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"It pays to keep your wits about you, chica."

Maria Rawlings had led a sheltered life with hecestric artist
father. Raul Dysart warned her that she should beemtreetwise.
Instead, Maria fell into the trap of treating hilkel a knight in shining
armor, and let him sweep her off her feet--onlfind disillusion and
heartbreak....



PROLOGUE

As HER taxi left central London, Maria pushed back treege of her
shiny black puffa jacket to check the time. Herestilled flight to
Madrid was due to take off from Heathrow airportiat. Would she
make it? She must!

It was less than thirty-six hours since she hadrfidack to London
after a strenuous tour of the workshops in soutit-ésia where
many of her designs were manufactured.

Yesterday, purely by chance, she had readhe Timeshat an
exhibition of paintings was opening tonight at ${gmfamous Prado
Museum in the presence of the American and Briistbassadors
and of many distinguished members of the internatiart fraternity,
including the owner of the collection, Raul Dysart.

It was seven years since she had last seen hitmma@evas supposed
to heal all wounds. But not this one. The injuryhiad inflicted was as
irreparable as an amputation.

At the time there was nothing she could do abolxtept run away
and hide. But now it was different. She was no &g defenceless
innocent. She had the means to retaliate. A ghtgjesccasion was the
perfect time to do it.

It had been cold in London. In Madrid it was coldar spite of her
down-lined puffa, the razor-edged wind blowing fromhe
surroundingsierrasmade Maria shiver as she hurried into the lobk
of her hotel. After growing up in the sun, she Inaser completely
adjusted to European winters.

Many of the top people attending the receptiongbnhwould be
staying at the Ritz Hotel, close to the Prado. &elyt Raul would be



there, unless he was a guest of the British Embassyshe didn't
want to risk an encounter with him beforehand, Bhd told her
assistant to make a reservation at one of thes ¢ggs famous hotels.

She was known in Spain. Both Galerias Preciados En@orte
Ingles, the two big nationwide department stordscked her
designs, and she had appeared on programmes fagmaawers on
Spanish TV. Always wearing the large tinted glassasd
big-brimmed mannish hats which, at the beginningesfcareer, had

helped her to overcome her shyness and which now pat of her
public persona.

But she wouldn't be wearing the glasses or a ngjlit It was a long
time since she had needed them to boost her cowcgdeShe
continued to wear them for a different reason. @litthem she was
seldom recognised as Andrina, the designer whosee naas a
byword for style. She could be herself, Maria Ragd, and go about
New York and London without being noticed and staatas one of

the leading trend-setters of the decade. Six moatjts a profile
writer in Voguehad written,

Andrina is a tastemaker, as influential as the ridgey
Eugenia Errazuriz who, in the thirties, gave a $swhtch of
fabric from her native Andes to the designer Sdmeli who
called it Shocking Pink and made a fortune fronewa fashion
colour. Andrina's origins are mysterious but a@itfht to be
Central American. She refuses to talk about hekdracind or
her private life. It is doubtful if her punishinglsedule allows
any time for a private life. She is never seenaatigs...

But | shall be seen at a party tonight, thoughti®das, after signing
her real name in the hotel register, she was taken her room.

That she was not on the exclusive guest list ditt wmarry her.
Security would be tight and all the other guestsilddave engraved



Invitations. But even without that essential pie€estiff white card
requesting the pleasure of her presence, they calairn her away.
She had more right than anyone to be there.

If the security staff failed to recognise her, simild give them her
professional card and insist they show it to R&ié. would be
intrigued and have her brought to him. Then he doetognise her.
Not, perhaps, at first glance. Not in the sophadad, drop-dead dress
contained in the black nylon hanging-bag now owag up with the.
rest of her luggage in a separate service elevator.

But although it might take him a second or two dquat to the way
she looked now compared with her immature, ungrabappearance
seven years ago, there was no way he could hagetten her.

Not because she had meant more to him than amgafther girls in
his life. In that sense, as a passing fancy, sh# leen less
memorable.

All the same Raul wouldn't have forgotten her. Ahé couldn't wait
to see his face, not only when she first confrohiedbut later when,
choosing her moment, she revealed him to the worl@is true
colours.

A few minutes before ten o'clock, Rosa, one ofdi@mbermaids on
duty on the fourth floor, returned to the narrowmowhere her friend
Amparo was pressing a silk blouse for Room 402hBwoaids lived
in a block of flats in one of the poorearrios of the city and, when
their shifts permitted, travelled to and from waorkthe same packed
bus.

‘What did 415 want?' Amparo asked, slipping theibdoon a hanger
and inspecting it.



'‘Needed help with her dress. Chatted away, vesndy, while | was
doing her up. Gave me a good tip too. She's onlg foe one night.
Going to a do at the Prado.'

‘Jose says there's a lot of important people imtimwvthat." Amparo's
brother-in-law was a porter at the Ritz. 'Maybe 'sh®@meone
famous.’

Before answering 415's bell, Rosa had checkedigheflguests on
their floor. 'Her name's Maria Rawlings. Senoritawings. I've
never heard that name. Have you?'

Amparo shook her head. 'What nationality is she®liRgs sounds
American or English.’

Although neither of them had ever left their natory, their work
had extended their knowledge of the world, and mgitveem insights
into the lives and habits of the rich and privildgehich had not
always heightened their respect for the people theke paid to
serve.

'‘Maybe her father was American and her mother wasthS
American,' said Rosa. 'l couldn't quite place hemreat, but Spanish
was her first language. I'd bet on that. Andéll you something else.
She was brought up properly. After I'd fasteneddrness, | went into
the bathroom to see if she needed fresh towels. Kfow what a

mess some of them make... water everywhere... $sowethe floor.

Not this one. It was so neat and tidy you'd haldlye known she'd
used it...except for the Smell of her perfume. Upvie was. I'll have

a dab of it later, when I'm turning down her bed.'

* % %

At that moment the subtle aroma of Maria's perfunas being
enjoyed by the lift attendant who, while taking dewn to the lobby,
was discreetly weighing her up.



Like the maids, he was a shrewd judge of charactdrmany of the
hotel's guests would have been surprised at how rhacacould tell
from the little he saw of them. Often his assessaerre confirmed
by the maids and waiters. The staff had an actigpeayine.

Apart from stating which floor they wanted, a Idt the guests
ignored him. But when the door had slid open toeatvthis
breathtaking blonde in evening dress, she had dnaled said,
'‘Buenas nochedyefore stepping in beside him.

Many beautiful girls stayed at the hotel, sometiméh husbands or
parents and sometimes with men who were old entndie their
fathers or even grandfathers but who were noteélad them. Girls
of the latter type, if they used the lift withouteir escorts, would
occasionally give him the eye.

But after her courteous greeting the gorgeous l@aachained silent,
not admiring herself in the lift's mirrored walls many pretty women
did on their way down, but gazing at the door wilike unfocused
stare of someone with something on her mind. Algfoshe wasn't
twisting her rings or fidgeting with the cord ofrhalk purse, he
sensed that she was in a state of controlled tenBimbably there
would be a man waiting for her in the lobby. THeran wished he
were the one taking her out tonight. But he wowdgtar be able to
afford her. The stones in her earrings weren't [aéleven costume
jewellery of that quality cost more than he eanmeitiree months. As
for the rest of her outfit, it would wipe out hisages for two years.

‘Gracias.'As the lift opened at the ground flobe gave him another
lovely smile. Not a mechanical smirk without realeing him, but a
proper smile with a look which made him feel he hegistered with
her; that she would know him again, not look thitolgm as if he
were invisible, the way guests often did if you paped to pass them
in the street.



There was no one waiting for her in the lobby. Bistshe crossed the
polished marble floor to drop her room key throtigé slot on the
porter's desk before turning towards the main ant&ahis were not
the only male eyes to follow her graceful figure itmway to the
revolving doors. He noticed other men watching leave the
building.

As he turned back into the lift, he still had tleeling her air of
self-possessed elegance was, in part, a facadegififaad the jitters,
he was sure of it. She was psyching herself upeetsomeone or do
something that frightened her. He couldn't imagumat it could be
for she didn't look the sort to scare easily.

Maybe he'd see her again. He'd come on duty at aighwould go
off at four. She ought to be back before then, gsehoever she was
meeting persuaded her to spend the night at hie pBut she didn't
look the sort who would go to bed with a guy unlslss was crazy
about him, and those weren't the vibes he had hesiving while
she was in the lift.

It could be she was on her way to commit a crimgassion',’ like the
madrilenawho had shot her two-timing lover in one of thig'sibest
restaurants the year before. He hoped the blonda'ivalanning
anything like that. It would be a shame for thaely face and figure
to be shut lip in prison. She wouldn't look the samhen she came
out.

* * *

In the back of the taxi taking her to the Pradofi&ook several
deep breaths to calm herself. Earlier today, sdébkan too busy, too
rushed, to feel nervous. There had been a grehtalda after three
weeks away. Even on the short flight from Londoe $lad been
occupied with a backlog of paperwork.



But now there was nothing to distract her from thgending
confrontation. Suddenly she was filled with misgys. Was the
impulsive decision to come here, made while shestifiget-lagged
from the long flight from Indonesia, an act of mads? Would she
regret it when her body and mind were back to né#ma

Was it justice she wanted, or vengeance? Justiseawaoble aim,
revenge an ignoble one. In seeking to punish Rau)d she damage
herself?

Now that it came to the point, her plan requiredentourage than
she had realised. It would be so much easier tohlriver on the
shoulder and say she was feeling unwell and mustréo the hotel.

But if she did that, if she ordered a meal frommaervice and spent
the evening watching television, not only wouldo& a waste of
several hundred pounds— money she could have sperthe
homeless girls whose care was very important te-foert she would
have to go on living with uncertainty. The uncartgiof not knowing
whether Raul still had the power to excite her watlglance. Or
whether, after seven years, and all she had labmit men and life in
the interim, she would look at him tonight and nerat what her
nineteen- year-old self had seen in him.



CHAPTER ONE

SooN after sunrise, when the only people on the beaskes darkly
bronzed men raking the sand surrounding the thdtshaeshades of
the cabana colonies, and a few white-skinned tsunshose
body-clocks had not yet adjusted to the six-homnetlag between
Britain and the Caribbean seaboard of Mexico, Msaibed along the
coast to fetch the supplies and the mail.

She and her father, George Rawlings, had lived rftaya del
Carmen since she was two years old. For most ofgh@ring up
years this stretch of the southern fringe of theatan Peninsula had
been untouched by tourism.

It was only since her sixteenth birthday, threeryesgo, that the
greedy eyes of the resort developers had focusethese quiet
beaches lapped by a turquoise sea teeming with foonaations and
colourful fish.

For as long as Maria could remember the only adcetdge beach in
front of their thatched hut had been by boat, oallgng bumpy dirt
road leading to Highway 307, known as the CanculetfiiCorridor.
It was called this because it connected Cancunjdd&xnewest and
brashest resort, with Tulum, a fortified town budhg ago by the
Mayans and now a major tourist attraction.

Maria had never been to either place. Her fathdrtbhened his back
on the world and kept her sequestered with hiwak only because
he was not well that he had to allow her to com@wmn by herself.

'If anyone speaks to you, ignore them. Pretenddgott understand,’
he had instructed her sternly.

What she did not understand was his hostility tolwd@ne gringos, the
Mexican name for foreigners. Her father was himaaifingo: the
son of an American father and British mother.



His wife, Maria's mother, had been Mexican, whicdswhy Maria
had dark brown eyes and black lashes. Her heightan hair were
legacies from the great- grandparents who had tgoAenerica from
Norway in 1895.

Maria had a faded sepia photograph of the two oetexd young
people who had set out to make their fortune inNBer World, and
whose descendents had inherited their long limbd Biordic
colouring.

Compared with the Mexicans and the Mayans, botlplpeaf small
to medium stature, Maria often felt a giantess.rBvarefoot she was
inches taller than most local men. For much ofddaiescence, had
she had short hair instead of the sun-bleached nvareh reached
almost to her waist, she could have passed fanky lboy.

To her relief, at fifteen she had begun to develapore feminine
shape. She would never have the full breasts anvaoeous hips and
bottoms of the women of her mother's race or thagts who, to her
astonishment and her father's displeasure, layhensand almost
naked.

‘Sinverguenzura..shamelessness!" he had muttered, the first tir
they had sailed past several semi-nude batherortisp in the
crystal shallows washing the pale coral sand offitise of the new
cottage colonies.

Yet her father was not a prude. He had paintedwiis without

clothes and learnt his skills with pen and brushdbgwing less
beautiful bodies in the life classes at his arbsthThere were still a
few drawings from that period of his life among twerk in his

portfolios. Unfortunately Maria had not inheritets lgift. Her only

talent was for the bright embroidery which charasesl the
traditional Mexican dresses callbdipiles.



But she wasn't wearing lauipil as she brought the dinghy inshore
From choice she would have worn shorts and a T4slday. But her
father had insisted on her wearing a full skiridodb brown cotton
and a loose white cotton shirt. He had also madelag her hair and
fasten it in a prim loop secured with a piece aickltape.

A small boy she knew was searching the beach wadided bottles.
He responded to her whistle and came running to et beach the
dinghy.

'Hola! Maria. Is yourpapastill sick?'
'Yes.'
'He should see a doctor."

'l know, but | can't persuade him. Keep an eyehenlkioat for me,
Julio. I won't be more than an hour.'

'‘No problem." Julio had picked up some English fitbie American
tourists. The youngest of seven children, he hatd@en to school for
six months because the place lacked a teacheradte nGeorge
Rawlings angry that millions of pesos were beingnémn drains to
serve the influx of tourists, but the children ddy& might remain
uneducated for another six months.

Maria had completed her errands and was returronthe beach
when a man lurched out of a bar and stepped in &ohner.

‘What's your hurry, babe? Where're y'goin'?' Heegsp was slurred,
his eyes bloodshot. He was brandishing a bottleavbna beer.

Maria had never had to contend with a drunk bef@a. rare
occasions her father would spend an evening dnkaguila and
next day would lie in his hammock instead of paigtiBut she had



never seen him swaying from the knees like this.rS8ie wasn't sure
how to react. It seemed best to step to one sidéarry on her way.

To her dismay, as she dodged, the beer-drinkegrhber by the
arm, preventing her escape.

‘You're cute. Why don' you and me get togethehawmé ourselves a
party? | don't go for these Mexican chicks. Give anielonde ev'ry
time. You know why? Cos I'm a gennelman and, like 4ong says,
gennelmen prefer blondes.’

Laughing uproariously, he began to weave downftileess his grasp
sliding down to her wrist and forcing her to golwitim.

Without much hope that he would respond, she tipdlite appeal.
'Please let me gesgenor.'

'I'm not asenorand you're not aenorita.I'm from Detroit. Where're
you from?'

Beginning to lose her temper, Maria was about yahe effect of
swinging her bag of supplies against the bulge latks flesh
overhanging the belt of his trousers when anotberevintervened.

‘You're being a nuisancamigo.Take your paw off the young lady's
arm and beat it!"

Both the drunk and Maria looked around. Standingirae them,

focusing a steely glare on the beer-drinker, waalla powerfully

built man in a crisply laundered whitgiayaberaand well-pressed
white trousers.

For a moment the bloodshot eyes of the unshaveghrmck from
Detroit held a belligerent gleam. Then he appetoaécognise that



the other man was taller and fitter and, in spitdie immaculate
clothes, looked a formidable adversary.

He decided to back down. 'OK... OK... take it edsha. Didn' mean
no harm. Only tryin' to be frien'ly.'

As he reeled away Maria said gratefully, 'Thank.you

'‘My pleasure,’ said the tall man. 'Let me carryt they. It looks too
heavy for you.'

'Oh, no... please... | can manage...'

But he had already taken hold of her laden bagcef maize and
other staples and she wasn't sorry to surrendeeight. Already the
sun was very hot. She was used to its burning taysnpow that the
once quiet town was undergoing extensive buildimg) drain-laying
the air was full of dust and she was longing tol ofoin the sea.

'You seem to have a lot of shopping? Are you heth & group?
Staying at that place up the beach for back-pa@kbesasked.

She knew where he meant. Often, on trips to towa,s&d looked
wistfully at the young people who stayed therensiopgy the night in
an open-sided dormitory where men and girls slépigside each
other in sky- blue and sea-green hammocks slungm fr
treetrunk-thick poles under a thatchedlapa. She envied their
camaraderie, their freedom to go where they pledsedsit places
like Tulum, and Coba and Uxmal, the ancient cittéshe Mayas
which, after being lost for centuries, had beeniseVered and
restored.

People came from all over the world to see thempeaally the
fabulous city of Chichen Itza. But Maria, althowgjte lived less than
a day's journey from them, had had to be contetit rgiading about
them.



In answer to the stranger's question, she said,|"ldonot a tourist. |
live here... not here in Playa... but near.'

She wondered what brought him to Playa but waskgoto ask. It
wasn't her nature to be shy, at least not withnamgi people, Mexican
fishermen and shopkeepers and the countrywomen cahte to
Playa to sell produce.

But this man was different; like no one she had seen before. She
wasn't even sure of his nationality. He had blagk and she could
tell by the depth of his tan that his natural skine was the colour
called olive.

But his eyes were a strange striking grey, andoath he was
dressed like an upper-class Mexican with experleather shoes and
discreet bands of fine-drawn threadwork down thentfrof his
guayaberathe cool yet formal shirt worn outside their tretss by
professional men and everyone of importance, tasratovas that of
a foreigner.

As if he could read her mind, he said, 'I'm Englidut my
great-grandmother was Mexican and | like the clenwdtthis country
better than that of my own so | spend a lot of timeee. How long
have you lived in Mexico?'

‘Always. My mother was Mexican.'

'Was?' he asked, and there was a kindness inrf@satbich made her
warm towards him.

Even though she knew her father would disapprovespfalking to a
man she didn't know, she said, 'She died when lheas, so | don't
remember her.'

He frowned slightly. 'Are you an orphan?’



'Oh, no, | live with my father. He's American.kdithat man you got
rid of... but much nicer,' she added, smiling.

'l should hope so. That guy was a lout. But aliomet have their share
of them," he said, returning her smile.

It wasn't the first time in her life she had féletsensations caused by
being smiled at by an attractive member of the spipcex. It had
happened on several occasions when good-lookingdsiexouths
had flashed their white teeth and their dark eydwn But this time
the feeling of breathlessness and the stirrin@enpit of her stomach
were stronger than ever before and she felt hestaifing to blush
under his amused grey-eyed scrutiny.

'l must run. | don't want to be late. My fatherlwiorry if I'm not
back when he expects me. Thank you and goodi®regr,'she said,
reaching to retrieve her bag.

But he would not release it. "You can't run witisttHow did you get
here? By boat?"

As they were walking in the direction of the be&ehhad drawn the
obvious conclusion.

‘Yes, it's down there.' She pointed to where Jubs keeping an eye
on it for her. Then, as they came to the top adrashackle flight of
concrete steps overdue for repair, she said, 'ntamage the rest of
the way. You can't walk on the sand in your goaaksli

'Why not?' He went lightly down the steps, holdthg cumbersome
bag as if it contained no more than a few banandsdoaf of the soft
white bread, wrapped in transparent plastic, thatlsad seen in a
shop catering to tourists.

Maria and her father ate tortillas like the Mexisarbtrangely,
although shewas Mexican on her mother's side, she never fe



Mexican. Perhaps because she was tall and hadafiaiwhich didn't

go with her brown eyes and dark brows and lasiestedt herself to
be a hybrid, different from her mother's people agdally different

from her father's. Nor, although she had alwaysdinere, did she
feel a sense of belonging, that this was her nigipte.ce in the world.
The truth, which she never dared to express, watsstie longed to
get away, to see all the places she had read abmtubnly the cities
of the past but the cities of the present: New Y.dPlaris...Madrid.

Even to go to Cancun, less than an hour's drivey aavalace which
had not existed in her mother's time, would bedweature.

'‘My name is Raul. And yours?' the man asked.
‘Maria.. . Maria Rawlings.'

Perhaps it was only her fancy, but she felt thasbhhename surprised
him, although she had already said her father wasrican.

‘Maria... it suits you,' he said. 'How old are yMaria?'
‘Nineteen.’

He raised an eyebrow. 'l would have thought notentioan sixteen, if
that. Where | come from, it takes a lot to makeira @ nineteen
blush. They're women of the world at your age. ot look as
Innocent as your namesake.'

It took her a moment or two to grasp the allusidinen she did, she
felt her cheeks burn for the second time.

'‘Perhaps you are,' he said, as they crossed the tesrards the
dinghy. 'In which case your father should takedyatare of you. This
town is beginning to attract some unsavoury typagrse than that
slob you were having trouble with.’



'‘My father takes very good care of me. He's not teelay. That's the
only reason I'm here on my own. But anyway, | caakl after
myself,' she said, lifting her chin. 'If I'd hitathman with the bag, he'd
have let go of me. He was so unsteady on his fie&d, have fallen
over.'

'Hmm... maybe. But it's better to avoid these ca@ncies. You were
wandering along in a daydream. | was watching yefoire it
happened. It pays to keep your wits about yhica.'

Maria was often calledhica by her father, who spoke Spanish a
easily as English. But not with the upward infleatiat the end of a
sentence which was a characteristic of Mexican Spamt least
among the ordinary people, although not perhapsgrtite rich and
cultured of Merida which had once been her motmailigu.

But to be called 'girl' by one's parent was differérom being

addressed thus by mocking stranger. It made hérikeea child

which was not how she wished to be seen. Conscofuber

unbecoming clothes, the cheap rubber-salgérgatason her feet
and of hair which had been smoothly brushed whernssh out from
home but had since been tangled by the breeze \Wwhithrought her
here, suddenly she longed to be beautifully dreaseldfastidiously
groomed like the daughters of the rich.

Sometimes when they came to Playa, her father wamuca copy of
Diario de Quintana Ro@nd read it while he drank a cold beer ar
Maria enjoyed the luxury of a glass of ice-coldrma juice.

Often the newspaper printed photographs of the dicsnmunion
celebrations of children of socially prominent fées, or of girls at a
dance for the daughters of the elite. Girls of &ge but as different
from herself as she had been different from thielatm of the poorest
people in Mexico, whose depths of poverty madedtber grind his
teeth with impotent rage.



‘Do you come to Playa every day?' Raul asked her.

'‘No, only once or twice a month. We grow vegetabiled the sea is
full of fish.' Telling herself it was a courtesyutbknowing it was
really curiosity, she asked, 'How long are you isigyere?'

'‘My work has to do with the new resort being bailinile or so that
way,' he said, with a nod in the opposite directimm the way she
was going. 'I'll be around— on and off—until thenwas completed.
| don't suppose it will be finished on schedule ibatmy job to see
that it doesn't fall too far behind."

‘Are you the architect?’

'‘No, although | have studied architecture. You dosdy | was a
trouble-shooter.’

She wasn't sure what he meant but was not going\ueal her
ignorance by asking for an explanation, confirmimg impression
that she was a complete country bumpkin.

'‘Who's this?' Raul asked, as Julio climbed ouhefieached dinghy
in which he had been sitting, probably imaginingtti belonged to
him and he was sailing away on some high adventure.

Maria knew the boy shared her dreams of seeingvtinkel. Perhaps,
even though he was the youngest of seven childrénvant barefoot
except on Sundays when he wore a pair of old plisism
accompany his parents to mass, Julio stood a beliance of
fulfilling his ambitions than she did. He was wlnatr father called
street-wise, with a quick impudent wit and an eyany opportunity
to make a few pesos.

‘This is my friend Julio Torres,' she said, in Spanbecause if Raul
was working in Mexico he must be fluent in the laage which had



been his great-grandmother's native tongue. Tdotlye she added,
‘This is Don Raul... I don't know your last narsenor.’

'Raul Dysart.' He spelt it for them.
'I never heard that name before,' said Julio.

'It's an English name," Raul told him. 'l have sdviexican blood but
to all intents and purpose I'ngango,' he added, with another of his
amused looks.

‘You don't speak like gringo.. .senor,Julio tacked on politely.

He was a shrewd judge of a person's station irali@ Maria could
tell that, like the tipsy tourist, he recognisedttlsenor Dysart was
someone it would be unwise to antagonise.

'l was born and grew up in England but | finishededucation at the
university in Merida,' said Raul, dumping the bdguapplies in the
dinghy, the dinghy being far enough out of the wéde him to lean
inboard without getting his feet wet. 'l had betiere you a hand to
get this tub afloat.' He stepped out of his polisteafers, showing
spotless white socks which he peeled off and stuffeone shoe.

To Maria's slight surprise his feet were as taraseldis face, neck and
forearms, but his toenails were neatly clippedragged and rimmed
with dirt like many male toenails she saw. Her éath feet were
always clean but even he had horny soles and cbhanseon his toes
and instep. She had never before seen a man'which pleased her
eye and her gaze shifted to his hands, which wgually pleasing
with long but wholly masculine fingers which looksttong enough
to crush an apple to pulp yet capable of cradlibgdor a butterfly
without damaging it.

She said, 'l am putting you to too much troubknor.Julio and | can
manage. Please don't inconvenience yourself.’



'It's my privilege to be of assistance to ysenorita.'

In English his answer might have sounded exaggknadéteness,
but not in Spanish. Both the words and the lookcWwlaiccompanied
made her pulses race and her insides churn. Blkingve he was only
making fun of her. It would take someone far moeautiful and

elegant than she could ever be to make him sayrtladitseriousness.

A few minutes later, when the dinghy was afloat amshing free,

Maria glanced back and saw that Raul was still hiatzher. As she
looked at him, he raised his hand in a final waeke turning away
and walking back up the beach with his shoes imarsd and Julio
walking alongside, the difference in their heighisking it necessary
for the boy to tilt his head sideways to look ughian.

She wondered what they were talking about, the B&éaxi
gutter-snipe and the Englishman whose bearing amther sprang
from generations of education and privilege.

Would she ever see Raul Dysart again? It seeméketynl

Now that he had explained what he was doing iretipasts she ought
not to want to see him again. He was one of th@lpewsho, in her

father's opinion, were as ruthless and selfishhasotwners of the
greathaciendadefore the revolution. For generations they haedul
the land like feudal lords, keeping the people aresdd by a system
which forced them to work for little reward and ypeated them from

seeking better conditions of employment.

Now, according to George Rawlings, a new breedowfgrful men
was exploiting the poor, using them to build anaffsthe rash of
hugely profitable hotels and holiday complexes tit sharing the
proceeds of tourism, not helping to provide edwcator better
housing at the lowest level of society.



In her father's eyes, Raul Dysart would be asygaflexploitation as
the business barons and avaricious entrepreneurs.

Thinking about her father made her sigh. She ldveg and thought
him a wonderful artist whose work would one dayviadued as it
deserved to be. But he wasn't an easy man to live Me was moody
and often irascible. She had to be careful notpetihim, never to
argue with him. Time had not been kind to him. blgkled older than
his years and now bore little resemblance to phafuts of himself
as a young man. Looking at him now, it was hamigoern the charm
which had caused her mother to fall madly in logefying her
parents' refusal to allow her to marry an unknowad @enniless
American artist who had come to Mexico because ais vihe
birthplace of three of the twentieth century's tgethand most
influential painters.

Unfortunately her father had never made a nameéhifmself and,
although he had an agent in New York who manageeélta few of
his paintings, the money they made was barely dmntmgover their
expenses.

Maria tried not to think about how she would suevi¥ her father

became seriously ill or died. She had never had@myal education

because George Rawlings thought it unnecessarppadéaught her
to read and write and to do mental arithmetic. Eday, from the age
of ten, she had had to spend a hour studying aipagsingle-volume

encyclopaedia. It had taken her almost four yeapsdgress from the
town of Aachen to the last entry 'zygote’, and therhad made her
start again from the beginning.

But she did not share his confidence that all tifiermation she had
committed to memory would help her to earn hernbyvif that
became necessary.



About a week later, she was lying in her hammowghknging gently
from side to side and watching a cruise ship pgssmthe horizon,
when the angry buzz of a speedboat caught hettiatten

It was inside the reef, skimming over the water rerehe spent hours
of her life floating face down, watching the shoafsgauzy-finned

fish. The only person in the boat was the manewtheel and at first,
because of his black hair and the burnished brohzes skin, she

took him for a local. But then as the boat slowedd, its white wake

narrowing, something about him seemed familiarti#es motor cut

out and the boat swung inshore, she drew in albdegurprise and

recognition.

It was Raul Dysart... coming here!

Had Julio told him where she lived? What did he t#Rdtow would
her father react to a visit from a stranger? Wdddbe angry that she
hadn't mentioned the circumstances in which sheretdRaul?

Putting her feet to the floor on either side of hlaenacaMaria stood
up and swung one long slender leg over the topettvag of faded
blue threads which was her bed and her chair.

The Rawlingses had few possessions. Her fathehisaghsel and his
painting equipment, and Maria had a trunk full @foks he had
mail-ordered for her. In all other respects thewgdi like the poorest
Mexicans, except that, being close to the sea, ey able to keep
themselves cleaner than people living inland winerer was scarce.
Even here, water to drink and cook with was a precicommaodity,

never to be wasted.

'Who the hell is this?' said her father, emergnogitthe hut, its walls
made of wooden stakes with a coating of adobe eghpin the inside.

He had been having a nap but must have been rbysbe noise of
the powerboat's engine and was glowering irritatlyhe man who



by now had secured the boat with an anchor andalwast to wade
ashore.

Today Raul was wearing shorts and carrying somgtiimch, as he
put it on, proved to be a white tee- shirt.

Maria said hurriedly, 'He's English. I—I forgettel you. There was
a drunk in Playa the other day. He was making aamge of himself
and this man—Mr Dysart—told him off.’

George Rawlings gave her a sharp look. 'Did hendwste you lived?
Did you tell him?'

'No.. .but perhaps Julio told him. I'd left him ming the boat and Mr
Dysart insisted on carrying my shopping. He hay weze manners.'

‘Some of the world's worst scoundrels have penfieahners," her
father said sourly. 'Is he on vacation?’

Knowing that if she told him the truth, he wouldhdeRaul away,
perhaps even be abusive, Maria said, 'l don't kWe.didn't have
much conversation.'

The lie brought a guilty flush to the skin below hegh cheekbones.
But fortunately her father's gaze was fixed onrnren approaching
them and he didn't notice her unease.

'Holds himself well...not a sloucher,’ he saidRasil came nearer. A
tall, upright man himself—although not as tallfasit visitor—one of

the bees in his bonnet was the posture of manyisoflaughter's
generation who, according to him, never stood tgpgit if there was
a wall to lean against or somewhere to lounge thigr feet up.

'‘Good morning, Mr Rawlings. My name is Dysart,tsgaul, coming
to a halt just outside the shade cast by theickisaipalapa.'I'm told
you're an artist, sir. | hope you don't mind myruston on your



privacy, but I'm looking for paintings to buy andand you might
have some to sell.’

He took no notice of Maria. She might have beeisibie.
'‘Who told you that?' asked her father.

‘A man at a shop in Playa when | asked if he knieang artists in this
area.'

‘You're a dealer?'
'‘No, a collector... an admirer of Orozco, Riverd &ueros.'

To her father, the three great Mexican muralisteevli&e gods. Raul
could not have said anything better calculatechgatiate himself,
but there was no way he could have known that.

However there was no noticeable warming of Rawlsggpression
as he said gruffly, 'lIt's easy to admire artistewkhe whole world
has acknowledged their stature... not so easy d¢ogrese talent
before its time. | don't sell my work here. It gdes gallery in New
York.'

