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Georgie had always wanted to follow in her stemdhfootsteps. but
becoming a vet was only part of her ambition. Cgnsatly she was thrilled
beyond measure to be offered a job as Assistarn\éeprivate African wild
life sanctuary The owner Dirk de Vries, seemedeaghnt man. so it was a
dreadful shock to discover she'd be working witkl&as van der Walt, He'd
been expecting a male assistant, and he made res latrout voicing his
displeasure at Georgies arrival, She knew she abulithe job the question
was, could she prove it to Niklaas?



CHAPTER ONE

'IT's unlikely you'll be successful,’ Paul Jonson warnisdstepdaughter. ‘It
sounds to be very much the kind of job that willtg@a man.’

'l don't see why!" Immediately Georgie's pointedncket inflexibly, her

small, slender figure too stiffening into obstinatgdity. 'These days there
shouldn't be any sexual discrimination and the dds&d "person”, not
"man", and Ihavebeen short-listed.’

Wisely, Paul made no further comment, but confihedself in private to
consoling his anxious wife.

'I'm not altogether sure they go in for sexual éguan some overseas
countries, and even if they do, if they want a madefor this job they'll

appoint a man and be able to show good reason Arhyway, it's almost
certain the other applicants will have more expexeto offer.’

'‘But suppose shis successful? It will mean her going away, right gwst
least when she was at college...’

'Maggie, Maggie!' Paul said gently. 'Don't you gb&s is a tremendous step
forward? Two or three years ago, Georgie wouldveinehave dreamt of
applying. But I've noticed a change in her lat8lige’s ready to stand on her
own feet again, regained her self-confidence. Yaukl be glad!

'l am in one way, but it's been so nice this |l&stryher working with you,
where we could keep an eye on her, just in case...'

‘There isn't going to be any "just in case". Gedrgay still have her fears
deep down, indeed I'm sure she has. But she'st leacope with them by
herself. This could be the final step in her corteptaure.’

Maggie Jonson shook her head despairingly.

"You may be right; | hope you are. But | still wiSkeorgina had trained for a
more femininecareer, hairdressing or secretarial work. But atts more



like a boy than a girl. It's not right. At her agshe should be paying
attention to her appearance, thinking of marriage.’

'Give her time, Maggie!" her husband advised.

‘Time!" Maggie exploded. 'Time! You've been sayihgt ever since she
was sixteen. She should have got over that .. bilsihess by now.'

'She will," Paul comforted, 'when the right man esnalong. It will take a
very special man to win Georgie's trust.'

'‘And suppose heevercomes along, this Mr Wonderful of yours?'

Paul shrugged. 'At least shell have a satisfyimgerd

The interviews were held in London, at the Ritz.olether candidates had
been short-listed, both male, one middle-agedpther a few years older
than Georgie.

As Paul Jonson had shrewdly guessed, Georgie lwmhthe reached a
decision. She was twenty- five, and it was nowewen. Physically she was
tremendously fit, and if her mind misgave her theliabout the step she was
taking, that was only natural. At least now shég$eke could do it, whereas
before . . . She'd enjoyed working with her stdpgathad been grateful for
the security of home. But Paul and Maggie weretledtito a life of their
own, and the practice could not support two vedgiimitely.

She had given a lot of thought to her appeararftekB8ew her slight stature
and fragile bone structure made her look youngam tier years, so she had
aimed for a mature, sensible look, her hair pullpdand backwards into a
severe knot and an immaculately tailored trousiér clculated to proclaim
her emancipation.

But these precautions were wasted on the youngsmpiawled negligently
in the sitting-room of his hotel suite, a tall,rthpale young man, with bright
marmalade hair and vivid green eyes. In his presei@eorgie felt



immediately at ease. He presented no threat. Whwds just like Roscoe,
her favourite cat among the family's pets!

'‘Come in!" The bright, bold eyes saw straight tigtothe camouflage she
had adopted and instantly he was on his feet, hgldut his hand, a hand
she accorded a strong grip, but immediately retkale Dirk de Vries. Am

| to understand you're applying for this positioR2 sounded amused,
incredulous, but certainly not displeased.

'Why not?' Georgie was immediately on the defendive it seemed there
was no need.

'Why not indeed ?' he murmured, his gaze franklgregative. 'l was
expecting "Miss Jonson" to be a tough, middle-egedster, but—' his tone
became thoughtful, '—if you're suitable ..." A stya glint lit the green eyes
as he added, 'And I'd certainly like to see myfchét's face! He can be an
awkward swine where women are concerned, but soméfldon't think
you're likely to be thrown by him.'

With a swift change of mood, Dirk de Vries becanusibesslike, almost,
Georgie thought, as if he were suddenly eagertabbksh her credentials.

You are a fully qualified vet, as you stated iuyapplication?’

'l am." Coolly competent, Georgie presented docuangrevidence of her
attention to chemistry, physics, biology and zoglothe mysteries of
physiology and parasitology. From these, she empthishe had graduated
to anatomy, surgery, medicine, and a specialistseoun exotic species.

'Very impressive,' he congratulated her. '‘And eigpee?’

'I've worked as my stepfather's assistant evemespament, and part of his
practice incorporates the local zoo.'

She answered further questions briskly but comprakely, gratified that
at least he was subjecting her to a rigorous irgervtaking her seriously,
not dismissing her application out of hand becaokder sex, as her
stepfather had predicted, as she, secretly, haddea



'‘And there's nothing to hold you back from travell? No fiance or serious
boy-friend?"

‘Nothing like that." Despite the endeavours of mpessonable young men,
Georgie remained determinedly aloof, politely uarested.

'Englishmen must be blind," Dirk de Vries commentAddd now are there
any questions you'd like to ask me?'

'l can't help wondering,' she said frankly, '‘why'ye come to England to
make this appointment. Surely you have vets in yountry?'

True," he acknowledged. 'However, | was educateBrigland, and my
chief vet did his training here. We both have aage@dmiration for your
educational system. But it was he who urged mertpl@y an Englishman
this time. Though in your case,' the strange eswascrossed his face
again, it seems it will be an Englishwoman.’

'Mr de Vries,' Georgie could not suppress her gigrcitement, ‘does this
mean you're considering me for the job?"

'Yes. It's yours, subject to a month's trial oheitside.' He stood up again,
once more extending the narrow, almost fragile h&tthll we shake on it?
| shall look forward to furthering our acquaintandée attempted to retain
her hand, an effort Georgie thwarted, his tone nexpressing the
admiration that, earlier, his eyes had revealead 'Aow, for a start, shall we
celebrate your appointment? Will you lunch with mean tell you more
about Marula and about the people you'll be worlkiitty.'

Despite her earlier show of confidence, her sucestiisseemed slightly
incredible to Georgie, when she related the outcofmker interview to
Maggie and Paul Jonson.

‘Congratulations,’ Paul said sincerely, 'I'm veappy for you.'



'‘And he didn't mind in the least that | was a wothahe announced
triumphantly. She missed their significant exchaafglances.

'What's this Mr de Vries like?' asked her mother.

A reminiscent smile of amusement curved Geor- disas she recalled
her first impression.

'Oh, he's a pussycat!'

Paul Jonson looked sharply at his stepdaughter.

'Cats have claws," he said abruptly. 'I'm glad fgml up to taking this step
Georgie. But don't, whatever you do, err on the sl over-confidence.
Remember, he's a stranger and you'll be in a strangntry for the first
time . . . and that's another thing, you haveidt tis where this job is going
to take you.'

'l thought you'd never ask. That's the best pantgbing to South Africa!’
'South Africal'Dismayed, her mother echoed the words.

'Yes, to work in a game park, as assistant to teef vet. Isn't it thrilling?
I've always wanted to travel, only I've never ddvetbre, and to work with
exotic species.’

'A ... agame park?' Mrs Jonson had paled. "Withwith wild animals?’
‘Not the Kruger, surely?' Paul Jonson sounded issgak

'‘No, of course not." Georgie laughed at the id&pparently quite a few
private landowners have established game parkeeaf dbwn around the
boundaries of the National Park. The de Vries fgroWn one. They offer
facilities for small safari and hunting parties.eTwork really needs two

people, and they've just lost their assistant vet.'

'Lost?' quavered Mrs Jonson, with visions of matmgdions.



'Moved on, Mum. In fact, he's gone to the Krugemably,'" Georgie
added, 'because he didn't get on with the chief Aetording to Dirk de
Vries he's a curmudgeonly old so-and-so, and he'pratessed
woman-hater.’

'‘And you think you can cope with that?' Paul Jonasked, knowing his
stepdaughter's volatile temper, her touchy indepeoel

'For the sake of a job like this, I'll put up wiimything and anyone,' she
assured him. 'Besides, I'd rather work with a woihaier than the other
sort.'

'‘But when do you have to go?' Maggie Jonson asked.
'l fly to Johannesburg on the second of October."

'Only two weeks? You'll be gone iwo weeks!her mother exclaimed. 'Oh,
Paul!" She turned to her husband. 'Are you goingttber go off on this ...
this foolhardy ...?'

'Let her? My dear, | don't see how | could stop been if | wanted to. She
bears my name, | like to think she looks on meeasféther, but even so,
she's her own woman, not a child any more. In'faet,said, a note of
wistfulness entering his voice, 'l could almostyeher.'

Georgie's first hint of her destination was tha timeandering line of light
and dark water below, cutting through the bush—Rher Limpopo, South
Africa's northern boundary. Then there was theiskybf Johannesburg,
tall, lean, silvery skyscrapers, soaring like sghges, housing the banks,
mining houses and other giant business concerns.

She was swiftly through Immigration, very much agvélrat now she was in
another country. Announcements over the loudspeakare in two
languages, as were the sigi8degs vir Blanks'one read, 'Europeans only'.



The Carlton Centre, fifty-two storeys high, a gre#fice, shopping and
amusement complex, also boasted a huge hotel vd@eggie was to spend
her first night and where Dirk de Vries had arrahgecollect her the next
day. Judging him by his choice of hotels, here en&ngland, Georgie
gathered that her employer was a very wealthy mdead.

After a meal she sauntered round the complex, iagzps and pools,
ice-rink and exhibition centre, and retired to bada state of pleasant
exhaustion, tinged with anticipation. Yesterday khd left an increasingly
chilly, autumnal England. But here it was springg @omorrow her new life
would really begin, new horizons open up, the shemb past left far
behind.

At ten o'clock next morning, overnight bag in haGaorgie descended to
the hotel foyer. She had dressed for travellingrankmanlike jeans and a
checked shirt which echoed the deep blue of hers.ey@ her
disappointment there was no sign of her employaty ©ne man stood in
the reception area, his back towards the lift frnohich she'd emerged. A
tall man, over six feet, dressed in khaki bushtsimd shorts, he swung
round as the lift doors purred to a gentle closeha turned, involuntarily
Georgie's eyes widened. She was not as a rule divesuperlatives,
but—purely academically speaking, of course—his was of the most
arresting faces she had ever seen.

It wasn't that he was classically handsome, fobreszed face was angular,
lean to the point of asceticism. On either sideanfuncompromisingly

straight nose, vivid green eyes met her startlext gble gave her a brief,
polite smile, even white teeth in sharp contragdtisotan. then turned away
to continue the restless pacing in which he haa leegaged.

Georgie sat down on one of the comfortable elegett¢es and prepared for
a wait. In his pacing the tall man's gaze encoexdtéers once or twice, and
finally he moved towards her, his long stride gagdced. She took a deep,
steadying breath as he sat down beside her.



'Irritating business, isn't it, waiting around fogople? My contact's late too."'
His deep voice held all the fascination of the 8oAfrican accent, a
cadence quite unlike any other. 'You are waitinmgsfumeone, | presume?’

She nodded speechlessly. Though deliberately redewith men, she
wasn't normally shy, but this stranger was a litiker-awing, something
quite outside her experience. Her lowered eyestegid strong, muscular
legs and arms, deeply tanned and lightly coatet wdft, reddish down,
shades lighter than his thick auburn hair. Hasshe looked away,
transferring her gaze back to his face.

"Your first time in South Africa?' Niklaas van défalt noted with detached
pleasure what he saw as her gentle, almost demamaen This girl would

not take his polite passing-of-the-time amiss. tddied her far from perfect
features, which tended towards the sharp rather tthe@ rounded norm of
femininity. But looks, as he had good reason tovkneeren't everything,
and on the bonus side her skin, innocent of makewss fresh and
wholesome-looking, her mouth wide with a hint ofnarability. He found

himself hoping, for her sake, that her contact \@duln up soon.

