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  [image: line]


  WHETHER or not it is possible to fall in love at first sight was something Elise had wondered about for a very long time, but as soon as she saw Owen Wendron, she knew the answer, instantly.


  Hopelessly, too, it turned out. Interviewing her as a prospective nanny for his three-year-old son, he'd mentioned his wife's name, Helen, almost every time he spoke.


  "Where are you working now, Miss Mylor?"


  His voice was low pitched and his eyes held her gaze. Smoke-grey, Elise decided, like clouds on an autumn day.


  "Miss Mylor?"


  Her mind was jerked back to his question.


  "Here, in London. Islington. Chloe's nearly five."


  "And when she starts school, you'll no longer be needed?"


  Elise watched one of his eyebrows raised in question. His skin was tanned, emphasising the fairness of his hair. She made herself concentrate on what he was saying, and shook her head.


  "No. Chloe's parents are taking her to live in New York. They run their family's antiques firm in London, but want to expand it over there," she replied hurriedly.


  Owen's mouth curved into a smile.


  "And you're not going with them? It's a wonderful opportunity."


  Elise wrinkled her nose.


  "They did ask," she said slowly, "but city life doesn't really appeal to me. It's so claustrophobic."


  He stood up and went over to the window, staring down at the traffic crawling past. Turning, he leaned his long back against the sill. Elise noticed how sunshine, beaming in through the grimed glass, made his hair gleam like silk.


  "And yet you're working in London?"


  "It's my first job after completing my training. I couldn't turn it down. Chloe is a delightful little girl. And Maggie and Daniel are a lovely couple to work for."


  "So your only experience is with one child, Miss Mylor. I don't think Helen will consider that's enough when it comes to looking after our son," he said in a quieter tone.


  Her body tightened.


  "I helped with a crèche after I left school. That was what made me want to train properly, and Maggie and Daniel have lots of friends' children visiting, staying sometimes. I am able to cope, Mr Wendron."


  Doubt was clouding his eyes now, and Elise felt panic grip her. She wanted this job so much.


  "Helen has to be convinced that you're a suitable person for Ben," he said quietly. "She's extremely possessive."


  Elise caught a glimpse of steel is his eyes, and was puzzled by it.


  "Then shouldn't Mrs Wendron be interviewing me, too?"


  His jawline hardened.


  "That's not possible," he said curtly, and flicking back the sleeve of his dark suit, glanced at his watch.


  "Look, I have to be back in Penzance by this evening, and there are others to interview before then."


  His voice died away, and Elise bent sideways to retrieve her handbag, then stood up quickly.


  "Right," she said, holding out her hand. "Thank you for seeing me, Mr Wendron."


  The strength of his fingers closed briefly round hers — long, slender fingers, and she was intrigued as to his profession. A musician? Artist? Surgeon, maybe?


  "I'll be in touch, Miss Mylor," he said, concluding the interview.


  "Right," she said again, not knowing what else to say, and went through the door as he opened it.


  Outside in the corridor, her spirits sank. It was quite obvious that the job was not going to be hers.


        


  "So how did it go?" Maggie asked, switching on the kettle when she saw Elise come in. "No. Don't tell me. I can see by your face. As bad as that, was it?"


  "Awful! Oh, Maggie, I'm no good at interviews. You have to sell yourself, and I just can't do that. It sounded such a great job, too."


  Maggie poured boiling water on to teabags in two mugs.


  "Why don't you change your mind and come with us to New York? Chloe's going to miss you so much."


  "I know. And I'm going to miss her too, but. . ."


  How do I explain, Elise pondered, taking one of the mugs and adding milk. Chloe's growing up. She'll be going to school soon. She doesn't need me any more, and as to New York . . . How can I tell Maggie just how much I hated it when we were all there last summer?


  It had been a month's trial run, so that Maggie and Daniel could find out exactly what their chances would be if they set up over there. For them it had been successful, but it made Elise realise that no way could she live there. She yearned for open country, the sea, fresh air.


  And this was why Owen Wendron's advertisement for a nanny had appealed so much. He lived in Cornwall. She remembered summer holidays there as a child — sandy coves, towering cliffs, moorland, heather, an ever-changing sea.