'l see. In that case I've disturbed you unnecdgssty apologies. |

wouldn't have come here uninvited except that aneldst week |

was able to be of some slight assistance to yaugltar.' He glanced
at her. 'Hello again.' He made her feel ten ye&tsachild whose
presence must be briefly acknowledged but not ef smallest
interest to him.

Returning his attention to her father, he saigop'to New York from
time to time. At which gallery is your work showdr Rawlings?'

Her father said, 'I'll write it down for you. Fetslmme paper and a
pencil, Maria.'



As she obeyed, she heard Raul say, 'l was toldythatlived very
simply, without a generator. | took the libertyeinging a cooler box
of cold beer and some cans of soft drinks for yadaughter. May |
bring it ashore?’

She held her breath for a moment, fearing thatdtker, with his low
opinion of the human race in general, might not¢ ks gesture at its
face value but suspect some ulterior motive angoms with an
abrasive refusal.

To her relief, his answer was, 'That was thoughafuyou. Having
missed my trip to town last week, | could do witbadd beer.’

Raul had gone to fetch the cooler when she braughtather a piece
of scrap paper and a pencil. He said, 'Can we bffarsomething to
eat?'

Being early risers, they had their main meal atmand a lighter
snhack about sundown. Sometimes, for an hour adirds; they read by
the light of a butane gas lamp, keeping the mosgsitat bay by
burning a coil of clay impregnated with a repeljeand later letting
down nets to shroud their hammocks. In the nigl# wslas often
disturbed by her father's snoring or by the incehnemumbles he
made in his sleep. Often he couldn't sleep andugirahe veil of the
netting she would see him pacing the beach by thens edge, a
gaunt figure casting a long black shadow on thel.san

‘Yes, there's enough food for three.'

She went away to prepare it, looking forward toltheiry of a cold
drink with her food.

Whether Raul would find the simple fare they liadpalatable was
another matter. If he didn't, he wouldn't showBiit she couldn't rely
on her father being equally punctilious and drealednoment when
he found out what Raul was doing in Mexico. Wasdrsme way



she could warn him to skirt the subject? She coutdmk of one. It
was sure to come up sooner or later and, whendit George
Rawlings's unusual amiability would instantly dsgie. The fact that
Raul was a guest wouldn't restrain him from ventg hatred of
everyone involved in the coast's development. Heldvprobably
lose his temper and instinct told her Raul wasanmian to accept the
sort of tongue-lashing her father was capablefti€iimg.

When she returned from the primitive kitchen uralemallempalapa
at the back of their main living quarters, her &atlwas sitting
sideways in his hammock, taking sips from the nefck bottle of
Corona beer, and Raul was occupying her hammaock.

He rose as she joined them and would have lowasddrg frame to
the ground had her father not said, 'Don't disjirself. We have
more than twdhamacasShe can sling another for herself.'

He indicated the stout ring bolts driven at Marfead height into all

the thick uprights supporting the roof. They alleW@mmocks to be
slung in various positions, in shade or sunlighiribg the day they

usually sat with the feet of their hammocks tiedhi® same post and
the head-hooks in rings about ten feet apart. Was how the

hammocks were slung now.

Taking down a thirdhamacahanging in a loop from another upright
she slung it on the far side of her father's hankmead a little
distance apart from the two men so that she caatlehl and observe
from the background.

Whenever her father talked about her mother, Idedagmphasised
her how shy and modest she had been when he méedifferent
from modern Mexican girls with their high heelspghskirts and
painted faces. He had raised Maria to feel thatoanan's rightful
place was in the background, attending to domesttters while
men discussed serious issues and took all the tengatecisions. As



a child she had accepted this view, but for sevgesrs now
rebellious feelings had been stirring inside heswiNsitting quietly

by, waiting for her father to invite Raul to eattvthem, she found
herself resenting the way they both ignored hesgaree. True, Raul
had stood up for her, but that had been an automefliex which

didn't extend to including her in the conversatwraddressing his
remarks to her as well as her father.

'‘When | came here twenty years ago, this was adjza,a George
Rawlings was saying. 'Even after Jacques Coustémed the
Palancar Reef over by Cozumel--' he waved his handrds the
offshore island marked by a few tall buildings te horizon ' —it
was a long time before tourism reared its ugly hé&&mlv it's just a
matter of time before this whole coast is desedrate

Raul nodded. 'But the Mexican government does saeamne of the
ecological dangers and the need to control devedopim

George Rawlings gave an impatient growl. 'That db@sean they'll
resist the commercial pressures.'

Before her father could mount his hobby-horse, Maurprised
herself by saying, ‘May we offer you lunch, Mr Dgt8aWe're only
havingmotulenosand fruit, but there's more than enough for thfree
you'd care to share it?'

For an instant, she thought that, put out by hevamed boldness,
her father might rescind the invitation. He wasatap of it. But he
said nothing, nodding his head as Raul gave his do®nquiring
glance before replying, 'That's very kind of ydd.de delighted.’

During the simple meal served on a trestle tablera/tthe two men
shared the bench and Maria perched on a stoamdémetalked about
modern art.



Although Raul ate his fried eggs bedded on toratal bean paste,
garnished with cheese and peas and topped witht@osaace, with
apparent enjoyment, she wished he had come yegteioen they
had eaten fresh fish.

Presently, as they were finishing the meal witrakad of papaya,
pineapple and water-melon, he said, 'lt wasn't onjyinterest in
your paintings which brought me here, Mr Rawlinigsa couple of
weeks' time, an elderly relation of mine is comfrgm England to
tour the ruins of the Mayan cities. She's my fdghaunt, a maiden
lady in her late seventies whose spirit of advenhas been known to
outstrip her strength. As I've seen the ruins m@amgs and have
commitments which prevent me from doing the touthwier, I'm
looking for someone else to go with her.’

For the first time since his arrival, he lookecemmty at Maria.

Then, turning back to her father, he went on,ctiusred to me, after
our meeting in Playa last week, that, if you cosyéire her for two
weeks, your daughter would be an ideal companiahi@ierpreter.
Many young women would find my aunt rather tryira;yd she
wouldn't enjoy their company. She's rather staed and
pernickety, but I'm attached to her and want to enhk&r visit as
pleasant and memorable as possible.'

Maria held her breath. She didn't mind how diffichke old lady was.
It was a chance to see the fabulous lost citiesparivally restored to
their former magnificence. But would her father hedr take this
wonderful opportunity?

Holding her breath, she waited for his reactiore fmew it would be
useless to show her eagerness and beg him to ddeeewishes
wouldn't influence him. It all depended on whetleesr seemed to be
the case, he had taken a liking to Raul.



‘Naturally you would want to satisfy yourself thgbur daughter
would be in good hands,' said Raul. 'l can prowidanpeachable
references which there will be time for you to dhédy aunt always
travels as comfortably as possible and would givarid ample
pocket money. She's old-fashioned but not ungesérou

Oh, please, Fatherpleasesay yes, was Maria's silent prayer.

George Rawlings looked at her and then at his lddick-haired
guest. His expression was dubious. 'l need Maria. H&n working
on an important picture. | haven't time to messualmooking and
cleaning.'

Her heart sank. Once her father had made up hig, mathing would
budge him.

'Isn't there a local woman who would look after yadRaul suggested.
'‘We'd be pleased to pay any out-of- pocket expemhdedieve your
daughter is uniquely qualified to supply my greatiss needs. Her
companion has to be completely bilingual, inteliggersona de
cultura and, above all, patient with an amiable but sonswt
eccentric old lady. It won't be easy to find anotgel with those
gualities.'

Rawlings snorted. 'Impossible! But that's no reasbwy | should put
myself out.'

Something came over Maria. She sat up very stranghntexpression
suddenly resolute. 'l want to go, Father. I've gbvevanted to see
Chichen ltza and the other cities. You left me virtbsalba when you
had to go to America last year. She'll look afteu yhile I'm gone.
It's only for two weeks. I'm sure Mama would hag&ld should go.'

Her father looked astonished. Even Raul seemeltisligurprised, as
if he had decided she was a submissive creaturewadutd never
stand up for herself. She felt a rush of satisbacat having at last



asserted herself. But what if her father put ht fdown? Did she
have the courage to disobey if he forbade her ®\Would' Raul's
aunt take her without her father's approval?

'I'll think about it,' he said. 'It's time for miesta. Come back in a day
or two, Dysart. I'll let you know my decision then.



CHAPTER TWO

'‘CHANGED his mind, by the look of it,' said George Rawlingsme
days later. 'Or found someone else. There'd bayptéivolunteers if
he spread the word.'

'‘Perhaps the final decision will be made by hisagreaunt," said
Maria. 'If | were an elderly lady, | shouldn't wamtmeone | had never
met foisted on me.'

When, yesterday, there had been no sign of thedbpaéreturning,
and this morning had gone by without the dronencéragine to make
her heart beat in excited anticipation, she hadilbeg lose hope of
seeing him again.

As her father said, there must be dozens of girRlaya del Carmen
and elsewhere who would jump at the chance to &téc old Miss
Dysart while she visited the lost cities of the May

Not surprisingly, after Raul's departure, her fatined been annoyed
with Maria for speaking out. But not as angry as Bad feared he
might be. And when she had stuck to her guns del@tannoyance,
he had gradually come round to the view that ithhigpt be a bad

thing for her to broaden her experience of the evorithe protective

company of an elderly English spinster.

But now it appeared that Raul had changed his n\Watia wanted

the job so badly that she was tempted to go tcaRdag seek him out.
Probably he was staying at the Continental Plahaga hotel by the
ferry dock which made her father fulminate evenydihe saw it. She
could imagine how he would react when he foundbat Raul was

involved in the building of an even larger resamnplex.

There had been a brief refreshing shower of raththe sky held the
promise of a beautiful sunset when her ear caugsduad which



made her put down the shirt she was mending ariddagerly in the
direction of Playa.

She was alone. Her father had gone for the long Wwaltook every
afternoon after four o'clock when the sun hadilsdierce heat.

At first the craft making the noise which had adrher was too far
away for her to be surewasRaul coming back. It was two or three
minutes before she could be certain.

Then, with only a few minutes to spare before he @lase enough to
see her, she leapt out of her hammock and rushpdtton a clean
shirt and the blue denim skirt her father had bhougack from his

trip to America.

There was just time to comb her hair and pullnbtigh an elasticated
ruffle of printed cotton, bought on the same tbefore she heard the
motor cut out and knew that Raul was almost here.

She would have liked to run down to the water'sddgyreet him and
tell him that, if the offer was still open, herliat had agreed to let her

go.

But, having mentally rehearsed this third encountany times since
his previous visit, she had decided that, in casfidd changed his
mind, it would be less embarrassing for them bbghe didn't seem
too eager.

'‘Good afternoon, Mr Dysart,' she said formally,h@scame up the
beach, carrying the large blue plastic cool-bok&e brought before.

He smiled at her, his teeth as white against msatthose of the
Mexican youths who sometimes, early in the mornaagme by with

their throw-nets. In the short time since his lasit—although it had

seemed an interminable interval to her—his tan seleto have

deepened.



'Hi! How's it going?'

His casual greeting made her feel as if she weteriag her teens
rather than leaving them.

'‘We're both well, thank you. My father's not heréh@ moment, but
he won't be long. Would you like some tea? We h@momile or
jamaica.'In case he had never tried it, she added, 'ltdenfeom

hibiscus flowers.'

‘Thanks, but | brought some cold drinks: beer fmuryfather, Sprite
and orange juice for you. Has he made up his mind?'

She nodded, trying to sound calm and composedeasast, 'If you
still feel I'm the most suitable candidate, he base round to the
view that it would be a good experience for me.'

'In that case it's settled,' he said. 'Provided yather is satisfied with
our references. Naturally he'll want to be suret §y@u're being
entrusted to people who will take good care of Where did you go
to school?'

Maria felt a thrust of panic. If she told him shadhnever been to
school would he change his mind? Was this charm&,within her
grasp, about to be snatched away?

It was impossible to pretend she had been progeigated because
she didn't know the names of any schools. Besalascations didn't
come easily to her. Or deliberate omissions. Nbgeher father that
she had met Raul had weighed on her consciencadi&hiéwant to
start off on the wrong foot with Raul.

'l haven't been to school,’ she admitted. 'My fatheught a private
education was preferable to sending me away. |riiaeay paper
gualifications but I'm quite widely read and I"aight myself to read



French. I'm not sure how well | can speak it. Mih& doesn't and
I've never met any French tourists.'

'Living here, | shouldn't think you meet many tetsi of any
nationality, do you?"

'‘Not often. Occasionally a back-packer or two conbgs.. or
someone on horseback. We don't encourage themlltoFasher
dislikes being disturbed when he's working. Heredmes now.'

Raul glanced along the beach to where her father vemding to

examine something washed up by the sea. As theghe@t he

resumed his walk. Not for the first time Maria et that his once
limber stride had, on the return walk, deteriorated a trudge. Seen
from a distance he looked older than his years. f8lhea pang of

anxiety. What if, while she was away, he was takesnd needed

her? Rosalba would take care of his meals andidamiag, but then
she would go back to her own place in a clearingla up the track.

He would be alone here all night.

But she didn't yet know that she was going. Raul sad it was
settled, but that was before she had revealedabkrif education.

'‘Aunt Iris speaks French,' he told her. "You anel Isaave a good deal
in common. She was the only girl in her family. 'éhher five
brothers were at school, she stayed at home baurgipt by a French
governess. She also had a lonely childhood and gpete be a shy
girl. Do you know what a debutante was?'

Maria nodded. 'An upper-class girl who made heutebsociety by
being presented at court in England, or at a awtilball in America,
and then spent a year going to parties and dahogsig someone
eligible would propose to her.'

‘That's right. My great-aunt was a very shy gind aot pretty. Her
debut was an unhappy time for her. She didn't vecany proposals,



then or later. She was born at a time when a wohah to be
exceptionally strong- minded to assert her indepeaod. You can
probably empathise with her better than most gmfisyour age

because your father appears to have dominatedliyeuin the way

fathers did when she was young. | think you'll@gevery well. It was
a stroke of luck that | met you in Playa last we@therwise | should
have felt obliged to escort her myself and | cegdtly spare the time
at present.’

Maria found this statement oddly deflating. Cledriy only interest
was in her usefulness in a particular situationatither interest did
she expect or want? He was much older than sheawésast thirty,
and his world was as different from hers as thigeging nightlife on
board the great cruise liners was unlike her owartskamplit
evenings, reading or playing chess with her fatheall went well,
she would have a brief glimpse of the life womehiteRaul's world.
But it wouldn't last long and afterwards she wquidbably never see
him again.

'When do you expect your great-aunt to arrive?'asked.

‘After I've spoken to your father, I'll put the amgements in hand
immediately. It's only a matter of booking her fiigo Cancun. It's
not a place she'll like but there are comfortalatels where she can
spend a couple of days resting. Elderly people llysteke longer
than young ones to recover from jet lag and sha\le to adjust to the
time difference.’

He glanced at the watch strapped to his wriststheng wrist of a
man accustomed to physical exertion as well as destik. 'In
England they're six hours ahead of us,’ he salterd; it's eleven
o'clock. She'll be asleep.’

'‘Why won't your aunt like Cancun?' Maria asked.



Her father regarded the town as an abominationhédtad no time,
for any cities, even romantic-sounding places Hegis *nd Venice
and Istanbul. 'Sinks of human degradation!" was hewdescribed
them. She could not believe they were as horribleecamade out.

'‘Cancun is for people who want to spend a holidaynsning and

sunbathing, shop for souvenirs in air- conditionedlls, spend
Happy Hour drinking mar- garitas, and dance inaisat night,’ Raul
explained. 'There's nothing wrong with that. Thegle who look

down their noses at that sort of holiday usuallyeh@aore money and
time, and less stressful lives, than the people fidoi to Cancun to
enjoy themselves. Aunt Iris prefers quieter plasgth some

historical or architectural interest.’

By now her father was only a hundred yards away #ral
Englishman gave him a friendly wave. George Rawgliresponded,
but not in the manner of a man seeing a welcomtis

Maria had an ominous feeling that he might have Iteaking things
over and changed his mind.

'‘Would you like to see Cancun?' Raul asked hendld arrange for
you to meet my aunt there, or you can be pickeffamp Playa del
Carmen. The first ancient city she wants to seé&uisim, further
down Highway 307." _

Mafia would have liked to see Cancun for herseit, dhe thought it
prudent to say, 'l don't think my father wants md¢ away for any
longer than is necessary. If | could be pickedropnfPlaya it would
be better.’

'‘As you wish.' He moved away to meet the older man.

'‘Good afternoon, Mr Rawlings.'

* % %



Two weeks later the Rawlingses arrived at Playademen to go to
the Hotel Molcas where Raul would introduce themMiss Iris
Dysart and her tour guide who would also be driving car her
great-nephew had organised for her.

By now Maria felt fairly sure that her father wasgoing to change
his mind about letting her go. She knew she wotifdal completely
sure until they had said goodbye and she was onvagr and her
excitement was marred by the feeling that perhap®aght not to be
deserting him.

Her clothes and other belongings were packed indivag George

Rawlings had bought for his trip to America. He liaden her the

money to buy herself a new blouse and skirt andiagh flat-heeled

shoes, not as good as those she had seen ontdredvessed tourists,
but more respectable-looking thhauraches.

'I've never seen you looking so smart, Maria,' dali, who had seen
their boat and run down to the water's edge to eafew pesos
minding it for them:Muy guapa,he added, with a grin.

She laughed and pretended to aim a cuff at himve'Sgur
compliments for the tourists.'

'‘Where are you going all dressed up?"'

‘To look after a lady who's come to see the ciiiglong ago. I'll be
away for ten days.’

'If you please her, perhaps she'll give you a peangjob. It's not bad
being a maid.'

Catching this last remark, her father said shatplfzer in English,
'‘Why did you tell the boy you were going to be adfRayou'll be a
companion... an amanuensis ... not a maid. Alwaysember that
your mother came from one of the best families eribia.’



His annoyance seemed inconsistent consideringpivaetl to believe
that people who did menial work were as worthyesfpect as those
they served.

But she said obediently, 'Yes, Father." It wouldon'to annoy him at
this eleventh hour.

The Hotel Molcas was a modest establishment cordparéh the
ostentatious opulence of the recently-built ComttakPlaza on the
other side of the ferry dock. Tables were setdoch on the smaller
hotel's veranda and in the interior dining-room &adlil was waiting
for them at the entrance.

Briefly scrutinising Maria's neat appearance, heetgd them both
before saying, 'The car is round the corner. Shalput the bag with
my aunt's luggage? She's washing her hands.'

On the way to the car, he added, 'There's beeigta slitch in our
arrangements. Unfortunately the guide is unablgoto us until

tomorrow. As it was difficult if not impossible toake contact with
you from Cancun and tell you we should be startinga day late, |
shall be doing the driving as far as Coba and thdegwill meet us
there tomorrow morning.'

Although this alteration of the plan might be ingenient to him, to
Maria it was good news. It meant she would beistathe trip with
someone she knew, if only slightly, rather than temmplete
strangers. There was another reason why it pldesedhut she chose
to ignore that.

The' vehicle in which they were to travel was not of the Chevrolet
ranch wagons from which she had sometimes seen gmabs of
tourists disgorging. Nor was it one of the longwhaars Julio said
were called limos which, outmoded, battered antlyyweshded their



lives parked outside overcrowded houses at the bathke fishing
port, the part most tourists never saw.

This was a comfortable but not ostentatious cah \@itcapacious
trunk already containing a large suitcase and ahmaj smaller
soft-topped case, both with 'Miss Iris Dysart' bataddress written
on the leather-edged labels.

Her father placed her flight bag beside them andl Raocked the
trunk.

‘Are you excited, Maria?' he asked, looking dowheat
‘Yes.'

It was the kind of question one asked a child,ahgtown-up person,
she thought vexedly, as they returned to the hBial.this evening
she meant to surprise him. If the books she hadl \neae a reliable
guide to the manners and mores of people like t@atgaunt, Miss
Dysart would change for dinner and Maria meantubyp her hair
and wear her begtuipil. Then perhaps he would realise that sk
wasn't as childlike as he seemed to think.

Miss Dysart was sitting at one of the veranda gblatching people
buying tickets from the kiosks of two rival ferrgrmpanies. She was
not as old-ladyish as Maria had expected. Obvicsiséwasold, but
not in a stout, slow-moving, short-sighted way.

Instead she was tall and spare, her face a mefghedines and her
hair an astonishing, outrageous shade of red. Miadaseen elderly
tourists with what her father called bottle-blorder and even some
wearing wigs. She had never before seen a womaeriseventies
with bottle-red hair. Fortunately Raul introducest father first. By

the time it was her turn to shake hands, she haskedaher

astonishment.



'‘How d'you do?' said Miss Dysart, looking her up @own with an
inscrutable expression which did not reveal her @diate reaction to
Maria's appearance.'Shall we have lunch out heareyauld you

rather eat inside, Mr Rawlings?'

‘Whichever you prefer,' said her father.

Although his manner was courteous, Maria had teénfg he hadn't
taken to Miss Dysart, perhaps because of her flgaridhair.

'It's not the peaceful place it once was... betbeedevelopers got
their hands on it,' he added, scowling at the sajlat labourer going
past with a pick on his shoulder.

'‘Most places aren't,’ said Miss Dysart. ‘My owithagie in England has
changed out of all recognition. | preferred it awas. But my elders
said the same thing when | was a young woman anabssoubt, did

the ancient Mayans in their time. Eventually, ofuks®, their

civilisation collapsed. Perhaps ours is going trmesway. But | don't
feel inclined to dwell on that at the moment...ingwescaped from a
cold, wet, depressing English winter into this glas weather. But |

know it's not always thus. Were you here when Hdane Gilbert

swept across this peninsula?’

While George Rawlings was describing the devastaticeaked by
the hurricane, a waiter came to give them eachrauraad enquire if
they wished for drinks.

Raul looked questioningly at his aunt who said,t&kgplease?' and
then at Maria who said,

'‘And for me, please.'

'‘But not carbonated,' added Miss Dysart, beforeingr back to the
older man. 'What would you recommend me to eatREivlings?’



'l can't advise you. | never eat here. My daughtar excellent cook
and we don't patronise restaurants,' he answered.

'In that case Raul will advise me. Being unmarriezlfrequently eats
In restaurants... as | do myself,' said

Miss Dysart. 'Until a few years ago | had someonsobk for me. It's
a skill I never acquired.'

‘Try the polio pibil," said Raul. 'lIt's chicken cooked in a banana le
with an orange sauce. What would you like, Maria?'

‘May | havepanucfiosplease?’
"'l have the same. And you, Mr Rawlings?'

Toe chuc, her father said tersely, his manner making helr tfess

something about the Dysarts made him resentfubagdy; that even
now, with her baggage already in the car and heoramodation
booked, he was capable of changing his mind.

Then what would happen? Would Miss Dysart insistabmmitment
be honoured? Perhaps, although she concealeceitwabn't taken
with them and would just as soon not have Maribeascompanion.
Even though she didn't speak Spanish, she looksabtaof making
herself understood without it.

Before they met, Maria had visualised herself lagkafter a nervous
elderly person who would mislay her spectaclesdedp going up
and down steps and expect her cases to be paclathpacked for
her.

Miss Dysart's spectacles were attached to a canadrber neck and
she looked neither frail not unsteady on her féétat services would
she need that couldn't be performed by the stafeahotels?



If her father did change his mind, Miss Dysart wbplobably say,
'‘By all means keep your daughter at home with yduRawlings.
She looks more of a liability than an asset. | camage very well
without her.’

In any other circumstances Maria would have enj@aithg a meal
she had not had to cook, at an elegantly laid taité the comings
and goings of holiday- makers and local people iging a passing
show of the kind she loved to watch.

As it was she was too much on edge to enjoy ihéoftill. She was
also unhappily aware of making little or no conitibn to the
conversation. With Rosalba and Julio she couldigassd joke, but
at the moment tension was making her tongue-tied.

To her surprise, Miss Dysart suddenly said, Tm gpefthd you aren't
a chatterbox, Maria. Raul assured me you wereuttifi®e younger
generations of my family only stop talking whenythe listening to
pop on their head-sets. | travel with a head-seteffiyout | prefer
classical music. What is that | can hear playing?io

'It's a marimba—a type of xylophone—being played in the plaz
round the corner to put the tourists from the @gisips in a spending
mood,' Raul said drily.

'‘Rather catchy,’ said Mss Dysart, tapping out tleatbon the
tablecloth.

She was not the only one to respond to the infestthythm. Maria's
feet had been tapping under the table and a giolwds passing the
restaurant was clicking her fingers and swayinghiyes to the beat.

She was with a group of young travellers, probdidyn one of the
hammock dormitories. As she sashayed past, sheaglat the four
people lunching and flashed a smile at Raul.



Maria didn't know whether he too had been watchineggirl. But he
caught the smile and reacted to it by smiling et raising his beer
glass slightly, a clear signal of admiration for heoks and her
uninhibitedjoie de vivre.

Maria looked at the girl again, envying her setfhfidence and her
freedom to express her personality in that bizgetepleasing outfit.
She had on ared cotton bodice, the kind worn dialmwomen under
their saris, with a piece of patterned materiadl tearong-fashion
round her hips leaving her brown midriff bare. Aast hat adorned
with a bright scarf, dangling earrings and a wulsthf bracelets
completed her outfit. Clearly she was a free spitiio, seeing a
good-looking man in the company of two older pepplad a dowdy
girl with dull clothes and no make-up, saw no reasot to smile at
him.

Maria wondered if, had Raul been on his own, hela&vbave invited
the girl to join him for a beer. Probably not. Shight be travelling
alone, or one of the men in the group might be Ihayfriend.

Anyway, although she was attractive, she didn'tmséee type to
catch his eye more than momentarily. His women ddié more
sophisticated. Or perhaps, wherever he was basdthda beautiful
permanent girlfriend, someone with an interestirageer and a
background similar to his own.

When the time came to say goodbye, her father shan#ls with the
others before saying gruffly to her, '‘Goodbye,.diihve a good time.'

He had never been a demonstrative man or used remel®s or pet
names, not even when she was little. But she te# ke loved her
even if he couldn't show it. Perhaps the pain sihigp her mother had
made him afraid of exposing his deepest feelings.



She said, 'Take care of yourself, Papa.' And tbenimpulse, she
added, 'l love you very much,' and flung her arowsd him.

He didn't return her hug, but his voice soundedkyas he said, 'Off
you go. Don't keep them waiting.'

For Miss Dysart was now in the car with Raul hofgihe door open
for Maria to join his great-aunt in the back.

It was typical of George Rawlings that he didn'itvwa see the car
move off, but was already walking back towards bleach when
Maria turned to give him a final wave. She wondafdte also had
tears in his eyes and blinked hers back beforengmo face the front
seat. Catching sight of Raul's grey eyes refleatetthe rear- view
mirror and watching her, she hoped he couldn'skeavas upset. She
didn't want to be thought a cry-baby.

'l expect your father will miss you, but he hasaenting to occupy
him and you have your own life to lead,' said Miyssart. 'l often
wish I'd been born a few generations later. At yage | longed for
adventures but had to wait until | was middle-agefbre | could go
where | pleased. What is your plan for the futiaria?'

'l haven't one. My father needs me to keep houshkifo. Some day
he'll be recognised as a very fine painter.

‘You may be right. But you must find your own metieot spend
your life serving his," said Miss Dysart firmly.dRl, stop the car,
would you? As you tell me the scenery from her&utum is much
the same as it was on the road from Cancun, irr etbeds rather
boring, Maria can come in the front with you whilput my feet up
and study my guide-book.’

Raul brought the car to a standstill and got owien the rear offside
door and then the front nearside door. Whether meled having
Maria foisted on him was impossible to say. Cleaflyliss Dysart



had been down-trodden in her youth, she was malrigr it now by
saying what she thought and doing as she pleastwwimuch
regard for anyone else's wishes.

Maria wondered if Raul was genuinely fond of her, ib his
great-aunt was rich and he had expectations ofge l@gacy when
she died. She had read about ulterior motives ak®but had never
met anyone who had them in real life. But then Inoany people had
she met? She knew her experience of human behawviagr
extremely limited.

As the farthest she had ever travelled was by ehg to Cozumel,
where her father had painted some seascapes andkeeloped east
coast of the once-sacred island, she didn't fighttay 307 as boring
as Miss Dysart had.

True, it ran almost dead straight, bordered oneeitdide by thick
scrubby vegetation which here and there was betullgidzed in
preparation for development. But for her this waknown territory
and, now she was on her way, she was determinedjty every
minute.

After a period of silence, Raul gave her a sidewggace and said,
‘The hotels where you'll be staying all have pdofsguests to cool
off after the day's sightseeing. Did you bring anssuit with you?

Perhaps, living where you do, you don't bother éamone.’

‘Yes, | do...and I've brought it,’ she answerelef&'s a nude beach
between us and Playa but the village people dér'titl They think
it's embarrassing to lie about with nothing on. iA who came by
once— a traveller—told me it's common in Europeeigone does it
there, she said.’

‘They don't strip off altogether as on the nudeche®ear you. That's
still confined to special beaches. But topless atlnbhg doesn't raise



any eyebrows. Now it's the fashion to show offfédraale backside...
which is fine if it's a nice shape, but not so gdfois owner has a
cellulite problem.’

'What's cellulite?"
She saw his mouth twitch with amusement.

'l was forgetting that you don't speak the jargdnthe fashion

magazines. Cellulite is a fancy name for fat, esblgdlab on hips

and thighs. Not something you have to worry abbetadded, taking
his eyes off the road to scan the lines of herrégu

It wasn't the way he had looked at the girl in fia¢. His admiring
appraisal of her shape had been like a visual saMaria felt he
looked at her as if she were a stray cat or anraodeshed child.

They arrived at the hotel at Coba, where they wpending the first
night, late in the afternoon. A porter whose feasuiparticularly the
curved bridge of his nose, indicated that he wdeszendant of the
Mayans whose city lay hidden in the jungle neahoyried out of the
building to attend to their luggage.

'‘Would you like to have tea first, Aunt Iris? Or wd you prefer to go
to your room?' asked Raul, as he steered thenthateestful dimness
of a hallway surrounding a small patio planted witeepers and
ferns with a fountain splashing into a series cia

‘Tea would be most acceptable,’ said his aunt.I'Buatught this hotel
was under French management. Will they serve tea?'

'It's run by Club Med but they cater to all natilnss. Find
somewhere comfortable to sit while | sign the riegisSHe went off to
attend to the formalities.



'Let's explore,' said Miss Dysart, following theily polished dark
red tiles paving the entrance hall and continumgnd either side of
the patio.

Very soon they discovered another much larger atroounded on
three sides by guest rooms and on the fourth byysamd shady
sitting areas. In the centre was the swimming-psoifrounded by
tropical plants. At the moment there was no onet iand Maria
longed to dive into its invitingly clear, calm dbptbut knew that
must wait until she had performed whatever dutiegssMDysart
required of her.

‘We'll sit there," said the Englishwoman, leading Wway to galapa
overlooking the pool where brightly cushioned bagttps and rustic
tub chairs invited relaxation. 'Ah, here comes Raaind our tea.
Everyone jumps to his bidding. Whenever I've treagelvith him, it
has all gone like clockwork... most relaxing.'

‘Tired?' he asked, as he joined them.

‘A little, yes,' she agreed. 'Tulum was fascinatinghouldn't have
minded living there. A small walled city overloolginthe sea...
delightful. Didn't you think so, Maria?'

'Yes, it was a lovely place.’

‘And you look as fresh as a daisy," said Miss Oysamiling at her.
'‘But I'm not accustomed to this heat and humidifhen we've had
tea, would you unpack my things for me? Then dllajd lie down
for an hour.'