'Yes,' she was answering his question, 'I've alwegsted to visit South
Africa, but | never dreamt I'd have the chance atialy working here.'
Despite her reserve, she couldn't prevent her é&ypes sparkling with
enthusiasm.

Such eyes, he thought, with an almost tender amerseriihey were her
greatest asset, almost eating up her delicaterésatiihe idea of this slight
child working for a living, in this climate! Whatsa he wondered
idly—children’s nanny, maybe? That was one of tlestnasommon reasons
for English girls working abroad.

"You'll be working here, in Jo'burg, | suppose?'felend himself still held
by the large, deep blue eyes, fringed with sooshds, that contrasted
strongly with the silvery fairness of her hair, won a bouncy ponytail.

'Oh no!" There was a proud little lift to her hesgdshe spoke. 'l want to see

thereal South Africa. I'm going to a place called Manilx you know of
it?"



'As it happens,’ he said slowly, 'l do. But whaaedy ...?'

'Oh good, then you'll know Dirk de Vries!" The execl words bubbled over,
interrupting him. 'I'm going to work for him."

'What as?' The words were splintered ice, and thdligre was no reason
why his change of mood from comradely to hostilewti bother her,
Georgie found that it did.

'As ... as a vet,' she said, not knowing that hez|ed regret showed in
face and eyes.

'Would you mind telling me your name?' The deeg®avas still cold and
stern, and she felt that he waited tensely forarawer, which now she
hesitated to give him.

'G ... Georgie. Georgie Jonson. |..."' Her voicddadaaway as his eyes
narrowed to green slits.

'‘Good God! It can't be! But it's too incrediblea® a coincidence. Dirk hired
you?' There was a note in his voice difficult to intexprHe sounded
annoyed, disapproving. But there was a more suinflexion . . .
disappointment? He didn't wait for her answer tbire becoming brusquer.
'Miss Jonson, would you like some advice?"

'If it's relevant." The swift alteration in him hadt Georgie on her guard.

'Oh, it's relevant all right. South Africa's no gdaor youMarula'sno place
for you. You wouldn't last a day. Go home, Misssiim Find yourself a
job, if in fact you are a vet, in some practice wehhne clients are pampered
pussies and overfed lapdogs. We deal in larger garivnila.

'l know that!" Georgie elevated her chin at hiindA am a vet. Why should
you think I'm not? I've also studied the treatmehlarger mammals and
exotic species.’

'Even so, you'll hardly have encountered lions lepleants." And as she
would have interrupted him with a denial, 'l repegt home.' It was said



matter-of-factly, without apparent malice, but itasvan unpardonable
presumption on the part of a stranger.

'May | ask,' Georgie's temper was aroused nowqdneure girl Niklaas had
imagined her to be no longer in evidence, ‘'whathadl has to do with_you?
You pick me up, pry into my affairs, and then prdtdo tell me what |
should or shouldn't do!"

Niklaas stood up. He felt edgy, uncharacteristycaititable. He hadn't
relished this trip to Jo'burg anyway. He rarely Mérula if he could help it.
There was plenty of space there, space to get &asaypeople. There was
tranquillity, and there were the animals to whiehhad dedicated his life.
Animals were uncomplicated, unambiguous. True, th&y the power to
wound, but only physically, not emotionally. Whhaethell was Dirk up to
this time, and with this innocent-looking childrfshe couldn't be much
more? Or was she as innocent as she seemed? Anthevhgll should he
feel any concern, get involved? He tried not tdhistirritation show in his
voice, tried to convince her.

'‘Believe me, my advice is well-meant. You're a nadnidd...'
'l amnota child!" Georgie sparked back at him. 'I'm tweing and . ..’

'‘Good lord," he said softly, 'and I'd have placed ground eighteen, twenty
at the most. Look, Miss Jonson, you must acceyt Ithk@ow what I'm
talking about. | know Marula and | know Dirk de ¥si, probably far better
than you do. The park is no place for a woman,catfaat's been proved
more than once, and as for de Vries--'

'Stop it!" Now it was Georgie who jumped up, heslirembling, but with

anger. 'l don't know who you are, or what right ybunk you have to talk
like this, but I won't hear a word against Dirk. Was kind enough to offer
me a job | wanted very much. We signed a conteagtonth's trial on either
side, and | intend to abide by it." By this time tvhole of her slender form
was shaking with outrage.

"Miss Jonson, please,’ Niklaas extended a largemzed hand, placed it
placatingly on her bare arm, 'l think it's timentroduced myself.'



"l don't wantto know your name!" She flinched away from him,tlier
annoyed by the familiar gesture, the brief brusfiesh on flesh, offending
her trigger-sensitive nerves. Despite her mistnfsall men except her
stepfather, she had recognised at first glancenhiss potential attraction,
his magnetism, had been glad their paths wouldscoo$y briefly. Then,
during their conversation, she had found herselpregating his
straightforward, impersonal manner. Despite hewusaton that he had
‘picked her up’, there had been no attempt ondrtsap over-familiarity. But
just that momentary touch of his fingers had coméid his masculine
appeal, a virility that made her shrink from him.

'I'm Niklaas van der Walt,' he persisted, 'de Vsieief vet. He owns
Marula, but the animals are under my care. I'm,lessé thought, to meet a
Mr George Jonson.' He watched with interest asctieur of realisation

flooded her face, watched the deep blue eyes widdismay.

Thiswas the man against whom Dirk had warned her, witbm she must
work?

You'll find him a cold, unapproachable man," Dhlad said, 'totally,
irrationally prejudiced, of course, where women epacerned. The only
living creatures he seems to care for are the dsima

But she hadn't found this man cold to begin witht, m fact, until she'd
revealed her name, her destination, and beside&] sikpected the man
Dirk had pictured for her to be elderly, desiccatet young and
disconcertingly virile. The glance from eyes likegay sapphires was meant
to wither him where he stood.

'Dirk told me you'd be against his employing a wamBut he also said
there was far too much work for one vet. If youally dedicated, you'll
put the animals' welfare before your own chauvinigtejudices. | suppose
you're one of these insufferably arrogant men whmm'wadmit that a
woman can be as good at her work as a man.’

‘Not at all," he replied deflatingly, his delibexatalm only increasing her
own resentment, almost to flashpoint. '‘But as yghtly suggest, o have
to put the animals first. A female assistant cdagda liability. Many of the



animals | have to treat are dangerous, and," hedadldscurely, 'there are
other, less obvious hazards at Marula. | haventietito act as
wet-nurse-cum-bodyguard.’

Georgie drew herself up, wishing in vain for adsh@l inches to give her
retort more dignity. How could this man recogni$e tindestructible

resilience of her body, the deliberately cultivatetdomitable will that

drove it? No one, unless they had actually witnéssesver believed that
she had handled large, intractable horses, hadiftnenphysical strength to
turn and deliver breech- presentation calves.

'If I work with you--' she began, then stopped a@odrected herself, her
generous mouth set into obstinate lines. Whatevidaés van der Walt's
objections, the jolbvashers. 'When | work with you, my safety will be my
own responsibility. I'm pretty handy with a riflend I'm not given to
panicking or clinging to the nearest man for protec | like to be
independent.’

And he'd like to be able to believe her, Niklaasuijht, his eyes appraising
her slim, boyish grace. There was an ineffably bhorug gallantry about her

defiance of him. She appeared undaunted by whatseam to her to be an
unwarrantedly hostile reception in a strange cqurgut he'd learnt long

ago to suspect the motives of his employer andetbbsnyone connected
with him. And even if this girl were as well quadifl as she claimed to be,
her connections with de Vries above reproach, dikistill didn't relish the

idea of her working at Marula. He'd been perfesthcere when he'd told
her it was no place for a woman. His features atediobitterly as he

recalled the convincing evidence he'd receivedhaf. t

Georgie took his expression for disbelief of heairol, of a continuing
distaste for her appointment, but she stood heurgtowaiting for his
inevitable attempt at further discouragement. Shsnit afraid of anything
he might have to say, she told herself, nor coelfbince her to leave South
Africa. However, he seemed to have realised th#ec@veness of his
objections, for, with a swift glance at his wathk,appeared to capitulate.



'OK, so you're staying for the moment, but onlydaese | can't waste any
more time trying to make you see sense. But ifdlgsatisfied with your
work, friend of Dirk's or not, you'll hear aboutand so will he.'

I'm not a friend of his!"

'Let's get a move on." Ignoring her denial, he loelda hand for her suitcase,
but with an impatient gesture Georgie rejectechbsstance. She'd made a
declaration of independence, and the proof of thaitn could start right
here and now. She would show this cold, arrogant just what she was
made of!

A mudstained, tarpaulin-covered jeep looked incoogs parked amidst
expensive limousines. Now, impatiently overcomieg fesistance, Niklaas
seized her luggage and flung it into the back @& Wehicle. He was
left-handed, she noticed.

She took her place in the passenger seat of thewarab and the jeep
started away with a jerk, giving some indicationfadf still exacerbated state
of the driver's feelings, then pulled out into ttoad in a wide sweep,
heading out of town.

Georgie stole a surreptitious glance at him. He mwist upon his driving
and, she suspected, his reflections, which didappear to please him. In
profile, his features were firm and decisive, gefrprisingly, seen from this
angle there was also a fine sensitivity of counteeaHe was not just a man
of action, she guessed, but—and she recogniseadartey similar to her
own—one who communed deeply with himself, too dggpérhaps.

'Why did you meet me instead of Dirk?' she ventudter all, they had to
work together. Their relationship might as wellabeivil one.

'I'm sorry to disappoint you.' He didn't sound Ine teast regretful, only
ironic. 'But he's away, down at the Cape.' He ahbler a sharp glance. 'l
notice you're very free with his first name. JusivHong have you known
de Vries?'



'I met him for the first time at the interview,‘eskaid, stiffening indignantly.
He was implying again that she hadn't gained tbepjarely on merit. 'He
asked me to call him Dirk.'

'‘And "Georgie" is short for Georgina, | suppose®ofgie had always
preferred the shortened version of her name, lemetivas something in the
way the deep, accented voice pronounced 'Geortfjiaagave the name a
graciousness, a richer meaning. 'That's wherertbe &ose, of course,

Dirk's damned spidery hand.' He lapsed into silemaz® more, but Georgie
didn't care, she told herself. There was plentpdoupy her in her new
surroundings.

It was the jacaranda season, and the magnificeitteratial suburbs of the
ridges surrounding Johannesburg were laced withuegeof blue- mauve
blossoms. Parks and gardens blazed with exotislspéaof colour, making
the contrast as they reached the open veld aihtire striking.

Here the landscape was beyond even her imagintigsendous, sparsely
vegetated. An immense, incredibly blue sky, brokgrtheatrical clouds,
encompassed this strange new world. As they tedetin through the
afternoon they passed the occasional isolated faon, dusty
dorp—village— drowsing in the sun, but saw very littsgn of life,
particularly wild life.

'Where are all the animals?' asked Georgie. Shamaed in South Africa
with highly charged ideas concerning its primitiees, and her disillusion
sounded in her voice.

‘There are very few wild animals—wild, that istie sense of roaming the
countryside at will." At least he'd answered hdittle of the coldness gone
from his voice. 'A hundred years ago, yes, theyntzbin their millions,
right on the very place where Jo'burg stands. Newsdhey're only to be
seen in game sanctuaries and National Parks.'

He darted a brief, shrewd glance at her absorba&filgprShe was taking an
enjoyment in her surroundings which could not dagdie feigned. Maybe
he should give her the benefit of the doubt? O&raugh well-meaning



friends had tried to tell him that not all womenrevéke Lysette, but he had
always preferred not to put their theories to te.t

'How long will it take us to get to Manila?' Gea'gi cool, pleasant, English
voice interrupted his thoughts.

‘Three days.'

‘Three daysDf this?'Her gesture encompassed the barren terrain,dke cl
confines of the jeep, which was certainly not bigittcomfort.

'If you really want to work in South Africa, youlleed to get used to its
disadvantages.' Infuriatingly, Niklaas van der V¢altinded amused by her
dismay. 'One of which is the long distances betwwenplace and another.
We shan't have to camp in the open,’ he addédatis what worrying you?’

'l wasn't worrying,' she began, indignant that heusd think her such a
feeble creature, but he went on, ignoring her gtote

‘Tonight we stop off at a native village, whereythk@ow me, and push on
tomorrow to the Kruger. All being well, we'll be iManila late the
following day.’'