  And now that she'd met Owen Wendron. . .


  Elise pushed the memory of him away and sipped her tea. How stupid can I get, she asked herself. Twenty-three and acting like a teenager!


  "Where's Chloe?" she asked.


  "Down in the shop with Daniel," Maggie replied, leaning her elbows on the table as she held her mug. "You know how she loves it. Daniel's quite determined she's going to grow up an expert in antiques. I must admit she does show quite an interest already. Anyway, tell me more about the interview."


  "There's not much to tell. I made a hash of it. That's all."


  "Oh, don't be so defeatist, Ellie."


  "It was quite obvious Mr Wendron wanted someone with far more experience than I have, or his wife Helen does."


  "Did you like her? You need to get on well together if you're going to live with them. What was she like. You haven't mentioned her."


  "She wasn't there," Elise said, swallowing the last of her tea. "I only saw Owen Wendron."


  "I wonder why he was doing the interviewing and not his wife," Maggie debated. "I'd want to make quite sure whom I was getting as a nanny for my child. Remember all the questions I asked before taking you on?"


  "It is a bit strange, I suppose. At first he kept saying Helen would want this, and Helen would want that, then she sort of died out of the conversation. When I asked why she wasn't interviewing me, he clammed up and said it wasn't possible."


  "Perhaps there's something wrong with her," Maggie suggested. "Confined to a wheel-chair, or suffering from some terrible illness."


  "Oh, Maggie, you really do let your imagination run away with you. Perhaps she's just in some high-powered job and can't spare the time," Elise replied.


  "I'd make time, if it were me."


  "Yes," Elise mused. "With something so important as the care of a child, so would any mother."


  Small feet pounding up the stairs interrupted them and Chloe burst into the room to hurl herself at Elise.


  "Why didn't you come and see me in Daddy's shop?" she demanded, hugging her. "I've been helping him sort out rings. Did you know that red stones are called rubies? And blue ones are sappers. Green ones are emmas, and glass ones are diamonds."


  She caught hold of her mother's hand.


  "What's your ring made of?"


  "It's an opal, darling. Look, it changes colour all the time. Can you see?" Maggie said, holding out her left hand to her daughter.


  Elise gave a slight shudder. Bad luck, wasn't that what the superstition said? And yet Maggie was one of the luckiest people she'd ever met.


  The phone on the kitchen wall shrilled. Maggie answered it.


  "Yes, she's here."


  Silently, she handed the receiver to Elise.


  "Miss Mylor?"


  The hairs on the back of her neck prickled when she heard his voice.


  "Yes," she said.


  "It's Owen Wendron."


  She didn't need to be told.


  "Thank you for coming to the interview this morning. Now it's up to Ben," he went on.


  "Ben?" she echoed.


  "My son. He'll make the final decision. I've short-listed three of you. A train ticket to Penzance will be in the post today. I'll expect you on Friday. A weekend should be long enough. Is that all right with you?"


  Stunned, Elise's voice was breathless when she replied.


  "Friday? Well, yes, that's fine."


  "Good. I'll see you then. Goodbye, Miss Mylor."


  There was a click and the line went dead. Slowly, Elise replaced the phone.


  "What was all that about?" Maggie asked.


  "He wants me to go down to Cornwall, this weekend. There's three of us, and the little boy will choose whom he likes best."


  Maggie hugged her.


  "That's wonderful! Let's go and sort out your clothes."


  "Can I come and see the little boy, too?" Chloe asked.


  "No, darling," her mother replied, then seeing the child's lower lip begin to quiver, added, "but you can come and help choose Ellie's clothes to pack."


  CHAPTER TWO
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  AS she climbed down from the train, Elise wondered which of the other passengers were her rivals for the job. Gradually, the crowd thinned, some claiming taxis, others being greeted by friends or relations. Finally, only two others stood waiting.


  One, a tall, golden-complexioned blonde, wore a black and white check three-quarter length jacket over a straight black skirt that didn't quite reach her knees. The other, plump and rosy-cheeked with a mass of dark curly hair, was casually dressed in a green-striped tracksuit. Elise went to join them.