'‘Of course. Shall I do it now? Then your room Wil ready as soon as
you've had tea. | can have mgfrescolater, and | expect you'd like to
talk to Raul as he's leaving tomorrow.'



‘Very well...here are my keys. You'll have to userycommon sense
about where to put things.'

'‘Our rooms are on the upper level,' said Raul, aitpesture at the
balcony above the cloister-like walkway at groutabf level. 'We're
next door to each other and our luggage has bdem tap.' He
handed her two of the three keys he was holding.

As she hurried away, she heard his aunt say, Whasttactful of the
child.'

She said something else but by then Maria was &pcaivay to
overhear. Perhaps it was not surprising that Migsal should see
her as a child, but it reinforced Maria's resolvéobk as grown up as
possible at dinner this evening.

Having mounted the stairs to the upper walkway h&teto go round
to the other side of the patio to come to the roatidted to them.
Looking over the balustrade, she could see a wséeting tea to the
others. Raul was sitting sideways on the banquategrm stretched
along the top of the backrest behind his aunt'silslecs. Today he
wasn't wearing auayaberabut a short-sleeved shirt of stripec
cotton, the edge of the sleeve bisecting the patioupper arm
where a well- developed muscle showed when hel liftengs. While
she was looking down at him, he glanced upwards hes and raised
his forearm in a friendly wave. She found hersafhmng he wasn't
going away tomorrow but was spending the whole wathr them.

Wondering what their official driver would be likehe unlocked a
door and entered a short passageway with a bagishenwer on one
side and two yellow-tiled alcoves on the othertHase were Miss
Dysart's cases.

The room opening out from the end of the passadawa built-in
single beds covered with thick scarlet cotton. €heras also a



built-in bench with cushions of pink-striped beggdton to match the
heavy curtain. A large window overlooked the heteliter garden.

She had unpacked the smaller case and was stastimgng up the
dresses and skirts in the larger one when somepped at the door.
Expecting to open it to a member of the hotel sthféria was

surprised to find Raul outside. He was carryinglhgdlass of fruit

juice with "a slice of orange and some greenerykbdan the rim.

'l thought you might be thirsty,' he said. 'Andttyau might not know
how to adjust the air-conditioning.’

As she thanked him for the drink, Maria wonderei ifad been his
idea or his aunt's. She took a refreshing sip wieldéiddled with the
controls at the side of a ventilation unit high aip the outer wall
which she hadn't noticed before. A few seconds litere was a
whirring noise and she felt the warmth of the rdmeginning to cool
down.

‘Personally | prefer open windows and an overhead but the
humidity doesn't bother me,’ said Raul. '"How ane getting on? Can
you manage?'

‘Yes, thank you.'

In fact she was enjoying her task. Miss Dysarttshes were a
revelation. Maria hadn't known that elderly ladwesre diaphanous
nightgowns with billowing robes to match and finestwn
undergarments pin-tucked and edged with lace. Balsilk dresses
were labelled 'Celine—Paris' at the back of th&kn8btie knew they
were silk because she had seen another label, Bis@eetly stitched
to a side-seam.

"Your great-aunt has beautiful clothes.'



He smiled. 'Clothes are one of her pleasures. Bjogdressing up
in the evening. But as long as you're neat andhcldet's all that
matters. These places are very informal. Most st&irdon't bring
many clothes. I'm going to have a swim. When yofinished here,
come and join me. I'll pick up a pool towel for ydiney don't like the
room towels being used.’

He went out, closing the door behind him.

Maria had smoothed all the sheets of white tissagep used by
whoever had packed for Miss Dysart, and had cltseccases and
put them out of the way when there was anotherknoc

'‘Raul's in the pool, where I'm sure you'd like &'Isaid his aunt, as
she entered. 'What is the room like?'

'l think it's very nice.. .but I've never stayedan expensive hotel
before,' said Maria.

Miss Dysart inspected her quarters. 'Hmm... arbthe poky side but
the bed feels comfortable,' she said, after pragdime. "Thank you
for unpacking for me. Off you go. I'll see you atrer.'

Maria's room was the same as Miss Dysart's butsedelt took her
less than ten minutes to arrange her belongingshand a quick
shower to clean herself before going down to tha.dorying with
one of the densely piled bath towels might be a monplace
experience to the others. To her it was the haghtxury.

Miss Dysart's swimsuit had been made in the UShAadt a skirt and,
inside, a type of bra, as well as a matching wkégria had nothing to
cover her own bathing suit. It had been a presem her father on
her sixteenth birthday and the fabric, originallyadk, had

discoloured and lost its elasticity. She hoped fEeopuldn't stare at



her, amazed at anyone wearing such a shabby garBiemthadn't
liked to suggest buying a new one in addition talts other new
things she had needed: the shoes, three new painefs, a sponge-
bag and other essentials.

Leaving her room, she heard a splash from belowaoiekd over the
balustrade to see a long brown shape gliding utheewater towards
the opposite side where the fronds of a tall pabe tast flickering
shadows on the floor of the pool.

When Raul broke the surface, water streaming framweapful
shoulders, she could see, as soon as he stoodatipt tasn't very
deep.

After a moment's pause to rake back his thick bleaik, he bent at
the knees and propelled himself lazily backwardd,un the middle
of the pool, he clasped his hands under his headsed his legs at
the ankle, and lay with closed eyes, floating fd®iwere lying in a
hammock.

Maria watched him, aware of peculiar sensationsised by his
athletic body. He was not the first man she haa sesaring only a
brief bathing slip but she couldn't remember ewdpie wanting to
imprint the image on her memory so that it wouldagls be there.

She went down to join him, slipping quietly inteetpool so that she
wouldn't disturb his train of thought or perhapeéberate attempt to
clear his mind of all thoughts.

But at that point some other people came for a sanuoh their loud
conversation made Raul raise his head and lookdrofinst at the
newcomers and then at Maria treading water.

‘There you are." A couple of strokes brought hiongkide. 'l was
beginning to think you weren't coming down.'



'| felt rather hot and sticky so | had a quick skow

'‘Our towels are over there on the reclining chdihss isn't much of a
pool, size-wise." He lowered his voice. 'A few mdrigpo-sized
people like that lot and we'll be shoulder to sdeul

Maria glanced at the party of four who had entéhedwater by way
of a wide flight of steps flanked by copies of amtistatues. All the
newcomers were massively overweight and the palldheir skin
suggested that this time yesterday they had bemewsbere much
colder.

She said, 'l think it's a lovely pool... like ansta It was clever to
leave that big old tree growing over there whenghgo was built.
Whoever designed this hotel had a lot of good idedke all the

glassed-in recesses displaying bits of ancienepoth the walls of
the corridors." A thought struck her. 'lIt wasn'tywas it? The first
time we met you said you had studied architectonceveere involved
in the new resort south of Playa.’

He shook his head. 'l had nothing to do with thece. The public
spaces are good but, in my view, the rooms arestoall. However
it's the best accommodation at Coba.’

'‘Perhaps they seem small to you because you'r@lssdid Maria,
flinching slightly as loud cackles of laughter wemaplified by the
patio's acoustics.

'Let's go and sunbathe,' said Raul. 'The sun willsbtting before
long.'

Instead of swimming to the steps, he placed theofl&is hands on
the edge of the pool and, with one fluid momentchtflexed all the
muscles under his smooth bronze skin, lifted himset. Then he
reached down to help her.



Maria didn't need assistance. Her arms were sldndestrong and it
would have been no problem to hoist herself oudlPceluctant to
take the strong hand offered to her, she put heruneet it and
found herself grasped not by the hand but by hestwfhe next
moment she was standing beside him.

'‘What are you made of? Fibreglass? You weigh reexiothing,' he
said.

'I'm not that skinny," Maria retorted defensively.
‘Just fine-boned, hmm?' he said, smiling.

Embarrassed by her ratty old suit and by his amapedaisal of the
body inside it, she turned away, glad, a few moskater, to envelop
herself in one of the man-sized pool towels.

Raul rough-towelled his head before raking backhais with the
same casual gesture he had used in the pool.

'‘Would you like another fruit drink?'

She would, but she had the feeling that, withtelt fancy decoration,
they had to be expensive. She shrank from beinggthiacto be what
her father called a freeloader.

‘Not at the moment, thank you. What time is dinher?

'l should think we'll eat about eight. It dependsfunt Iris. I'll give
her a call about seven. She won't like not havibgta to lie in, but
that can't be helped.’

‘They're lovely showers. I'm not used to hot wa@r.even much
fresh water. My father has rigged up a spray fasing my hair, but
we have to be careful with water. We never waste it



'You needn't economise here. Have as many showeys'a like.
Wash your hair twice a day.' He stretched his |&@gme on a
lounger. 'It's a Robinson Crusoe- Girl Friday kofdife your father
Imposes on you, isn't it?'

In the act of reclining, she sat up with a jerke ‘ttbesn't impose it on
me. | like it.. .it's a good life.'

'‘But you've never known anything else.’

'I've read books. | know something about the wédngopeople live.
They aren't necessarily happier than we are.’

'‘No, they aren't,’ he agreed. 'And a lot of them'tdwave much choice
in the way they live either. But | think your opt®are unnecessarily
limited. By arranging his life the way he wants yqur father is
stopping you from making the most of yours.'

‘That isn't true,' she said angrily, but keepingvwace low. 'If you're
born with a gift, like my father, you have a dutyprotect it... nurture
it. He needs to be where he is. He couldn't work aity.'

‘Maybe not...but having a daughter is also a dexery child has the
right to be properly educated. By now you shoul@te university or
technical college.'

The fact that he might be right didn't stop heirsgwiercely, 'l don't
want to be one of those tough career- women bgtthg way to the
top of some giant corporation. It doesn't appeahéd

'‘Would you like to a be a nun?'

She was taken aback. Could he seriously think sigltnhave a
religious vocation?

‘No, | shouldn't like that life either.'



'It's the way you seem to be heading. Your contais the outer
world are only slightly less restricted than if yeware a novice in one
of the enclosed orders.’

'I'm in the outer world now. Father didn't stop cogning here.'

‘There were times when | thought he would,’ Raud skily. 'He
didn't want to let you go.'

The spur of anger sparked by his critical, judgeie@esomments died
down at the thought of her father spending the iegealone. Was he
missing her? Was he lonely?

'l hope he's all right,’ she said aloud.

'‘He'll be fine. | should think he was older thaanh when you were
born. He got by then. Why not now?'

'He was forty when they had me. Now he's nearlgysand not very
well.’

'‘What's the problem?'

I'm not sure. He won't talk about his health. Bets thinner and
always looks tired.’

At that moment a willowy figure in a scarlet bikiwalked past them
towards the pool where, from the top of the steps,dipped a toe in
the water. A delicious scent lingered on the ahibe her. She was
wearing a thin gold chain round one shapely ankléhicker chain

showed at her nape below the glossy blonde haiptsug and held
by a red clasp shaped like two hearts with a diaenarrow through
them.

She was carrying one of the blue pool towels. Bsitaad of putting it
aside and stepping down into the water she chahgeanind and



turned round, revealing a pretty face enhanceditfylseye make-up
and a lipstick to match her bikini.

After a brief glance at Maria, her gaze shiftedReul and then to the
three unoccupied loungers beside him.

'Is anyone sitting there?' she asked, in French.
‘They're all yoursmademoisellghe replied, in the
same language.

‘Thank you.' She spread her towel on the centredfieat a beautiful
evening. It was so cold when | left Paris. You'sswtanned. You
must be at the end of your holiday.'

Maria might not know much, but she knew when shedearop.She
said quietly, 'Excuse me, I'm going to my room."'

By the time she reached the upper corridor, Raslsitéing up on the
centre section of his lounger, facing the prettyidkenne and
laughing at something she had said to him.



CHAPTER THREE

THEY were still there, half an hour later, when she rge@ from her

room. But now they both had drinks in their haridse French girl

had a straw in her tall glass which was decoratéd avflower, and

Raul was holding a shorter glass. The girl seemée doing most of
the talking, illustrating her conversation with g gestures and
shrugs of her creamy shoulders which no doubt westected from

the sun by some expensive tanning lotion.

Having washed her hair and given it a long rinsgeurthe powerful
spray of warm water, Maria intended to find somenstie sit by the
lake in front of the hotel. The patio would soonibeshadow but
outside the building the sunlight would last forotrer half-hour.
Once her front hair was dry, she would twist th& meto a coil and
fasten it with the beautiful tortoiseshell combsakihad belonged to
her mother.

There was a small stilt-legged, thatched gazelimgubut over the
water from the lakeshore. No one else was themema great many
fish who seemed to be crowding round as if theyeetgd her to
throw food to them.

Presently the peace of early evening was distublgetie arrival of a

coachload of tourists whose voices, as they disdémba seemed
unnecessarily loud to her. Her reaction to theenogsninded her of
Raul's comment that her life had been almost asestegred as that of
a novice.

She wondered if he would invite the Parisiennedio them for
dinner. Would a young woman of that age, espec@tly with her
looks, be here on her own? It seemed unlikely. Bghe were
travelling with a man, where had he been when aheeadown to the
pool? Perhaps she was here with her parents vWeoMiss Dysart,
were resting.



As the sun sank towards the tree-tops of the juoglene far bank of
the lake, Maria re-entered the hotel. On the fde sif the smaller
patio a shop had opened for the sale of postcadis@uvenirs.

She said to the girl behind the counter, 'Do ydulipsticks?'
‘No, I'm sorry, we have no cosmetics.’
'It doesn't matter.' Maria was leaving the shopgnvbomeone said,

'‘Excuse me..." Turning, she found a girl of abartdwn age smiling
at her.

'l heard you asking for lipstick,' she said. 'lifee lost your make-up
in transit, or left it behind, maybe | can helpbdught some skin
cream in the Duty Free shop at Gatwick Airport #mely gave me a
pack of free samples, including a lipstick. It's a@olour | ever wear
but it might suit you. You're welcome to havefityou'd like to.'

‘That's very kind of you,' said Maria.
'‘Come to my room. I'll give it to you,' said thelgi

On the way to her room, she explained that shehamdoyfriend
were members of the coach party. She insistechamggMaria all the
free samples. As well as the lipstick, there wasmmiature
eye-shadow palette, mascara and a tiny bottleawftsc

Maria went back to her own room feeling as if she fust had an
encounter with a fairy godmother. The first thiihg $ried out was the
scent. It was called Tresor and, when she rubbigideson her wrist,
it smelt delicious. The eye-shadow was like thedgollights in an
abalone shell. Using the applicator, she brushkitleaon her lids.
Then she used the mascara on the tips of her lashesfinishing
touch was the lipstick. When she sat back to sttiefyeffect, it was



gratifying to find that she looked considerably esldhan she had
before and not at all like a girl who was goind&a nun.

She was waiting in the corridor when, shortly beferght o'clock,
Miss Dysart came out of her bedroom.

‘You're looking very nice, Maria. What a charmingss,' she said
approvingly.

She herself was wearing a white silk blouse andheklbskirt with
several ropes of silver beads and long silver egsti

Maria flushed with pleasure. The white cottdwipil with its
embroidered yoke and more embroidery at the hentdiash a long
time to make. Instead of the multicoloured floweosnmon to most
traditional dresses, she had used only shade®left vwvith bows of
violet ribbon added to the sleeves.

'l had a most refreshing sleep. What have you loleémg?' asked
Miss Dysart.

'l swam with Raul and then | made friends with aiglish girl.'

Miss Dysart looked over the balustrade. 'Raul iwmdthere waiting
for us. But first | want to have a look at all thdsateresting things
displayed in the alcoves.'

At night the walkways were lit by concealed wadjHis and by the
illuminated showcases of ancient pottery. The pwal underwater
lights, and there were also green lights hiddenratbe creepers
and shrubs. The effect, to Maria, was magical,oalgfhn perhaps to
people like



Raul and his great-aunt it did not seem as draalibtibeautiful as it
did to her.

When they arrived on the patio, Raul was chattingserman, to a
middle-aged couple. On seeing Miss Dysart approggclie excused
himself.

'You remembered to use your mosquito repellengdel?’ he said,
coming over to her.

‘Yes... on my ankles and wrists. What about yourid®aYour bare
arms are particularly vulnerable.’

'l've put on some lotion,' said Maria. 'But mosge# don't seem to
like me. I'm almost never bitten."'

‘How odd.. .but what an advantage,' said Miss Qy&ire turned to
look up at her nephew. 'l wouldn't mind a shomlstvefore we have
dinner. Is that possible?'

'Of course, but the road outside has some potlaoiéssn't as well lit
as it might be. I'll fetch a flashlight. | won't beng.'

He went off to his room. Tonight he was wearing elwut white
linen jacket with an open-necked shirt and lightehjleans.

To her disappointment, he didn't seem to have edtMaria's dress
or any change in her appearance.

'‘Presumably a tie is nde rigueurnn the dining-room here,' said Miss
Dysart. 'How Victorian travellers stood this huntydin their most
unsuitable clothes is beyond me. | suppose youyhaadice the heat,
having grown up in this climate.'

'l find it much warmer here than where we live, the sea,' said
Maria.



When Raul came back with a torch, he said, 'Bywhg, there's a
room here which doubles as a library and videotthe4 noticed
some interesting books on the Mayas which you niigétto look at
tomorrow, Aunt Iris.’'

'When shall we see you again?' she asked.'I'm umet $robably
when you reach Merida...provided | can get away. y&w'll be in

good hands with Diego. He has excellent recommeamtatAnd ['ll

leave you a number where you can contact me ifssacg.’

'I'm sure we shan't need to do that,’ she saithegsleft the hotel.

'‘Would you like to take my arm?' he asked, as te&ythe well-lit
grounds for the darker country road beyond thevgmaje

‘Thank you.' She tucked her arm through his elbbwo find my
night sight isn't as good as it was. Shall we sgevaldlife?’

'‘Most unlikely. If there are any jaguar left in ghiegion, which |
doubt, they keep away from the inhabited parts.'l¥see turtles in
the lake first thing in the morning, if you're uptime. Apart from the
ruins, which are closed to the public at dusk,&hen't much here
apart from a few shops and restaurants like ttik place.’

They were passing a small open-fronted roadside wabse owner
had made imaginative use of coloured lighting aggl teays as wall
decorations.

'‘Would it be safe to eat there?' asked Miss Dysart.

‘Wherever you eat in Mexico, there's always a caaribdeing struck
down by Montezuma," Raul said cheerfully. ‘Maria pobably
Immune, but not many visitors . j escape withodeast a mild bout.'

Maria had fallen a few steps behind them. She watlaow she
would cope if Miss Dysart should be unwell. It waasesponsibility



she hadn't foreseen, although she had heard thastsofrequently
were taken ill, often from drinks or ice made withpurified water.
There was a notice in the bathrooms here at tHa ¥iqueologica
saying the tap water was drinkable.

Perhaps there wasn't much to worry about as lonipeas ate and
drank only at expensive places. Miss Dysart waikeilyl to want to
buy ices or snacks from a street vendor.

Glancing over his shoulder at her, Raul said, 'Mariused to seeing
the stars clearly, but in America and Europe teei@ much light
pollution for them ever to be seen like this.' Heiged to look up at
the night sky.

Miss Dysart craned her head backwards. 'BeautgbB' murmured.
'‘One would have to lie down to enjoy them to thié Rerhaps after
dinner, on one of those chaises-longues in the pamight star-gaze
for half an hour.'

When they returned to the hotel, the first persmytsaw, at the far
end of the wide corridor leading to the bar, wag tyoung
Frenchwoman, now wearing a sleeveless silk top litiering
embroidery on the front, and a pair of flowing vehitousers of some
filmy material which was lined above the tops of ligighs but
showed the rest of her legs.

'Hm... a very come-hither outfit,’ was Miss Dysadomment.

‘That's Juliette,' said Raul. 'She's from Parie'sShere with her
mother and some other French people. Unfortunailyf them

except Juliette are under the weather today. SeenbaEnglish or
Spanish. As we all speak French, shall we askoheate a drink with
us?'

'If you wish,' said his aunt.



If Raul sensed her lack of enthusiasm for this sstign, he chose to
ignore it. Lengthening his stride, he strode aledadem to where the
French girl was looking at a travel poster. Maaavdher expression
brighten as she turned to him. A few moments lagehad his hand
on her elbow and was bringing her to meet his aunt.

Miss Dysart replaced her coffee-cup on its sauceiched her lips
with her napkin and, instead of putting it backhen lap, placed it on
the table in front of her.

Speaking French, as she had throughout dinneisate’'l have still
not completely adjusted to the time change so 8ingjto leave you
young people and go to bed.' As she rose and dsaRdlMaria rose
with her, she added, 'No doubt you'll breakfastieathan | shall,
Raul. Come and sau revoirbefore you go.'

'Of course. Goodnight, Aunt Iris.'
'Is there anything | can do for you, Miss Dysalaria asked.
'‘No, thank you, child. Goodnight. Goodnightademoiselle.’

Her inclination of the head to Juliette, still irerhchair, was
noticeably cool. A few minutes earlier, without ik if anyone
minded, the French girl had lit a cigarette. Maensed that this
breach of good manners had been all that was needitdich Miss
Dysart's disapproval of her.

'l think I'll go to bed too,' Maria said, pushingrichair close to the
table.

'It's a little early for you, isn't it?' said Raul.

'I'm used to early nights.'



'Did you bring something to read in case you csla&p?’

'‘No, but I'm sure | shall sleep. Goodnight," shal,samiling at
Juliette, who responded with an offhand nod.

In the corridor Maria caught up with Miss Dysartawvas lingering
to study prints of early nineteenth-century drawimgade when the
cities lost in the jungle were being rediscovered.

Together they toured the ground-floor walkway, logk at the
showcases there, and then Miss Dysart rememberadtbetion to
view the night sky from one of the sun-beds onptaigo.

'‘Magnificent!" she murmured, as they lay side esby the still
surface of the swimming-pool, their view of the maygr stars framed
by the fronds of the palms growing round the caandy

A few minutes after they had said a final goodnightside their
bedrooms, and as Maria was taking the combs franhae, there
was a light knock on the door.

'Raul!" she exclaimed, on opening it.

'l asked the desk if they had any reading matfebkhind by other
guests,' he said, offering her a bunch of magazomsed by a couple
of paperbacks. 'lIf you've always slept in a hammwgaok could find it

takes a few nights to adjust to a bed.'

Surprised and touched by his thoughtfulness, side '‘skbow kind of
you. Thank you.'

'‘Goodnight.' He was turning away, when he checkaying, 'By the
way, that's a charming dress, but the hairstyleassophisticated for
you at present. Don't try to run before you cankwislaria." Lightly

touching her cheek with his forefinger, he repedtisd'Goodnight,'



and walked away in the opposite direction fronrb@m, presumably
to rejoin Juliette.

He had been right in thinking she would find itfidxilt to sleep. The

bed felt as hard as a rock compared with the ygldneshes of her
hammock; and, unlike a hammock, a bed couldn't @gento swing

gently in the manner of a cradle.

By piling up the cushions belonging to the pairdedcrete banquette
which doubled as a bedside table, she was ableaoge herself in a
similar position to the one in which she read anboBut no sooner
had she settled down to look through the magazivesshe realised
the air conditioning was making the room too cawldomfort, and
the noise of it drove her mad. She jumped up anttised it off, but
without achieving full silence because the dronalbthe Other air
conditioners was as loud but not as soothing asth@d she was
used to at night, the sea washing over the sand.

The magazines Raul had brought her were a Frenehcalied
Madame Figaro,a German publication anBazaar published in
America. With their insights into lifestyles veryffdrent from her
own, they kept her absorbed for more than an hour.

Eventually she fell asleep with the light on, otdywake with a start
whenBazaarslid to the floor.

I must learn to sleep like other people, she thgughtting the
cushions back where they belonged and stretchirtg oouthe
mattress. But as soon as she switched off the, ligatroom became
as dark as a deep cave. She had forgotten to bpesuttains which
were backed with some thick rubbery material, preshly to blot
out the sun during the day. There was also a ladain to prevent
people crossing the garden from seeing into thenrddhis she also



drew aside. The window itself was a single largaepaealed into
place. There was no way of letting in air excepii®ans of the noisy
machine in the wall.

'Maria!'

She woke up, with a startled jerk, to find Rau#iedh on her knee and
his face on a level with hers as he crouched ohdusiches in front
of the bench by the lake where she was sitting.

She had come out early to watch the turtles pode fleads out of the
water as the sun rose. Worn out by a sleepless, sigh had nodded
off for a few minutes.

‘You were just about to topple over,' said Rauhaeing his hand. 'l
gather your first night on a bed wasn't too sudoéss

‘No.. .but I'll get used to it. | found the roonbiaclaustrophobic.'

'l know what you mean. They're small and the cgdiare low. | felt

rather caged myself. You'll prefer tomorrow niglaic€sommodation.

At Chichen Itza you'll be staying in a big old hewghich used to be a
hacienda.’'

He rose and sat down beside her. She caught aVéift of a
pleasant aroma, either soap or some kind of lotii® hair was still
damp from the shower, his cheeks and chin frestdyed. She found
herself staring at the taut brown skin at his jaaliand quickly
averted her eyes to where the turtles were beginthigir curious
early morning display.

Presently Raul glanced at his watch and said, bétter have
breakfast.' He rose. 'Will you join me?'



She hesitated. She was longing for a cup of coffeéperhaps he
would really prefer to breakfast alone. Her fativas never sociable
first thing in the morning. She had learnt long agb to speak until
she was spoken to.

‘A glass of freshly squeezed orange juice is aele@ pick-me-up
after a restless night,' he said. 'Come on."'

They did not, as she had expected, have the dinmagm to
themselves. The people who had arrived by coachptegious
evening were occupying several tables.

Raul led the way to the table farthest away from sbund of their
voices and drew out a chair for Maria.

‘Thank you." As she sat down, she wondered if tlaliwould join
them or if she was still asleep. At the end ofrtleeening together,
had Raul kissed her goodnight? After dark the paffered a number
of shadowy corners where two people could embrihicgas even
possible that he had been to the French girl's rospent part of the
night there. Maria knew such things happened. Dejgothe lax
morals of the present generation compared witlstifiet supervision
given to girls in her mother's day was one of hathdr's most
frequently repeated diatribes.

She found the idea of Raul making love to Juliettgiously
repugnant. Her thoughts must have shown in heresspmn, for he
said, 'What's the matter? Are you feeling queasy?'

'Oh, no.. .1 feel fine," she said hurriedly.

'‘Good. I'm relying on you to keep a close eye onaupt. She's
inclined to forget that she's not as young as she. Won't let her
overdo it.'

'I'll try, but how do | restrain her without soundiimpertinent?'



‘Exercise your tact,' said Raul.

At which point the waiter came to take their ordersbreakfast.

By the time Miss Dysart and Maria returned to tleéehfor lunch,
their driver and guide, Diego, had arrived. Butdi@ not eat with
them. After lunch, Miss Dysart said she would rist an hour,
returning to the ruins in the forest later.

When Maria went for a swim there was no one abatthef maids

busy cleaning the bedrOoms in readiness for a neake of guests. It
seemed that most of the tourists spent only onlet migCoba. Miss
Dysart's itinerary allowed for at least two nightseach of the sites
they were visiting, longer if she chose to linger.

Maria was sitting on the edge of the pool, danghweg feet in the
water and wondering when they would see Raul agaimen
someone said, 'Hello," and she looked up to semiagyman with a
pack on his back smiling at her from the opposde sf the pool.

He looked in his early twenties and was wearingéis, shorts and a
T-shirt which wouldn't stand up to many more waghirHis hair was

damp with the sweat which glistened on his faceants. He looked

as if he had walked a long way in the hottest paithe day.

'Hello,' she said, smiling back at him.

*You look nice and cool. | can't wait to get in th@ol, butl'd better
wash up first. See you."' With a flip of the hane went off to find his
room.

She watched him go, wondering about his nationaty had blue
eyes and sounded from north of the border but tixere another
accent mixed with the American one. It surprised Heat a



back-packer could afford to stay at an expensivtelhige the Villa
Arqueologica; perhaps there wasn't any cheapemanoalation at
Coba.

She was swimming when he reappeared in a very biigiit green
slip. His physique was slight compared with Rauig, he looked fit
and held himself well. He entered the pool by tglarshallow header
from the edge and swimming to where Maria was irgpdater.

'Hello again. My name is Chris, short for Christidtm from
Denmark.'

I'm Maria... from here in Mexico.'

He looked surprised. 'l thought maybe you were froynpart of the
world.'

'‘My great-grandparents were from Norway. I've nebeen to
Europe. Have you just arrived in Mexico?'

'l was in Mexico City for a couple of weeks befdlygng to Cancun.
Now I'm working my way round the peninsula befor@ng to
Guatemala. | don't usually stay in places like*this once in a while
| treat myself to the luxury of a bed.’

‘You speak perfect English.’

He grinned. 'lt's necessary. Not many people sp2akish. My
Spanish is not so good, but it's improving every. @& you work for
Club Med or are you also a tourist?'

'I'm here to interpret for an English visitor. $heésting at the
moment.'

'Is that your job... interpreting for foreigners?'



‘This is the first time I've done it. Normally | ée house for my
father. He's an artist. We live on the Caribbeastdo you have a
job or are you a student?'

'I'm a freelance journalist,' said Christian. ‘Nyrily have been in the
newspaper business for a long time. | worked aparter until | had
saved enough money to spend a year travellingnt teabe a travel
writer but | don't know if I'm good enough to makdiving. At the
end of the year | may have to go back to Denmadksattle down.
My father wants me to take his place when he tiBat he's not
fifty yet and | have a sister who will be joininiget paper when she
finishes her studied at the university in Copenha§he may want to
take over from him. Do you have brothers and s8ter

Maria shook her head. 'My mother died when | whalay. It must be
nice being part of a big family.’

‘Sometimes. | like my family, but | meet a lot &fgple who don't get
along with theirs or whose parents have split Uifind bar's open, I'm
going to buy a bottle of water to replace all theeat I've lost today.
Would you like a beer or an orange juice?'

It sounded as if he couldn't really afford to stafiter people drinks.
Maria said, '‘Not right now, thank you.'

He was nice, she thought, as he swam off towarelstdps. Quite
different from Raul. Not as sure of himself, notvasldly. Already
she felt comfortable with him.

The pool had a ledge shaded by the thatch op#t@pa. When he
came back they sat there and continued chattinig\whidrank a litre
of mineral water. He wanted to know all about heat ber father and
Miss Dysart. Either by nature or training he wastremely

inquisitive, but his curiosity was warming rathlean intrusive.



They were still there when Miss Dysart leaned dlierwall behind
them and said, 'The place seems deserted. Willigdisomeone and
order tea, please, Maria.'

'Of course. I'm sorry... | didn't realise what timee was.'

Christian scrambled to his feet on the ledge. 'Gaftetnoon, ma'am.
I'm Christian Eriksen.’

'‘How do you do?' said Miss Dysart, shaking the Handffered. 'l am
Iris Dysart. Will you take tea with us? Or perhgps'd rather have a
cold beer?’

The invitation surprised Maria, who had thought &eployer might

be annoyed at finding her chatting to a strangstead of being
dressed and ready to perform any services reqairbdr. But Miss

Dysart's expression was much more affable thaadtdeen last night
when Raul presented Juliette to her.

'It's kind of you, ma'am, but it's time | dresseud avent to see the
ruins. | only got in about an hour ago. It was riwéind someone to
talk to while | was cooling off. Excuse me.'

Ten minutes later, when tea had been ordered dndrih had been
up to her room to dress, Miss Dysart said, 'Is fftatng man an
American?'