'Why aren't we going straight there?' Georgie wagaoas to have Dirk de
Vries confirm, for the benefit of the man at hetesithat there had been no
guestion of undue influence or nepotism in her agptent. She was keen,
too, to begin the work to which she looked forward.

'‘Because | promised to look in on a former colleagad | can't spare the
time to drop you off first.'

Three days' journey, with only the company of a mdo, for his own
obscure reasons, disapproved of her. It was a ecbgpat caused her
nerves to vibrate with alarm, but it was somethshg must endure with
outward philosophy at least, if she were not tgp@eehis prejudice against
her.



A dusk of violet and dove-grey was enfolding thédwas they approached
the native village, but the moon bathed the lanthtiance, making thorn
trees cast long, exotic shadows. A thick thorn éemcdeterrent to predatory
wild life, surrounded the village, and once wititsperimeter Georgie was
relieved to step down from the passenger seatinfieler legs, cramped
with the long drive.

Was this really Georgie Jonson, hundreds of mileayafrom everything
and everyone familiar to her, Georgie Jonson, ¢hand breathing Africa?
she wondered incredulously half an hour later, l#s and Niklaas sat
cross-legged round the villagers' fire, sharingrtimeal ofskaapribbetjies,
sheep's ribs, anchielipap,a thick maize porridge. Yes. It was incredible,
but it was true. But her euphoria was short-livedhen she found the
experience was to include sharing one of the sntathboekie—
grass-thatched mud huts—with her companion. Heraget refusal fell
upon unsympathetic ears. Moreover, Niklaas tredted protests with
amusement.

‘That's typical of women," he said mockingly. 'Tiggyonad nauseambout
equality, but when they receive equal treatment'tb¢he first to complain.
Good God, girl, it's unusual for there to be onteawailable, let alone two.
You might very well have had to sleep in the ogeiten do.’

'In that case,' she retorted, stung by his mategance, 'if you're so used to
it, why don't you sleep outside tonight?' At theught of sharing such
confined quarters with a man, the old fear fluttereher heart.

His speculative green eyes, his lopsided grin, @elyved to inflame her
annoyance, to which she hoped he would attributerisdble tremors.

'If all this reluctance for my company stems fronaidenly modesty,
perhaps | can reassure you. Don't forget, | dicloritrive this situation. |
was expecting you to be a man, and you flatly denianting any
preferential treatment.’



'It's not my fault you made a stupid mistake ahoyt name. But you're
right, | don't expect any concessions. In facgr'tthink why it didn't occur

to me before, if you can sleep outside, so camhien she added, with a
touch of deliberate malice, 'After all, if you cpat up with the hardship at
your age, | certainly can.' She had no real idelaifige, but put him at a
good ten years older than herself. She had hopetkedle him, but he
remained infuriatingly calm, unimpressed by eithkeer show of

independence or her taunt. In fact, she had anfgdie was enjoying
watching her talk herself into a situation from ahithere was no easy
retreat.

Certainly he made no attempt to dissuade her, ipyplg dragged two
sleeping-bags and two blankets from the back ofj¢le@ and casually
tossed one of each towards her.

Enjoy your first night under the African staBy the time you reach my
"advanced years"—he sounded highly amugseduld nothing pique the
damned man? 'perhaps youll have learnt to acegptige gods provide They
occur rarely enough. Goodnight.'

The heat of the dayhe warm evening, terminating the curiously cosy

atmosphere round the fire, had not prepared Gedogi¢he penetrating

chill of the African night. Nor had she been pregshfor the feeling of utter
loneliness, as the inhabitants of the village eeftir Without human

company, the sounds of the night seemed to grodeloand more ominous,
as did her realisation of having made a stupid akest and all because
Niklaas van der Walt had succeeded in getting uhdesskin, whereas he
himself seemed to have a hide like a rhinoceros.

Why did he have this effortless knack of provokingr? She'd been
prepared to deal firmly and tactfully with a grumpyiddle-aged man with
a dislike of female company, so what was differéfite difference was,
she had no idea how to treat a man like Niklaaswidge something quite
outside her experience. She couldn't bring hetsglfacate him. It smacked
of female subservience to the male. Besides, steh®afeeling it would

make no impression on him, other than to confirmdiivious belief in the
inferiority of women. From now on, she resolvede skould curb her



impetuous tongue. Cool indifference, which had eériaer successfully
enough in the past, would be her watchword.

Frogs and crickets filled the air with croaking astdrping. Somewhere a
bird called with an eerie screech. Grunts and waiinal sounds carried
over great distances on the night air. Was thenteaclosure really capable
of keeping out predators? That barely perceptib#tling sound, was it a
wild beast, even now creeping up on her, the séehe electric one before
the final, fatal leap?

A movement close by that was not an imagined onden@eorgie jerk
upright, emitting a shrill cryas she did so thdttee camp dogs barking. The
next moment she was swept up, complete with slgepiiy and blanket,
and she registered the fact that at least herlassaias human, not animal.
But who? She struggled, fighting with fists andtfee

'Shut up and keep still," a deep, accented voipeeiher.

‘Niklaas!" Relief warred with resentment at thgtitihe'd given her, and she
didn't realise she'd used his first name.

'l thought I'd better check up on you," he mutteyadfly as he dumped her
in a corner of the hut, 'and it's as well | did.uffe numb with cold and as
nervous as a kitten!" He was on his knees besigehafing the cold hands
that had beaten so frantically against his chest.

"I ... 1..."Georgie tried to deny her fear, frmzen body, but her teeth
chattered inarticulately. She couldn't even getvibbeds out to tell him to
leave her alone.

After a few minutes Niklaas ceased his ministratjaand dragged his own
sleeping-bag over beside hers. Sliding into ietiged closer, until his body
trapped hers against the wall of the hut.

'Relax!" he commanded, as involuntarily she trizgetk away. '‘Get some
sleep.’



"I ... I can't, she stuttered. 'l ... | can't gle@th you . . . here, like this.
Please g-go away.'

He raised himself on one elbow.

"You're really scared of me, aren't you?' he sadtleidulously. 'For God's
sake, whatever reason have | given you? Listeng@mal listen good. I've
had a long day, I'm tired and I've absolutely ndiimations in the direction
you seem to fear. In fact, you're not even my tyjev goodnight!'

For a while Georgie was tensely still, but then sbmembered Dirk's
statement that Niklaas was impervious to women ta@dound of his deep,
regular breathing seemed to give testimony of thek of interest. To
herself she could admit that she was glad of themttaemanating from
him, from the strong arm that encircled and immeéd her.

But what an enigma this man was. Since his albeitilling acceptance of
Dirk's fait accompli,ne had shown her nothing but cool, amused courtesy,
and she could do no other than believe him as mgainst the fact of her
femininity as he was against her taunts. He anntwgedhe confused her,
yet she felt that beneath his impenetrable extebiasically he was a kind
man, or he wouldn't have concerned himself withdoenfort.

Cradled in human warmth, the thick walls of the Haadening the night
cries of the veld, Georgie slept.



CHAPTER TWO

'WELL, at least you have one advantage over a male mata- You don't

snore.' Niklaas leant on one elbow, looking dowtwo ithe wide, surprised
eyes. He guessed that, for a moment, Georgie hadeved where she was,
and he saw memory return in a hot rush of embamast increasing the
colour in her already sleep-flushed cheeks, sawraflare as she tried to
edge away from him and found it impossible.

Seen like this, he thought critically, she wasréd{ooking, and her
nearness in the night, the consciousness of haniigity, an awareness of
which attribute he'd thought long since beaten doweliberately
sublimated in his work, had not been unpleasard,liftle disturbing. He
wondered idly what her reaction would be if he weexdéend his head and
kiss the soft lips that had not yet returned tarttl@ytime determination.

Realising by the reactions of his own body just rehthese unwanted
thoughts were leading, he jerked away, informingi@e crisply that if
they were to reach their next objective, she had bestir herself.

Georgie had not been unaware of the tension imjptichose few moments
of silence. The intent expression in his eyes halégtaphed some
inscrutable message, and for a frozen, horrifiestamt she had actually
thought he was going to kiss her. Ridiculous, st herself. Why should
he want to do that? She had obviously misinterdrtéte whole incident.

'Know anything about the National Park?' Niklaakeds as they drove
away from their overnight accommodation.

‘A bit. It was Paul Kruger's idea, wasn't it, theelB President?’

'Mmm. Thank goodness he did have the foresighthere'd be even less
wild life than there is.’'

'‘And you'd be out of a job!



'More importantly, life would be that much lesshricHe returned a
repressive reply to her light remark. And she'dupetp think he had a sense
of humour!

'Have you ever worked at the Kruger?' She ste&eddnversation back on
to safe ground.

'No, apart from my years of training I've alwaysrisex and lived at Marula.
The Kruger's quite a different kettle of fish, muldrger. If you can
visualise it, it's about the size of Wales, witledally thousands of tourists
through it during the season, and only a portiom isfopen at any one time.
Certain sections are completely inaccessible tptidic, so that the natural
ecology isn't disturbed.’

'‘And you've never had any ambition to move on larger undertaking?'

'‘Marula is my home," he said simply, 'my life. Butouldn't expect you to
understand that.'

'Why not?' Georgie retorted. 'l understand peryedtly stepfather is a vet
and he feels exactly the same way about his peaien though it's on a
humbler scale than yours.'

‘That's the nature of a dedicated man.’
'Women can be dedicated too!" Georgie said hotly.

'‘Can they?' He didn't sound convinced. 'What mamie want to work in
South Africa, Georgie?' And before she had timeefly he added, with a
suspicious quirk to the corner of his mouth, 'Afst night, it does seem
unnecessarily formal to call you Miss Jonson."'

'Oh!" Georgie coloured up and was ready with amagetd retort to the
effect that he needn't get any ideas, when he casipldisarmed her by
letting that quirk develop into a wide engaginglemivhich so transformed
his usually stern face that she found herself asenswering his question
earnestly.



''ve always wanted to travel and to work with aaisa? She gave a
reminiscent smile. 'I'm afraid my stepfather hagubup with a lot from me
when | was small. | was always bringing home smillg creatures that
had been injured. Sometimes he was able to cune, th@ametimes not.’

'‘And like all small girls, when they died you wdpickets?' he hazarded.

'So?' Georgie was immediately defensive. 'l way enthild then, and if
you think I'm likely to behave emotionally now, yauwrong?'

"Your parents encouraged you to become a vet?adklkdounded genuinely
interested, she thought cautiously. With this méwe svas becoming
increasingly wary of verbal traps.

'‘Not my mother," she admitted, 'she thought it wagry ladylike, but my
stepfather helped me all he could, especially afteéshe stopped abruptly.

'‘After what?'

'‘Oh—er—nothing really. He just thought an absorboageer would be
good for me.'

'Whereabouts in England do you come from?'

‘Yorkshire.'

'l know it," he surprised her by saying. 'I've béeryork Minster and I've
tramped the Yorkshire moors. You'll find Africa yedifferent, the

landscape, the climate. It's hard for European wotoedjust.'

'I'll cope," Georgie said with cheerful obstinaagd Niklaas found himself
almost believing that she would. Almost.

They were to stay overnight at the Kruger Natidpatk, in one of the rest
camps normally provided for the tourists.

'‘And," Niklaas said drily, 'since it's nearly thedeof the season, you can
have the choice of twenty or sondavelsto yourself.'



'l wouldn't have shared with you last night,’ siterted immediately, 'if you
hadn't made me.’

'‘No," he agreed, 'that's a nasty little streakrfgpyou have.' She glared at
him, but his smile was meant to take the stingadiuhe words. 'If | hadn't
come out to you, you'd probably have been fourglrtiorning dead of cold,
or fright.'

The colleague Niklaas had arranged to call on wasdHk Beit, an
open-faced, bespectacled young man of about G&oayim age, delighted
to see his visitors. He made Georgie especiallgovaé.

'‘Are you a vet too?' she asked.

'Yes. | was Niklaas's assistant for a while. Bot ithore interested in the
scientific aspect, animal behaviourism and ecolddg turned to Niklaas. 'It
was good of you to take the trouble to call in Withstatistics | wanted on
Manila.'

The walls of his office were covered with maps—signof game, variety,

migration patterns, all recorded in detail, as we@dence of disease,
drought areas, fire-breaks, feeding grounds, wditeles and innumerable
other factors relevant to the study and proteadicihe reserve's population.

