-assured and capable, she had no trouble as a rule in talking to people—people of all kinds—her job required that she put others at their ease.




  “Not working here, I’m unsure of the geography of the place. And...”




  She glanced in the direction of the music.




  “I was convinced the dancing was through there.”




  “Confusing, I agree,” he said. “But I can put your mind at rest by showing you the way.”




  Then seemingly contradicting himself, he sat down on a leather sofa between two potted palms.




  “That is—if you really want to go through either of those doors. There’s a disco at one end and a Barn Dance at the other. Both far too strenuous for me, I’m afraid.”




  A tiny glint of humor had appeared in his eyes but he still seemed unable to smile with his mouth. So—he was laughing at her, was he?




  “I adore dancing!” she retorted.




  His elbow resting on the arm of the sofa, his chin on his fist, he studied her intently.




  “I’d have put you down as a Slow Fox-trot...” he mused. “Or a soothing shuffle around a dimly-lit night club to a subdued little band of real musicians. A tune by Michel Legrand perhaps.”




  Sandra sat down next to him, her eyes wide with astonishment.




  “He—he’s my favorite composer!” she gasped. “For dancing, that is. I’ve plenty of Bach and Mozart in my collection for more serious listening.”




  She was aware how pompous she sounded. Then a frond of palm moved slightly in a draught and tickled the back of her neck. Suddenly she burst into laughter.




  “Why on earth did I feel it necessary to tell you all that?” she said.




  At last the corners of his mouth twitched.




  “You look even more charming when you laugh,” he said.




  “I’m not able to make the same judgement on you,” she said.




  She pulled down her facial skin with two fingers in a distorted imitation of his own habitual expression.




  “Touché!” he said. His eyes lit up, his well-shaped mouth widened to a boyish grin—his face was transformed—and Sandra fell in love.




  The other door opened, spilling out a crowd of people still bouncy from the effects of a boisterous Virginia Reel.




  “Shall we go?” he whispered. “We’ve done our duty, bought our tickets—let’s find somewhere quieter.”




  He took her hand and together they made for the central door which Sandra had failed earlier to manipulate. She wondered now, as he guided her effortlessly through it into the lobby, if one of her companions had not given it a helping hand to send her hurtling full circle.




  Sandra hardly noticed the curious looks from the few people they saw on their way past the ticket table, on the steps outside and in the car park. She was too busy trying to sneak a sideways look at this man who had made her heart beat so fast she feared she might well be in need of his professional aid.




  He opened the door of a powder blue sports car, installed her flowing skirt clear of the sill, closed the door gently and went round to his side.




  “Doctor Meredith, I presume...” said Sandra mischievously, her hand held out to him as he slid into his seat.




  He took the hand and held it just a shade longer than would be usual for a conventional greeting.




  “Paul,” he said. “And I have the pleasure of the company of?”




  “Sandra. Sandra Harris. A native of this town, recently returned from exile in London.”




  He eased the car out of the parking slot and drove past the Administrative Building they had just left. Behind this relatively new block loomed the red brick Victorian hospital.




  “So—you don’t belong...” he muttered.




  He heard her gasp.




  “Sorry—I put that badly. I meant—you’re not directly connected with the hospital. Funny—I could have sworn I’ve seen you somewhere—in an office—or behind a counter. You’re not a barmaid by any chance?”




  There was some bitterness in his last words which troubled Sandra and reminded her of what her friends had said about him.




  “No—o!” she said. “Have you something against—bars?”




  Passing through the tall iron gates marking the boundary of the hospital grounds, he accelerated up the highway. Put out a little by his not answering her admittedly facetious question, Sandra felt obliged to enlarge on it.




  “You would hardly be likely to see me in a bar. Either side of it. You see, I don’t drink. My family are Methodists and though I’ve broken a lot of their rules that one sort of stuck. I get teased about it an awful lot but that makes me all the more determined. I’m stubborn you see. Not very admirable, I know. I’d be a much better person if I’d kept to my principles purely for their own sake...”




  She became aware that she was babbling and fell abruptly silent.




  “Let’s leave the town to its own devices,” said Paul fiercely, crouching over the wheel and heading for the distant green of the country. “I know a rather special restaurant by the lake.”




  * * * *




  It turned out to be a vegetarian establishment. And it proclaimed unashamedly all over its menu that alcoholic beverages were not available!




  “Have you ever tasted fresh carrot juice?” asked Paul.




  Sandra shook her head, wondering what she had let herself in for and whether her chattering on about being teetotal had given the wrong impression. Then his face relaxed and he smiled across the table at her. Her heart began to thump.




  “I’m no fanatic—about health food,” he assured her. “I never try to force the idea on to my patients, for example. But the few real friends I’ve brought here have genuinely seemed to appreciate the stuff they serve—and I hardly notice what I eat at the best of times.”




  Again, a strange choice of words, thought Sandra but before she could begin trying to work it out, Paul was introducing her to the proprietors.




  Betty and John Fielding were certainly good publicity for their own recipes. Glowing with health, they were an attractive couple in their thirties, slim and lively.




  “We’ll leave the choice of the meal to you,” said Paul. “I trust your judgement.”




  “Not a hundredth as much as we trust yours,” said Betty.




  She squeezed his shoulder before returning to her kitchen.




  “Paul won’t thank me for saying this,” said John to Sandra . “But he saved my Betty’s life. I’ll be for ever in his debt for that.”




  He too lightly brushed the broad shoulder and went to join his wife.




  “Come and see what that ridiculous pair have installed over here,” said Paul, obviously embarrassed. He led the way to a tiny circular dance floor flanked by an incongruously garish juke box. He studied the record titles for a moment, then pushed a button.




  “Michel Legrand,” breathed Sandra and felt Paul’s arms gather her close as they both began to move to the softly sensuous music.




  There were only half a dozen people in the place and they seemed to be too busy eating to want to dance. It would hardly have made any difference if they had because neither Paul nor Sandra were any longer aware of their surroundings. They danced as though in a dream and their steps blended perfectly. From time to time Paul held her away from him slightly so that he could smile into her face. Sandra felt deliciously peaceful and secure.




  * * * *




  The music ended and they wandered back to their table, hand in hand. Sandra, like Paul, hardly noticed what she ate and the Fieldings kept a discreet silence as they served the dishes and later cleared them away.




  “Was everything all right?” ventured Betty finally as she removed their half-finished cups of mint tea.




  “It was lovely,” said Sandra, forcing herself to tear her gaze away from Paul for a moment.




  Paul absently patted the hand that Betty had once again laid on his shoulder.




  “As always, my dear—wonderful. Thank John for us, will you. We’ll be back soon.”




  Sandra scooped up coat and bag and went ahead of Paul to the car, leaving him trying to insist on paying the bill that Betty had purposely omitted to make out. But before she had located the vehicle in the pretty, shrub-enclosed parking space, she was distracted by a glimmer of water showing through some tall conifers. She wandered over and discovered a path leading to the lake.




  “Beautiful, isn’t it?” said Paul, behind her,




  She turned from the splendid view across the water, shimmeringly lit by silver moonlight. Paul took her in his arms. She lifted her face and he kissed her. Then brusquely he drew her arm through his and walked her back to the car.
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