'He's a Dane.'

'So his name suggests, but his accent and his fnsddoessing me as
"ma‘'am" made me think his family might have emigdatAn
admirable nation, the Danes. They once ruled Englgou know.
King Canute was a Dane. But | dare say you've nlegard of him.'

When Maria said she had, and produced some fagsot@ it, her
employer said, '"You astonish me. Although theyNé&een to good



schools, | doubt if my great-nieces and their flemave heard of
him. Their general knowledge is lamentable. Yoarsxcellent. You
have yet to give me that blank look which is s@ofthe reaction of
your generation of my family to some commonpladerence.’

Her praise made Maria glow. Perhaps the hours gueintg over the
encyclopaedia had been well spent after all.

That evening, they were having a drink in the kedote dinner, when
a waiter came to find them with a message for Mart@anslate.

'‘Raul is on the telephone, Miss Dysart.’
'You had better come with me. He may want a wort you.'

The waiter led them to a telephone. After the dvinard had made
the connection, Miss Dysart listened for a momesfole saying, ‘A
most interesting day and everything has gone srhodthind Diego
perfectly satisfactory. Another coach party hadaegd last night's
influx. The new lot are German-speaking Swiss &isriThere are
also some independent travellers including a veige rDane.
Christian Eriksen. I'm going

to ask him to dine with us.' She paused. 'No, notjemeration. A boy
In his twenties. Maria made friends with him in tpeol this
afternoon and we saw him again on our secondtaisite ruins.’

After some more conversation, she said, 'Yes, $tegts I'll put her
on. Goodnight, my dear.'

She handed the receiver to Maria who put it todaer 'Hello?'

'You've made a new friend, | hear.' The distinctimebre of Raul's
voice was emphasised by the telephone.



'He's a journalist. Talking to people is part of jub.’

‘How's your job going? Any problems?’

'Not so far.'

At this point Miss Dysart signalled that she wasimaing to the bar.

'‘What did you think of the ruins?' Raul asked, ehiis aunt was
walking away. '"Were they up to your expectations?'

'‘Wonderful. This afternoon we climbed the tallegtgmid. It's only
when you can see over the jungle that you realisat & huge city
Coba was. Diego told us the restoration has conzediandstill for
lack of money.'

'Did he climb the pyramid with you?'

'‘No, he stayed with Miss Dysart. | went up with ShiYour aunt
asked him to take some snaps with her camera for Ag Miss
Dysart was now out of earshot, she added, 'ltlsaas she suffers
from vertigo and can't see the views for herself.'

'‘Even without climbing steps, it's a steam battmere. Make sure she
drinks plenty of water. You too. Goodnight.’

'‘Goodnight, Raul.' She replaced the receiver.
He had sounded rather brusque. Perhaps he haddiifidwdt day.

* * *

The next morning, after breakfast, they set out Ghichen Itza.
Having discovered that this was also the next planeChris's
itinerary, Miss Dysart offered him a lift which heas delighted to
accept.



They travelled gqp an almost deserted motorway titowa
uninteresting landscape of dense but low- growigmggetation. Diego
explained that while Coba had been overgrown byfoeest, this part
of the country, having less rain and less topswds classified as
deciduous jungle.

To break the monotony, here and there along theateeservation
piles of large rocks had been dumped and spraydgdwviid paint.
They saw very few other vehicles, one being a lavhich had
overturned, tipping hundreds of fish on to the gubu

'‘What a waste! | wonder if the driver fell aslegégan hardly keep
awake. | hope Diego doesn't nod off,' said Missdblys

She closed her eyes. Presently her head sank fbomatio her chest.

Maria felt sleepy too. Her second night on a batilbeen better than
the first, and the car was kept cool by air-conditng, but driving
along a straight, flat road with no changes of escgiand no villages
to enliven the journey was enough to make anyonawsly.
Considering what the motorway must have cost, aod few
motorists were using it, it seemed a terrible wadtenoney when
children like Julio were not being properly edudate

In the front passenger seat, Christian was lisgeminDiego's life
story. From time to time he asked a question. @sn&h was good,
but it was the Spanish of Spain, spoken with theeld 'c' which in
Mexico was considered an affectation.

Although George Rawlings claimed that his wife'snifg were

descended from the conquistadores who had disabviei® part of
the New World in the sixteenth century, secretlyrisléelt that such a
heritage carried more shame than pride with it. 8ad always
identified with the conquered rather than the camqrs. She
wondered what Chris thought about it. There wale ldoubt whose



side Raul would be on. It did not require much imagon to see his
aquiline features on the bridge of a galleon orrmamding an attack.

She was woken from a dream about him by a toucheomwrist. It
was Christian, reaching between the front seadetd her to the fact
that they were nearly there.

That afternoon, while Miss Dysart was having hey aad Maria and
Christian were sitting on the edge of the huge pothe Hotel
Hacienda Chichen, he said, 'When | woke you upercar, when we
arrived here, for a moment you looked frighteneddHou been
having a bad dream?’

'l expect my subconscious is disturbed by all¢éistement,’ she said
lightly. 'I'm not used to travelling like you are.'

‘What were you dreaming?' he persisted.

'I've forgotten,' she said evasively. 'lIt was veonfused. It didn't
make sense when | woke up.’

But in fact the dream was still clear and vividhar mind. It had

followed on from her thoughts before she fell agléthe had dreamt
that Raul had been one of the Spanish commandeérshenhad been
one of a group of prisoners. The others had besteseed to death,
but she had been spared and taken to his privattegs. \When she
had understood the reason for her selection, shéégged him to
spare her. But he had been adamant. She must sutitveit to him or

die with the others. At which point Chris had woltesr.

‘Do you dream in Spanish or English?' he asked.

‘At home | don't often have dreams. What time,i€hris?"



He was wearing a Waterproof watch. Holding his Vefist towards

her, he said, 'Nearly time for Miss Dysart's aftermtea. I'd better go
back to my place. Perhaps I'll see you later,@atdims. | wish | could

afford to stay here, but it's way above my budget.’

Originally the hotel had beenhaciendathe great house of a large
estate. But its chief claim to fame was as the hofrem American
consul, Edward Thompson, who had spent much ofifmis in the
Yucatan, studying and writing about the Mayas.

Chris was spending the night at another Villa Aajagica, a short
distance down the road. Maria suspected that gathere was
stretching his budget but that he wanted to kedpunh with them,
perhaps because he was hoping to be offered #olithe Mayan
remains at Uxmal, the next place on their route.

Or he might enjoy talking to Miss Dysart about pegvious travels.
She was a good raconteur and had told them maenesiing tales at
dinner the night before. It wouldn't have been samy if, later, he

had jotted some of them down for possible use taréutravel

articles.

Maria didn't feel that her company was the reasowdis staying near
by. Although they were close in age, and she hatesscandinavian
blood in her, the restricted nature of her life mmske her a boring
companion compared with most of the girls he meteT she had
made many so-called armchair journeys, but thahivdse same as
having real life adventures. Chris had already beemost of the
countries in Europe as well as travelling from ¢dascoast in the
United States before coming to Mexico.

They did meet at the ruins later and Miss Dysaairagqvited him to
dine with them.



'It's good for you to mix with your contemporarleshe remarked,
when they were waiting for him to arrive. 'lt sosrtd me as if you
haven't had enough young companionship.'

They dined on the lofty veranda at the back ofrtheiendaattended
by two elderly waiters. The diners were elderlyg.tMaria noticed
that the American couple at the next table spol tonthe waiters,
either because they were exhausted from sight-geeihad nothing
to say to each other. She might not have noticewh thut for the fact
that the wife was wearing the most beautiful bloMseia had ever
seen.

When she asked Miss Dysart what it was made ot tiglishwoman
said, 'That is lawn, a very fine cotton or linendd should think it
was made in lItaly, one of the last places where egkquisite hand
embroidery is still done, mainly by nuns.’

After dinner, Miss Dysart said she was going tadrembed. Chris
asked her permission to take Maria to his hotelravlaevideo about
Chichen Itza was to be screened at ten o'clock.

'‘By all means, as long as you walk back with h&grafards. | know
it's not far but | would rather she didn't comehgyself.'

'l wouldn't let her do that, ma'am.' He soundedthaiindignant that
she could suppose he would.

'In that case, I'll say goodnight.’

As Miss Dysart was turning away, Maria said, 'Reagn't telephoned
yet.'

'l don't expect him to ring up every night. If hene going to, he
would have done so by now.'



The Villa Arqueologica down the road was almoshitt=al to the one
they had left and although it was not as romangichee hacienda
surrounded by magnificent trees, a much youngetigaler bunch
of guests was crowding the bar and waiting to Beevideo.

Afterwards Chris persuaded her to stay for anothiek—Dbeer for
him, papaya juice for her—and then he escortedbaek.

It was a bright moonlit night and he didn't needde his flashlight. A
few yards inside the gates of thaciendathe drive was crossed by a
narrow-gauge railway track.

'‘Diego says this line was laid for mule-drawn trsigi transport loads
of sisal,' Maria said, keeping her voice down isecthe occupants of
a nearby guest cottage should be asleep. 'Somdtmesules pulled
coaches taking the landowners and their families vagits to
neighbouringhaciendas.'

At the junction with the path to the cottage whehe and Miss
Dysart were staying, Chris said, 'I'll leave youndll be at the ruins
all day tomorrow so I'm sure to see you. Goodnifydyia. Sleep
well.’

He bent and kissed her cheek before walking awaykaisker pace
than before.

It was the first time a man had kissed her antioaljh it had been
more friendly than romantic, it made hef hearttéuslightly as she
watched him hurry away. It crossed her mind thatight be going
at that speed because he had wanted to kiss heegriyrdut felt that
he shouldn't.

Reluctant to go inside on such a beautiful nighg strolled slowly
along the path, looking up through the tracery niches at the
starscape which Raul had said could not be seefeady in other
parts of the world because of light pollution.



And then, as she neared the cottage, where a lagstiyl alight in
Miss Dysart's bedroom, she saw that someone wagysih one of
the rocking chairs on the veranda.

For a moment she thought it must be Diego and weadehy he
was there. Then the man rose from the chair andahlet was Raul,
which made her heart start to thump in a far mestithbing way than
when Chris had kissed her goodnight.

He stepped down from the veranda and came swiftlyhtere she had
come to a startled standstill.

''ve been waiting for you to come back,' he saiftl\s Then, taking
her by the arm, he swung her round and frogmartieedack the
way she had come. 'l have things to say to youginy



CHAPTER FOUR

AT THE great house, four people were having coffee anddies at
one of the tables in the room between the front r&ad verandas.
Everyone else seemed to have retired for the night.

Still grasping her arm, Raul beckoned the bar waitel asked for a
rum and Coke. He didn't order anything for her.

‘We'll be round the corner," he said, in SpanisteriThe propelled her
to some chairs on the front veranda where he sattyc'Sit down.'

'‘Why are you angry?' said Maria, beginning to recdrom her initial
bewilderment.

‘You are not here to make up lost time in the hewfit department.
You're here to look after my aunt,' Raul told helidby.

Having ordered her to sit down, he remained oridat

‘But | had her permission to go out,’ Maria pradst| was only
across the road at the Villa Arqueologica. We weasieching a video.'

'Which started at ten and lasted under half an.h@tithout looking
at his watch, he added, 'lt's after eleven.'

'We had a drink and discussed the film afterwards.’
'What sort of drink?"

His inquisitorial manner reminded her of her fatligrt he wasn't her
father. Nor, even if he had arranged this job fer,was he her
employer. She was answerable only to Miss Dysatrt.

On the spur of the moment, she said, 'A TequilaiSen



It was the name of a drink she had often seen eHadin boards
outside the tourist bars in Playa del Carmen. Sitenever had one,
although she had once tried an experimental siigaudila, a spirit
distilled from the agave plant.

To her palate the taste was vile. It amazed héatihgone could drink
the stuff for pleasure. But Mexican men seemedki® it and her
father sometimes drank a glass or two in the egerfind she knew
that hundreds of thousands of margaritas, made femuila and
lemon or lime juice with the rim of the glass didp@ salt, were
consumed by the people George Rawlings contempiucaited 'the
holidaying hordes'.

'‘Did you enjoy it?' Raul asked.

Foreseeing that if she said yes, he might suspattshe hadn't and
take a punitive pleasure in watching her force dawother, she said,
‘No, | didn't, actually. But | couldn't see any tmain trying one. I'm
nineteen... not nine, you know.'

'In terms of experience, you're still newly hatcheaid Raul. 'As
vulnerable as a chicken which has just scrambléafiis eggshell.
Your father consigned you to our care on the undedsng that you'd
be protected from the hazards you haven't yet éehhow to deal
with. Unfortunately my aunt's experience of lifeakso limited in
some respects. She equates good manners and alksawith moral
standards that haven't applied for several decades.

'‘She saw through Juliette,' said Maria. 'Not thett tmanners were
good. As for moral standards... | shouldn't think kas any.'

Raul's right eyebrow lifted. 'A rather sweepinggacdent, don't you
think?'

'‘No more sweeping than your conclusion that Clsrigut to seduce
me. | did spend some time with Juliette. You havweven met Chris.'



'‘No doubt I'll meet him tomorrow. But whether hdihng around
when he finds I've rejoined the party remains tedxn,' Raul said, in
a sardonic tone. 'He won't be hitching a lift oe thin to Uxmal, if

that's what he has in mind. There won't be roonhmiior'

Maria's reaction to this unexpected announcemeatrwaed. There
hadn't been time to wonder why he had come, or loog he was
staying. But as they weren't leaving for Uxmal utiie day after
tomorrow, he was obviously going to be with themdb least two
nights.

'l thought you were busy,' she said. 'That the oaison | was here
was because you hadn't the time to accompany Misard'

‘That was the principal reasdaracias-- This to the barman who had
arrived with his drink on a salver on one hand eadying a small
table in the other.

'‘Perhaps thesehoritawould like a glass of iced water," the mal
suggested, presenting Raul with a chit and a peigtoit.

‘Thank you, no. It's past theenorita'sbedtime and no doubt she'll
find some drinking water in her room," said Raul.

'Of coursesenor. The man took back his pen and picked up the ¢
and his tip. "Thank yowsenor.'With a bow for Raul and a smile for
Maria, he left them.

'l aninota child!" she said fiercely, as soon as he wasfesrshot. 'l
resent being treated like one.’

At first it seemed Raul was going to ignore thimagk. 'Rather™ a
nice little wine table,' he said, as he picked hptall glass with ice
floating in it. 'A genuine antique by the look @ffPossibly imported.
Possibly a locally made copy.' He tasted his drirtken, turning to
look at her, he added, 'The charms of antique tiunrmiare one of the



many pleasures you have yet to discover.' He ctdosselong legs
and took another long swallow of the rum and Coke.

Then, just as she had decided to say goodnigheand him to it, he
shot out a hand and closed his fingers round heafo.

‘All right. I'll give you a sample of how | woulddat you if you were
twenty-five and had had several lovers and were baryour own,
looking for an amorous adventure,' he said casually

The next moment her wrist was pressed to his maudhthere was a
gleam in his eyes which made her insides clenehmost disturbing

way. When he then slid his fingers up to hold haimpand rub it

against the slight roughness of his cheek, she e more

disturbed. And when he then kissed her palm, spherenced a rush
of sensations which made her feel as if she had teeking tequila

and if she tried to stand up her legs might nopsupher.

Raul's fingers slid back to her wrist and movesbitthat her elbow
was once again resting on the arm of her chairhButidn't let go.

'So... given that we are in this hypothetical gitrig how would you
react?' he enquired, his thumb moving gently okeritside of her
wrist.

Trying not to show how profoundly his actions hatherved her,
although there was nothing she could do to slowrdber racing
pulse, Maria said unevenly, 'How did Juliette r@act

‘Juliette wasn't given the opportunity. What made think she might
be?'

'It seemed a possibility.'

'On the contrary.. .an impossibility. You have &t learn about
men's tastes in women. However, it's late andhaak a long, tiring



day. We'll continue this tutorial another time.' He#eased her arm
and stood up. 'Off you go. Goodnight, Maria.'

When Miss Dysart came out of her room the followmgrning, she
found Maria sitting on the veranda, waiting for.her

After saying good morning and making polite enegsrabout each
other's sleep, they set out for breakfast.

'Raul has come back,' said Miss Dysart. 'He arriafer you had
gone out and was rather displeased with me fanggejtou go. What
time did you get back?'

‘A bit later than | intended, but not very late uRaas waiting for me
on our veranda. Didn't you know?"

'‘No, | didn't. After he left my room, | took out nhearing aid.' To
Maria's surprise, she put her hand to her ear atrdated a small
blob of flesh-coloured plastic. 'Although my newl & by far the best
I've ever had, | don't leave it in all night. Vergat, don't you think?'
She put it back in her ear, holding her hair agidélaria to see how
unnoticeable it was. 'My deafness isn't severg.juist one of the
penalties of being old. Was Raul very cross with3/o

'‘Rather cross, yes.'

Miss Dysart gave a dry chuckle. 'When he was Gans age, Raul
was the type of young man who in my day used tkrnmsvn as Not
Safe In Taxis. | can't speak from experience bexdusas such a
Plain Jane that my virtue—as it was called then—a&ager under
attack. But, from what | have heard and read, yaueg were ever
thus. It's a phase they go through and, generp#glsng, grow out
of... if they're intelligent. Certainly Raul is Igrpasthis wild oats

phase, and



Christian too, | dare say. Young as he is, he edrikne as
serious-minded. A nice boy. | like him extremely.'

Raul had already started his breakfast when théyadahrough the
house to the rear veranda. He rose to draw outam fdr his aunt
while a waiter did the same for Maria.

As she sat down and unfolded her napkin, MariacdeeRaul's eye.
The effect of last night's 'tutorial’ was still pat. She had seen in he
first quick glance that his face was now smoothéan-shaven, but
more than nine hours later her palm retained,dilpdysical imprint,
the curiously exciting texture of last night's pieint stubble.

She knew it would be a long time before she fotgat feeling...or
the ice-coldness of his lips on her wrist. Thosanmges would
linger long after the bruise he had left abovedtieow had faded. She
knew he hadn't meant to hurt her and would be emabsed if she
displayed the small blueish marks made by the dipkis fingers
biting into her flesh while he marched her awayfrie cottage.

Yet, later, his touch had been light. Clearly lmeg brown fingers
with their surgically clean nails could be gentleem he chose. The
thought of him touching other parts of her body enadr mouth go
dry, her heart start to hammer. She blanked outinseemly images,
afraid he might read her mind. Then told hersetftade foolish. He
thought her too young and pure to have such theudig would
never guess she had spent half the night restlessigering what it
would be like to feel his lips on her mouth, noldcas they had been
last night after drinking the iced Cuba Libre buarm... warm and
passionate.

Even now, in daylight, in a public place, the thbugf being taught
to make love by Raul made her insides flutter. Whka tried to
Imagine the same situation with Chris, it was hatdepicture and
didn't have the same effect. She liked him and ddum attractive,



but he didn't make her feel the way Raul did.if slse were sharing a
branch with a jaguar who wasn't hungry at the mdrnatwho might
decide to have her for lunch later on.

'l have some letters to transmit to my office,dddaul, when he had
ordered their breakfasts. 'I'll be busy for abeuhaur. So I'll join you
at the site later, Aunt Iris.’

Miss Dysart said to Maria, 'Raul never goes anyehathout his...
modem? Is that right?" When he nodded, she wentYan, must
show it to Maria. It would interest her. When sheeg out in the
world, she'll need to know about these things. Evefind it
fascinating that he can type a letter on his ptetabmputer and a
few minutes later his secretary at the Cancuneffi@n print it from
her machine and a minute or two after that it canglad in London or
New York by means of that other machine whose nafiorget.' She
looked enquiringly at her great-nephew.

'Fax...short for facsimile." Raul poured himselfngomore coffee
from his separate pot. To Maria, he added, 'lttssadrthe many useful
gadgets in common use today which, as my aunt gayd| need to
be able to use if you're going to stand on your &eat. Later on I'll
show you the small battery-driven computer | takergwhere with
me. If we had more time you could learn to typetpas | did.’

'You may not be aware of it yet, but the world ey oyster, Maria,’
said Miss Dysart. 'In my day a girl had to be exceally
strong-minded to achieve her ambitions if they wereany way
unusual. Some women did, but the majority setti@dwhat was
expected of them... they married and had childred aever
developed or even discovered their other capaslitiBut your
opportunities are limitless.'

'Yes, the sky's the limit for both sexes.if they have the
get-up-and-go to make their dreams happen,’ saudl Bt in my



observation not many have. It's easier to be alcpatato...someone
who sits around watching television,' he addedn@ig at Maria.
'‘What's your ambition? Do you have one?'

'I'd like to travel... see the world.'

‘Then there are two options,' he told her. 'Mosipbe with that urge
spend fifty weeks a year working wherever they lesyp live to pay
to go somewhere exotic on their annual vacatior. §étond option
IS get a job which involves travelling. The primayyalification for

that is to speak more than one language. You'ea@yr bilingual in

English and Spanish and your French is pretty g¥odr looks are
another plus. You have a lot going for you. Butdnder if you have
the one essential quality?'

I'm not sure | know what it is.'

He finished his coffee. "You have to want to bergeli...not George
Rawlings' daughter.' He rose from the table.séi you both later.'

'Raul doesn't mince words,' said Miss Dysart, witery were alone.
'‘Being a forceful character himself, he hasn't mpeakience with
those of us who lack his drive. | know be thinkevés feeble of me
not to assert my independence when | was yoursgml' father he
takes after. When Raul has daughters he may beotiedpo—

unless he marries a woman who knows how to keeprhorder.'

'‘Would he stand for being kept in order?' Mariaealséoubtfully.

'In my judgement he's the type of man who, if Heifelove, would

be very easy to handle. One of the reasons my rfdtbeame a
domestic tyrant was because he didn't love my mo#mel she
irritated rather than soothed him. | realise noattthad | had the
courage to stand up to him,lie wouldn't have mindedid Miss
Dysart. 'He would have had more respect for me.dfeh we learn
these lessons too late to put them into practice.’



Later, when they returned to their rooms beforérgeut for the
morning's sightseeing, Maria remembered Raul sayMaur looks
are another plus." She studied herself in the mirkdad the
compliment been sincere? It didn't seem in chardotehim to say
something he didn't mean. But it didn't necessarigan thathe
found her attractive.

Yesterday and again this morning she had braidechaie into a
single thick plait threaded with a length of bluigbon. It was less
sophisticated than the style Raul had teased hewtabut more
grown-up than hair hanging loose down her back. &he also
wearing lipstick but not eye make-up. As she exgrbtd be climbing
the steep steps of the pyramid she had seen inig#ts video, she
decided to change her skirt for a pair of shortderfeom jeans cut off
at the knee. To disguise some discoloured anddbeza places, she
had sewn on clusters of overlapping multi-coloupattches to look
like bunches of balloons attached to chain-stitck&nhgs held in
embroidered hands.

An hour later, when she and Chris had climbed tijessto the top of
the pyramid called El Castillo, from which the Maygriests were
thought to have hurled sacrificial victims, an Aman woman said
to her, 'l like those Bermudas you're wearing. yid buy them in the
States?'

‘Thank you. No, | made them.’

‘You mean you copied those cute balloons from hidasmagazine?
You don't remember which one it was, do you?'

‘They were my own idea.’

'Is that your job.. .designing resort wear?'



Maria smiled and shook her head, and then the wentarsband
called her to pose for a photograph and ended tbeef
conversation.

When they were back on the ground, Chris wanteskéothe temple
inside the pyramid not discovered until 1937 anghfibto contain a
jewelled jaguar and a statue of Chac Mool, the Mayén god.

However, soon after they entered the dark, narrassg@ge leading to
the heart of the pyramid, Maria began to feel timayswalls were
closing in on her. There was a long line of pegpleffling ahead but
fortunately no one behind her.

'I'm sorry, Chris, | don't like this. You go on titut me. I'm going
back outside,' she told him.

To her relief, he didn't try to persuade her, afelaminutes later she
was back in the open air recovering from unpleasamsations which
she supposed must have been the onset of clauskiaph

While she was sitting on a ledge at the base ofptvamid, still
feeling slightly queasy from the foetid air in thennel, a familiar
voice said, 'There you are,' and she opened hey teyéind Raul
looming above her.

His expression was stern and she wondered if h&éaid annoyed at
not finding her with his great-aunt. She was alioutll him that it
was at Miss Dysart's urging that they'd climbedhi® temple of the
feathered serpent on top of the pyramid, when hestalled her.

'‘Where's your Danish friend?’

'Inside the pyramid. | went a little way in but dchto come out. |
know it's silly but | began to feel suffocated.’



'Not silly at all,' said Raul, folding his tall frze into a sitting position
beside her. 'lI've only been in there once andr'tdehjoy it myself. A
pot-holer might not mind the atmosphere in theut the day | went
In someone fainted and several other people pashidke/as no joke
getting them out. That's why | was worried aboutnfeeing in there.'

His concern was warming. It crossed her mind thatnethe

congested tunnel, its walls slimed by thousandsvedéaty hands,
would be bearable if Raul were with her. It was daav easily he
could undermine her self- possession in some ®nRtbut also give
her the feeling that in any kind of emergency orga she would feel
safe with him.

‘The last time | came here,' he said, 'was a femsyago at the spring
equinox. As Diego has probably told you, the aftemlight creates

the illusion that Kukulcan, the feathered serpsntpming out of his

temple and undulating down the side of the pyrairitisl.a fantastic

feat of architectural engineering and thousandpeaple come to

watch it at both equinoxes. I'm surprised your dathas never
brought you.'

'He hates crowds,' she said. 'But, except in thedl) it doesn't seem
crowded at all." She looked round the wide expaokggass between
the main buildings and was struck by how quiet amgpty the place
seemed, although in fact there were many groupsibrs listening
to their guides explaining its history.

‘The guides are adept at not crowding each oad'Raul. 'Diego is
taking Aunt Iris to see the Sacred Well where visgivere sacrificed
to the gods. Let's catch them up, shall we? Oraldowant to wait for
your friend?'

'‘Chris may be in there some time. He won't expextorwait.'



Raul rose in a single lithe movement and held obtad to her.
Although it was a very hot day, his fingers andnpdlt dry as he
pulled her to her feet. His blue and white stripedton shirt still
looked freshly laundered, the unbuttoned collarigpdrame for the
strong brown column of his neck.

Although her hand was in his for only a few momeamd he made no
attempt to prolong the contact, it was a disturlri@ginder of last
night's tete-a-tete.

By the time they caught up with the others there nat far to go to
the famousenotea huge sinkhole fed by underground rivers. It we
partly surrounded by trees, but with rocks on ade forming natural
platforms for the macabre ceremonies which had d¢aken place
there. The surface of the murky water was manyldeleiw the rocks
where Diego suggested they should sit while herdest what was
known of the sacrificial rituals.

‘Many valuable ornaments have been recoveredgltig¢hiem. ‘And
more may be hidden in the silt at the bottom ofdéeotelf it could
be drained, the work would be easy. But when theyehto work
under water, and impeded by trees which have fatleaver the
centuries, the archaelogists have many problems.'

Miss Dysart had brought an old-fashioned creamsmhdaned with
dark green silk to shade her head and shouldens fihe sun. Her
upright posture with her feet placed neatly togeémsl her free hand
spread on one knee made Maria think what a splesubgect for a
portrait she would makeThe SpinsterOr perhapsAn English
EccentricMaria wished she had inherited her father's gifte $/as
keeping a diary of the trip and would have likedlligstrate it with
thumbnail sketches. But she was hopeless at drgyaaple although
she could sketch details of clothes which caughtge.



Diego's referenda to a golden sandal recovered tinerwenotemade

her start to visualise the clothes and jewels inciwhithe human
sacrifices had been dressed. According to Diego dins had

probably been drugged so that they were scarcedyeanf what was
happening to them and would have drowned quickly.

Suddenly Raul rose. Speaking Spanish, he saidy@&¥ed enough
gruesome details, Diego. Let's move on to the BaihCourt.'

It was here, in the huge walled court decoratech iaiw-relief
carvings of the players of a soccer-type game whathended with
the captain of one side being decapitated by therataptain, that
Christian reappeared.

He stood quietly in the background while their guigas talking.
Maria wondered if he would introduce himself to Rauwait for her
to introduce them. However it was Miss Dysart wiiben Diego had
finished, said, 'Raul, this is Christian Eriksefanish journalist we
met at Coba. Raul is the grandson of one of myhlerst' she
explained to the younger man.

To Maria's surprise, in view of his attitude thghti before, Raul's
response to the introduction was friendly.

'‘What did you think of the jaguar when you finathade the inner
chamber?' he asked, after smiling and shaking hands

Chris shrugged. 'Not much. It's only a copy. Thegipal is in Mexico
City." He turned to Maria. "You didn't miss anytiin

'It's very hot,' said Miss Dysart, fanning herseith a paper fan
attached by a cord to her belt. 'l shall come Bat in the day. If
you'll walk back with me, Diego, there are somedgjoas I'd like to
ask you. Would you care to join us for lunch, Cinaus?'

‘That's very kind of you, ma'am. Thank you.'



‘Then I'll see you all at one o'clock." She andghele moved off if
the direction of the entrance to the grounds.

'‘Have you seen theenote Eriksen?' Raul asked.

Chris nodded. 'l went there first but didn't stagd. It's EI Caracol,
the observatory, that | find the most interestingr The Mayans
must have been brilliant mathematicians and asinens.'

'‘Forerunners of Tycho Brahe,' said Raul.

Chris looked surprised and pleased. Turning to #de said, 'Tycho
Brahe was a Danish astronomer, as famous as Copsifmd Kepler
and Galileo, if you've heard of them. You're alsteiested in
astronomy?' he asked Raul.

'I'm more interested in cosmology.'

This remark launched a conversation between thentem to which
she listened in silence, slightly miffed by Chrig&sumption that the
history of astronomy would be a closed book to her.

Presently, Chris said, 'If I'm joining you for Iuncl'd better clean
myself up. It was like a Turkish bath in the tunriekcuse me.' He
loped ahead.

‘Were we boring you?' Raul asked. 'Or do you sloairecuriosity
about the origin of the universe?’

If he hadn't added the second question, she wawd been tempted
to flash back a tart rejoinder. Instead she sgiutlly, 'l like the early

theory...a flat earth draped by a canopy of stiEhg.father once

painted it for me, with galleons and sea monstalitn§ over the

edges and the sky like an old-fashioned curtaipetfaover a pole,
with a full moon in the centre and crescent modresther end.'



‘Do you still have the painting?’

She shook her head. 'He did lots of quick, funretdkes when | was
a little girl. I was keeping some of them, but tlvegre destroyed in
the hurricane.’

"Tell me about the hurricane?"

His interest surprised her, but at least it wasafa subject, not one
which might lead to a continuation of last nightisorial’. Perhaps he
had already forgotten his demonstration on thendaaHe seemed to
have forgotten his suspicions about Chris.

During lunch the two men found other subjects ofualinterest. It
turned out that Chris had an aunt who was an &ahiand Raul
knew Copenhagen and had friends with a summer twusae of the
Danish islands where he had spent sailing holidays.

‘These two have a lot in common,' Miss Dysart muaduin an aside
to Maria.

As it turned out, Chris had not been counting andfier of a lift to

Uxmal. He was leaving for their next destinatiotefdhat afternoon,
having persuaded a tour driver to give him an uciaff ride on a
coach which was not fully booked.

'‘Perhaps I'll see you there...or in Merida," hd,saiter thanking Miss
Dysart for his lunch.