Seeing Georgie's genuine fascination, Hendrik bagaom an animated
explanation of his work, from which he was onlyakked by Niklaas's
restless movement and impatient exclamation.

'We do have our own scientists at Marula, you know!

'Sorry van der Walt." The dark-haired young mastikd. 'But it's not often
| get a chance to show off to an attractive wonaaua, an intelligent one at
that.'

To Georgie's discomfort, the young Afrikaaner coméid to pay her a
considerable amount of attention during the renetird their stay, which,
to no avail, he pressed Niklaas to extend. He éaiter to visit him again,



and declared his intention of calling in at Maruda the very first
opportunity.

‘That's one young idiot," growled Niklaas, as theftyearly next morning,
'‘who hasn't yet discovered that a woman out he@nm&ouble for a man.’

‘Not thiswoman,' Georgie asserted with certain knowledgmjgh she had

no hope of his believing her. Despite his appanegitowing, Niklaas, she

realised, was just as opposed to her presenckustibnvinced of her

capabilities, of her ability to fit into her new w@ronment. Obviously

argument, even reasoned argument, was wasted brketibns spoke

louder than words, and Georgie resolved that bdfereacquaintance with
Niklaas van der Walt was very much older he wowddehcause to eat his
words.

It was growing late, the hour before dusk, whenytheproached the
entrance to the de Vries Park, and the sunsetleere quite spectacular.
Used to England's smaller safari parks, Georgien'hakpected just this
single pole across the road, with only two Africamsasual attendance.

'Surely the animals must stray,’ she puzzled,dsodoes it work?"

'Flexibly. Elephants and some of the larger cam@gsdave learnt to know
the limits of their own park, much as the domestimcat knows his
territory. They know they're safe there from hunmaerference. If any of
the big cats do stray over the border for a nightsting, they take good
care to be back inside the park again before dais.'flow of words
stopped abruptly. ‘But you're probably not intezdsh all that.'

'Of course | am." Why should he doubt it?

'l suppose Dirk wrote to you, told you what arramgats he'd made for
your accommodation?' Georgie shook her head anda®dik swore

feelingly. 'Feckless, irresponsible .. ." For a neainshe thought he was
referring to her, and her hackles rose. 'That's like de Vries, does

something on impulse, then leaves everyone els®roout the mayhem
he's created.’



'So what will | do?'

'l suppose I'll have to sort something out, templyraHe didn't sound very
pleased at the prospect, and a weary Georgie fogndhormal optimism
flagging a little. It wasn't going to be as easyassanguine hopes had led
her to expect, to work with Manila's senior vetemome his prejudice.

Beyond the barrier there were warning signs, writite two languages,
warning visitors to stay in their cars, that elagBawere dangerous.
Tourists, Niklaas explained, had to be inside tfaiced-in camps before
dark, and remain shut in all night until the gaspened at first light.

As she had been on the veld, Georgie was structhéoymmense quiet.

Here, at least, she had expected to see the lseststravelled so many
miles to work with. Then suddenly, just as she\tegiup hope, she saw
him. Only feet from the track, silhouetted agathst pink light, white lines

on his silver-grey body, his head crowned with figgiralling, lyre-shaped

horns ... a bull kudu, nibbling the leaves of a4dgrewing group of trees.

Georgie gave a little gasp of awe.

'Oh, look, Niklaas—Ilook!" To her, this very firsght of a wild animal in its
natural surroundings was a revelation. It was $eréint from seeing an
animal in a zoo, a quiet, apathetic prisoner. Herdjs own territory, the
bull was alert yet self- confident, a superb spdetaGeorgie's enthusiasm
bubbled over and she sought to share it with N&laa

'Zoos!'he said tersely. 'l hate the places. Aningllsuld live as nature
intended, wild and free. And," he added obscurily,not such a bad idea
for men either.'

"What about women?' Georgie challenged.
'Women?' His voice was reflective, then he shoskhieiad. 'No, in the end
women only want one thing, the security of marrjage bright lights of

civilisation and the man who can afford to providem.'

'‘Not me!" Georgie averred. Since the age of sixtsleed known that
marriage was not for her.



'‘Not you?' enquired Niklaas ironically, dis- belmyly.

Georgie shook her head emphatically. She shivened then, as she had
been able to do—not immediately, but for at lehstlast five years—she
thrust the subject from her.

'‘Are we anywhere near Dirk's house yet?' she agdkedsaid his home was
just within the park limits.'

'We're well beyond his place now.’
'‘But shouldn't | be reporting to him, or . ..?'

'l told you, the de Vrieses are away. What's yatgrest there anyway?' A
sideways glance, and that chilly, hostile note &k in Niklaas's voice, a
note she'd hoped had vanished for ever.

'‘None," she asserted, ‘except that he's my empléyso, she thought, the
problem of her accommodation had not been solvegklthat was Dirk's
province? 'But where will | be staying?'

‘Certainly not at the de Vries place.' Again thatftslook, and Georgie's
face warmed with annoyance.

'l didn't expect for one moment that | would be!

'No? But it must have occurred to you that de Vises very rich man and
that female company is rather limited out here?'

‘Just what are you implying?' she enquired tautly.

' never imply, Georgie.' His voice sounded oddbawy. 'I've always found

it best to come straight to the point. | can't éed, for instance, that you
were the only suitable candidate for this job, odn'thelp asking myself

just why de Vries chose you. And | feel | oughtarn you, just because he
did, not to get the wrong idea.' Despite his claorbluntness, Niklaas

hesitated before concluding. 'He's not likely tormpagou, no matter how

friendly you are.’



Georgie gasped. How dared he make such completelyaanted
assumptions?

'l told you," she said acidly, 'I'm not interestadmarriage, to Dirk or to
anyone else. | didn't spend all those years stgdyjnalifying, just to give
it up to be at some man's beck and call.'

'l seem to have heard those words before somewhikigas said wryly,
‘and seen them disproved.'

"You,' Georgie croaked, 'are insufferable! You'ssadutely no reason to
doubt what I say. You know nothing about me, andtever you may think
| have not come here to "set my cap” at Dirk!"

' hope you mean that,’ gravely. 'This is a rensote of life. Dirk, of course,
can afford to get away from it whenever the urdeegahim, employees
can't. It happens to suit me that way. But for anano it's hard, Georgie. It
can be a dangerous life, and above all it's remlomantic idyll, and I've
yet to meet the woman who could stick it out.’

She ground her teeth, biting back a stronger reobl indifference,
Georgie, she reminded herself.

‘Then you're in for a surprise, Mr van der WaltGdngse you've just met her.’

The jeep braked before a large gate set in a thedge and, having
negotiated it, drew up in front of a long, low lalifg, its outline blurred by
the dusk. But for a moment Georgie ignored herosundings. Niklaas had
flicked on the cab light, and she was too busyrggatdefiantly into the hard,
bronzed face turned towards her.

"You may or may not be capable of endurance, bbuhét easily convinced
these days by a woman. Tell me, Georgie,' his ntaheeame earnest,
'‘what are you going to do for a social life? Wontika dressing up. There
are no occasions here for that, unless you're ih thie de Vrieses. What
will you do when the loneliness gets to you? Whdit you do with your
spare time?'



Georgie's eyes did not drop before the probingrggeee, nor did she allow
the irritation she felt to reveal itself in her gei She had realised that any
show of annoyance was a victory for him.

'l like a challenge, mental or physical. As to aigblife, | shan't miss that,
since my studies didn't leave me all that much dppday for one. As to
spare time,' she added scornfully, ‘anyone wha &ad' some activity or
interest to fill their leisure hours has to be atfyr shallow person.'

"You may be interested," Niklaas drawled drily kt@w that my wife found
herself so totally incapable of filling her houhait she left!’

'Oh!" Georgie flushed. 'I'm sorry, | didn't meandidn't know you were...'

'‘Really?' sarcastically. "You mean that among tthienate details de Vries
gave you of my character, he omitted to tell yaat thitle gem, that | wasn't
capable of sustaining my wife's affection and loy2ll

Georgie felt mortified by her own tactlessness. rEtlough Dirk hadn't
said anything, she should have guessed, she suppbat a man of
Niklaas's age and attractiveness would not havairesd single. She could
certainly imagine him being adifficult man to liveth. So now he was
divorced, she presumed. She didn't like to ask.

'Wh-where are we?' she stammered instead. 'What'place?'

'My bungalow.’

"Yourbungalow? But ...'

'It's always been the custom for the assistanséonay spare bedroom, and
since | was expecting a man, and Dirk didn't seefmake arrangements

before he rushed off to the delights of civilisatia.'

'‘But surely, now you know ... | mean . . . it's ndtHer voice faltered away
as, too late, she anticipated his reaction.



'‘Not proper, because you're a woman? But, Geoygi€ye just spent most
of the past three days trying to convince me ttai'rg not like other
women. So presumably my presence won't be anytthoesou, your
reputation or your susceptibilities?' Niklaas'sceoivas softly quizzical, and
all at once Georgie had the panic-stricken sensé#tiat the cab had shrunk
to half its original dimensions.

‘That is so, isn't it?' he said. 'I'm not mistakeénarge hand took her chin in
a gentle but firm grip and she sat paralysed, @abdiove. 'You are totally
indifferent to men, aren't you, Georgie?'

If she agreed to such a sweeping generalisatioreven stronger, told him
the truth, that she detested men, he wouldn't\eeher. There was a surer,
safer way of deflecting his interest from the sabje

'No, but | am to you.' Her panic was increasingthed she found it hard to
conceal. There was something in the touch of hisdhavarm and hard
against her face, that set off a primitive warnsygtem, sending ripples of
alarm along her central nervous system. Andriev.He knew just what he
was doing to her, she was sure of it. It was &g Mvere conducting a coldly
analytical experiment.

But as suddenly as he had taken hold of her, sedre@ and he was sliding
out of the jeep.

"You'd better come and see where you'll be livatdeast temporarily.'

He sounded so certain that the stipulated trialodewould result in her
departure. As he rounded the vehicle, Georgie'ssamewnts were as rapid as
his, and she barred his way, even though anothegrstan through her at
his proximity.

'You're so sure I'm going to fail, aren't you? Ahdre's only one way you
could be so sure, because you intend to jeopanayseork. Are you really
prepared to stoop to that, just because, for somason, you despise
women?'



She felt the elation, the false courage of batitlain from her as he did not
even deign to reply to her challenge, but instesded and dragged her
suitcase from the jeep, then preceded her up #yps b the bungalow.
Conscious of a sudden weariness, Georgie followerk relowly. She felt

uncertain of her ground now. Almost it would haweb preferable if he'd
taken up the gauntlet, confirmed her suspicions.diléence left her feeling
undignified, shrewish.

Niklaas's home had no charisma. It could have bagmodern brick-built,

single-storey bungalow, transported from suburbidhis exotic setting.

Inside there was nothing to alter this first imgies. The small rooms were
badly in need of decoration. Very ordinary floralrtains hung at the
windows. A bookcase with books stacked anyhowexpills contents over
the floor. Shabby armchairs, their chintz dreafdged, were devoid of
cushions.

The tour of the bungalow didn't take long. Thereensvo bedrooms, one
Niklaas's, into which Georgie peered briefly, thieen a single.

‘This is yours, until such time as de Vries makéeoarrangements." So
that was what he'd meant by ‘temporarily’. Geofgiieeven worse about
her outburst.

The rest of the accommodation consisted of a lwown, kitchen and
bathroom, the latter with a cheap, plastic curteonnd the shower.
Electricity was provided by the bungalow's own getw, housed in an
outbuilding.

Looking round, unconsciously Georgie wrinkled hes& While it was by
no means filthy, the whole place had a neglectathved atmosphere.
Whatever Niklaas did with his spare time, he calyadidn't expend it on
improving his creature comforts. He had observeddwections.

'I'm not going to apologise for this place. It suite well enough. It doesn't
measure up to Dirk's home, of course, as no douust yoon discover.'’

So some employees met the de Vrieses sociallyr Aftdaas’'s remark,
Georgie had wondered. Dirk hadn't seemed the kindnan to draw



distinctions between himself and his staff. His lehattitude after
confirming her appointment had been friendly, iite too attentive for
Georgie's liking.

'Well, that's it," said Niklaas, as they returnedhe living quarters. 'If you
think it worth while making any alterations to yawom, feel free, but I'd
rather you didn't let your enthusiasm overflowhe test of the place. I'm
not accustomed to female clutter." This final rekrad Georgie to reflect
that he and his wife must have been apart for some for there was no
evidence whatsoever that any woman had ever lieegl h

'l presume you won't object,’ she said with sugaeet politeness, 'if | flick
a duster around occasionally?' She ran a fingartbedolding dining-table
beneath the window and held out the result forirspection. He merely
shrugged.