  "Are you. . .?" she began, but was cut short by the taller of the girls.


  "One of Mr Wendron's trio? Yes, I'm Stella."


  And not English, Elise decided, trying to place the accent. Was it German, Swedish, Swiss?


  "I'm Lynne," the second girl added, holding out her hand. "I wonder where he is."


  A Range Rover hurtled towards them and stopped with a jerk. Owen Wendron, no longer formal in his dark suit, but wearing jeans and a navy sweatshirt, jumped down.


  "Sorry," he said, bending to pick up their bags, various pieces of luggage and swing them into the back. "I got stuck behind two tractors in the lanes. Then there were roadworks. Pile in."


  Through the side window, anxious eyes peeped out from under a thick fringe of hair so blond that it was almost white. Stella climbed up into the front seat, while Lynne and Elise settled themselves in the back, next to the child.


  "Hello," Elise said. "Are you Ben?"


  The little boy lowered his head, his fringe flopping forward almost to his nose, which was buried in the collar of his anorak, and nodded.


  "Oh, what a poppet!" Stella said, turning round. "All that beautiful hair, too."


  "Like a little angel," Lynne murmured.


  The Range Rover started up and moved slowly into the traffic. Ben pushed back his hair and Elise saw the child's blue eyes gaze out over the sea, his face intent. Suddenly, his fingers tugged at her sleeve.


  "Castle," he said, pointing.


  "St Michael's Mount," Owen Wendron explained. "A favourite place of yours, isn't it, Ben? We go over there quite often."


  "By boat?" Stella asked, smiling up at him.


  "You can do, but there's a causeway, uncovered at low tide. We usually walk across then. There are lots of rock pools. Ben loves searching in them for this and that."


  "Shells, Daddy, and crabs, sometimes."


  The car has gathered speed now, leaving the castle and its island behind them. Elise was conscious of Ben studying her intently. She smiled and his face vanished back into the collar of his anorak.


  Every now and then she could see glimpses of the sea as the road climbed, then they were hidden again by high banks topped by hedges and trees, just breaking into leaf. A breeze came in through the open car windows, and already she could taste salt on her lips. Ben's fine hair lifted into a halo, brushing against her cheek.


  As he drove, Owen pointed out places they passed.


  "That's Porthleven down there. Little fishing harbour. Suffers badly in the gales though, and we get some pretty fierce ones at times."


  The tree-lined road wound on, then began to climb again.


  "We're just skirting Helston now. Really comes to life on Flora Day in May."


  But which one of us will actually be here to see it, Elise wondered, looking up at the tiny helicopters buzzing low overhead, like nervous wasps, she thought.


  "They're from Culdrose," Owen said. "Air Sea Rescue. Gweek's down there."


  "Where the seals live," Ben added, emerging from his collar.


  Owen laughed.


  "That's right. There's a seal sanctuary."


  "Can we go again soon, Daddy?"


  "Your new nanny will take you, I expect."


  The road had narrowed, dipping and twisting through open countryside, where hedges were misted in delicate green.


  "What on earth are those?" Lynne asked as tall metal structures with huge round discs came into view.


  "The Earth Satellite Station. This is Goonhilly Down. It's part of British Telecom."


  "Quite sinister," Stella commented.


  "We go from one extreme to the other in Cornwall," Owen said, swinging the Range Rover across the road and down another lane. "Ancient standing stones and modern communicating systems; smugglers and air sea rescue, It's a strange place."


  As only one of us will find out, Elise thought again, gazing out through the window.


  They were snaking down a steep hill that twisted sharply. Below, she could see the glint of sea. Windsurfers swept across its surface, like a flurry of brilliantly-coloured butterflies.


  Waves curled in across flat sand and scattered rocks, just below the surface. Ahead, granite walls of a harbour curved in protective arms round a collection of fishing boats.


  The Range Rover swung to the right, bumping over uneven ground, and stopped. In front of them a house stood, square and solid, close to the edge of a low cliff.


  "Here we are," Owen said, opening his door.


  Elise started to undo the strap buckling Ben into his car seat, her gaze on the other two girls as they climbed out. Now the testing time had begun.
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