'‘We'll look out for you," she said graciously.

To Maria, he said, 'In case we don't meet agai@ Written down my
home address. If you ever come to Denmark, | hapslycall me.’
He produced a slip of paper and gave it to herl YWu walk to the
gate with me?'



As she hesitated, Miss Dysart said, 'Certainlywalieand before | go
for my rest | should like another cup of camomea,tif you please,
Raul?’

As they walked down the drive, Chris said, 'I'celito return Miss
Dysart's hospitality, but | can't afford to. Whisbtel will you be at in
Merida? Perhaps | could send her some flowers.'

'I'm not sure where we're staying. Do you know \eheu'll be?'

‘The cheapest clean place | can find. | don't thivdee'll be many
expensive hotels in Merida. It shouldn't be diffi¢o find you.'

By this time they were near the gateway. 'In cageden't meet
again...buen viaje,'she said, holding out her hand. '‘And if | eve
should come to Denmark, I'll call you to say héllo.

"You'll be a welcome guest. Goodbye, Maria.’

Without repeating last night's kiss, he went onway, looking back
from the road to give her a final wave.

Instead of rejoining the others, Maria went to reem. She would
have liked to spend Miss Dysart's rest time asthienming-pool but
she thought Raul would be there and, for reasoescsiild not
explain to herself, she felt it was wiser to aviegng with him when
his aunt wasn't present.

About ten minutes later she heard footsteps appnogcthe cottage
and Miss Dysart's door opening and closing. Aftefudher ten
minutes Maria slipped quietly out and spent thstaieeading on their
private veranda.



It wasn't until Miss Dysart emerged, after her rthpt Maria learned
she could have swum after all. Soon after lunchl Rad gone back
to Cancun by the same means by which he had cémseeined he
had the use of a company helicopter which he flensélf.

'He went in response to an urgent telephone meskigdidn't say
what had come up, but obviously he felt his presewould be
beneficial. He'll come back when the crisis, whatew may be, is
over,' Miss Dysart said comfortably.

Maria felt an irrational sinking of the heart. lould have made more
sense to be disappointed by Christian's depar@ime was at ease in
his company. Whenever Raul was around, she waysloraedge.

At Uxmal they spent the night at a Villa Arqueolcgialmost
identical to the one at Coba. To Maria the Sound &mght

performance among the ruins after dark was magdsedlafter about
fifteen minutes Miss Dysart complained of feelingjdcand asked
Maria to fetch another wrap for her. It was not timithe hotel and
Maria was hurrying back when she met Diego helpihg

Englishwoman to descend a flight of steps leadmghe raised
terrace where the audience was seated.

'l've seen enough,' said Miss Dysart. 'But by &ans stay till the end
if you wish to.'

'‘No, no, I'll come with you,' said Maria, hidingritesmay, in case her
employer was feeling unwell and needed lookingrafte

But it seemed this was not the case for as sotimeggeturned to the
hotel Miss Dysart said goodnight to Diego and led way to the
dining-room.



'l hope you weren't disappointed at not seeingathele show," she
said, as they waited for their meal to be servéul Would have been
quite safe on your own. For myself, | found thehtigg effects
becoming repetitive and Diego had already told na¢ the story of
the Mayan princess's love affair was pure fabrocatHe disapproves
of the history of the Mayas being embellished witimsense to make
it palatable for the more dim-witted tourists.'

Before Maria could reply, an elderly man at thetn@ble turned
round and said, 'l agree with that view. I've nalatdHer Majesty the
Queen thought the same when the show was firsoymeed in her
presence in 1975.'

For a moment Miss Dysart looked disconcerted armuh evlittle put
out. But before dinner was over she and her newaotance, who
introduced himself as Conrad Huntingdon, were cosing as if they
had known each other for years.

When Mr Huntingdon invited them to join him for ark in the bar,
and Miss Dysart accepted, Maria asked to be excasathe wanted
to write her diary and a letter to her father.

As she had in the room at Coba, she found the safindany
air-conditioning units, and the stuffy heat of lo&n room with the
unit turned off, made it impossible to sleep.

Eventually the thought of a midnight swim in theopdecame
overwhelmingly tempting. Minutes later she was iauhe fresh air,
her bare feet making no sound as she flitted alireg pillared
corridor of the silent, deserted patio.

She had been swimming for some time, slowly, ireortbt to make
any noise when to her surprise she heard a low onuahvoices
coming from the direction of the entrance to theeshdloments later
two men appeared. One was small and stocky. Sbgmesed him as



the porter who had fetched their luggage from tae when they
arrived.

Walking behind him, equally unmistakable, was Raul.



CHAPTER FIVE

MARIA froze, hoping that if she stayed motionless shalavtt be
noticed. But the moon was directly overhead ang tm corners of
the pool were dappled with the breeze-flutterectlblshadows of
palm fronds and sprays of bougainvillaea.

The spot where she was standing was as brilliéinayg if a spotlight
were beamed on it. A white-skinned tourist in aedakini would be
less noticeable. But she, golden-brown and wedrargtatty black
one-piece, must catch the eye of anyone glancihgrmirection.

Too late she realised that, on first hearing theasy she should have
instantly submerged herself and shot across tloe @bthe pool to
lurk, alligator-fashion, by the wall of th@alapabar.

It was the Indian who noticed her. He stopped sHost grunt of
surprise alerting the tall man behind him. For amant they both
stared at her. Then Raul stepped through the bofdglants at the
pool's edge and beckoned her to him.

'You should be in bed,' he said softly, when slezhed the place
where he was standing.

'l ccrlildn't sleep. I'm not doing any harm,' shieispered. Seen from
this angle, he looked eight feet tall and the mighmilemphasised the
angular structure of his face.

He turned to the porter and gave some low-voicstiuations which,
although they were in Spanish, she didn't catclk.mhn nodded. He
was already carrying

Raul's grip. Now, taking charge of his briefcase nioved on along
the corridor.

To her, Raul said tersely, '‘Out!’



The peremptory order made her bristle, but she lstemwould have
to obey it.

By the time she had swum to the steps, he wasngaftr her,
holding the large blue pool towel she had leftéh&he gathered her
wet hair into a skein and brought it forward togiwout most of the
water. As she did so, Raul wrapped the towel rdwardshoulders.

He did it without touching her, but she was verysmous of his
nearness and of the strong brown hands which hiadiched her.

She dried her arms and her legs before wrappingpthel round her
body.

'‘Where's your key?' he asked, in an undertone.

'l left it in the lock. I've nothing worth stealin@here was no one
about. Goodnight.'

As she turned to go, Raul said tersely, 'l wartaioto you.'
'I'm sure it will keep till tomorrow."'

She would have walked away but he said, 'Now, Maarad again it
was an order.

'‘We can't go on talking in whispers and our voisdswake people
up.'

'I've told the porter to bring us tea in the lilyrar

‘At this hour?'

'Why not? I'm not ready to sleep yet either.' Hetged for her to
precede him.



The library was where, the night before last inatmost identical
room at Chichen Itza, she had watched a video @ihtfis. There had
been people smoking there, and the odour of statdées hung on the
air in the library here.

As Raul followed her in, he said, 'We can't sitthis atmosphere.
There are chairs down the hall where we shantitiginyone.’

Therehad been chairs at Coba. Here there was a leathereciezh
sofa.

As she sat down, she said, 'What was the pointmofroy back at this
time of night? We're leaving here after breakfast.'

After a slight pause, he said, 'Perhaps | had engmnéion that you
would be doing something foolish.'

'‘What's foolish about a swim in a hotel pool? 1itd like the sea at
night.’

‘Maybe not, but there are other hazards. Beingoom gwn anywhere
at this hour isn't a good idea. Other guests nbghtandering about,
or one of the staff could get a false impressidmer€ are girls who
come on holiday looking for casual affairs.’

'I'm sure there are,’ said Maria, thinking of Jtdie'But does that
mean that girls who aren't have to stay behindddaoors all night?'
She saw the porter coming with a tray. 'This mémeld seen me
swimming before you arrived, wouldn't have thoutgktas one of
those people you're talking about.’

'‘Possibly not. He's an old man. But the night paright have been
young and randy... if you know what that means?"

‘Sexually eager or lustful.'



‘Your vocabulary seems to be more extensive tlitaodght. Where
did you come across that word?'

'l was looking up Ranelagh in the dictionary andntty" was just
above it.'

While the porter was arranging the tea things entéble in front of

the sofa, Raul said, 'When | was a small boy | spehool holidays

with my grandmother. She made me read aloud téoh&alf an hour

every day. Any words | didn't know | had to look djme next day I'd

have to make up a sentence using the wiiddsarnt the day before.
For example, "At Ranelagh Gardens in Chelsea, enetighteenth

century, randy young men of fashion went in seafatlomen known

as lightskirts."

Maria said, 'Why did you stay with your grandmother

'‘Because my father's work took him abroad a great and | would
have been an encumbrance. My mother died when $wgasut | had
two grannies and several aunts. There was no gfgoofawomen in
my young life...rather the reverse,' he added dofore switching to
Spanish to thank the porter and sign the chit ptesketo him.

She wondered if he could remember his mother. Btrhave been
worse to lose her at that age than never to hasekier.

But the upsurge of sympathy engendered by a mpiatake of small
boy bereft of both parents and dependent on theénkiss of other
relations was abruptly quenched when he said,

'‘When | hand you over to your father, I'm goingpmint out that
keeping you cloistered with him isn't in your biegerests. For a girl
of your age to have so little sense of self-pradacis ridiculous.'

'l think it's you who's being ridiculous,' Mariadatiffly.



His mention of her father had pricked her consa@etach day she
seemed to spend less time thinking about him, wamgi@ow he was
getting on without her. Already at the back of hand lurked the

knowledge that she didn't want to go back to tfeethey had lived

together for so many years. By giving her thisgastfreedom, Raul
had made it harder for her to accept the limitaiohher real life. For
that, and for other reasons less clear to herwslsesuddenly angry
with him.

Angry enough to say recklessly, 'How do you knowatMm really
like? Perhaps I've been playing a part. Perhapmbne experienced
than you think. My father goes for long walks. Wkmows what | get
up to when he's out of sight up the beach? Therdays of my age
living near us... and back-packers wandering past.’

‘That may be, but Eriksen was the first to kiss, yeasn't he?'
'If you say so.'
'l know so. Will you deal with the tea, or shall 1?

The waiter had left several teabags. She droppednosach cup and
added boiling water. The pool towel, designed ttoldnthe most

ample tourists, wrapped round her slim body twiod the double
layer at the back would absorb most of the wetpéser swimsuit.

In any case the sofa had leather squabs which wobld damaged if
some moisture did soak through.

'How was the Sound and Light show?' Raul askethegswaited for
the tea to be drinkable.

‘Wonderful." She explained why they hadn't seatl,itadding, 'Miss
Dysart wouldn't have minded if I'd wanted to stdlythe end.She
doesn't fuss over me.'



'‘She wouldn't approve of your being down here et flour. Even
with me," he added drily.

She risked saying, 'What could happen to me whamwiith you?
Your aunt says you used to be known as Not Salais, but that
was a long time ago.’

He didn't answer. When she flicked a quick glantehie, his
expression made her wish she had held her tongue.

‘Not that long ago.' His voice was unnervingly gilkAnd remarks
like that can be taken as a challenge. Never pmvekctions you
might not be able to cope witbhica.'

Knowing that ithadbeen a challenge and mortified by his immedia
recognition of an impulse she barely understoodditrshe jumped

up.
'I've had enough of being lectured.’

His reaction was frighteningly fast. She was sdgrom her feet
before he was towering above her, his hand likdaeng on her
shoulder.

'Sit down and drink your tea.'
'l don't want any.'

Attempting to break free, she ducked her shoulddrdodged. She
might have known it wouldn't work. But this timenisn't her arm he
grabbed but the strap of her swimsuit and thersto@iconflicting
pressures was too much for the weakened threaatshatt) it to the
fabric below her shoulder blade. The strap ripped &nd, being held
fast in his hand, caused the front of her suirégdgainst the folds of
the towel. Only loosely secured, it gave way. Befsine could clutch
it to her, she was topless, if only partially.



Raul let go of the strap. 'Sorry about that...ymur swimsuit is past
its best. How long have you had it?' He soundedsahu

Perhaps it was her confusion he found amusinga$ mot as if what
he had seen was anything special. At the beachtsds@asts were
on show all the time, many of them far more spedéadhan hers.

'‘We can't afford to replace things as often as mesple,' she said,
re-fixing the towel and trying not to blush. Then,an attempt at
composure, 'lIf you don't mind, I'll take my teatapmy room. Being
damp is becoming uncomfortable.’

‘Yes, I'd think you'd better,' he said. 'Goodnidhéria.’

* * %

Next day the drive from Uxmal to Merida took therneothe Puuc
Hills from which could be seen the seemingly emslissetches of
flatness on all sides.

By late morning they were in the first living cityaria had ever seen.

Speaking to Miss Dysart, who today had chosenttbeside him,
Diego said, 'In most Mexican townsenorita,the main square is
called thezocalo.But the Meridanos call this th@aza grande.’

Surrounded by historic buildings, the centre ofshaare was also a
park where many people, mostly men, were sittinpe@mches in the
shade of tall trees or taking shortcuts from oxe sif the square to
the other by way of four wide intersecting walks.

‘Do you see the white S-shaped seats... there aidb of each of the
main paths?' Diego took a hand off the wheel towpthem out.
‘Those are love-seats callednfidencialesIn the days when girls
were chaperoned, they were permitted to sit onetisests to talk to
their young men. Today tourists pose for photogsaphthem.'



From the square they drove along a busy main roadvded with
shoppers, until they came to a much grander thévang bordered
by wide tree-lined pavements and outdoor cafes.

‘This is the Paseo de Montejo, built at the enth@tast century in the
style of the Champs Elysees in Paris,' said Didgere the wealthy
plantation owners erected their mansions, impor@agrara marble
and European antiques to furnish them. On yourisethe Palacio
Canton, built for a general in 1909. Now it's a ews. Unfortunately
some of the mansions have been demolished bedaisseaw too

expensive to use them as private houses. But otiegedfinest has
been preserved as a hotel and that is where yaatanag.'

Moments later he turned the car into the drivewhg@ro immense
white building with tall windows surrounded by stocggarlands and
opening on to graceful balconies shaded by greemnas. The edge
of the roof was adorned with stone urns and mone pfanted with
bright flowers flanked the steps leading up toithposing entrance.

Raul had already arrived, having flown himself teerlMa in a
fraction of the time it had taken them to arrivee Was waiting for
them by the fountain in the hotel's palatial h&¥ith him was Mr
Huntingdon who had also reserved a room herengetiut from
Uxmal an hour before them.

A member of the managerial staff conducted thentaingsto a suite
of rooms on the first floor. The hub of the suitasra drawing-room
with French windows overlooking an awning-shadedate and
garden leading to another terrace round a largeaswng pool.

'What a contrast to our mole-like quarters in ogplaces,' said Miss
Dysart, surveying the lofty ceiling and wide op@aces of her large
double bedroom, while Maria was unpacking for her.



She herself had a single room, but even this wasieps and had its
own marble bathroom and an ornate stained glassomin

They had lunch on the terrace downstairs, joinebyduntingdon
who, like Miss Dysart, always spent the early mdrthe afternoon
resting.

'‘Are you going to swim, Raul?' his aunt asked haslift took them
back to the suite.

He shook his head. 'I've some calls to make anmhg fax from
London | need to study and answer. | may swim l&érich reminds
me... | have something for you, Maria.'

While his aunt disappeared for her rest and Maraated in the
sitting-room, he went into his room, leaving theodwide open so
that she could see the wide double bed he was goirgleep in
tonight.

He came back with a small soft package wrappeédnnoy paper and
adorned with an ornamental bow. 'l saw it in on¢ghefshowcases in
the dining-room corridor but it comes from a shopgawn so if you
don't like it, or it doesn't fit you, it can be ciged.’

Wondering what it could contain, she unfastenegtreel, trying to
remove the bits of transparent sticky tape witheating the silver
and gold striped paper. Inside, swathed in tisausge some small
pieces of sky- blue silky stuff. At first she didnealise what they
were.

'It's a replacement for your black swimsuit," daalil.

'Oh..." She realised that she was holding a h@lgeand a tiny pair of
briefs. 'lt's very kind of you. Thank you. But ymeedn't have
bothered. I've mended the strap of my black one.’



'It didn't flatter you,' he said. "You'll look mudciicer in this. But, as |

say, if it's the wrong size, we'll go to the shafet on and change it
for another.' He paused, before adding, 'If it dbiesdon't be shy

about wearing it. You have a very nice figure.'

He went into his room and closed the door.

Maria was reading when Miss Dysart emerged from bdeziroom
with some clothes to be pressed.

‘And when you've organised that, we'll have teaotsefgoing
shopping. Mr Huntingdon has the address of the plesie to buy
Panama hats.'

To Maria's surprise, Raul accompanied them on thebiuying

expedition. As they set out, walking four abreasttbe Paseo's
expanse of pavement, he said, 'You haven't brabhghdwimsuit so |
conclude it was OK.'

'Yes, thank you. It's fine. But you must let me gau for it. | can't let
you buy it for me.'

'‘Why not? It's the least | can do, after rippingiyold one.'

To her disappointment he fell back a pace in otdehange places
and walk alongside Mr Huntingdon.

The following afternoon, while her employer wastiregs and Raul
was busy writing reports for whoever employed hitaria went to
look for the house where her mother had grown up.

It wasn't difficult to find but clearly it was ang time since anyone
had lived there.



She was peering through the railings when she hadféeling
someone was watching her. Turning round, she samadl, plump
woman eyeing her from the opposite pavement.

Maria smiled at heBuenas tardes, sehora.'
'Buenas tardes.'

'l was admiring this house,' said Maria, in SpaniBlo you know
how long it's been empty?'

'Fifteen years.' The woman came across the raaehd a fine house.
| worked there. | took you for a tourist,' she adld#&'s your hair that
makes you look like a foreign visitor. Can thatorolbe natural?’

Maria nodded. 'Yes, but | am a visitor here, altftouwas born not
far away. So you knew the house when it was ocdypanora?'

'‘No one better. | worked for the owners for twerttyee years. For
the first few years after they left, when they hipe sell it, | kept it
swept and aired. But it won't sell now. Big old kes aren't wanted
any more. The only people who take an interesetdays are artists
and photographers. I've had several asking mettthéen into the
garden. Would you like to have a look round?’

'If you can spare the time.'

'I've plenty of time since my husband died and midcen left home.
Come.' The woman took a bunch of keys from her pband
unlocked the padlock fastening the rusty chain iseguthe tall
wrought iron gates.

They creaked as she pushed one open and ushereal iMarthe
forsaken garden. 'Watch out for scorpions,' shaadr'Mostly they
stay hidden under the plant pots but sometimes L little devils
scuttling about.’



‘Why did the owners leave?' Maria asked.

‘They had a lot of bad luck. They weren't young mvhstarted work
here. Dona Julia was about forty and her husband, Iaime, about
ten years older. They already had three sons whe wearly

grown-up and then, as so often happens, she bguageant again.
But they had plenty of money, so it wasn't a woorthem. How they
loved that child!

‘What did they call her?' asked Maria, although Ishe little doubt
that it was her mother they were talking about.

'Isela... the prettiest child you ever saw. Butvgpoilt, not only by
her parents but by her brothers. They all adored3$®she grew up
accustomed to having her own way in everythingatil she was
about your age.’

'‘What happened then?"

‘The same thing that happens to all young girls.f8hin love. Then,
for the first time, her father put his foot down.'

Why?"

'He'd already picked out a husband for her. A ttieh her eldest
brother... suitable in every way. The man she whnteas
Impossible...an American...no money or prospeatsmanch too old
for her. But you can't spoil a girl all her lifecdaexpect her to toe the
line when she's head over heels in love. Iselaasalseadstrong as
they come. She ran off to Guatemala with gengo. She wrote to
tell them not to worry about her—her mother wasti@ poor
soul—and the next thing they heard, she was preg&anthat was
the end of that!'

'‘What do you mean?' asked Maria, although she dgirkaew the
answer.



'‘Don Jaime was terribly angry. He was already it b@alth and his
anger brought on a stroke which left him a permamesalid. It broke
Dona Julia's heart but she gave orders that Issa'® was never to
be spoken in his presence. But | know that her kgugvrote to her
and | think thesenorareplied. Anyway less than a year later the
heard that Isela had died giving birth to a chilthe caretaker's
lugubrious tone was tinged with a certain relishratating this
catalogue of disasters.

‘How did they find that out?'

'| suppose the father must have written to thent.H@uwvouldn't give
the child up. Dona Julia sent her eldest son teaavith him, but it
was no use. They were preparing to take him totoeben Doha
Julia herself died. The strain of nursing her hasband worrying
about Isela and the baby was too much for hervw&tsehardly in her
grave when Don Jaime had another stroke and becampletely
bedridden. So his son became head of the familyhandecided to
build a more modern house, which would be easieurd

‘What a sad story,' said Maria. 'But Isela’s thmexthers... have they
done well in life?"

‘Very well indeed. They're men in their fifties no&s important and
respected as their father was in his time. Thelpalin fine houses in
the new smart part of town and | saw a photogrdpheoyoungest of
Don Jaime's granddaughtersRorEstoa few days ago. The picture
was taken at the party for her twenty-first birthd@uch a lovely girl.
She'll be married before long.'

Maria wondered what the caretaker would say ifteka her that in
fact it was she, Maria, who was the youngest ofldte Don Jaime's
granddaughters.



'You say the sons live in the new smart part ofrto@ould you give
me an address? A friend of mine is a foreign jolishd think he
might like to ask their permission to take phot@isgof this bouse as
an example of the architecture of times gone by,'said.

'‘He would have to speak to the eldest son, Don€mib. If you have
a pen in your bag, you had better write the addiess) or you may
forget it.'

Although the woman was obviously lonely and gladsoimeone to
talk to, Maria sensed she was also hoping fmmopina.The dress she
was wearing was a traditionhlipil but instead of the yoke being
embroidered it was cut from a piece of floral cottdhis might be an
economy or it might be that, with the advent ofew&ion, city
women no longer plied their needles as diligen8yira the past.
Before they parted, she gave the caretaker a mogest

A few blocks on she asked another woman to directdithe address
she had written down. It took her about half anritowget there and
there wasn't much to be seen. Her uncle livedlange single-storey
house surrounded by a high wall. Only the roof dmel upper
branches of several jacarandas, the doors of ggéaege enough to
house several cars, were visible from the strdet.sble resemblance
between this house and the dilapidated mansion ewvhesr
grandparents had lived was a handsome pair of vataugn gates. If
she went up close and peered through she miglat glehpse of the
entrance to the house. But if she did that somé&wide might see
her and find her interest suspicious.

For a while she lingered under a tree on the faepent, wondering
how she would be received if she rang the belliatndduced herself
as Don Guillermo's long-lost niece. Would they leaped to see her?
Or, because of the distress her mother's elopehmhtcaused all
those years ago, would they identify her with trenmwvho had lured
Isela away and want nothing to do with his daughter



Even if they welcomed her, she knew her father da@ansider it a
betrayal of his trust in her. Much as she longedn&®et them, she
knew she could never make contact without her fathmonsent,
which he would never give.

Hot, tired and depressed by the unbridgeable gplsating her from
the numerous cousins with whom, in other circuntanshe might
have grown up and been close friends, she wallkedysback in the
direction of the hotel.

In the Paseo de Montejo she stopped at an ice-cpeatour and
spent the last half-hour of her free time slowlyirepa refreshing
lime ice and thinking about Isela, the rebellioukwgho had been her
mother and whose defiance of her parents' wishdshhd such a
tragic conclusion, not only for herself but for e

‘Hello, Maria. May | join you?"
She came out of her reverie to find Raul standegyde her.
'Of course... but it's nearly time for me to gokac

He glanced at his watch. 'There's no hurry. Wowld kke another
ice?'

‘No, thank you.'

‘Then have a cold drink. Although--' with an apgirag glance '—you
never look hot and sticky like most tourists, ifupe spent the
afternoon exploring you'll need to top up yourdilevel.' He ordered
an ice for himself andgua de limeffior her before asking, 'Where did
you go?'

'‘Nowhere in patrticular. | just wandered around lagkat houses.
This isn't at all the way | imagined a big city.'



'‘Merida isn't like most cities. It has eight hurdiréhousand

inhabitants but it feels like a large market towrd @oesn't have the
street crime you'd expect in a place this sizeodildn't have let you

go out on your own in Mexico City.'

Before she could answer there was an outburstatirigpfollowed by
a screech of tyres as a passing car did an emegrggog a short
distance past the ice-cream parlour and then baggadhtil it was
level with them.

The driver was a girl with a mass of dark curlyrivaiho jumped out
of the car and came dashing towards Raul, herydiste alight with
pleasure.

'‘Raul! What are you doing here? Why didn't youdstknow you
were in town, you bad man? How divine to see y®he gave him
both hands and tilted her face for his kiss.

Watching them exchange the cheek-kisses of pedmbewere either
related or close friends, Maria took her to beandarly twenties and,
judging by the expensive sports car and the qualfityer clothes and
jewellery, either the daughter or wife of a veighriman.

However when Raul introduced her as Carolina Gazz#&lerez,
Maria saw that, although she wore several ringsweelding finger
was bare.

'‘My grandfather's sister, Iris Dysart, is over hanea visit and Maria
has kindly volunteered to interpret for her whenm Hot around,' he
explained.

'‘Why didn't you warn us you were coming? You mushe to the
party tonight. We're celebrating Cesar's engageméwy
grandparents will enjoy talking to your old aurmidd want to hear
what you have been doing since | last saw you.'



'l shall have to consult Aunt Iris... and your nm&timay not wish to
have three extra guests foisted on her,' said Raul.

'‘She won't mind. We're having a hundred people. tVdifeerence
will three more make?' Carolina said, shrugging.

‘You're going to get a parking ticket if you leawur car there much
longer,' said Raul.

‘Not at this time of day. But yes, | must go. I'ready late for my
hair appointment. See you later.' With a flirtas@mile for him and a
waggle of the fingers for Maria, she ran back ®¢hr and was soon
shooting away from the kerbside with a farewelio@ton her horn.

Raul watched her departure with an amused shatteedfead. 'That
girl is a human hurricane,' he said, as he sat d&te ought to have
been allowed to channel her energy into a careéhdr parents have
old- fashioned ideas about the best career for rmamo As none of
the eligible young men they've lined up for her passed muster, she
amuses herself running a dress shop. Although afdise hard work
iIs done by her assistant while Carolina skips offNew York,
London and Paris to look for stock and enjoy héfded added drily.

‘Have you known her long?'

‘All my life. Her great-grandfather and my greatargdmother were
brother and sister. Carolina's forebears wweeendadosvhose sisal
plantations made them so much money that her geaad{s were
able to send their son to English public schootstarir daughters to
French finishing schools. In those days the pemansas difficult to
reach from Mexico City. So the wealthy Yucatan fla@sihad more
contact with Europe than with their own centresufure. Carolina's
great-great-aunt married one of her brothers' BEhgichoolfriends...
my great-grandfather Richard Dysart.'



It occurred to Maria that Carolina's family and leevn maternal
relations must have moved in the same circles artugps still did. It
might be that her uncles and aunts by marriage dvbelamong the
guests at the party tonight. After so long an wdagrwould they
remember the surname of the man her mother hadffuvith? And
if they didn't, would they recognise her? Her fatiad often told her
that she had her mother's eyes and mouth.

If she met them by accident, as it were, and thdyddscern the
likeness, would they acknowledge her? How could faérer be
angry with her if the contact with her mother's iigraame about by
chance rather than by an initiative on her part?

'You seem a littledistraite this afternoon, Maria," said Raul.
‘Something on your mind?'

‘Not really. It's very hot here. I'm not used tdkirag on pavements.'
'Or to breathing traffic fumes,' he said, as sdwses roared past.

The afternoon lull was ending and the wide bouléyauilt for the
horse-drawrcalesasof which only a few remained, would soon b
streaming with cars returning to the city after shessta.

When she attempted to pay for her ice-cream, hkedrand said, 'No
way. This is Merida, where it's still a male preatige to pick up the
bill and both sexes like it that way. In Americaddburope the rules
have changed. A lot of women get their hacklestuipeaslightest hint
of what they perceive as male condescension, evenwt's not
intended as such. Here, chivalry still rules.’

As they crossed the road, with his fingers holdueg lightly above
the elbow, he said, 'l hope, when you fly the nastyou'll have to
sooner or later, you won't let yourself be brainveasinto thinking of
men as a hostile species.'



‘Why should | do that?'

‘The feminist extremists are a powerful lobby. Al fact that
you've spent your life dominated by a man who—asciaative
artists must—gives his work priority over everythimakes you
particularly susceptible to that lobby's propaganda

As they entered the hotel, Miss Dysart was emer§iog the lift.
They went through the building to the garden tovgih her while she
had tea.

When she heard about the party, she said, 'How Bigeshall | be
able to talk to anyone?'

'‘Oh, yes, no problem," Raul assured her. 'At leathe people there
will speak English or French.’

'‘Will the clothes we have with us be sufficientbyral?’

‘Certainly. Just dress as you do for dinner andidMean wear the
huipil she wore at Coba. Most of the men may be in tuxdua |
shall get by with a long-sleevgmiayabera.'

'‘Excuse mesenor,there's a gentleman at the desk asking for Me
Dysart,' said one of the desk staff. 'He gave hrmaas Eriksen.’

'‘Send him through,' said Raul. Turning to his abatiranslated what
had been said.

'‘How clever of him to find us. | hoped we'd see ligain.'

A few moments later Chris appeared, bearing a ldngech of
flowers.

'‘For me? My dear boy, how kind of you,' she saidemwhe presented
them to her.



'On the contrary, they're an inadequate token ofratitude for your
kindness to me,' he said formally.

‘Maria, would you take these upstairs and ask thesékeeper for a
vase, please? Just put them in water. I'll arrahgen later." Miss
Dysart handed over the flowers and her room kegu'&re just in
time to take tea with us, Christian, or perhaps'd/qurefer a cold
drink. Raul, would you catch the waiter's eye?'

It took Maria some time to procure a suitable comaaand leave the
flowers soaking in it on Miss Dysart's bathroom migu. As she left
the bedroom, Raul was coming out of his room orofiposite side of
the corridor. He was wearing the cotton robe segpby the hotel
and had a pool towel slung over his shoulder.

'I'm going to cool off in the pool and I'm sure Auns will leave you
a deuxbefore long. She is far too shrewd not to redhsg presenting
her with a bouquet wasn't your friend's main motiveoming here,'
he said quizzically. 'You don't have to come withtanight, you
know. If he wants you to go out with him, feel free

Was it a diplomatic hint that he would prefer rwtake her with them
to a family gathering?

‘But there'll be a lot of young people there whamibe usefuf
contacts for you,' he went on. 'You can go out Etlksen another
night. It's up to you.'

'l expect Chris has made some new friends wheredtaying. He
only came by as a courtesy to your aunt,' she aaithe lift opened.

'l doubt that," he said drily. 'He wouldn't haveh®sed if you hadn't
been with her.'

'‘Perhaps he has better manners than you had aighisshe said
lightly.



Rather to her surprise, this rejoinder seemedtowhim. They were
standing facing each other and suddenly the teageagn had gone
and his eyes were cold. 'You may be right.'

On impulse she said, 'I'm sorry.. .1 didn't measctond rude.'

As she spoke the lift stopped, the door slid backacouple stepped
in, saying,Buenas tardes.’