'As you wish. It doesn't bother me. This is juglace to sleep.’
'‘And eat?' she enquired.

'‘No. When | have time, | eat in the staff diningem. Unfortunately the
laws of nature demand an occasional intake of fbatithe preparation is a
damned nuisance.'

No wonder his large frame wasn't overburdened Mligsh, Georgie

thought, experiencing an unexpected pang of symgattthis touchy man.

With no wife to look after him he probably half stad himself. Her

stepfather had shown just the same immersion iwbik, but he'd had her
mother to coax him away from it, to see that heaggilar meals.

'l could cook sometimes,' she said gruffly, 'if ylike, and,’ so that he
wouldn't think she was weakening in her claim toaiy, 'you can clear
away and wash up.'

Niklaas hunched his shoulders in a gesture hatafion, half reluctant
amusement.



'It's started! That's just one of the drawbackisasfing women about—they
nag!

Georgie never slept too well the first night inteasge bed, and she had
plenty of time to consider her new situation ane niian who was to be her
colleague. She had been rather fortunate in one steyconsidered, in that
he was as distrustful, for some reason, of womesnasvas of men. At least
in that way their relationship would be purely @msdional. She would have
no need to fear the advances which fellow-studeatsmade. There would
be none of the consequent resentment over herticgjecf them, their
insinuations that she was unnatural.

It had been unlucky chance, her parents had inlsisny times since, that
on the one and only occasion when Georgie had meddnerself to be in
love, her trust had been misplaced. At sixteenr@edad been an idealist,
love to her a romantic, almost spiritual concept.

"You mustn't judge every man by Ralph,' her mothed told her. 'The
majority of men are decent. If a girl makes hetifggs on the subject of sex
before marriage quite clear, nine out of ten valpect her for it.'

It might have been like that for her mother's gatien, but standards were
different nowadays. Georgilemdmade her feelings quite clear. Only Ralph
had turned nasty. He was a strong, heavily builingoman, easily able to
overcome the slight teenager. She would never fotbe horrible
expression on his flushed face, the greedy eyed)dhsh excitement of his
breathing, the groping, desecrating hands, thenateé degradation, the
screams that she had realised were her own.

She had arrived home in a state of wild hysteaimed only by a sedative,
administered by the hastily summoned doctor. Baitiiad not been the end
of it. The resulting trauma had gone on and on. $iepfather had been
beside himself with grief and rage. Unreasonabdy féit he had failed
Georgie somehow. Though she was not his own fleshbdood he had
always treated her as if she were his own chilthérfirst flush of his anger



he had been all for calling the police, but theyvielea had aggravated
Georgie's disturbed emotional state.

Though Maggie Jonson had been as upset as hernuisbae had
supported Georgie.

‘The court hearing, all the unpleasantness, woeldoe much for her,
having to relive all the details would be like expacing them all over
again. Besides, they might not believe her. Rafptt going toadmit to
what he did. He'll probably claim that he merelgssed her, that she
wasn't unwilling.'

'‘But we can't let the little swine get off scotdte

'He'd probably get away with it anyway," Maggiedsaiearily. 'Rape's
treated far more leniently by the courts these d#tys the old "male
dominance, female submissiveness" story. Therestllepeople who
believe in it.'

In one sense Georgie had been lucky. Ralph hachadé her pregnant, but
the effect of his actions was long-lasting. For therthere had been panic,
sheer blinding, immobilising terror of all men egt®aul. There had been
fear, followed by fear of the fear itself, so teorgie had done anything to
avoid triggering another attack. She had becomiet@al recluse, until, in
sheer desperation, her parents had pleaded wittolsgre a psychiatrist, a
female one, since Georgie would have placed nb fiaia man.

To everyone's relief the treatment had been a sacemd by the time she
was eighteen Georgie had been secure enough tenmmale society, to

attend veterinary college, and gradually the feaad hlessened,
self-confidence increased in her ability to workile world of men on an
equal footing. But there were no more boy-frien88ll inclined to be

idealistic, Georgie felt that Ralph had destroykedt tgift of inestimable

value to be given to one man alone, the man shédvame day love. Thus
she was resolved to be not only financially indejgm, but also free from
emotional complications. Her courage had increasethuch that now, at
the age of twenty-five, she was able to leave fiaraild home to work



amongst strangers, with men, with only the slightgglm, and even this
was now quieted by Niklaas's reassuring indiffeeenc

Light was just beginning to filter through the wowd when Georgie woke.
She was glad to be up early; she didn't want N&kEr@und when she first
took stock of her surroundings. She wanted to db#oe atmosphere of
Marula in a spirit of calm appreciation unmarredtig conflict his presence
seemed to generate.

The gentle pink sky did not last long, and by theetshe gained the veranda
dawn had passed into full day. The bungalow, wiitsnprotecting thorn
fence, was shaded from the blazing sun by magndtasyipani, bauhinias,
and stood on a small eminence commanding a widgfrgrview of the
parkland. It was a pretty park, at least this pas, with flowering trees,
flamboyants and mimosa, the ground broken up iili®dnd valleys.

Full of early morning energy and enthusiasm, Gexdsgiit young body
craved more exercise than that afforded by theigesf the veranda. She
crossed the space between bungalow and thorn ttaokiepeered through
the tall gate. The prospect before her seemed @&ietplopen, with no
cover where any animal might be lurking, and shenegd the gate and
stepped outside, taking a deep breath of satisfacttaring up with wonder
at the blue morning-fresh bowl of the sky. Strahge it seemed to take up
so much more space in this wide open landscape.

Rounding the corner of the thorn barrier, Georgied. Here there was an
unsuspected area of long grass, and a restlessriopgvamong the dry
fronds told her she had been foolish.

A leopard had been crouching there, and now hetoostand glaring at her.
Even at this moment of mouth-drying fear, Georgas\able to appreciate
the sleek beauty of his appearance, the darklyttemseelt, the enormous
green-gold eyes. Then, with a growl, he boundedbtlte grass, covering
half the distance between them in a single leap.



Her first instinct was to turn and run for the gdtet she knew that to do so
would be fatal. The cardinal rule was to stand ¢weund, but did the
leopardknow that?



CHAPTER THREE

'STAY where you are!' The voice, clipped, controllednedrom behind the
fence. Niklaas had emerged silently from the bumgalKeep looking at
him, straight in the eye, and start to move bacowly!

The leopard's tail was lashing from side to sideeabalf-crouched in front
of her. Slowly, frustrat- ingly slowly, Georgie estjbackwards, trying not
to blink as she met the unwavering stare. Aftertveleamed like hours her
back was against the gate, and as Niklaas opersb@ ihlmost fell, saved
only by an iron hand on her upper arm, draggingheafety.

'It's a damned good job he wasn't hungry,’ wasiig comment.

'How can you joke about it?' Reaction had setmd, @Georgie was shaking
from head to toe. She wondered if she could reaehbtingalow without
making a fool of herself.

The problem was solved for her. Slinging his riflehich she had not
previously noticed, over one shoulder, Niklaas syvier off the floor and

carried her up the steps on to the veranda, dunff@ngnceremoniously on
to a cane lounger.

'l wasn't joking! Hungry or not, leopards are umjictable beasts.
Sometimes they'll kill just for the hell of it. $tdhere!" He disappeared
indoors.

Not even the contrary pride that surged in hersaabthoritative tone could
have got Georgie to her feet just then. Apart ftbensevere shock she had
received, she felt very apprehensive about whatgeasy to happen next.
Almost certainly she was going to receive a harartgat would make her
feel about the size of one of her almond-shapegkfimails, and she wasn't
sure she could take it right now. Grimly she tookdeep breath,
concentrating on steadying her trembling lips.



But Niklaas's expression was inscrutable when henmed, a glass in his
hand, which he held to her lips, supporting hedhgith his free hand.

'Drink this!"
She didn't rebel at his command but meekly dowmedcbntents of the
glass. Ugh—brandy! To Georgie, a non-drinker, sted foul. But within a

few minutes she was experiencing its steadyingceffé&She looked now at
the rifle where Niklaas had leant it against onéhefveranda uprights.

"You . . . you would havehothim?"

'Only if I'd had to." His mouth was a grim lined#test unnecessary waste of
life.'

The leopard's or hers? She dared not ask, but @hled a@ppreciate his
reluctance to destroy so magnificent a beast. Piglthe fact that it hadn't
been necessary was what had saved her from ade@bureven to herself
she couldn't pretend she didn't deserve censure.

"You'd better grab some breakfast.’ He interrupgdthoughts.

Georgie stood up, surprised but pleased to fint ka nerves were now
quite steady.

'What about you?'

'l never eat breakfast. A cup of coffee will do me.

Relief at her unexpected reprieve had made het-tighded, or perhaps it
was the brandy.'No wonder you're such a crankyopershe said pertly. 7

believe in going to work on a good breakfast.'

She didn't make it to the kitchen. Two large hatoisk her by the
shoulders, swung her round, administered a shaking.

'Listen to me, smartie! So you have a sense of luPbine, so have I,
within reason, but don't push me too far. If youwmiabeen a woman,



suffering from shock, and a complete Johnny rathi® country, I'd have
been tempted to tan your hide for that exhibitiborass stupidity. As you
pointed out yourself, Georgie, this isn't a zoo!"

Her head drooped. Every time her spirits rose mewed optimism, he had
this uncanny knack of completely demolishing her.

'l ... 1 know. And I'm sorry, | didn't think.'

Firm fingers lifted a chin that had developed amaing tendency to
tremble, forcing her eyes to meet green ones whield amused
exasperation.

"You're forgiven. This time.'

Georgie twisted her head from side to side, notpiotest, but in
bewilderment. She ought to dislike Niklaas. But heactions just weren't
that uncomplicated. One moment she could almo#t hian, the next he
was completely disarming, and he'd just done itirpagarned on that
effortless charm, to him a hollow pretence sinceida't even like her, but
one which had its desired effect upon its victim.

'You've got ten minutes to get your breakfast agataffee,' he recalled her
wandering thoughts. 'If you're not ready by thédrhve to leave without
you and you'll have to sit here all day twiddlinguy thumbs,' his teasing
voice changed suddenly to bitterness, 'as my unitadevife used to.'

Georgie wasted at least five of her precious temuies. Niklaas's wife was
dead. 'Unlamented,’ he'd said. Anddm&llusionin his voice as he'd said it!
But this wasn't the only cause for her distractibhad just occurred to her
that in the past ten minutes Niklaas had carried toeiched her several
times, and she had not, as usual, flinched awdjstaste. In fact, now she
had time to think about it, she realised she'd eg&peed some new,
startling and very disturbing sensations which et@dn't dismiss as she
would like to.

Only the sound of equipment being tossed into ¢lae of the jeep snapped
her back to a realisation of passing time. Toastldvbave to do instead of



the full-scale breakfast to which she'd looked famdv Hurriedly she
inserted two pieces of rather dry bread into thester. How often and
where did Niklaas shop? she wondered ruefully.

While she waited for the toast she made his coFiesv did he like it? Most
men seemed to prefer it black, strong and sweetG&wrgie put in two
generous spoonfuls of coffee and sugar, pouredilmg water. As she
carried the tray outside on to the veranda, Nikigas coming up the steps.
He raised his eyebrows.

'It took you ten minutes to prepatat? It's a good job we won't be eating
here!

Georgie exercised exaggerated care as she puayhdown on to a bamboo
table, because she had an idea Niklaas was exgdwimnto bang it down.
She handed him his coffee, then stared out ovesuhreunding landscape
as she began her meagre breakfast. Despite thisngwrexperience, it had
lost none of its charm for her. Once more her &piose. She was going to
love Africa, love Marula; shknewit. Niklaas's snort of disgust brought her
head round with a snap, just in time to see théerds of his cup cascade
over the edge of the veranda.

'Now what's wrong?' she demanded indignantly.

'Don't you like it?'

'‘Obviously not." His eyes narrowed speculativelfy.l 'thought for one
minute that you'd done that on purpose . ..! Ahl,wehen de Vries gets
back | suppose | won't have to suffer your minigires.’

'Oh?' Perplexed, Georgie stared at him.

'Well, obviously you can't stay on here. You ddiké& this situation any
more than | do.’'

'Oh ... oh no," Georgie agreed hastily. Inwardly slasn't so sure. At first
she had been dismayed at the thought of sharintad$ls bungalow, but
she wasn't afraid of him any more, and at the thbo§ being moved to



other accommodation, possibly to live alone, she swaprised to find her
reaction one of reluctance.

And, to be honest with herself at least, it wagmdt the thought of
lonelinesss. Now that she knew she could trust Bime, could admit that
she found Niklaas unreasonably fascinating. Theféaty- eight hours had
been illuminating. There had been times when she fe# that his
remoteness was only a facade, that a much moreleamman lay beneath
the surface, a man who could be kind, a man whersgesof humour he had
not quite managed to submerge. As she had told kim, enjoyed a
challenge, and he presented one. Could she makdikarher, treat her
with the respect he would have accorded to a naleague?

'Finished?' He interrupted her musing. 'Got yowigaent?’

By the time Georgie had collected her veterinarg i@m her room,
Niklaas had the jeep standing outside the gatenengvving, his fingers
tapping impatiently on the steering-wheel.

'Where are we going?' she asked.

‘Coincidentally, to see a leopard.' She felt rattman saw his mocking,
sideways look.

'Oh." She turned to him calmly. Leopards werendcty her favourite
species just at this moment, but if he was expegdiar to show hysterical
reluctance ...

‘That's right." His grin was definitely provokiniig time. 'l do hope you
won't regret the breakfast you insisted on. We hawemove his eye." A
swift, searching glance for any recoil on her pdirtwon't be a pleasant
experience.’

'‘Operations rarely are.' Georgie was unruffled.'@&hassisted her stepfather
many times, and knew she wasn't squeamish.

The sick bay area was four miles away, situatetiwia village occupied
entirely, Niklaas told her, by a contingent of ffaek's staff.



‘A staff encampment?' Georgie queried. 'But if godn't want me at your
bungalow, why on earth didn't you take me there?’

A deep chuckle rumbled in his chest.

"You wouldn't have thanked me. Apart from languagablems, | doubt
you'd have been made very welcome. They're a ratbércontained
community.'

"YOU MEAN THEY DONT LIKE WOMEN EITHER' GEORGIE ASKED WITH HEAVY
IRONY. 'I T MUST BE A TYPMARULA BREEDS BUT SHE FELT EXTREMELY FOOLISH
A FEW MOMENTS LATERWHEN SHE DISCOVERED THAT THESTAFF WAS
COMPOSED OF A TRIBE OF THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OFETAREA SHORT
YELLOWSKINNED WITH FLAT, ASIATIG LOOKING FACESNIKLAAS COULD HAVE
TOLD HER SHE THOUGHTINSTEAD OF STRINGING HER ALONEIE HAD A SENSE
OF HUMOUR ALL RIGHTBUT IT WAS A DECIDEDLY WARPED ONE

'‘Not quite what you expected?' Niklaas seemed tereying his joke.
‘They're related to the Hottentots, but they hawasrtown dialect.” He
proceeded to demonstrate his own fluency in thiaguage by
communicating with Mugongo, one of the game guarahat sounded to
Georgie like nothing so much as a succession dfssainding, subtle
clicks.

'‘An interesting race,’ he told her. "They act asolaers, trackers and
game-guards for the park, but they also have aueniglture and could, if
they had to, live entirely off the land. They knawhich plants are edible
and even how to make a kind of tea from certainlshirl promise you,' he
added with a dry smile, 'it tastes a darn sightelbéhan your coffee!’

'l thought we came here to see a sick animal,relmended him a trifle
tartly. Was it just Niklaas's brand of humour, asahe deliberately trying
to goad her into a show of annoyance? Could he dagainst her
appointment that he would manufacture a conflidrmgxcuse to have her
dismissed when the de Vrieses returned home? Qhawédast he wasn't a
smooth seducer, she thought philosophically.



'Doesn't Dirk employ any other white staff?’ shkeals as Mugongo led
them towards a far enclosure.

'Yes. There's another village, not far from theramte to the park, a
mixture of English and Afrikaaners. They're mostiynnected with the
tourist side of things—qguides, car mechanics, a seigntists. De Vries
will probably fix you up there, if | ask him to.'

And Georgie had no doubt that he would ask. Vergimthe loner, Niklaas
would prefer to have his bungalow to himself.

They were standing outside their patient's pen dy,rand Niklaas was
already assessing the young leopard's uneasy loeingas it paced the pen,
uttering low, menacing growls.

'Look at that eye, that's our problem.’

‘Not a pretty sight,” Georgie agreed, professisnaliaking over from
personal considerations. The eye was swollen astted| with blood, the
cornea distended and bulging. 'Will you dart him?"

'Yes, unless of course you have a yen to try yamdhat leopard taming
again?'

Why was it that even his mildest tongue-in-cheeakaks tempted her to
inflict physical damage on him? She'd always haguik temper, but
surely she'd never found it this difficult to canfaShe forced back a pithy
retort and watched intently as Niklaas preparedin® the projectile
syringe.

'How did it happen?' she asked, filled with dissrasthe disfiguration, the
beautiful animal's obvious discomfort.

'Who knows? A fight, a sharp thorn?'

'‘And removal is the only way?'



'Do you think I'd be operating if it weren't? Thera risk of the other eye
becoming infected if | leave it any longer.'

'Will he survive in the wild with only one eye?’

'l believe so. Animals are very adaptable, though/des and his mother
would have you believe differently.’

'Dirk?' Georgie was surprised. 'He doesn't think gbould operate?’

'His contention is that it's only one animal, ttieg operation, the after-care
needed, are a waste of time and money. Reitasth&' mother, has
different ideasShehas her eye on the skin—it's an unusually fine émel
with another seven like it ..." Niklaas's eyes wkxed intently on the
leopard as he waited for it to succumb to the drug.

A cold chill crept down Georgie's back.
"You mean Mrs de Vries would actually . . .?'
'Have a fur made up? Yes, that's dear Reita for you

'What on earth is someone like that doing runnimg sort of place?’
Georgie asked furiously.

‘The thought sickens you?'
'‘Well, naturally, doesn't it you?"

'Yes, and fortunately Reita has no say in the mmoif the place. She just
uses it, lives here when it suits. She's what Il zalommuter wife, only
she's a widow now, of course. She commutes bacKaatidto the bright
lights, Jo'burg or Cape Town. Her husband, now.'.Niklaas's voice
deepened and it was apparent to Georgie that bdlelate Mr de Vries in
great respect, even perhaps affection. 'Klaus w@esdecated man. Every
creature on this territory was as dear to him@aember of his own family.
An animal was put down only as a very last reddeteven hated it when
we had to deal with a man-eating lion, or rogu@ledet.’



'‘And does Dirk feel the same way?"
'Don't you know?'
'Of course | don't. | keep telling you, | hardlydwn him.'

'Oh." He still sounded disbelieving, but he answdrer question. 'Dirk has
no strong feelings one way or the other. He inadrMarula, but he's not
the outdoor type. To do him more justice than heedees, it's not his fault.
He just hasn't the constitution for it. He's bekeklg in one way or another
since childhood. | don't know exactly what's wravith him—I'm not sure
he does. Reita tends to treat him as if he weltersshort trousers'.

This seemed to dispose of Niklaas's interest iir theployer, and he
turned away to speak to the game guard, words estdirgs indicating that
Mugongo and some of his fellows should carry thepsd into the
operating theatre, a long, low, concrete buildidgming the sick pens.

'Perhaps that's why Dirk's never married," Geopgissued the theme as
they followed their patient. 'No one in their rigimind would fancy a
possessive mother-in-law.’

'Oh, I don't know. Some women might consider ittiwdhe risk to snare a
rich husband.’

The surgery was well equipped, and, snapping batckhier professional

role, Georgie quickly took in its layout. Withoutauing to be asked, she
began to lay out cloths and the familiar, sterdigestruments in the order in
which they would be required, while Niklaas cleah#iee wound site with

surgical soap and shaved the surrounding area.

Silent, all other considerations forgotten in theoncentration on the
coming task, they scrubbed up. Scalpel in handjyréa make the first
incision, Niklaas paused, giving Georgie a quizzitance.

'Sure you're not squeamish?' he probed. 'Not liteefgint? Because, if you
do, you'll lie whereyou fall. Once | start this jolb will need all my
concentration.'



‘Naturally,” Georgie answered calmly. 'I've assistedozens of operations.
Let's get on with it, shall we?"

Carefully he incised the skin on each side of thelashes, so that the
conjunctiva would be removed with the eyeball. Gemifound her eyes
hypnotically drawn to the delicately moving hands—krge, she

marvelled, yet so skilful and gentle.

Deftly, Niklaas was separating the eye from its@umding muscles, and
automatically Georgie's hand moved to pass himahg, curved forceps
which would clamp the eyestalk, preventing bleedihgr reward his
approving 'Good girl"" Such a minor concession, sle¢ found herself
glowing with pleasure.

As he worked, it was also her task to watch théepts$ respiration and
general condition, alert for any signs of collajgat all seemed to be going
well. The ligatures were in place and secured, Mikdaas could now

remove the actual eye.

'Would you like to do the final suturing?' he ask&akprising her.

Georgie nodded, and when her line of neat stitevees almost complete
she packed the cavity with antibiotic solutionusat a pad over the wound
as added protection, and treated the surrounding surface with
antiseptic. About five minutes later the leopardydre to show signs of
recovery, and was carried back to his enclosude By side, Niklaas and
Georgie watched his first tentative movements.

"'The operation was a success, but we still havefiee-care period to get
through.' Niklaas didn't sound worried, in fact tose was jubilant, and to
Georgie's amazement, he had thrown a casual anesaeer shoulders.

"You told the truth, Georgie Jonson. You'll mak#aanned good vet!

Georgie swallowed convulsively, eyes pricking. Oficse, he might have
made the same gesture to any colleague, afterssfatsurgery—he was
probably unaware of his compulsive gesture. Buivamaness was not the
reaction Georgie experienced. Oh God, she thoaght,their professional



relationship wasn't tricky enough, however much r&fsésted she couldn't
help being aware of Niklaas as a man. She moveg,aasing lightly:

'Even your compliments have reservations, donitzthay | remind you, |
alreadyama vet.'

'Mmm, but still with a long way to go!' His wordswd be as sharp as his
scalpel, yet before she could turn on him with @tgst, he was continuing
as if he hadn't just deliberately shot her dowmaréCto see more of the
parkland after lunch?' He had moved up behinddeec]ose that his breath
fanned her cheek, so close that she could feeh#itmth emanating from

him, smell an unmistakably masculine odour that matsunpleasant. She
started convulsively, the movement causing hehtkagorush his.

'Yes—yes, | would." Georgie's heart had suddenbubdo pound in her
throat, and she tried to make her unsteady voiceddike breathless
eagerness. What on earth was wrong with her to&dng? asked herself
crossly. Thank goodness Niklaas appeared not toenbér confusion.

'We won't be able to cover the whole park in oneajacourse. Mugongo
and his team make daily tours, looking for sickvmunded animals, and |
try to inspect a different area each day. But wsiitgery work to be done, it
takes me a full week to work from one end to thent

Lunch was a hasty meal. Niklaas obviously didnlfielbe in wasting time

over the social niceties. Reluctantly he paused lemough to introduce
Georgie to other members of staff, who were udnegctinically functional

canteen. They were all men, Georgie noted, and vefiencommented
Niklaas told her:

'Only a couple of the older men have wives and liamon the park. Marula
seems to jinx marriages.'

The tour of inspection was full of the incident fahich Georgie had
previously hoped. In the lower lying areas they stamd and waterbuck, a
pride of lions drowsing in the shade of an acduieket. Elephants paused



in their browsing and solemnly regarded the jeppssage. But the sight
Georgie found most appealing was that of giraféetering rocking-horse
style, their long necks swaying dreamily in a cusly elegant gangliness.

'Oh,' she breathed, turning impulsively to the naarher side, 'l feel so
lucky, so privileged to be actually working andiig somewhere like this!"

'Hmm," Niklaas looked at her curiously, 'l beliex@ mean it, or at least,’
he qualified, 'you think you mean it.’

'l know whether | mean something or not!" Georgmamped. His
sceptiscism was becoming a little wearing.

Feeling snubbed and slightly hurt, for despite abeasional taunt he had
been almost friendly today, Georgie subsided, &edetfter concentrated
on appreciating the spectacle of the park's wediifithout any further
voicing of her enjoyment.