Both Raul and Maria murmured the polite responsemiehts later
they reached the ground floor where the woman stéppt first and
the man waited for Maria to precede him.

Raul came out last, his expression still sternvaititdrawn. He made
no reference to her apology.

As they walked back to the garden, she felt hipldasure like a
cloud across the sun. It was then that she reafisedhad fallen in
love with him.



CHAPTER SIX

IN THE garden, Miss Dysart and Chris had been joined bgr&i
Huntingdon just back from an expedition to see ftamingoes at
Laguna Rosada.

When he had finished telling them about it, Rauused himself to
go to the pool and Miss Dysart said, 'You look fagau've had
enough sun for one day, Mr Huntingdon. You and d aot as
accustomed to it as these two."' She turned tovtbeybung people.
‘You won't mind if we leave you to bask while wethwdraw to the
shade of the terrace, will you?'

'Have you found somewhere nice to stay?' Mariadgskden their
elders had gone off together.

' met a Swedish couple at the market who told imeuta guest
house in Calle 68. It doesn't look much from thesige but you'd like
the interior. The kitchen is painted like Frida k&b. You know who
| mean?’

She nodded. 'Diego Rivera's wife. Father has a labokit her. Who
else is staying there?'

‘Mostly Americans. There are only seven rooms.d luaky to get in.
Tonight I'm going to have supper at Los Aimend@an you come
with me?'

'I'm sorry, Chris, | can't. We've been asked toa#yp Raul has
relations in Merida.'

As the party didn't start until ten, they had dtigupper in the hotel
dining-room beforehand. Mr Huntingdon ate with theékpparently
he was also coming to the party. Maria concluded Rhiss Dysart



had asked Raul to ask their hosts if they mightgba fourth. Which
suggested she had taken a great liking to hinthgps more than a
liking.

Did people fall in love at Miss Dysart's age? Mavandered. If they
did, it must be a different, calmer form of lovaththis disturbing
condition she found herself in.

What with wondering if Raul was still put out, amthether anyone
would recognise her as Isela's daughter, she fauddficult to
concentrate on the conversation at the table.

'You don't seem to have your usual good appetiseetening,' said
Miss Dysart, noticing that Maria had put her krafed fork together
with some food left on her plate.

'I'm sorry.. .I'm not very hungry.'

‘Just as well to leave a corner for whatever we beagpffered later,’
said Mr Huntingdon. He turned to Raul. 'lIt's extedyrkind of your
relations to allow me to join you. | hope my Spansn't too rusty for
me to make intelligent conversation.’

Maria was grateful to him for distracting attentfoom her. While he
was speaking a waiter whisked her unfinisbledes en nogadaway.

In spite of her mingled excitement and apprehensiba managed to
eat the dessert with an appearance of enjoymenhaped that the
partly wasted main course had been forgotten byineethey left the

table.

But as they were leaving the dining-room, Raul liewards her and
said in a low tone, 'lIs your tummy all right?'

‘Yes, perfectly, thank you.'



'l wouldn't expect Montezuma to single you out, tvé can never be
certain. He revenges himself on the just and thestequally.' He
smiled at her. "You look charming. | like the hajits and you haven't
overdone the make-up this time.'

The compliment made her glow. 'Thank you.'

Diego had been given the evening off and Raul visa® tdriver
tonight.

'‘Come in front with me, Maria,' he said, when tlae was brought
round from a garage somewhere at the rear by ottedfotel staff.

That she was no longer in his black books boosteddurage for the
evening ahead; perhaps a momentous one.

Although the most crucial day of her life, now aldays, had to be
the morning she had gone to Playa and met Raul.

The house to which they were bidden was ablazeligitks, its drive
already filled with cars which also lined the streetside and several
nearby streets.

'l can't very well drop you off as you don't knowuwy host and
hostess, Aunt Iris," said Raul. 'I'm afraid yobdlve to walk a little
way.'

'‘We don't mind that, do we, Mr Huntingdon? We avequiteon our
last legs.'

'Happily no," he agreed. 'l hope to be gadding afamsome time yet,
and you obviously feel the same way. Where arepfanning to go
next?'



While they were discussing possible destinatiorelRylanced at
Maria and winked. That the suggestion of a smitktae flicker of an
eyelid should give her so much pleasure was absuitdif was so.
She wondered if he also thought his great-aunt hibglsusceptible
to the gallantries of the still debonair Englishman

A number of people in evening dress were convergimtipe house as
they strolled along the tree-shadowed streets @it wias clearly a
rich and exclusive neighbourhood.

Evidently Carolinghad been lookingut for themThey had scarcely
enteredthe drivewaybefore she waburrying to meet them, looking
very attractivewith herhair up and wearing long diamante earring
which glittered in the light of the garden's expeaslluminations.
She was wearing a white satin camisole with a dbladk silk skirt
edged with satin and black satin shoes.

As she and Raul repeated the kisses they had exethaarlier, and
he introduced her to Miss Dysart, Maria had a sigkieeling she
might be the only person present with bare legsvasating ahuipil.
Carolina's pretty legs were veiled by sheer blaghts$, or perhaps
they were a panf the lace-topped stockings Maria had seen irobne
the magazines Raul had brougthher room at Coba.

‘Mucho gusto, senoritaVir Huntingdon bowed over her hand.

Then Maria said good evening and saw the oldesgisles take in
her home-made dress and the hairstyle she hadndoself.

Turning away, Carolina said, in English, 'Come argkt my parents,
Mees Dysart.’

When she saw their host and hostess receiving thests at the
entrance to a large luxurious room filled with styagople drinking
champagne and beyond it, a glimpse of more pedafelsg about
on a lantern- lit terrace, Maria felt momentardyrtfied.



Her mother had grown up in this milieu and had bgéml here. But
she didn't. Suppose no one spoke to her? Couldbshe the
mortification of standing about by herself, ignomgghrt from some
puzzled glances aspeople wondered what an obviotssder was
doing here?

Then, as Carolina was asked by her mother to |ftek Bliss Dysart
and her escort until she had finished receiving, they disappeared
into the throng, a hand fell lightly on Marians slder and, as a
waiter came by with a tray of glasses, Raul toakamd put it into her
hand.

'‘Come and have a look round the garden with mesaig taking a
glass for himself.

And because he was with her, head and shouldés ttahn most of
the other men present, people drew aside to |eh tireough and
looked at them both with curiosity and interest.

The room smelt of women's scent, men's cologneargigand
cigarettes, and the lavish arrangements of floweftected in ornate
gilt mirrors. Maria found the combination cloyingcawas glad when
they reached the fresher air of the terrace.

Beyond it, on a lower level, was a large swimmingplplit by
underwater spotlights which made the still surfgteam like the
huge square-cut blue-green gem she had noticedvam&an's hand
as they came through the main reception-room.

'l expect you find all this a bit daunting, dondw?' said Raul, his
hand sliding from her shoulder to the small of Iback as he steered
her in the direction of the steps to the lower leve

'l do rather,' she admitted. 'Especially as | seebe the only person
here in ahuipil.’



'‘No, you aren't. There are several women hetauipiles. And you
have the distinction of being the only natural'ride. Fair hair very
rarely looks right with brown eyes, but in your easdoes. You're
going to receive a great many compliments. Donhthkem go to your
head,' he said, looking down at her with an expoassot dissimilar
from the one she remembered from the veranda afithieacienda at
Chichen ltza.

Whereupon a very good-looking young man in a wistat
disengaged himself from a group of young peopleaarde over to
them.

'‘Raul... this is a nice surprise. Carolina toldyoa were in town, but
she said you were bringing two people of the oldegation, not
someone of mine,' he said, smiling at Maria.

‘Juanito is Carolina's youngest brother,' Raul tkidd To Juanito, he
added, 'This is Maria's first big party. She knowsone, except for
briefly meeting your sister, and she's a little.<Dgn | rely on you to
take care of her while | pay my respects to yodeed?'

'‘But of course, it will be my pleasure,' said JtariBut first we'll get
to know each other a little. Shall we sit over éhéMaria?' indicating
a cushioned bench in an alcove.

An hour later she wondered why she had felt shehimige'
cold-shouldered. Apart from a couple of girls wherevpolite but not
very forthcoming, everyone else was friendlinesslit

When her first glass was empty and another wa#ddrdome round
with a selection of drinks, she had taken a glagmpaya juice. She
was glad she had tried the champagne, and perhlaggd helped her
to overcome her initial nervousness, although thas mainly



Juanito's doing. But she hadn't much liked thestastthe sparkling
wine. Ice-cold fruit juice was far more refreshing.

While they were in the line up for the buffet, gisked Juanito if his
parents knew her mother's eldest brother, althahghreferred to her
uncle only by name and didn't mention her relatigm$o him.

'Of course. Papa does business with him. But hehaavife are
abroad now. Why do you ask?'

She explained about seeing the old house and heldgby the
caretaker who owned it.

'It's just as well he isn't here,' said Juanifoydu'd mentioned that
rundown old place, you'd have put your foot in it.’

Why?"

'Oh, it has to do with something that happenedsyago... something
they still don't talk about. You know- how stuffmc conventional
people of that age are. Mama knows the story. 8lik Garolina
about it as a warning of what can happen to gift® wion't pay
attention to what their parents tell them. | forg#tthe details.' He
lowered his voice, so that the people in front &etind wouldn't
overhear. 'Don Guillermo had a sister who ran off got herself
pregnant. But she died having the baby, so it wasa'difficult to
hush it up.’

'‘Did your mother know his sister?"

'l expect so. In Merida everybody knows everybodyu can't put a
foot out of line without the whole town hearing abd. That's why
Carolina likes going to New York and Paris. She gat up to
anything she likes there.'



Later, after supper, the tinkling of a bell drevesone's attention to
the fact that his father was going to make a spé&ech the terrace
about his eldest son's betrothal. The people ihdlise crowded into
the garden to hear him and Maria saw Carolina cgrout with Raul
close behind her. When she perched herself oridhe balustrade he
took up a position behind her, gripping the outiyesof the capping
stones so that his outstretched arm would prevesrt flom
overbalancing into the garden.

While the engaged couple and both sets of pareats vaking up
their positions, Carolina leaned back against Rdtihg her head to
speak to him. Perhaps she was keeping her voice ttoway
something confidential. He bent his head forwartigar. To Maria,
watching them, their postures expressed a degragimiacy which
was curiously painful to see. Had they met eaclerodway from
Merida, in the places where the Mexican girl wads & shrug off the
stricter conventions of her home town? Had theyhbeeers?

A hush fell over the garden as Juanito's fatheabeg speak of the
pleasure it gave him and his wife to announce th¢héoming

marriage of their son Cesar to Ana-Luisa, a githvall the best
gualities of her sex.

As he began to enumerate these—modesty, a swaqsisdisn,
devotion to her parents—it occurred to Maria trerthpps she ought
to be with Miss Dysart, translating. But then sk@embered that Mr
Huntingdon spoke some Spanish so probably he viagpneting the
speech, or would do so afterwards.

After a similar speech by Ana-Luisa's father in iggaof his
prospective son-in-law and in-laws, the guests werged to revisit
the dining-room where the second phase of the buiges now
awaiting their pleasure.



'‘Come: we'll slip in the back way so that you caa thepostreswhile
they look their best," murmured Juanito, taking islay the hand and
leading her through a shrubbery to a side door.

A few minutes later her eyes widened in astonistiraethe spectacle
of the flower-garlanded tables now set out with ctpeular

arrangements of tropical fruits, billowing confects of meringue
and spun sugar, and silver platters of ice-creagesrdted with the
fruit andnuts with which they were flavoured. Slrael ltead of such
puddings in books but had never expected to thsta.t

'Did your mother make all these?' she exclaimed.

Juanito laughed. 'Mama hasn't done any cookingedim@s in short
troufers and Carolina can't boil rice. It's all bekne by caterers.’

‘Trust you to be one of the first here, greedy 'sag a voice. They
turned to face his mother. 'Juanito is like mes.ldves sweet things,'
she said indulgently to Maria. 'ls he looking afteu properly?'

‘Perfectly, thank yousehora.'

'I must compliment you on your dress, my dear. 8dyeeople have
commented on it. The design is most unusual...saoth exquisite
needlework. It's nice to see a girl of your ageosimg the traditional
style in preference to modern fashions. Did youibérpm a store or
was it made privately for you?"

'l made it myselfsehora.’

‘You did? But that's remarkable. My daughter hagprablem
threading a needle. | don't know of any girls wieeveautifully
now. Raul tells me you live on the east coast ankmever been to
Merida, and yet | feel your face is familiar...thiate seen you
somewhere before. Where can we have met?'



'I'm sure we haven'sehora. .which is why it's particularly kind of
you to allow me to come to this wonderful celelmati

'‘Anyone who is a friend of Raul's is always welcaméehis..house.
Excuse me... there are so many people | must haxmedawith.' She
lingered a moment longer, her eyes on Maria's éawk a puzzled
frown contracting her fine black eyebrows. 'Thesesething about
you... but | can't quite place what it is." Witlslaght shrug of plump
shoulders, she smiled and turned away.

* * %

The festivities were still in full swing when at @m'clock in the
morning Raul's party took their leave.

'| fear we are dragging you away,' said his great-as they left the
house.

'‘Not at all. | burnt my candle at both ends at €ssage, but I'm no
longer a night owl. If you'll wait here, I'll brinpe car round.' He left
them, moving down the road at a long-legged lope.eferyone
living roundabout had been invited to the house there leaving,
neither his footsteps nor the murmur of their veigeas going to
disturb any sleepers.

'Such energy at this time of night!" said Miss Dys& suppose you
are still wide awake too, Maria? Did you enjoy yself?'

‘Very much. I've never seen such lovely clothes.such food.'

‘These people live well, don't they?' said Mr Hogtion. 'l was

surprised by such a display of opulence after xtxeme poverty I've

seen driving through the villages in the centréhefprovince. Some
Mexicans are existing in conditions as primitivetlas life of most

Africans. Others, such as these people, enjoy dlthesame opulent
lifestyle as the sisal millionaires in the past.'



They were still discussing the gulf between ricd gonor when Raul
came back with the car.

En route to the hotel, while the two behind thenrenstill on the
subject of Mexico's economy, he said to Maria, dilaa's mother
says you remind her of someone. Do you know whete iMexican
forebears lived? Could they have come from Merida?'

She didn't want to lie to him, but neither did svant to tell him the
truth.

'l don't know much about them. My father neverdalkout the past.’
‘Do you have a picture of your mother?'

'Only a portrait he painted which doesn't showfbkiface.'

'So you don't know how much you're like her?"

'l believe I'm more like Father's Norwegian greagndmother.’

‘A lot of people noticed you tonight and were igtred by the
combination of your Mexican eyes and your dress that Nordic
hair. Did Juanito try to make a date?"

'He suggested taking me out tomorrow but | expthindy | was
here.’

Miss Dysart must have overheard this part of thevecsation. She
leaned forward and said, 'If Juanito wants to tg@e out, by all
means go with him. I'm going bird-watching in Calisa car
tomorrow, so you will have the day off, Maria.'

'In that case I'll avail myself of Maria's servi¢esid Raul. 'There's
no point in encouraging Juanito to lose his notwsip susceptible
heart to her. He's supposed to be keeping his amrids studies right



now. He's a bright lad, but chronically lazy. Hathfer wasn't best
pleased with me for introducing him to another page distraction.
He was relieved to hear Maria wouldn't be aroumdlo

‘Well, as long as our outing doesn't leave helabse end,' said Miss
Dysart.

‘It won't do that,' replied Raul, and he gave Marsideways glance
which made her heart skip a beat.

But later, when she was in her room and undressireg exciting
prospect of spending a day alone with him was nmedliby the
memory of Carolina sitting on the balustrade, Iagriack against his
chest in a manner suggesting that their bodiesftad been in even
closer contact.

In the bathroom, a luxury she still wasn't usedi® washed her face,
carefully wiping her mouth with a tissue to make&esno trace of
lipstick was left before she used one of the séveveels.

She guessed that by the time Juanito's mothertadr@d, she would
be far too tired to lie awake pondering why Marfase had struck a
chord in her memory. But would the elusive likenkssstill on her

mind tomorrow? Would she go on trying to recall wihavas about

her unexpected guest which had seemed familiar?

Perhaps not. Perhaps her busy domestic and siéeidld not allow
very much time for brain-searching.

But remembering was sometimes involuntary, tholhddutia, as she
climbed into bed. Forgotten scenes, places and I@eapould
suddenly spring to mind apparently of their ownaxdc

It wasn't impossible that tomorrow one of the otgaests would
telephone to thank her hostess for the party. Missart disapproved



of telephoning. She was going to convey her thémyKetter and had
suggested that Maria should also write a note.

However, if one of their hostess's close friendgnap to discuss the
party with her, and asked why a girl with blondarHzad been
wearing ahuipil, it might occur to Senora de Gonzalez to visuali
what Maria would look like with hair as dark as ldaughter's. And
then it might dawn on her why she seemed vaguenlit.



CHAPTER SEVEN

NEXT morning, after they had waved goodbye to the biatichers,
Raul said, 'Is there anything special you'd likeaaoday?'

''d like to go to the museum of crafts and costub# | expect
you've been there before and have more importarggto do.’

'Is that a diplomatic way of saying that you'd eatlspend the day
with Eriksen?'

She shook her head. 'Chris has gone... he's avalyiso Campeche. |
just don't want you to feel you have to look aftes.'

'l enjoy your company, Maria.'

Did he mean it? she wondered, as they set outwBytshould he
bother to accompany her if he didn't?

After looking round the museum, they spent the oéshe morning
exploring some more of the city before returningtie hotel for
lunch.

Carolina was waiting for them in the lobby. Shediared Maria with
two perfunctory social kisses before greeting Raul.

'l thought you'd spend most of today catching ugleep,' he said as
he straightened.

'I'm used to going to bed at dawn,’ she said alMgma is exhausted,
but before she went to bed she had an idea shd askeo tell you
about. Why don't you take Tia Iris to our beachd®on Cozumel for
a few days? The Englishman as well, if you like.'

‘That's very kind of your mother. I'll suggestatthem. Will you join
us for lunch, Carolina?'



'l was hoping you'd ask me.' She gave him an in@r@ok. 'It was a
shame you had to leave early last night. As foridbach house...it
keeps the maids on their toes to have visitorotk lafter. With
nothing to do, they get slack.’

The move from Merida to the island was made bycallairline and,
although the short flight was no big deal to tHeeos, to Maria it was
yet another magical experience, for it showed Ineicbast where she
had grown up from a new perspective, and the cslamd trans-
lucency of the sea were even more beautiful sean fhe air.

It had come as no surprise to her when Carolinadeadied to join
them on Cozumel. Indeed Maria suspected that tlas the real
object of the exercise and that it was the Mexgidnnot her mother,
who had conceived the beach house plan.

Her theory was confirmed when, on their first emgnthere, she
heard Carolina saying to Miss Dysart, 'If Mariahiemesick and
wants to go back to her father, I'd be happy terpret for you.'

To her relief, the old lady's reply was, 'Thank y@arolina, but |
should prefer to retain Maria's services untilavie Mexico.'

The house was built on a rocky promontory andgtttrthe sea below
the terrace where they dined was lit by powerfuipa attached to the
palapawhich made it possible to see the crowds of faheting for
the bread Carolina threw to them.

Had it not been for her presence, Maria would hiaad Raul to
herself because it was increasingly clear thattwee older people
preferred each other's company.

One morning, at breakfast, Miss Dysart said she thaking of
prolonging her visit to Mexico and suggested tharisl should write



to her father for permission to extend her leavabsfence. But Maria
felt she would have to ask him in person, and Rguted with her.

'‘Why don't we take the boat and sail over?' sugge§&arolina.
‘There's a. strong breeze. It's perfect sailingtinerd

'‘By the time we get there and back, the wind mayehstiffened.
You're a good sailor. Maria may not be. Anyway tieat is too big
for me to handle alone if a squall blows up.’

'‘We could pay one of the boys from the sail-andedilwvop at the hotel
to come along. They all know how to crew,' Caroboggested. 'The
place is full of elderly Americans this week. Thayopeople using
the cats and the surfboards are the staff.'

'‘No, we'll go on the ferry," Raul said firmly. "Tthaay | can check
progress at the new resort while Maria is seeinddiber.'

'In that case I'll stay here. The ferries are aebdihey smell of
diesel--' Carolina wrinkled her nose '—and somehef people on
them smell nasty too.’

'Fortunately Maria's sensibilities are less deécian yours," Raul
replied. 'She'll enjoy the ferry.'

Carolina's eyes flashed. In the looks they exchangaria read
signals she could not interpret.

Was the other girl saying, Of course? She's a iguit@e. That's her
milieu. But it isn't mine.

And had the message in Raul's eyes acknowledgediffieeence
between them but warned her to make it less ob®ious



Maria did enjoy the ferry. The passengers werexure of tourists
and islanders and there was a strong whiff of @ilepervading the
large saloon with its rows of high- backed seatgldid by the central
aisle. In the wider

cross-aisle amidships a wheelchair, an openworkeb@entaining a
dozen chicks and various bits of poor people'sdggdad been put.

They sat in the seats on this aisle so that Ralihinare room for his
long legs. In front of them, screwed to the uppat pf the bulkhead,
was a colour television, one of several screenthénsaloon. An
American movie was being shown, with Spanish delstitShe
watched it, enthralled by the novelty, althouglelahe was repelled
by the realistic violence of a fight between twdle male characters.
Flinching, she looked away and was disconcertefthtbthat Raul,
whom she had thought intent on some papers he toadht with
him, was watching her.

'l don't think you'd find TV very interesting if yasaw it regularly,' he
said. 'Life is too short to waste time being whatdled a couch
potato.'

‘Don't you ever watch it?"

‘Occasionally. | find reading and listening to nousiore relaxing.
We're nearly there. I'll be occupied here for alsutiour. Then [I'll
walk up the beach and say hello to your father hy&# right?'

In some ways she was glad to be back; padding d@heanfyrm sand at
the water's edge, sometimes splashing through hiaows. But
when the familiarpalapa came in sight, her eagerness to see
father and pour out all her adventures was tingéd apprehension.
Would he want to hear? Would he be pleased sheenpsing
herself? Or would his attitude be disapproving eexentful? In the



time she had been away, she had come to realisalboarmal their
life together was, and how strange her father rembime compared
with a man like Conrad Huntingdon, whose view &f fallow men

was tolerant and humorous.

Her father was lying in his hammock as she appreddbut he didn't
sit up and wave or come to meet her. She conclbhdeadas asleep,
although it was unusual for him to take a nap erttorning.

At the sight of a glass and a bottle of tequilalsand underneath
the hammock, she frowned. She had never knowndamnk at this
hour. Could they have been there since last nigl@d he have
drunk so much that he was still sleeping it offe&tven in the
morning?

Another possibility occurred, making her heart naskeat and her
stomach clench with fear. She hurried nearer fiedrthat a closer
look might confirm that he wasn't sleeping but waad. People did
die at his age and he hadn't been looking wellate

At first glance, George Rawlings' face made hertheroa gasp of
anguish. She knew he hadn't been as yellow asvtiiert she'd left.
Nor had his cheeks been as sunken as they were now.

But at that moment he stirred, shifting his positstightly.

'Father.. .are you all right?' Maria bent over hicyching him, her
hands on his folded arms.

Startled and confused, he swore at her in Spaneford he
recognised her.

'Oh... it's you. What are you doing here?'



'l came to see how you were. We're staying in Ceturow. | came
over on the ferry. I'll be home in a few days. Mi¥gsart's visit is
nearly over.'

Rawlings swung his bare feet to the ground on eitide of the
hammock and sat up, rubbing his eyes.

‘A good thing too. | should never have let you fjtdi known why
that crook was here.’

'‘What crook? What are you talking about?'

'‘Dysart of course. Who else? Since you left I'wenfibout about him.
D'you know who he is, the deceiving bastard? He&s af the big
racketeers... one of the richest men in the régminess. He's already
made millions in Europe, putting up cell-block Hsteo cram with
package tourists. Now he's doing it here. Raking ifortune for
himself and his shareholders. And to hell withltrel and the people
it really belongs to.'

‘Father, I'm sure that's not true. Where did yaar Iseich stories?'

For a moment he looked oddly furtive. Then he ggudfly, 'A few
days after you left, | went to Cancun... thoughwds time | had a
check-up.'

Alarmed—he had always refused to have any truckh wi
doctors—she said, 'What did they tell you?'

‘Nothing | didn't know. I'm not a young man any miorcan't expect
to be as fitas | was.'

'‘But there's nothing specific wrong with you?'

'‘Only wear and tear...nothing they can put rightyvkay, while | was
there | made some enquiries... found out who'snouttp the money



for that new resort complex. It's a company owngdgsart. He's
already as rich as Croesus and he's hell-bent wiolidg his fortune.
Men like that—qgreedy, powerful, unscrupulous—are teason the
world's in a mess. They don't give a damn for aeymut themselves.'

'Raul isn't like that. You don't know him.’

'‘And don't want to," George Rawlings said brusquélyd any idea
who he was, I'd have spat in his eye the first t@eame here.’

'He's coming to see you later on. Please don'titbe to him, Father.
He's been very kind to me... so has his aunt. Téeyte people,
really they are. I'm sure if Raul is as rich as gay he is he does a lot
of good with his money.'

'Oh, yes, | expect he plays the benefactor. Mo&rafdo,' her father
said cynically. 'But it's only a fraction of theial wealth that they
dish out to selected charities. It's a form of -petfimotion. It
enhances their social status.'

Maria saw it was useless to argue with him. Herhade up his mind
and nothing would change his opinion.

‘You haven't asked how I've been getting on,' sl guietly. ‘Have
you missed me?"'

'It's been quiet without you, although | was gladget back from
Cancun. The noise there would drive you mad. Itbhatiay overnight
to get the results of some tests and my room wasawdisco. It was
four o'clock in the morning before the row stopped.

Half an hour later, out of the corner of her eyarid saw a distant
figure striding along the beach. Long before he vedearly
recognisable, she knew it was Raul by his heiglt thie way he



moved. In five or six minutes he would be with thétow would he
react to being blackguarded by her father? Woulcehbse the older
man had been drinking? That he was a sick man?

For although George Rawlings claimed the tests 'hadmealed
anything specifically wrong, she was sure they Hdee mere fact
that he had gone to Cancun, a place he abomiratacd to her that
he must have had some alarming symptoms. He labkEgien now,
after going for a dip in the sea and shaving oflesal days' stubble
and combing his hair, he still looked a bad colua far more gaunt
than when they had said goodbye.

There could be no question of her going back tau@uet and leaving
him. Not that he would allow her to go. He had adie said so.

To Maria, watching Raul cross the last twenty yaofissand "to
where she and her father were waiting for him, \Was seeing
someone walk into an ambush and being unable to tham.

For the rest of her life she would remember whatis like to be torn
by conflicting loyalties. Beside her stood the nsdwe had loved all
her life, theonly person she had loved. Approaching was the man :
wanted to love and be loved by.

'‘Good morning, Mr Rawlings. How are you?"'
Raul's greeting was for her father, but his smrmt#uded her.

‘You're not welcome here, Dysart. You never woualen been
welcome if I'd known who you were.'

Raul's friendly expression faded. His darkly tanfece seemed to
harden. But his tone was still pleasant as he Yaldn't understand
that remark.'

‘Then let me explain it to you.'



For several minutes, her father expressed his v@wsxploitative
property developers and the rape of the world's imesutiful coasts.
She had heard him hold forth in this denunciatan\before, but
never with such vitriolic fluency.

She found herself wanting to shout at him to beejuhat it wasn't
fair to condemn a man without hearing what he loasiaty. But she
stood quietly by, staring fixedly at the sea beeashe didn't dare to
look at Raul's face and see him writing her fatdfeas a madman and
wishing he had never got involved with either adrth

At last her father drew breath, but only for a fe@conds.

'If | haven't made myself clear, let me try to makelainer,' he
snapped. 'l want you out of here, Dysart, and Itdeant you coming
back. You can have my daughter's things left aHb#el Molcas and
we'll pick them up when it suits us. And you caerfkéer wages. She
doesn't need your money. For a man your age ts belaas they say
you are, he has to have had his fingers in sontg digals. Neither
Maria nor | want any part of your loot.'

'‘Perhaps your daughter would like to speak fordiErsir Rawlings.'
Raul looked at her. 'Well, Maria? Do you agree wihr father?’

What did he expect her to say? That she didn'ebela word of it.

That her father was ill and more than a little grilmm a lifetime of

loneliness, hardship and the bitterness of falcnghake his mark on
the art world.

'‘As my father has said, you're not welcome here).Rdease give my
apologies to Miss Dysart. She doesn't need me rnibshe ever did.
But she was kind and I'm grateful.’

He stared at her for a long moment, his grey eyesowed against
the bright light and unreadable.



'l see,' he said quietly. 'In that case I'll saalyos.'
He turned and began walking back the way he hacgtcom

'‘Good riddance!" With an angry snort, her fathentwwrough the
crude shelter that was their house and disapp@&ataéd direction of
the privy.

Maria remained where she was, watching Raul watkobter life,
trying to fix in her memory the set of his head #traight spine, the
broad shoulders and narrow hips, the loose, easke stthich soon
would be lost to sight and never seen again.

More than anything in the world she wanted to rit@rdnim, to make

him understand that she didn't believe any of tbeusations her
father had flung at him. But surely he must knoat?hAnd if he

didn't, what was the" use of trying to make him enstand that her
first loyalty was to the man who had reared heraréd for her?

'Oh, Raul... | love you,' she whispered aloud,ifeeher heart and
soul shrivel with the pain of being suddenly cuf &bm the
happiness of being with him.

As the distance between them grew, her view of biomred and
shimmered. But although it was now close to nooth e hottest
part of the day, the distortion was not causeddat.'She was seeing
him through a haze of tears.

The next day, secretly, while her father was havisgsiesta, Maria
wrote a letter to Miss Dysart.

She had taken a single sheet of notepaper and atohing envelope
from a drawer in the writing table in the sittingem at the hotel in
Merida. They were of thick, beautiful quality andeshad meant to



keep them as a memento of the luxury which hadoaaded her
there.

It pained her to have to give them up, but shenmdlling else to write
on unless she tore a page of lined paper fromtibeexercise book
she had bought for her diary of the journey. Shim'dwant to write
the letter on that, making Miss Dysart think she ballittle education
that she needed guidelines to keep her writinggstra

What would Raul have told the Englishwoman and (@&@® she
wondered unhappily as she began.

Dear Miss Dysart, | am very sorry my father's Hedias
prevented me from coming back to Cozumel to saydgge
and to thank you for your many kindnesses to msitivg the
Mayan cities and Merida with you was an unforge#ab
experience. | am sincerely grateful for the oppatiu | hope
you have a comfortable journey back to England.

Very sincerely and affectionately, Maria

Reading it through, she wondered if ‘'affectionatedpunded
presumptuous. But she couldn't cross it out s@ild/have to stand.

Having sealed the letter in the elegant pale greselepe with the
name of the hotel on the flap, she realised thafits intention—to
ask one of Rosalba's family to post it to Cozunoel Her—wasn't
practicable. Very likely by the time it got theidiss Dysart would
have left.

Either she could have it taken to the Hotel Molaad hope the desk
clerk would remember to hand it over when her lggoaas left with
him, or she could send it care of Raul at the resent complex. If he
was as important and powerful as her father matieaoything with
his name on it should be treated with respect.



It turned out that one of Rosalba's sons had bakenton as a
labourer on the site of the complex. Rosalba sh&lwgould make
sure he took it to the site office the followingyda

Her errand accomplished, Maria returned to the béagace back
and forth by the sea's edge, but always withinafatepalapa.That
her father had something serious the matter withwaas no longer in
guestion. He seemed to be wasting before her &essuspected he
was in pain and trying to deaden it with alcohol.