They ate before returning to the bungalow. It haerba long, hot day, and
when Niklaas offered Georgie first use of the shpwiee accepted gladly.
The cold sting of the water was reviving, and gskiethe tiredness drain
from her body, an uplifting euphoria replacing dae, as she reviewed her
first full working day at Marula. She felt she hadquitted herself well,
given Niklaas no cause for complaint, and as fequialities as a colleague,
she felt she could have been far less fortunate.

As she towelled herself dry, she caught a glimpkéerself in the
full-length mirror, and for the first time in a Igrwhile she paused to study
her reflection, something which she usually avoid8te hadn't a bad
figure, she acknowledged now. She knew she could heade more of it
than she did, but the boyish, unflattering jears stmnrts she affected most
of the time were deliberate camouflage.

She pulled her robe round her, and gathering uprariul of discarded
clothes, her towel and sponge bag, left the bathr@mcountering Niklaas
on the threshold.



'Oh, good, you've finished!" His tone was mattefHagt, but Georgie
started perceptibly. She dropped her possessignsitisone hand, she
clutched unnecessarily at the front of her robe.

Without any comment, Niklaas stooped to help hest as Georgie herself
crouched down. Their foreheads met with some faand, before Georgie
could save herself she toppled sideways. The lang that shot out,
steadying her, pulling her to her feet, also brdsigainst the soft swell of
her breast, its outline clearly defined through rtinegterial of her robe. She
heard Niklaas catch his breath, knew that her oamgky gasp had been
audible. For a moment lost from time they staregbat other, before, with
a little cry of protest, Georgie tore herself fraed ran for her room,
abandoning her belongings. Inside the door, shiedesgainst it for an
instant, needing its support, heard Niklaas's teptsjust outside and began
to tremble violently.

"Your things are outside your door,' she heard$am his voice hard, cold.

It was some time before she dared to retrieve thhertrnwhen she did there
was no sign of Niklaas, just the jetting sound leé shower across the
hallway.

She must remember, Georgie told herself, as slbetynerves settled, she
wasn't at home. It was insufficient to move fronthibaom to bedroom clad

as she was now. In future she would take fresimetoin with her and dress
fully before emerging. She'd been lucky this tinNiklaas had been

annoyed by her carelessness, but if he'd been #rer snan .. . She

shuddered again, knowing that, woman-hater orhmohad reacted to that
accidental contact, an accident that must notlbgvatl to occur again.



CHAPTER FOUR

'WHY the haversack, and why the change of clothes?¥di&easked next
morning, as she hurled herself into the jeep, whigkéaas already waited,
tense and impatient to be gone. His crisp commbadsheen issued from
outside her bedroom door only ten minutes ago. ki#gn'h given her a
chance for even the scantiest breakfast this mgrrBait recognising the
urgency in his tone, Georgie had decided not tolgai

To her relief he made absolutely no reference éopitevious evening, and
as the jeep bumped over the uneven ground behenduhgalow, in the
opposite direction to the surgery, she decided iiddhbe as anxious as she
was to forget the incident.

'‘Because we may have to be out all day and allthigh
'Where are we going?'

‘To the farthest limits of the park, where it adpthe next property. We've
had a report that one of our elephants has goneerdgled an African.’

'‘But that means . ..
'I'll have to kill it.'
'What makes an elephant turn rogue?' Georgie asked.

'‘Could be one of a number of things." Niklaas didaund in the mood to
inform, but Georgie persisted.'Such as?’

‘Toothache, or other kinds of pain. Provocatiorbu will always defend
his herd. Occasionally a female separated fronybeng will charge. As a
rule they don't normally attack humans—their urgdd escape. But if
they've been hunted or wounded, then they're dangerHis speech was
unusually terse and clipped, and Georgie suspdictedliike the late Klaus
de Vries, Niklaas was reluctant to end an anintiét's



They were a long way now from the wide open ardéas surrounded
Niklaas's bungalow. It was Georgie's first expereeaf driving through the
actual bush, and to her untutored eyes there setarisz no trail at all. It
was as if Niklaas plunged the vehicle straightgtenetrable growth, and
several times she had to restrain herself fronchiimg, as low-hanging
vegetation brushed the windows and canvas canopy.

It was almost dusk when they reached the boundafid&arula and were

greeted by local Africans, one of whom led themwioere the rogue
elephant had last been seen. Not only that, bindigted on showing them
the actual spot where the elephant had killed the.njust a few pitiful

tattered rags and deep holes where the animaBmaahed his tusks into the
ground showed that a man had lived and was now. dead

'It's too dark to do anything tonight." Niklaas caomicated his decision to
the African, who, after much shrugging and protegtied them back the
way they'd come. 'We'll make camp and continuesdach at first light.'

'Make camp?' Georgie looked around her. There wamative village here.

"Yes—and don't worry! I've broughwo tents!

For Georgie, sleeping under canvas was no noveltythis was a very
special experience. It was also a misnomer. Sleepslow in coming, for
her excitement, her sense of adventure, were ndnglth apprehension
about tomorrow. There was a feeling of strangertessabout sleeping in
the open in a strange country, only inches awagnfeoman she hardly
knew. For though the tents were separate, they pitirieed close together
and Georgie could hear his slightest movement. Tal&gd desultorily for

a while, Niklaas interpreting for her the incregsahorus of night sounds,
the cough of a leopard, a night bird brushing mastushing wings, the
snarls and whoops of the prowling hyenas.

'‘According to the Africans, hyenas are the spoftthe dead. They believe
that old men who die have the power to come badlkyasas.'



Georgie shivered. She wasn't superstitious, thcagha child she had
experienced similar delicious frissons of fear dgrthe telling of ghost
stories, in which she did not believe yet could wbblly dismiss, and by
night, in this strange setting, it was almost palssio credit such legends.

'‘Am | scaring you?' asked Niklaas.

'‘No, of course not. But | am a bit worried abounhtorow,' she confessed.
‘Are you?"

'‘Why should | be?' There was amusement in his tone.

'Well, | suppose there's bound to be some danger.céuld get hurt?’
There was a long, deep silence. Then, sounding/daiidint:

'‘And that worries you?'

‘A little.'

'Why should it?" Then, speculatively, 'Afraid yougimt have to find your
own way back, if | get killed?"

'‘No!" Georgie was sharply indignant. Trust him tesunmderstand. She
wished she hadn't even mentioned the subject.

'Why else should you have any concern for me?'
'I'd be concerned for anyone in the same situatibe, asserted.

But another silence followed, and as, presentlg, sbund of Niklaas's
regular breathing told her he slept, she knewwsan't quite true. Niklaas
could never be just anyone. He was most uniquehséif. Nor did he fit

her preconceived ideas, instilled by Dirk, ideasiclwhhad dictated her
attitude towards him. But that had undergone alswtteration. He could
still annoy her, deliberately she suspected, betr&d only respect for his
professionalism, his dedication to his work, antiMeen annoyance and
respect lay a complexity of emotions she couldamatlyse.



Their African guide was prompt next morning. Undi@nslably so, Georgie
supposed. He would be anxious to have Niklaaswlgialthe threat to his
tribe.

They saw plenty of elephants, a herd on the mdw, included many
babies, determinedly imitating their mothers' moeats, flapping their
ears and keeping pace with the cows whenever tleedhon. But there
was no sign of any enraged bull, though the forenetephant, a huge
matriarch, had her ears fanned out, her trunkcsteet directly and rigidly
in their direction.

‘Just a protective bluff,’ Niklaas assured Geor{sesides, | wouldn't
expect an animal that's gone rogue to be with #rel.hThey're usually
loners, outcasts, often an old bull that's beetealfsom his leadership by a
younger male. | believe animals are as capablemshs of suffering from
rejection.' There was a note in his voice that nfadergie suspect that this
was a bitter, if unintentional, reference to thiéufe of his marriage.

‘There's not much cover here for an elephant,psirged out, and indeed
the trees in the area were scattered wide apargléphants standing in the
open for anyone to see.

'‘No." As swiftly as he had dropped into reflectiv@od, Niklaas cast it
aside. 'And | reckon the fellow we're after willvieamade for cover.
Amazing creatures, elephants. Even though he mag bgane berserk,
some spark of intelligence will still remain, wargihim to lie low, avoid
retribution.’

After driving for some considerable distance, witlany stops for their

guide to examine the ground, they came to an ahesenthe vegetation was
more dense, the elephant grass as high as a rhanislar. As the vehicle

slowed, the African jumped down, and as usual beggeting about for

spoor signs, like a working terrier on the trailgaime. A moment or two
later his urgently beckoning hand told them he foathd what he sought,
and Niklaas translated his swift, excited chatter.



'He says it's the same beast.'
'How can he possibly be certain?' queried Georgie.

'Size of tracks, shape. These fellows can tell oimeal from another in the
way a policeman reads fingerprints. Hmm, a bigofelby the look of it.
Georgie,' decisively, 'you'll stay in the jeep.’

'l most certainly won't"" she asserted immediat&iyn coming with you.'
She was filled with an odd certainty that just@od as Niklaas was within
her sight nothing could happen to him.

'‘Georgie, I'm going to need all my concentrationloh't want the added
worry of having to protect you.'

‘Thendon'tworry. I'm another vet. I'm coming with you aneté's no way
you can stop me. Besides, you might be glad of dwswk-up support.’

He looked at the second rifle which Georgie hadcdrea up.

"You?' he mocked. 'Back-up support? With that?nigarly as big as you
are! You're more likely to blow your own brains pat shoot me in the
back.'

'Much as | should love to do that," she said wilhcastic sweetness, 'l
promise you there's no danger of my doing it acdi@éy. I'm an excellent
shot.'

'‘Damn it, Georgie, do you want to be trampled tatd@ Get back in the
jeep, we're wasting time.'

But Georgie followed in his wake, for she was bagig to suspect that,
despite his cold, impenetrable manner, he had hi®m dorm of
vulnerability.

'‘Back home," Georgie told him, 'during the lasthforting season, my
stepfather was off sick and | had to put down neefethan six injured
hunters, even though I love horses.’



‘All right, so you're a hard woman, but you donit down horses with an
elephant gun.’

‘True, but Icanhandle it. You were complaining,’ she reminded, hatnout
wasting time.' She gestured towards the Africargaaly some yards ahead,
and looking back anxiously for them to follow.

In single file, they followed the African, tryin@ tavoid making any noise
that might break the absolute stillness and givayatheir presence. From
their guide's gestures, Georgie guessed that #ghaht was close, yet
uncannily there was no sound. The tension of thié atmosphere
communicated itself to her, and niggling fears foklaas's safety rose
again to torment her. She gripped the rifle tigimlgweating hands.

The trail led to the environs of a waterhole, aretehNiklaas took
command, signalling the African to retreat. Wittenpected suddenness, a
large grey head appeared above the edge of thelbsdéethan thirty yards
from where they stood. Georgie caught her breétiislbody matched the
size of that head, he was enormous.

Up went the bull's trunk. Despite the care they badrcised, the wind,
freakishly, had changed direction, and he had ds®al their presence.
The grey giant heaved himself on to dry land. He ig all right, and he
was advancing towards them.

'Get back, Georgie, well back!" Niklaas mutterdfthis is our fellow, he
may charge at any moment, and it'll be fast. Arpledat is capable of
fifteen miles an hour over a short distance.’

Now was not the time to argue, but Georgie hadntention of retreating
altogether as their guide had done. Safety cat€hrifie at the ready,
shemoved slowly backwards, her eyes never leatiaduisker.

The animal advanced again, stopped, ears flappowlys forward. Up
went his trunk again, and he began to rock front fodoot with increasing
intensity, a movement that Georgie knew heraldedctiarge. Then he was
moving, at incredible speed, trunk doubled backirzkhis tusks, his
incongruously little mouth issuing screams and snofr hatred and rage.



Niklaas took careful aim and fired. There was naldahat the shot had
found its target, yet it seemed not to have affethe giant's steamroller
approach. About to fire again, stepping backwaodsetp distance between
himself and the creature, Niklaas caught his foat ioot and fell, sprawled
in the advancing animal's path. He lay frightemyrstill.

But there was no time to indulge fear. Georgiedfter rifle and, with a
prayer on her lips, fired. As the enormous reduaitd her to the ground, she
heard the elephant squeal his outrage. His hidé¢ lbeuso tough that neither
Niklaas's bullet nor hers had made any impres&ahas she scrambled to
her feet she saw the headlong rush falter. Thehatgpstaggered and
agonisingly slowly, like the slow-motion collapsef @ome great
demolished chimney, he began to sag, to topplshorg finally only feet
from Niklaas's recumbent body.