In the..past George Rawlings had had long burstsegtive energy
followed by periods of exhaustion. He claimed tglssing through
one of those phases now. But Maria could find ndexnce that he
had been hard at work-till the time she had beeayaior did she
think it was fatigue which made him spend so mucte tsleeping.
Liquor was making him drowsy. He was using it gabtiative when
he ought to be having proper treatment for whatesxses wrong with
him.

She wished he would tell her what it was. But sikda'tldare ask for
fear of provoking another outburst of rage. It ntigé that he needed
an operation and hadn't the money to pay for ie 8hew that
medical treatment was very expensive and poor peoftén died
from conditions which, in America, were curable.

Even there, so her father said, hospitals and nmedicwere
prohibitively expensive without insurance. She wase he had no
insurance. Throughout history, artists had liveahfrhand to mouth,
dependent on patronage. Had her father been aanmerable man,
Raul might have become his patron. But her fatheuldv never
compromise his principles. She admired him foAitthe same time
her common sense told her that it couldn't be righgut principles
before people as he had when he came between lieemamnd her
family. A man devoted to his art should have thdughce before
taking responsibility for a wife and child.



That evening he scarcely touched the meal she ieqdued.

'I'm not hungry. Don't fuss. You're not dancingattance on that old
biddy now. | never did eat much when | was takihgasy. My
appetite'll pick up in a few days... when | stadrking again.’

In the night, while he was asleep, Maria slippetiadiner hammock
and wandered down the beach where she sat witrimsrround her
knees, her bare toes kneading the still-warm sand.

She could see the lights of the island on the barand she wondered
if Raul had already forgotten her existence and fesg with
Carolina. She was the sort of girl he would mawlen he married.
They were two of a kind. Maria herself was not arg/e kind. She
was an outsider, a misfit. Even Chris Eriksen, @ltdh he was a
wanderer for the time being, had a normal familgkgaound and an
orderly life to go back to.

Desperately lonely and anxious, she put her healeorknees and
found relief in tears.

The next morning her father seemed to have recdsame energy.
He decided he wanted to paint her.

As he set up his easel and posed her, Maria begaworder if she
had allowed her imagination to run away with hesrHaps he had
only seemed ill because, prior to going away, stk looked at him
closely, hadn't noticed him growing older. Perhiapgs merely the
contrast between his ageing appearance and Rapésbsphysique
which had made him seemill.

As the day passed, it was she rather than he \aggdt. Sitting still
was harder than it looked and he didn't allow hanyrests. Intent on
the portrait, he seemed tireless. But she notiweth revived



disquiet, that his energy was fuelled by frequaps rfirom another
bottle of tequila.

At lunchtime they swam together. As soon as her Wwas dry, he
resumed work.

‘Aren't you going to have a siesta?'
'‘Not today. | want to finish this.’

The afternoon seemed interminable but at last ive gasatisfied
grunt.

'It's done. You can rest now.'

She stretched her limbs like a cat, then stoocdupous to see what
she looked like seen through his eyes.

The portrait surprised her. He had always spokspadagingly of
artists who flattered their sitters, elongating dightening necks,
smoothing out wrinkles, giving a sparkle to dulesy'Warts and all’
was George Rawlings' motto. But he had flattered Tige girl in the
painting was beautiful.

‘Well... do you like it?' he asked.
‘Yes... but it's not really me.’

"It will be.. .you wait and see.' He splashed somoee tequila into the
tumbler and drained it in a single gulp. 'I'm gotogcool off.' He set
off towards the sea.

She watched him go. He seemed to be lurching gligder anxiety
reanimated. Yesterday, in the absence of bothvinensauits, she had
swum in a ragged old T- shirt and briefs. She beégambutton the
white shirt she had worn for the portrait.



By the time she had changed, her father was inddeper water
beyond the shallows. Not that the sea was realgp denywhere
inside the reef and they never swam outside it.Hloeheard it said
that between the island and the mainland thereanasannel more
than three thousand feet deep, where the curraenatrive knots.
Although she was a strong swimmer, the thoughtwainsning there
frightened her.

As she walked down the beach to join him, she sawfdther tread
water for a few moments and then begin swimminggat angles to
the shore. It surprised her that he should berfgeligorous after a
hard day's work with a lot of liquor but not mudwod inside him. He
wouldn't keep that pace up long. Any moment nowhald tire and
rest for a few minutes, floating, before returniwgh a leisurely
backstroke.

But he didn't. He kept on swimming. And suddenlithva cold thrill
of fear, she knew what was in his mind. He was imggfibr the reef
and the dark blue ocean beyond it. He was not apimack.. .ever.

She had always thought of panic as a state ofi¢ragitation. Now
she discovered it wasn't. It was a form of paralysier mind and
body seemed locked, unable to think or act.

Out in the sunlit water, her father swam steadily lois thin arms
rising and falling with terrifying regularity, eadtroke taking him
further from the shore, nearer to the reef. Evahvifere possible to
overtake him, she couldn't make him turn back.

And then, from the direction of Playa, came thendrof a motor and
she saw the white plume of a powerboat coming dpsthe coast.
Having no other means of signalling, she pulledhaff T-shirt and
began to wave it.



CHAPTER EIGHT

DARKNESS had fallen when someone in a neat green overalt-anc
nurse, they wore blue—brought her some food oaya tr

There was no one else in the waiting-room. Rauldisappeared and
her father was still in the hands of the doctors.

Maria felt exhausted and slightly sick. She didrént to eat, but she
felt they might make a fuss if she didn't.

The chicken sandwiches, garnished with pieces tdmifiar green
things, were arranged on a fine china plate. Thege juice was in a
small vacuum jug to keep it ice-cold. Even the treg a pretty one.
This wasn't a public hospital but a very expengivieate clinic.
Obviously Raul would settle the bill in the firshstance and
somehow she would have to pay him back. But she‘'tagual to
coping with that problem now.

She still felt numbed by the shock of her fathaverted suicide and
the rapid succession of events after Raul and tleiddn had
succeeded in bringing him ashore.

If she hadn't seen it for herself, she wouldn'tehaelieved that in less
than an hour after walking into the sea he wouldnbine hands of
medical experts in Cancun. It was like a miraclagt ghe knew it was
actually a demonstration of the power of immensalthie The only
miraculous aspect was that Raul had decided to cbawk at
precisely that moment. Ten minutes later it migktauld have been
too late. She had managed to eat two of the sahdwiand was
sipping a second glass of orange juice when Ramédzack. He was
carrying a large shiny yellow container with whiterd handles.

'Here are some clothes. You can change in thedadiem across the
corridor. Your father's still undergoing tests. Yhdet us know the
results as soon as they can.'



'‘Will they let me see him?'

'Of course, but at present he's under sedationhidteed over the
carrier. 'Go and put these on.'

She was still wearing the tattered T-shirt sheussdl as a flag and, in
the panic-stricken urgency of the moment, had mégdeto put on as
the men in the boat saw her signal and swerveaiash

Now, stripping it off in the washroom, and seeimgtihe mirror
behind the handbasins the reflection of herselfRasll and his
companion had seen her, she felt a faint twingenddarrassment at
having exposed her body as shamelessly as the wangegirls on
the tourist beaches.

Not that either of the men had shown any sign ¢itmy her naked
torso. The instant they knew the reason for heradjghey had gone
to the rescue, a rescue not accomplished easiyhdo father had
resisted. Without the help of the Mexican even Ratibng as he
was, might not have been able to subdue George ifmivllast

violent struggle to accomplish his intention.

He .had seemed to have some kind of brainstornovieldl by a
collapse into semi-consciousness. She didn't thenkad known he
was being transferred from the boat to a stretener then, after a
short drive in the ambulance belonging to the nesort, to the
helicopter which had flown them to Cancun.

The dress box contained a blue denim skirt withraided white
leather belt threaded through the loops on the thesl, two
short-sleeved striped cotton shirts, two white esd@red net bras,
two pale blue cotton briefs, a pair of white espkedy, a short white
cotton nightdress and a zip-fastened bag of quifisticised cotton
containing a toothbrush and hairbrush and othésttas.



Reared to conserve and recycle her possessionglidsie put the
T-shirt and her own briefs in the waste- bin untiher counter, but
folded them neatly and stuffed them into the ptalstig taken from
the hairbrush before putting them in the carrier.

When she returned to the waiting-room, Raul waxkifig through
the pages of a magazine. He stood up, cast it asiddooked her
over.

‘That's better,’ he said approvingly. 'I've eateme ocof your
sandwiches.’

‘Have the others. I'm not hungry.'

'l don't suppose you are, poor kid. It takes timeeicover from this
sort of shock. We'll have a proper meal later. #wanged for you to
spend the night in a hotel very near here.'

He glanced at his watch. 'Aunt Iris and Conrad el halfway to
London by now. They flew direct from Cozumel to digoort here,
and then on to Miami. | was going to fly here witlem, but then
something cropped up at the new complex and | etbbyg the ferry,
bringing your things with me. When they gave merymate to Aunt
Iris, | decided to come and see if you were alhtigrour father
looked pretty groggy the day he sent me packingd worried about
you.. .and with reason.’

At this point a doctor appeared, a woman in her tilties wearing
the V-necked white cotton tunic and trousers oftal medical staff.
An identification tag was attached to the tunicksien which was a
folded stethoscope.

After introducing herself, she suggested they gheitldown.



'I'm afraid your father is very ilsenorita.We'll do everything we can
to make him as comfortable as possible, but yowlshprepare
yourself...'

Maria gave a small nod. It wasn't really a shodke §ad known it
already.

The doctor explained the nature of her fatheneds. If he had come
for treatment at the beginning, we could have demmething for
him. But that is no longer possible." She turnedR&ml. ‘Are there
people who should be notified? Can you help hen nat?’

"'l do everything necessary. Maria is in my care.
'‘May | see Father now?'

'For a few minutes, yes. But he's had medicatiolcinvhas made him
very drowsy. He may not know who you are.’

Very early the following morning, when the air wstgl cool, Raul
drove Maria home by way of the track leading toghmll settlement
where Rosalba and her family and two other poorlfasriived.

In the night there had been heavy rain, but the-fatheel-drive
vehicle was never in danger of being bogged dowhardeep muddy
ruts which by noon would be baked 'dry again.

Rosalba, unaware the Rawlingses had gone, bucstears at the
news that the American artist was never coming bitkia, who
still felt curiously numb, comforted her.

‘But how will you live,chica!' the Mexican woman asked, when he
sobs had subsided. "You can't stay there by ydutselouldn't be
safe... a girl like you on her own.’



'I'll look after Maria. You don't have to worry altcher," said Raul.
'‘Who is this man?' asked Rosalba.
'He's related to the English lady | told you albout.

‘That doesn't mean he can be trusted. Men are .mémether they
have bare feet or shoes that cost a lot of mosaiy'Rosalba, eyeing
Raul's loafers.

"'l be quite safe with him, Rosalba. He's goinghelp me pack up
Father's paintings and the rest of our things. IButome back and
see you... afterwards.’

'How long--?' Rosalba began.

But Raul stemmed her curiosity about the nature dungtion of
George Rawlings' iliness, saying briskly, 'We havit to do and
Maria wants to get back to the hospital as soopoasible,senora.
Please excuse us.'

Maria had been worried that in the night a guswisid might have

blown over the easel, causing her father's lasttipgi to be flung to

the ground, coating the wet oils with sand. Bwds where he had
left it.

'It's a very fine portrait,’ said Raul, lookingitat

'It's a wonderful painting,’ she agreed, 'but nitkeness of me. She's
an imaginary person... an idealisation.. .perhapseanory of my
mother with my hair.'

He was still studying the painting. 'Or the way ywil be when
you're grown up. ..a woman. How long will it takedry?’



‘A long time. But Father mostly uses the same cawases. He has
some special pins to fasten them face to face, aimall space
between, so that they don't get smudged when his tham to the

man who sells his work.'

It took less than an hour to pack up their entoedehold and load it
into the Range Rover. Maria would have left the hmmtks and her
clay cooking pots for whoever took over the hute 8hew Rosalba
was right. She couldn't live here by herself. BatuRinsisted she
must take all her belongings.

On the drive bask, once they were on the highweystin and fatigue
made her fall asleep. She didn't wake up until thheye back in
Cancun.

'I'm going to drop you off at the clinic and thelhHave all this stuff
put in storage,’ said Raul. 'I'll be back as sahaan.’

'‘But haven't you more important things to do th@wking after me?’

He glanced at her but didn't answer until, a femutes later, he
parked in a space outside the clinic's main ené&rallten he switched
off the engine and turned to her.

'Did you believe the things your father said aboatthe other day?’

Maria shook her head. 'He was ill... not himsetfouldn't argue with
him.'

‘There's a lot of truth in his indictment of deysos as a breed.
Shameful things have been and are still being tlmbeautiful areas.
But there's no way to stop the tide of tourists wiamt to vacation in
the sun. The time when a few privileged people @oehjoy

"unspoilt" places is over. In some ways | regret s much as your
father does. Because, like him, I'm one of theileged,' he added
sardonically. 'He's had where you lived to himgeif a couple of



decades. | have the means to spend my holidaysipdrts of the
world mass tourism hasn't reached yet.'

'| expect if you could have talked to him beforewss ill, you could
have made him see that,' she said quietly.

'‘Perhaps... perhaps not. | would think he and elay one thing in
common.’

Before she could ask what he meant, he went annit the villain
he imagines. Nothing my companies have put up bas l blot on
the landscape. However, that's a digression. Ykedas | had more
iImportant things to do than help you to sort outryoroblems. Yes, |
have other things to do today, but none more prggsian helping
someone in trouble. Now go in and see your fathdrldl attend to
the matter of storing your gear. I'll be back a®ms@s that's
organised.’

He leaned across her to unlatch the nearside aogoash it open for
her.

About an hour later they met in the corridor asIR&as stepping out
of the lift and Maria was coming away from her fath private room.

'How is he?'

‘They've given him something to make him sleemd . dull the
pain. We talked a bit. He's very weak. He's notramgy more.. .at
being brought back, | mean. I—I think he's relietteak everything's
out of his hands now.'

Raul nodded, his brows drawn together, his exprassincerned and
sympathetic. He said, 'While he's sleeping, I'nmgao take you for a



swim. It's important, in these situations, to gete fresh air and
exercise, even if you don't feel like it.'

He took her lightly by the arm and pressed thedoutb recall the lift.
'I've brought a portable telephone. I'll leave thenber with the
receptionist downstairs and she'll be able to pegéfor any reason
you need to come back in a hurry.'

They had the lift to themselves. Trying to sounémntional, Maria
said, 'l saw the doctor again. She says it's oinilpawer that's kept
Father going for so long. He's not going to hold much longer...
maybe a week... maybe less.' On the last wordvdiee cracked
slightly.

Raul put his arm round her shoulders and pullectlose. 'He's had a
pretty good life: painting... loving your motherwatching you
growing up.'

The fraternal hug and his kind tone were too maclnér. Her mouth
trembled, her eyes filled with tears and she hadhite her face
against his shoulder.

The loss of control didn't last long. Somehow shdleg herself
together, fumbling for the handkerchief in her petcknd saying in an
unsteady voice, 'I'm sorry. I'm not going to cry.'

'l don't mind if you do, sweetie.' He tilted hecéaup to his and gave
her a kiss on the forehead.

At which point they reached the ground floor anel door slid open
to reveal several people waiting to ascend.

Driving to the beach, which was some way from dammt Cancun
where the clinic was located, Raul amplified wisg already knew:



that, only a few years before her parents had ntkeg
fourteen-mile-long spit of sand and rock betweem ¢gka and the
lagoon, now a long chain of hotels, had been desezkcept for
iguanas and other wildlife.

Maria listened and looked, but part of her mind Yeasised on what
had happened in the lift. She knew his hug, his lasd the
endearment he had used had been merely the smsmdinse any
man might have shown to a girl in tears, especaily he regarded as
far less mature than most of her age group.

But even though sheasdeeply upset about her father and couldr
bear to think of what he had suffered, keepinglmesss to himself,
she knew that her pain and grief were eased byghbeitih Raul and
that he, more than either of her parents, could ib&e-wished it—
the person she loved most of all. But of coursavbeld never wish
for that. She was just someone in trouble whom ca&ad thrown in
his path but who had no long-term place in his ‘pglvered life.

He left the vehicle in the grounds of an hotel whshe concluded
was part of his holdings. The beach was reservedh® people
staying there, but there weren't many lying onlaixarious loungers.

‘Shopping in the air-conditioned malls, probabbaid Raul, when
she remarked on this.

They swam, dried off in the sun, had a light sdlexth with chilled
mineral water, and returned to the clinic wherei@edrawlings was
still asleep.

During the afternoon he woke up and seemed plesé&dd her
sitting beside him. When he began to talk aboutwife, Maria
debated telling him about seeing the house in Mendhere her
mother had grown up and about meeting his brotidaw/’'s wife.
But she was nervous of saying anything which migittplease him.



How much his present calm was caused by the dnaystere giving
him, and how much by resigning himself to the itavie, was hard
to tell.

Later, a nurse came to say that, if Senor Rawlielgsip to it, Senor
Dysart would like to speak to him privately.

Remembering her father's half-demented maledictrdmsn he was
prevented from swimming out to sea, Maria wouldr@dive been
surprised if the request had enraged him. Budm'di

At the nurse's suggestion, she went with her tosseae especially
magnificent flowers which had been delivered f@aaent who was
in the operating theatre. Then the nurse tookdéne day-room for
convalescent patients. There was no one therehaydctid a chat in
Spanish until a buzzer attached to the other gifiform signalled
that she was wanted.

Maria picked up a glossy magazine but she wastiieimood to read
beauty hints and study fashion photographs. Shet faaick on the
table and stood looking out of the window at theeedt below,
wondering what Raul was saying to her father.

It was Raul himself who came to tell her their tateete was at an
end. But he didn't say what had been discussedlamdhesitated to
ask. He was in a hurry and only stayed a few msbéfore going off
to some appointment, saying he would see her I&éren she
returned to her father's room, the nurse had justnghim an

injection and already he was half asleep.

'If | were you, I'd try to snatch an hour's sleepngelf,’ said the nurse.
'l don't suppose you got much last night, did you?"



They were all being especially kind to her becafsehat lay ahead,
thought Maria, as she went up to the top floor. Amde there was no
possibility of her father recovering, she oughtdafront the fact that
very soon she would be on her own with her livimgarn and a large
debt to repay. How was she going to do it?

She was woken by another nurse telling her shenaased in Room
24.

'It's all right... you don't have to rush. He jugnts you there... to
talk.'

Her father, when she joined him, came straighth®o goint on his
mind.

'Young Dysart was here a while back. This mornmas it? They're
pumping me full of dope... it makes me confusedséles he wants to
help you... send you to stay with his old auntaitlst wouldn't suit
you, living in England. You're used to the sun. Yeauldn't like grey
skies and cold. Anyway | don't trust him. I'm naysg he means you
harm, wants to seduce you. | don't think he has ithanind. But
there's something ... something behind his suggesti

'So what did you tell him, Father?'

‘That you're better off here. When I've gone yowsiwrite to my
lawyers. You'll find the address with my papersha envelope with
my passport, your birth certificate and our marmidges. You've
kept that by you, | hope.'

‘Yes, it's upstairs in my room.'

He gave a satisfied nod. 'Everything you'll neethithere. But you
won't get the money I've saved for you until yotwventy-one. | tied



it up in a trust in case of accidents... and bezagisen the chance,
you might be as wasteful with money as your motlvas. She

thought it grew on trees. If you're ever really against it, the
trustees'll let you have enough to tide you ovart Bdon't think

you'll have any problem finding a job.'

'I'm sure | won't, Father. You mustn't worry abo. I'll be all right.’

'l hope so, Maria. Maybe | was wrong to keep yothwne. Maybe...'
His voice trailed off and he lapsed into anothezedo

Three days later, he died in his sleep. The dactoharge wanted to
sedate Maria but she was reluctant to take pilts Raul supported
her resistance. They were the only people at theeréd and

afterwards he took her back to the hotel which isgurrent base in
Mexico. It was not the one where they had been swing every day.

That, it turned out, belonged to Carolina's father.

The hotel owned by Raul's company was at the extisouthern end
of the barrier island at Punta Nizuc, with access lbong white beach
and also to the lagoon, Laguna Nichupte. Hiddemfeach other by
beautifully landscaped sub-tropical gardens werscare of low
colour-washed buildings, some with several bedrosome with
one.

Maria was taken to a cottage with a double bedraositting-room
and a spacious veranda decorated and furnishedrasla-looking
combination of cobalt-blue, white and coral.

Raul had told her to rest and they would meet faner at eight
o'clock. In her sitting-room she found books, magez, a basket of
fruit and, in a concealed refrigerator, a selectbrsoft drinks and
alcohol which, according to a discreet notice anttp of the cabinet,



were provided with the compliments of the managemkinwas
clearly a very expensive place to stay.

After she had unpacked, she put on her bikini aadtwn search of
the beach. From it, the sea looked an even mongibdaolour than
the view she was used to: jade changing to turquamsl then from
blue to deep violet.

After her swim she went back to the cottage andvehed. Then she
wrapped herself in a long white cotton robe, alsovigled by the

management and lay down on a white-cushioned ddyebenjoy a

luxurious book called’he Art of Mesoamericahich had the hotel's
book plate pasted inside the front cover.

She must have fallen asleep, for the next thingkslea was that the
telephone on the table beside her was ringing.

'‘Bueno:

'‘Good evening, Miss Rawlings.' A pleasant femaleeranswered in
English with an American accent. 'Mr

Dysart asked me to remind you that he's expectmgfgr dinner in
forty-five minutes. Someone will come to your cgao show you
the way.'

‘Thank you.'

‘Mr Dysart thought you would prefer to dine infoliyan private. Do
you have everything you need?'

'‘Oh, yes, thank you.'

'‘Good. Please don't hesitate to ask if there'svemy we can be of
service to you. You'll find the house telephoneecliory on the
writing table.' Whoever it was rang off.



Maria was relieved to know that they weren't gdimgat in public in
a restaurant where all the other women would hashionable resort
clothes.

She put on the denim skirt and the peach-stripatevshirt she had
washed and pressed at night in the laundry- roaimeatlinic where,
during the day, the patients' silk nightgowns aryhmas were
laundered by hand. When her hair was newly washeddbon tended
to slide off, so she fastened it back with an edasand to hold the
ribbon in place.

At two minutes to seven there was a light tap ando®r. A young
Mexican in an immaculate uniform with a nam
badge—'Arturo'—above the breast pocket had corertduct her to
Raul's quarters.

On the way she asked him how long he had workedealhotel. He
seemed surprised she spoke Spanish and said hed&adhere since
it opened six months earlier.

Raul's cottage looked identical to hers. He waglingaon the
veranda.

‘Gracias, Arturo.We'll have dinner in half an hour. What would yol
like to drink, Maria?'

She noticed the bottle of white wine in an ice k®ickn the table
beside his chair.

‘May | have a little of your wine?'
'Of course. Would you like it diluted with soda?’

'Is that how you drink it?'



'No, but a lot of women like it that way. It's lig in calories—which
you don't have to worry about—and less alcoholictomeone who's
driving. Try it. See what you think.'

When he had fixed her drink and they were sittiogvil, she said,
'‘Raul, this is a beautiful place and it's very kofdyou to bring me
here. But it's miles beyond my means. | don't kmdwat they are yet.
There's some money in trust for when I'm twenty-buael shouldn't
think it's very much and meanwhile | have to eayrimng and try to
pay back all the money you've already spent on elnalh. I'm afraid
that may take quite a while, but | mean to stantkwtbe minute | can
find a job. I'll start looking tomorrow.'

He lifted a quizzical eyebrow. 'That was quite aesgh. Now it's my
turn. In the first place we're not heavily bookéthe moment so your
cottage would be empty if you weren't in it. Sedgngtou need to
think about the future more carefully than you"ael ime for. This
has all happened very suddenly. You need timentedo terms with
it. | think you should take life easy for at leastveek, maybe longer.’

'‘But | can't afford to do that. How can | sit badkjng nothing, when
| have all these huge bills to pay...the clinice.tuneral expenses? |
must owe you millions.'

'In pesos, yes. But it's not such a frightening ambtanUS dollars or
sterling. Anyway, there are other ways of settliohgpts besides
paying out money, you know. In this case theretsuah easier way
to cover your expenses. One which doesn't invohkenyy some
deadend job which would bore you to death and gaypts.'

‘There is?' she said, puzzled. 'What is it?'



CHAPTER NINE

‘You can sell me your father's paintings,' saidlRall the canvases
he left. They're exactly what | want for the newdisouth of Playa.
Rather than mailing them to the New York dealer
mentioned—who doesn't seem to have succeeded impiulgi up
much interest in them—Iet me take them off yourdsafror what I'm
prepared to pay, you can settle your bill at theicland the other
expenses, with enough left over to pay for a coursiee skills you'll
need to get yourself a job with prospects.'

'‘Can they be worth as much as that?' she said fidybt

She had no idea what her father had been paiddqidtures, except
that he'd often said sourly that dealers made thane artists.

'‘Even competent amateurs expect high prices tregse'daid Raul. 'l
don't suppose you've felt like looking at the pamgé in your cottage,
but in my opinion they're not as good as your fasheork.'

In fact she had looked at the pictures and thotlggmh decorative but
not what her father would have classified as atieWWRaul told her
what they had cost she was astonished.

"There's a place downtown where girls go to leaybloard skills,' he

went on. 'How to type and use a computer for waat@ssing and so
on. That's a basic qualification for almost any yolo can nhame. I'm
not sure how long the courses last. Not more thraorth, | shouldn't

think. But by the time you're through there, yohdlve a better idea
what you want to do with your life.’

Arturo reappeared pushing a rubber-wheeled trolleth silver

covers protecting the dishes on it from the insélgtag about the
gardens. The absence of mosquitoes from the tewase=xplained
by gadgets plugged into electrical sockets.



The table was already laid with white napery, flosvand candles
inside glass storm shades. When Arturo had licgmelles, Raul drew
out a chair for her.

Their meal began withopa de aguacate,soup made from avocado:s
served with hot sweet rolls.

‘Tomorrow morning my secretary will find out abdhe course for
you. I've left a space in my schedule to take yowmhe of the
shopping malls. You're going to need some morénekt

'l feel I'm a terrible nuisance to you.'

'If you were, | should delegate someone else tk &fter you,' he said
drily. 'l never do anything which bores me.’

After a pause, she said, 'Why is the hotel noPfull

'‘We're catering to a clientele who would normaligntup their noses
at a resort like Cancun but who want to take braakise sun without
going as far afield as, for example, the Bandareira

'Where's that?'

‘An island in a sub-group of the Moluccas whichdugebe called the
Spice Islands. It's where | go for my holidays. Buén today it takes
a long time to get there and the climate is onlpdy@t certain
seasons. From Europe, or East Coast America,at'sa iestination
which makes sense for a few days' break. Cancut ike beginning
it attracted the ricland discriminating traveller. I'm hoping to draw
them back. The way things are going, quite earlghantwenty-first
century, the world is going to run out of beautfmspoilt places in
the sun.'

When they had finished the soup, he uncovered la afiseafood
salad and gave her a generous helping. For theofeése meal he



talked about hotels and resorts and she asked shieahoped were
intelligent questions.

The sweet was a salad of fresh figs topped witls rautd thick
whipped cream and served with thin gingery biscuits

Afterwards, Raul said, '‘Come into the sitting-rodhh.show you a
desktop computer which is what you'll be learnimgise.’

They sat side by side at a desk, with Maria diyextlfront of the
screen, while he showed her which buttons to gaebsing it to life
and produce a list of the next day's appointmentdding '10.30
a.m: Take Maria shopping'. But it wasn't goingastliong. At noon
he had another engagement.

He said, 'If I've nothing better to do | can pldness or solitaire.’

He gave her some more instructions. When she prébsewrong
key, he put his hand over hers, took hold of hegfinger as if she
were a very young child, and dabbed the pad offinger on a
sequence of keys which not only produced a chesdlima moved
several pieces to different squares.

'Did you and your father play board games? | demtember seeing
any.'

'‘We had some when | was small but they went irhtireicane.’

She was sharply conscious of him leaning over heulsler, his hard
cheek inches from hers. Then he stretched hisdmeeround her,
took her other hand to control that forefinger adlvand, a few
moments later, in the centre of the blank scream aer name in
capital letters.



'See... you can make it bigger... or smaller..rudr it out and start
again. These things are a lot of fun. You'll engejting the hang of
it.'

Then, to her disappointment, he put her finger&eys which made
everything disappear and then he let go of her ©rand switched it
off.

‘Time you were in bed.’

Presently, brushing her hair, she wondered if lnekinawn that being
close to him made her heart pound and her pulsesaiad that was
why he hadn't continued the lesson.

She was wearing the nightdress he had boughtthgasl made of a
cotton so fine it would have been transparent hadtibeen gathered
into a band of smocking above her breasts. The aadkarmholes
were bound with yellow to match the thread usedterstitches on
the smocking. She knew it must have been expenkioe. had he

known what size bra and briefs she wore and hestwand hip

measurements for the skirt? Perhaps he had ofteghbalothes for

women, or perhaps he had found a salesgirl whoeld@bout the

same size as herself.

Counting the hours until half-past ten tomorrowe sffimbed' into
bed. For a little while she read, but the book didold her attention.
She put it aside, switched out the light and lawrldo think about
Raul and the new life stretching ahead of her.

The next day they went to a mall with over threadred shops as
well as cafes and restaurants. Maria was dazzlethéywindow
displays.



When the time came to leave, she said, 'Couldyl lstae by myself
and spend some more time looking around? | can ¢xacle by bus.’

Momentarily Raul looked doubtful. Then he said| Wght. But don't
let anyone chat you up. If they do, answer in Sganake it clear
you're not a tourist. I'll take your shopping bagth me. Here's some
money in case you see anything else you want. laeh here if you
like, but be back by four.'

After he had gone, Maria spent more than an houdlystg the
window displays and looking at the racks of clotimssde the shops.
At a food counter she bought a carton of yogurp&apwith granola
and sat on a bench by a fountain, enjoying therashbetween the
crunchy topping and the rich, smooth taste of tiwcolate yogurt.

She knew that if she could earn her living any whg wanted, she
would like a job in the fashion industry. The wagople dressed
fascinated her. She could spend all day sittingchmag the passing
parade of tourists, analysing why some of them doogood and
some looked terrible and, in the case of the lattenking how she
would dress them.

But perhaps a career in fashion wasn't an opti@mreNhan anything
she wanted to stay near Raul. Perhaps the waytttativas to make
out she was interested in a job in the hotel aserbusiness.

When she continued her tour of the mall, she canaegallery selling

paintings and small sculptures. Curious to see tiegtcost, she had
a look round. Admittedly the pictures were expeelsivframed but

the prices confirmed what Raul had told her. Evecoad-rate art
was expensive.

When she returned to the hotel and asked for heakthe desk, she
was handed a folder with 'For the attention of MiésRawlings'
attached to the cover.



Maria didn't look to see what it contained untiesiot back to the
cottage where her shopping had been left on a ohaine veranda.

She changed into her swimsuit, filled a glass wadd water and sat
down to open the folder.

Inside were receipted medical and funeral bills antist of her
father's paintings, identified by descriptions wahiggested prices
typed alongside. To her surprise the list includled portrait of
herself which she wouldn't have thought would keEréh She didn't
like the idea of parting with it but perhaps shaigdave to. Another
sheet of paper gave details and costs of learrecgetarial skills.
Raul's secretary had even found out what it woofd t lodge with a
Mexican family in downtown Cancun. Finally came heat
balancing the total amount offered for the picturagainst
outstanding and future expenses. If she acceptegribes offered,
she would come out of the deal with her debts wigkkdnd a little
money in hand to tide her over until she had hplodia from the
business school and could start earning.

The day Maria finished her course, Raul took hertowsupper and,
while they were eating shrimp sauted in olive athvgarlic and chilli
peppers, told her he could get her a job on tharsians desk at the
hotel owned by Carolina's father.

'I'd rather work in one of your hotels.’

'‘Maybe later on we'll have something suitable fou.yThis will be
good experience. That's if you haven't thought arhesthing else
you'd rather do.’

She shook her head. She had made some enquirié&roawn
account: the sort of vocational training she waedlly like would
involve going to Mexico City or America. Mexico €itvas already



grossly overcrowded and in the United States shddnuae far away
and friendless.

'What will | have to do?'

'‘Explain what tours are available to the visitonsl diaise with the
companies running the tours. You won't find it idifft. You'll be
working shifts and there's a free minibus to tekdéf $0 and from the
downtown area. You can go on living with the Vargésu're still
comfortable there?'

‘Yes, it's fine.'
‘And you're making friends?’

Maria nodded. The Varga family had a daughter abeutown age
who worked in one of the other big hotels. Sheihtrdduced her to
people and Maria was making friends at her worlglageveral
young men on the staff had tried to make a dath tar, but she
wasn't interested. The only man she wanted to sseRaul.

'I'm going to Europe for a couple of weeks,' hd toér. 'If you have
any problems while I'm away, tell my secretary.'

On her fifth day at the hotel, Maria was alonehat éxcursions desk
when she looked up from studying a brochure to Geeolina
approaching.

'‘Raul said he'd arranged for you to work here.darry about your
father,' said the other girl. 'Mama told me, ifamsyou, to give you
her sympathy.'

‘Thank you.' It occurred to Maria that there wasamger anything to
prevent her from telling Carolina who her mothed lh&en. But not



now, not while she was on duty.'l don't come heuehmn the normal
way, but I'm helping to organise a ball—a big affar charity. So I'll
be coming a lot. See you..." Carolina hurried away.

However although Maria often caught sight of heshilag through
the lobby, sometimes she was busy attending toceat@nd at other
times Carolina was in too much of a rush to staptatk.

Maria decided to postpone revealing herself asa'sedaughter.
Perhaps it would be best to tell Raul first. Shgked for him to come
back. Even though she hadn't seen much of him tigcetine
knowledge that he was nearby made her feel mordoctahle than
when he was far away in Europe.

He came back unexpectedly, two days before he wlaedsled to
return.

The Varga family were out for the evening and slas lying in the
hammock on their back porch, listening to music dag-dreaming,
when suddenly Raul appeared round the corner didbse.

Taken by surprise, she could only stare at hinstorashed delight.
Then, as he stepped on to the porch, smiling atdmer tore off the
headset and sprang out of the hammock, her fagiat &ath joy.

"You're back!'

What happened next was spontaneous. He openednissta her,
and she flung herself into them. But what begamdsear hug
became, when she raised her face, the first ptapgof her life.

She had often thought about being in Raul's arrdgeeling his lips
on hers. But her imagination hadn't prepared hewrfat it was really
like. As he held her close to his tall strong bayl took possession



of her mouth, the emotions and sensations sweémiaggh her were
as powerful and irresistible as the roaring winald storming seas of
a hurricane.

It seemed to go on forever and, when he raisetidasl and put her
gently away from him, she felt sure he didn't wianand that it was
an effort for him to resume his normal manner.

‘Are you alone here?'

She nodded, gulping in breath to say, 'Did you thegbell? | didn't
hear. Everyone else is out this evening. Why arehaxck ahead of
time?’

'I'd finished what | went to do. That side gatelaitg be locked when
you're on your own here. Anyone could walk through.

'‘Come inside. Let me fix you a drink...or coffem. whatever you'd
like.'

‘Thanks, but | only stopped by to say hello anctkltkat it's all going
to plan... that you like the job on the tour desk.'

‘It's fine... for a starter,' she added. 'l wouldrént to do it forever.'"

‘There was never any question of that. What arer ymaurs
tomorrow?'

When she told him she was on duty from eight uatd, he said,
'‘We'll have lunch and maybe a swim. I'll go out ey | came in.
Come and lock the gate after me.’

A few minutes later he was gone, leaving her woindef it had been
some kind of hallucination. But when she put hegérs to her lips
she knew that she couldn't have imagined that rapsukiss. Raul
might not have meant to kiss her, and might thimttdy of it



afterwards. But it had happened. It had put thedationship on a new
plane.

* * %

On the night of the big dinner dance, Maria waskivay the late shift
and was still on duty when people in evening dbeggan to arrive.

Until the day before yesterday she had clung tohibhyge that Raul

would include her among the guests at his tablen &vough she had
nothing to wear for such a grand occasion and ctuddford to buy a

suitable dress.

Since his return from Europe they had lunched amdirs several

times. But he had never asked her out at nighhawhanner towards
her was much the same as it had been before timbirage on the
back porch. She was at a loss to understand ha@euid have kissed
her in that hungry way and next day reverted toenfieendliness.

Some time after the tours desk should have claSadylina swept
into the lobby, wearing a spectacular dress withraging silver top
and floating white chiffon skirt. She came ovethe desk.

'Like my dress?'
'It's beautiful,' said Maria.
'It's a Valentino,' Carolina told her, preening.

By this time Maria had looked at enough glossy mags to
recognise the name of one of the world's top desgyn

Turning to watch the other girl's bare back as sh&led in the
direction of the ballroom, Maria wondered if sheulebever wear a
dress like that.



‘You should have gone home ten minutes ago.'

She came out of her reverie to find Raul standinthke desk. It was
the first time she had seen him in evening dresa.rhasculine way,
he looked as breathtaking as his cousin.

'l wanted to see some of the dresses. Carolina/enslerful.’

It struck her that they might have arrived togetheresumably
Carolina, as one of the ball's organisers, hadddiahead of him to
check that everything was in order while he wa&ipgrthe car. But
surely there would be valet-parking tonight?

'She enjoys these affairs,’ said Raul, his tongestghg he didn't
share her enthusiasm.

‘Are her parents coming?' Maria still hadn't toldnhabout her
mother.

‘They have another engagement tonight. But mosthefpeople
present will be in their age group. It will be ettrely dull. If | hadn't
been asked to keep an eye on Carolina, | sholldiiere,' he said. 'If
I'd known you were still in the building, I'd hakept the car and run
you home. I'll get them to bring it back.'

'Oh, no, please don't bother.' Much as she wantbé tvith him, she
didn't wish to be a nuisance. 'I'll go on the retaff bus.’

At night, when there were fewer staff on duty, shettle service was
less frequent but she didn't mind waiting.

At that point Carolina reappeared, urgently beckgriRaul from the
far end of the ballroom corridor.

'‘Some minor crisis, | suppose. I'd better go andl deith it.
Goodnight... Cinderella.'



With one of his sardonic smiles, he strode awawiteg her to regret
that she hadn't jumped at his offer to run her home

Two days later, in a special supplement, the Ipegler published
four pages of photographs of the ball, including @f Raul and
Carolina dancing together.

He hadn't been looking bored when the camera caughtMaria
thought, with a pang. Even before the photograppsared, the staff
grapevine had been humming with speculation thatd® courting
the chairman of the board's daughter. She triglistoiss the rumour
as uninformed gossip but she couldn't shake offféleéng that it
might be true.

When her shift was over, instead of taking the dontown, she
walked to the nearest shopping mall to look forrexpensive gift
for Senora Varga's birthday at the weekend.

It was the mall where Raul had taken her shoppnglbthes before
she started her training course. As she had be$tw= had a long
browse in the dress shops, partly to take her rofhthe dispiriting
thought that the kiss which had meant so muchitevas never going
to be repeated because, on Raul's side, it had demrsguided
impulse he now regretted.

She was passing the picture gallery, on her waypbilte mall, when
a small canvas on a spotlit easel inside the openady caught her
eye. She had never seen the painting before blkredve it was one
of her father's even before she was close enougbadis device on
it. Most of the pictures had prices on them, big t@me didn't. 'How
much is this picture?' she asked, when the deplegaaed from the
back room. Perhaps, if it wasn't too costly, he M@agree to let her
buy it in instalments.



When he told her the price, at first she thoughivhae joking.

Sitting in Houston airport, waiting for the delayddparture of the
flight to Amsterdam to be announced, Maria watcbier travellers
snacking at the food counters and browsing in tbekstore near
where she was sitting. She wondered if anyoneelisas unhappy as
she did. How could you tell what was going on iesmtople? How
would anyone, looking at her, know that her hea$ Wwreaking?

It had taken her three days to organise her getaWarge days of
rage and pain at finding herself the dupe of a sEhad thought she
could trust.

It was clear now why he had befriended her. He magé known all
along that her father was becoming recognised, tti&tpaintings
Raul had bought from her for a song were worth eagdeal of
money.

Luckily a passport had not been a problem. Whenféter had
renewed his passport for his last trip to New Y drd,had organised
one for her.

‘You never know what might come up. One day we wayt to leave
here in a hurry,' he had said at the time.

Now, for her, that day had come. This morning she left Mexico
and would never go back. But to escape had coseyndihe only
way she had been able to raise it was by selliagpthrtrait of her
mother, the one painting not on Raul's frauduleptiged bill of sale.

No doubt, had he known she had it, he would haveuaeled her to
sell that for peanuts as well. Whereas the dealeen she revealed
who she was and who the girl in the painting wasl, paid her more
than enough to cover her fare to Europe.



And to keep her for as long as it took to train dgproper career so
that for the rest of her life she need never agaibeholden to a man.



ENVOI

MARIA'S taxi joined the line of vehicles waiting to putvdo their
passengers at the entrance to one of the worldss$ pnestigious art
galleries, the Prado, treasure house of paintiatsated by the kings
of Spain for five hundred years, including workstbg great Spanish
masters, Velazquez, Goya, and El Greco.

Immediately in front of her taxi was an vintage IRoRoyce, ahead
of that a new Ferrari. The distinguished, the ritge famous:
everyone who was anyone was arriving for the reaepo launch the
first public exhibition of a large collection of ipéings by the
mysterious artist who had signed his work with gresentation of a
spider monkey, believed by the ancient Mayans tthbeprotective
god of artists and scribes.

As her taxi drew nearer to the entrance, she sawshld have to
run the gauntlet of Press photographers and TV @and&ut they
didn't make her nervous. It was the imminent meetwth the man
inside the building which made her inwardly tense.

She had already paid the driver by the time the dbthe taxi was
opened for her and she stepped out on to the $jp@ciasions carpet,
passing the barrage of cameras with the calm assenaf a woman
who knew her appearance could not be faulted.

'‘Who's this?' she heard a male voice ask. The arsamee from one
of the women photo-journalists. 'lt's Andrina'he tdesigner. But
she's not on the guest list.'

Inside the building people were being directedpecsal cloakrooms
set up for the occasion. Maria surrendered theaaeldglack cashmere
shawl, bound with silk and fastened by an antigwerscloak clasp,

which concealed the upper part of her dress tdtandant.



The fact that she had no invitation wasn't notit@abthis stage. Not
many of the woman shedding their wraps had cont@é&nown and
their escorts would have their cards.

The attendant collecting the invitations was at tbp of an
Impressive staircase. In the background were tweeromen, in
evening dress, whose discreet surveillance misstdng.

Just before she reached the attendant, Maria stepgeof the line
and said quietly to one of these men, '‘Good evemtyghame is--'

To her astonishment, he said, 'Good evening, MasliRgs. Please
go in." He touched the attendant on the shoulddrsamnd in a low
voice, "This lady doesn't need a card.’

How did he know who she was? How did he know harmame?

Baffled, she accepted a glossy catalogue from anatttendant and
passed through the archway leading into the hugernehere her
father's paintings were displayed. It was not th& time she had
seen them since leaving Mexico. In London and atsdraris,
examples of his work had been sold by the fine autgion houses
and she had been to views and, later, read thetsepibthe prices
they had fetched.

Even seeing them one at a time always gave heargst sensation.
Now to walk into a room where more than fifty of hiest works were
displayed was an unnerving experience.

Waiters were circulating with trays of drinks andits. Maria took a
glass of sparkling wine which looked like champaboewas more
likely the finest Spanishcava. She declined the selection of
vol-au-vents and other savoury mouthfuls offereddn

Everywhere she looked were vivid reminders of thentry where
she had grown up and the eccentric genius who &ewl the centre of



her world until that unforgettable morning, longoagvhen another
man had entered her life and left an equally ifdielimprint on her
heart and mind.

Had this been an ordinary exhibition, she wouldehla@gun to move
slowly round the room, studying the paintings ogeohe. Tonight
that was impossible. She was too keyed up. Indieihisestage hardly
anyone was looking at the paintings. For the mortiesyt were busy
socialising: greeting people they knew, performmtgoductions, the
women eyeing each other's clothes.

The only painting which was receiving attention was in the centre
of the room. From where she was standing Mariacdceaé no more
than a corner of the frame and glimpses of the woleured silk

rope of a cordon preventing people from crowding ¢ose to the
easel supporting the frame.

Curious to see which of her father's works had [ssdected for this
place of honour, she moved closer.

As some people standing in front of it moved assihe, was startled
to see her own face looking back at her. Suddémbas clear why the
man on duty at the entrance had recognised her.

Instinctively she turned away before anyone elsmishnotice the
likeness between the suntanned girl in white inghimting and the
untanned blonde guest in black whose hair wasatait® a chignon,
not loose down her back, but who was clearly timesperson.

Opening the catalogue, the better to hide heridule she recovered
from this second shock, Maria found the portrafirogluced as a
frontispiece. It was captioned, 'Portrait of thieséis daughter, Maria,
aged nineteen. See notes on page fifteen.’

She was turning the pages when someone said, '&@wming, Miss
Rawlings.'



She turned to find a man she had never seen batfftver elbow.

‘Mr Dysart has been told you are here. He'd likegt® you before the
official opening. Would you come with me, please.'

This was a turn of events she hadn't foreseen. Bomé had never
occurred to her that Raul would include her padrirathe exhibition,
or that the likeness would be so much more strikiogy she was
older.

‘Very well.'

‘This way. Let me dispose of that for you.' He tdwdt untouched
glass of wine and gave it to a waiter.

They left the room by a side door giving into agaage hung with Old
Master drawings. Her escort held open a fire doak, a few yards
further on, showed her into a small room domindbgda huge
Biblical painting. She had braced herself to finr@uRthere, but the
room was empty.

‘Mr Dysart will join you in a moment.' The man wditiew.

Maria hadn't bargained for meeting Raul in priv&8at perhaps it

was better this way. She felt herself startingeaible and took some
more deep, steadying breaths. At the moment shéhleaahip-hand

and she mustn't lose it. If she showed the legst @i weakness, he
would quickly recover the dominance he had once had

The door opened. She turned, her face a mask ¢ddrau

For a moment he stood in the doorway and, becais@ab wearing a
white dinner-jacket, she had the curious illusibatttime had gone
into reverse, like a rewinding video, and at argosel they would be
back in Mexico on the night of the charity ball.



Then he stepped into the room, closing the doagttyubehind him,
and she saw that he wasn't the man she rememi&redvasn't the
girl she had been, and the years had changed hralaglis hair was
as thick as before but premature flecks of greyewasible at his
temples and his face, still darkly tanned, was nt@inthan she
remembered.

'‘Good evening, Raul,' she said coolly. 'lIs themaesgpecial reason
why you wished to see me? If not, | would ratheddmking at my
father's paintings. It's purely by chance thatggen to be in Madrid
this evening.' This was true. If she hadn't seerptace irfhe Times,
she wouldn't have known about the exhibition. l&aving first thing
in the morning.'

In recent years she had seen a number of menrfggtdicontrol their

tempers, although not because she had provoked fRaut's eyes
didn't bulge nor did his face turn purple. But &mgyer showed in the
sudden hard knots of muscle at the angle of his gmd the

compression of his lips.

‘Damn right there's a special reason!" he saidhowit raising his
voice. 'When you ran off, you caused a number opfeea great deal
of needless anxiety.'

'Really? | can't imagine who. Certainly not you!Wimust have been
delighted to see the last of me.’

'‘We'll leave my reactions out of it for the momeywu worried Aunt
Iris out of her wits when she found out. She'd graery fond of you.
You worried Conrad because he was fond of her.dparlyou don't
remember Conrad. He was old and you only knew lamafshort
time. None of us meant much to you. That's obvious.



'On the contrary, if I'd known your aunt's addrdss have kept in
touch with her...as long as it didn't involve meamy more contact
with you.'

She had never forgotten the strange steely gréysoéyes, but the
blaze in them now was something new to her. "Wh#tat supposed
to mean?' he demanded.

‘You could hardly expect me to feel kindly towayasl once | found
out you'd cheated me. In my innocence, what you pai the
paintings you bought from me seemed a huge suhedirhe. But it
was only a fraction of their real worth. | didnftdw that, but you did.'

To her surprise he showed no sign of discomfitiéhen did you
find that out?'

'‘Soon after you duped me. It's the reason | lettidl think about

facing you with it but then | decided not to. Iles@ed better to cut my
losses and forget I'd ever known you. Which | é&id.no doubt you

forgot about me... until | turned up tonight anduyilt yourself

threatened.'

‘Threatened?' The characteristic lift of the eyebh@adn't changed.
'‘What are you talking about?"

'It wouldn't be difficult to expose the mean trighu played on me. |
still have the receipt for the paintings, or rathmr lawyer has it. If |
chose to tell the Press..." She left the senten@irished. 'l should
feel uneasy if | were in your shoes.’

His eyes narrowed. 'What do you want from me? M8hey

She gave him a scornful look. "You would jump tattbonclusion.
No, I'm not a blackmailer, Raul. | don't want yoooney. | wouldn't
touch it with a bargepole. It galls me to think &svever under an
obligation to you. Is Miss Dysatrt still alive?"



Clearly he found the question irrelevant, but &id surtly, 'Yes, but
that's not her name now. She's Mrs Huntingdon. &tte Conrad
decided to marry soon after you disappeared. Youldvbave been
asked to their wedding but you couldn't be traéed.you married?'

She shook her head. 'lI've been too busy carving cateer. As your
aunt's still alive and | shouldn't like to distré=s, I'll leave things as
they are. But you know and | know that, morallymsoof those
paintings out there—the nucleus of your collectiadeesn't really
belong to you. You got them by means that no haatdarperson
would stoop to. | hope you can live with that, Rakhow | couldn't.’

While she was speaking his expression had chamfjeceyes were
no longer angry. The grim line of his mouth hadeoéd.

He said, 'The years since you went haven't beaod gme for me,
but not for that reason. We'll talk this out latdgria. In a moment I'll
have to go and take part in the opening.'

As he said it, the door opened and the man whdhaeyht her here
put his head in. 'lt's almost time, Mr Dysart.'

'I'm coming, Stephen. Look after Miss Rawlings,lwdu? | haven't
finished with her. | hold you responsible for sgethat she stays in
the building.’

'Yes, sir.'
Raul strode out of the room.

'l don't know how he expects you to stop me if base to leave,’
Maria said, fuming.

'l shall lose my job if | don't,' the man callecefthen told her, with a
wry smile. 'Mr Dysart expects his orders to beiedrout to the letter.
If not--' He gave an expressive shrug.



'‘Don't worry. | won't give you the slip. Having cen want to see the
exhibition. Some of the paintings I've seen befQthers are new to
me.'

‘There's a small gallery above the entrance tceigbition-room.
You can watch the opening from there if you'd ratleeincognito,' he
told her.

‘Much rather. | had no idea the portrait of me \gasgg to be on
show.'

They reached the gallery by a narrow flight of rstavhich led even
higher, perhaps giving access to the roof of thidimg. In the
gallery were three or four chairs. Sitting down,ridacould see over
the balustrade without being seen by the fashientobng below.

It was a long time since she had seen so many ibhggutoiffed
heads and haute couture dresses. This being $meany, people were
smoking and the aroma of cigars, pomades and cesotpok her
back to the night of the engagement party in Merida

As the most important guests began to appear oddise to be met
by ripples of applause and bobs and bows from ¢dople nearest to
them, she wondered if Carolina would have changachmProbably
by now she and Raul had at least two childrenitlsgemed unlikely
that his cousin would have let her figure go likexwtan women of
the poorer classes.

Raul was the last to appear, but there was no ahehim. Perhaps
Carolina was pregnant and had chosen not to coltmmugh she
would have to be very close to the expected bidte do miss an
occasion like this, thought Maria.

'‘Where is Mr Dysart's wife?' she murmured to henganion.

He looked puzzled. 'Mr Dysart isn't married, MissA#ngs.'



'‘D'you mean he's divorced now?'

‘To my knowledge he's never been married." Whatgoee wrong?
she wondered. On the dais a man moved to the megtéh the
microphone attached to it and waited for the hummafrmured
conversation to die down. '"Your Excellencies, lachad gentlemen

As he began to speak, Maria remembered what shiedeamdabout to
read when Stephen interrupted her. She openedatadogue to
check the number of the page with the notes regjdaarher portrait.

Looking at it again, she remembered the last tinedsseen it, the
day Raul had helped her to pack their belonginpenTher glance
flicked across to the facing page, the title pafythe catalogue. As
she was about to turn it, her own name sprang iteye from the
small print below the large letters at the top.

All the paintings are the property of the Maria Rags

Endowment which has its headquarters in Merida,a¥arc

After being exhibited in Europe, the collection vaé housed
In a nineteenth-century mansion in Merida, formeryned by
the family of the artist's Mexican wife.

For some moments Maria felt stunned. The man bedsatewas
listening intently to the introductory speech. Wiiteimished and he
joined in the clapping, she put her hand on his arm

'‘What does this mean?' tapping the paragraph \ettliimger. 'There
was nothing about this ifihe Times.'

'‘No, it wasn't mentioned in the first Press relsa$its going to be
announced in a minute. It's a trust set up by Msddyto establish and
maintain a private art gallery.'

‘But why was it given my name instead of my fatf&r'



'‘Because that's the way Mr Dysart wanted it. | Wasn his staff
when the Endowment was set up. I've only been itthfour years.
It was already--' he broke off as another spediegped forward, the
American ambassador.

Maria listened in a daze to the ambassador's esipressof pleasure
at the increasing fame of an artist whose careesad, had many
parallels with that of another American, Georgi&é&&ffe. She had
found her finest inspiration in the landscape ofvNdexico while
George Rawlings had found his in the seascape oxidds
Caribbean coast.

His speech was followed by a reminder that theststmother had
been English from the British ambassador. Theneedp by the
chairman of the Endowment's board of trustees wasunced.

Compared with the three previous speakers, all mdate middle
age and all rather overweight, Raul looked strikingan and virile.
From the gallery, the flecks in his hair were ivis and Maria felt
she must have imagined that he looked curiouslyviadraNow,

acknowledging the applause with his charming snhieeJooked as
compellingly attractive as her memory of him.

After the formal preamble, he said, 'About fiftegerars ago, in New
York, | saw a painting which caught my imaginatidhe gallery was

small, the price of the picture was low. | boughtTihere was no
signature, only a squiggle of paint which | wouldrdve recognised
for what it was if | hadn't spent time in MexicoofNong after that, a
more astute dealer recognised the artist's wordhdaew him to the

attention of the critics. Late in life he begarbfashionable. But he
continued to live in seclusion with his daughteminose name the
Endowment was founded.'He paused to glance roundotbm and

Maria wondered if he was looking for her.



‘The portrait of Maria Rawlings is one of the fihpaintings in this
travelling exhibition,’ Raul continued. 'And Geordgeawlings
transmitted his artistic gift to his daughter whimce his death seven
years ago, has established herself as a desigraary bF you will
know her by her professional name—Andrina.’

A murmur of surprise ran through his audience aradidwondered
how and when he had found that out.

The rest of his speech concerned her father anquést to trace all
his paintings and, where possible, acquire themtHergallery in
Merida.

'‘We had better go back to the ante-room," saidn®tepas the people
on the dais began to step down and mingle witlother guests. 'Mr
Dysart may want you to join him.'

‘Nothing would induce me to join him in that meleghe said
decisively.

Her thoughts were already in turmoil. To be obli¢e&e gracious to
a throng of people she had never set eyes on befarkl be beyond
endurance.

Stephen looked rather shocked. 'Hardly a melees R&wlings.'

'‘Perhaps not, but | still don't want to meet th&n.Dysart's wishes
may be a categorical imperative to you... but aohe. If he wants to
see me, I'll give you my telephone number. I'd dils® to see the
paintings in peace and quiet. Perhaps he couldgerfor me to come
to the Prado before it opens to the public tomoribwsure that's not
beyond his powers.'

By now they were going down the stairs with Stepabead of her.
He turned to look over his shoulder. 'Yes, cernfainbut | think he'll
want to see you tonight.’



In fact Raul was already in the passage leadirtigg@nte-room.

'l can't imagine that you want to meet a pack @rgjers and I'm not
in the mood for them either,’ he said briskly. pfb&en, you can
deputise for me. I've already apologised to bothassadors and said
my presence is urgently needed elsewhere. Comeg,dlteria. You
and | have a lot to catch up on. We'll slip outltaek way.'

Taking her arm, he led her back through the firerdt then turned
down a different passage to where a security gwasion duty.

‘This lady is feeling unwell,' he explained in Sigan'She's staying at
the Ritz Hotel. We want to leave by a door whiahitisinder Press
surveillance.’

‘Do you want a car calledenor?’

'‘No, no, it's only a stone's throw. The fresh all @o her good.'

‘This way, please.’

A few minutes later a less imposing door was beinfpcked for
them. While she was inside the building, Maria hagotten how
cold it was outside.

'‘My wrap!" she exclaimed.

'‘We can retrieve it later. There's not far to ¢gaul stripped off his
dinner-jacket and wrapped it round her.

Fortunately the heels of her shoes weren't so tiighshe couldn't
hurry. Very soon they were in the warmth of hisdhathere she
shrugged off his coat and gave it back to him,anag as she did so
the muscular breadth of his shoulders under theothis dress shirt.



The porter had his key ready for him. Going uphe lkift, she said,
‘When did you find out my working name?"'

'‘Between leaving you with Stephen and joining thBs/on the dais.
One of my PR people told me. There'd already baesnguiry from

someone in the Press contingent who'd seen yowingriand

recognised Andrina and Rawlings' daughter as odetlza same. |
don't know why none of my PR staff made the conagrct. or how

you managed to elude my efforts to trace you. Dorgalise that the
whole point of taking this exhibition on tonight sveo flush you out
of hiding?'

'l wasn't in hiding, Raul. | wasn't aware that yeanted to find me.’

‘There were a lot of things you weren't aware lté,'said, looking
down at her. 'One of them being that | was in laité you.'

'I—I thought you were going to marry Carolina.’'

‘You were wrong," he said curtly. 'l was waiting you to grow up. It
would have been easy to sweep you off your feet.tBet | wanted
you to feel the same way | did. At that stage, fiad no idea how
beautiful you were or what the world had to offeuyThe only other
man you'd met was that young Dane, Eriksen.'

She was surprised he remembered him, until, dgttdeors opened,
Raul said, ‘It was he who let me know you wereright... but not
until after you'd left Denmark.'

Startled, she said, 'Chris wrote to you? But henigsed he wouldn't.'

'He was in love with you too. Was that somethirggglou chose not
to recognise?' he asked sarcastically, as theyadadkong a thickly
carpeted corridor with elaborate arrangementsafdrs on gilded
consoles.



'He was then. He's married now...very happily. Whate tell you?'

‘That you were safe and well. Nothing more. | wer€openhagen to
see him. He was reluctant to meet and | couldmn'aggthing out of

him. He refused to say where you'd gone or whydyaft Cancun.

But at least | knew you were safe and had him o to.'

Raul unlocked at door and stood back for her te p@i® a lobby

opening into a luxurious sitting-room. Again Mawas reminded of
Merida and the suite they had shared with his gxaat. It seemed a
lifetime ago.

'l had Eriksen watched for a time, hoping he mightl me to you,' he
said. 'But he didn't leave Denmark and you dida'tbgck there. |
concluded you had merely been using him.'

‘That's not true,' she flared. 'At the beginningvas the only person |
could turn to. I didn't know then that Father hadf Ime some
money... quite a lot of money. | wrote to his lavg/gn New York to
inform them he'd died, as he'd told me to, butaswome time before
all the formalities were completed and | found kwaas destitute as
| thought. Chris always knew how | felt about ydine only thing |
didn't tell him was what you had done... what lutot you had done.’

‘You really believed | would rob you?' Raul askettty.

'‘What else was | to think? The evidence was therbélack and
white...the amount you'd paid for the paintings armt | was told
they were really worth. Whgid you do that, Raul?’

‘To keep you under my eye. As soon | could takeealbfrom the
Playa project—all our operations in Mexico needeg ohlose
supervision to keep them on schedule—I plannedake tyou to
England where you could have enrolled in a fines axurse or
something of that sort. But you jumped the gunddabt, from your
point of view, it's worked out better than my plan.



'Perhaps. At least | have the satisfaction of haailt my career
without anyone pulling strings.' Her gaze wandewadd the room.
'‘Even if you've never heard of Andrina, most desfegronscious
women have. In my professional persona, | could wodld have
stayed here at the Ritz, if | hadn't wanted to @xtbe possibility of
meeting you in the lobby. That would have spoiledpian.’

'Which was?'

Maria looked him in the eyes. 'l was going to expwsu... publicly.
And then | looked at the catalogue and realised KHanarrowly
missed making a total fool of myself.’

*You must have built up a deep hate to be readyp to those lengths.

'‘Wouldn't you.. .if someone you'd loved seemed awvehtaken a
contemptible advantage of you? | was nineteen,.Réyconfidence
in myself was as fragile as a bubble. | couldnligve someone like
you would prefer me to Carolina. | find it hardldelieve now. Why
would a man who had everything want the naive yaingg | was
then?'

'‘Perhaps because he could recognise all the impueatities which
have made you the woman you are today.'

‘You don't know what kind of woman | am now. It'selm a long
time... we're strangers.’

He came to where she was standing and took herirchirs hand.
‘There hasn't been a day when | haven't thoughitatom... worried
about you... wanted you back. Do you rememberctmote.. the
Sacred Well at Chichen Itza?'

His touch made her tremble inside. 'Of course.'



'I'd been there several times...but always beforgas an ancient
ceremony, too far in the past to have much refdityne. That day it
was different. | thought of you being thrown in andlis lips twisted

in a wry smile '—it was like having my heart torato

And then she was in his arms and they were holdauy other as if
these were their last moments together before anahen more
terrible separation.

Clinging to him, feeling his arms round her, Manias afraid that it
might be some crazy dream devised by her subcarseiod that at
any moment she would wake up.

'Oh, Raul... it's been so long... so lonely," shemured brokenly, her
face pressed against his shoulder.

'l know. But it's over now. You won't escape meiaga

He crushed her to him, his arms like steel hoopdibg her painfully
tight until he suddenly realised she wasn't bailivithstand that kind
of pressure and relaxed it.

'‘Maria... look at me.’
She lifted her face, blinking away tears of redefl happiness.
‘Can you forgive me for thinking such vile thindsoat you?'

'l could forgive you anything.' He bent his head &issed her, gently
at first and then, as she responded, with incrggsassion.