Georgie ran, to fall on her knees at Niklaas's.ditie eyes were closed, and
a thin line of blood ran from a wound on his heatiere he must have
struck his head against some sharp object.

'Help me get him back to the jeep,' she commanked\frican. He didn't
understand her words, but her tone and gesturdésesiif Between them
they managed to lift the unconscious man and skeugack to the vehicle
and the first-aid kit.

Ten minutes later Georgie had the relief of seeMiglaas regain

consciousness. At first he looked about him in Iesvment, and she
wondered anxiously whether he could be concussgdhén his expression
cleared and she saw satisfaction cross his face.

'l got him, then, or | wouldn't be here to tell ttede. What happened
exactly?'

‘After you fired, you stepped backwards and trippéal knocked yourself
out." She wondered at her diplomacy.

'‘But the elephant went down?'

'Yes,' she confirmed. 'He went down all right.’



Niklaas sat up, stood up and issued a rapid stigstructions to the
African guide.

'I've told him to fetch his people. They'll dispagehe body.'
'How?"' asked Georgie.

'‘Dismember it, cook parts of it." A teasing grimad his mouth. 'Fancy
staying to supper? Elephant's trunk is quite papwith connoisseurs of
elephants' meat. It tastes a bit like boiled torigue

Georgie shuddered, shaking her head. Reactiorkkdsis near escape was
beginning to set in and she felt slightly sick, batwas laughing at her wry
grimace.

'I'll go and give them a hand, while you preparmsthing more to your
taste.’

'Will yoube eating elephant?' she asked.

'No, it takes ten hours of boiling to get it realiyder. By the time they get
down to their feast | want to be well on our wayrtes—goodness knows
what emergencies will have cropped up in our alesénc

Their simple rations were ready when Niklaas regdymnd Georgie looked
up at his approach, ready with a cheerful greebngjthe words died on her
lips at the sight of his expression. His whole bedgmed visibly taut, deep
lines incised his face and the green eyes were Etad it been the wrong

elephant after all? Was that why he looked so @igfoWithout comment,

he took the dish she handed him and gulped downoitgents, though

obviously without appetite.

Under long dark eyelashes, Georgie observed hiroasly. This silence
was like the calm before a storm, and as the tangiew she feared the
outbreak was not far distant.



Niklaas finished eating, helped her to clear awlzsgmantled the tents, all in
the same total silence. Finally, after the jeep tnadelled some distance,
she could bear it no longer.

'Is something wrong? Is it your head? Would yoe lke to drive?’

'Oh, so you can drive, can you?' he snarled.

'Of course.' She was surprised by his ferocity.

'‘Georgie," he said grimly, 'why didn't you tell me?

‘Tell you what?' she prevaricated, but she knew what was on his mind.

‘That / didn't kill that beast, that you did? Anohd tell me it was to spare
my feelings.'

Georgie was angry. A little gratitude wouldn't haamne amiss. After all,
shehadsaved his life!

'If you had any brains in that thick skull of yofishe snapped, 'you'd know
the answer. You don't think the elephant would hbgen content with
trampling over you, do you? I'd have been his tanget. | fired to save my
own life as much as yours. How did you find out\aay?'

‘Apart from the fact that Nganga was full of youaiges, | do have the use
of my eyes. There were two bullet wounds betweahlibast's eyes. | only
fired once.’

Georgie's anger was always swift to fade. Now shenfiserable.

'For heaven's sake ... you had an unfortunate excidt could have
happened to anyone. If you hadn't tripped you'celfared again, and that
would have been the end of it. But you did tripeAnu trying to tell me |
was wrong to fire, that | should halet him walk right over you, perhaps
gore you, as he gored that poor African?’



She couldn't say another word. She was fighting bears. They were tears
of anger, she told herself savagely. The jeep ¢etkea halt and with a
sound that denoted ... exasperation? contriti@nNiklaas turned and put
his arms round her.

'‘Georgie, Georgie! I'm sorry. I'm an ungrateful iseviOf course you had to
fire, and I'm damned glad you did. It's just that' .Niklaas's tone had
mellowed so much that she ventured to tease, pgeginat him from
beneath teaF-spiked lashes.

"You couldn't bring yourself to accept that a "memnan” had saved your
life. Don't worry, | won't tell any of your friends

He bent his head and gently brushed his lips atresforehead.
‘Thank you, Georgie," he said quietly, 'for saving life, though I'm not
sure it was worth saving. As to telling my frieridg shrugged, 'again, I'm

not sure | have any.'

'I'm not surprised,’ she dared to say gently,difi yreat everyone the way
you treat me.'

'‘And do you consider yourself to be one of my fdg? he asked, his eyes
searching hers, their blue still brilliant with theshed tears.

She tried to meet the enigmatic green gaze steadily

‘That's all I've ever wanted, to be friendly." Heice held a vibrancy she
could not conceal, her lips parted on a suddereadstbreath.

Suddenly she was close in his arms, crushed agdiaegtardness of his
chest, which rose and fell violently. His hand wasler her chin, forcing
her head back, as his mouth took advantage ofthips had parted in
surprised alarm.

‘Niklaas! No, no ...' she gasped, but he ignoregph&est.



'‘Georgie, Georgie—dear God!" His voice was almosbherent. It seemed
he could only express his meaning in action, hss lgoing on and on,
bruising her lips, probing her mouth. When he fyndragged his lips from
hers, it was only to move them lower, down her dhrovhile his hands
began to move over her body, stroking, searchiaggssing.

Frantically Georgie began to fight, fear spirallingiind and body
transported back to a moment almost ten yearsvaigich had begun like
this and ended in terror. But Niklaas responded edhiately, releasing her,
his voice thickened but charged with anger—at dieat himself?

'Damn it! Damn it to hell!

She was taken by surprise as the jeep's engireeljento life once more and
the vehicle surged forward, Niklaas driving for eneithout regard for the
stringent speed restrictions. Maltreated tyres algakas the vehicle drew
up outside the bungalow.

'Get out, Georgie!' The words came from betweelizet
‘Niklaas—' she began tremulously.

'Get out." He was staring straight ahead of himere twitching violently
in his jaw.

She slid from the seat, watched as the jeep raasay, leaving her alone.

She was tired, Georgie realised, as she entereduthgalow and went to
her room. It was not just physical fatigue, buteawness of heart, of mind.
She lay flat on her back, staring up at the ceilWas it all going to go

wrong? She wondered drearily? What had started®atnew life, a great
adventure, an exciting career, had suddenly becwhgust their original

battle of wits, which could have been fun, nor jadtght for her right to

equality; it had become more personal.



Niklaas, like her, avoided emotional relationshige.would be angry, not
only with her, but with himself for his lowered gdaTo him, that violent,

brief lovemaking had been only the outcome of ieacthis near-escape
from death. He couldn't know what it had done to he

Despite these dismal thoughts, her eyelids drogpet she drifted into

sleep, not noticing the sudden crossing of the drtiret between day and
night. She did not hear her bedroom door open &s#cwas oblivious of

any presence, until the light snapped on and Nskézd heavily on the edge
of her bed. She opened sleep-glazed eyes to findstaring enigmatically

down at her. She caught herbreath, teeth latching der bottom lip.

'"You startled me," she said unnecessarily. Butlsteav that the sudden
irregularity of her heartbeat was not due mereltheofact that he had taken
her unawares. She was utterly unnerved, not bgresence, but by her own
reaction to it. This was not the man who had driegray tortured by a
physical frustration he despised. Instead, shednwith a stir of sympathy,
he looked drained of all emotion, his green eydeduinfinite dejection in
the slump of his shoulders. A strange sensatiorlesiveer breasts into a
rapid rise and fall.

"You look tired," she whispered.

'l am tired. Tired and fed up! His voice was hayef the betraying
expression in his eyes moved her unbearably. Siredfberself wanting to
get up and go to him, to put her arms about hintryt@and lift some of the
burden that seemed to oppress him. Instead:

'Do you want to talk about it?' she asked, cargfatisual. Niklaas would
resent any show of what seemed like pity.

'Why should you be interested in my problems,’ hgueed bitterly,
‘especially after the way | behaved ? | never iéeh... |knew your
presence here meant trouble for me. It's a long 8mce | . . . Purposely
I've kept away from women. Why the hell Dirk had.toWhat's he up to? Is
it spite because . ..?"' He looked at Georgie slseifcould supply the answers
to his incoherent questions.



She stretched out a tentative hand, offering Itino.

'‘About what happened,' she said, ‘it was an impiYlea were tired, you'd
just been under tremendous strain. People do fotiisgs. I'm willing to
forget it, if you are. Can't we pretend it neveppened and begin again, as
friends, colleagues?’

'Is that what you want?' Niklaas sounded incredsil@nd as she nodded
timidly he took her hand in both of his, smiledwks a wry, twisted effort,
but at least it was a smile.

'You're a very generous person, Georgie. | promase nothing like that
will ever occur again.'

Something inside her wrenched painfully, illogitgaat the certainty in his
promise, but she forced a smile. He was still mgdier hand, his fingers
moving in an abstractedly caressive way that séwtfts of strange
sensation through her body. Gently she withdrewhaed.

'So that's all right, then? Goodnight, Niklaas.'

'‘Goodnight.’ Halfway to the door he paused, turtiedered, looking at her.
'l suppose you wouldn't care to join me in a nigh® he said abruptly.
'‘Somehow | don't think | shall sleep just yet.'

Georgie hesitated. To agree might be to incur &rdomplications. But to
refuse was to make a nonsense of their agreemesid&s, his drawn face
tugged at her heartstrings. She sat up.

"You know | don't drink?'

'l think | can find you a tomato juice.’

'OK, then." She swung her feet to the floor andoWéd him into the
living-room, choosing a chair as far away from tampossible.



For himself, she noticed, he had poured a doublskyhand she frowned a
little. Alcohol might reawaken physical needs. Haswstaring round the
room, an expression of intense distaste on his face

an expression which his words presently confirmed.
'It's like a prison cell.'
'Well," she strove for tact, Haveseen more cheerful rooms.'

'It's not just the room," he said explosivelys itie whole damned place. It's
not a home, it's a morgue. | loathe it. It mustki@ven worse to you, a
woman?'

'It's not that bad,"” Georgie said, purposely chegelf could make some
improvements,’ she ventured. 'But you did say, athded hastily as he
turned brooding eyes upon her, 'that you didr& &Kot of female clutter.’

"You forget," he said, 'you won't be here much &nyou'll be getting your
own accommodation.'

'Oh. Yes.' Somehow that fact had faded to the babler mind.

'Lysette disliked this place, even when it did Ididde a home. No, it was
more than dislike—she hated it, and in the endhstted me too. | should
never have married her, brought her here, nevelifgemands too much
of a woman, and perhaps I'm damnably selfish, lbauld never give it up.
City life would stifle me." He fell silent over haink.

Georgie waited quietly.

'Lysette was like a fish out of water.'

'If she loved you it shouldn't have mattered,” @eorsaid with quiet
conviction. It was none of her business, yet slteafspurt of resentment

against the woman who could still make Niklaas |bké this. But he was
shaking his head.



'No. It was asking too much of any .woman. Thisntouis too hot, too dry.
Perhaps if I'd had a home like Marula Lodge to roffer, with air-
conditioning, fitted out with everything money cdubuy. If I'd had the
money, or the inclination, for the social roundeStas bored.'

'She could have taken more interest in her honmexigke said hotly. 'And
she had you . .." She stopped, flushing, but N&idigin't seem to have
noticed the words which, quite unexpectedly, hgzpsd out.

'She wasn't accustomed to housework. | took on wpleoof African
servants, but she didn't like them, said they "tdalifferent”.' Niklaas had
downed his whisky and now he was pouring himsaléeond, even more
generous than the first. Georgie parted her ligsrédest, but changed her
mind. If she interrupted him now, she might notritba story out, and she
found herself wanting to know everything, to untemd. 'She was always
saying she must have been mad to come to a pleedHis. The ants
bothered her, the flies made her feel sick, anthénend she didn't spend
much time here. She was always. .." He stopped,dbamging down his
empty glass on the table. 'Well, she's gone nowl éimeéw out everything
that reminded me of her, hence the Spartan conditikve no need now to
consult any woman's likes and dislikes. | can @eagself where and how |
live.' Despite his assertion, his tone of voiceegaw indication of pleasure
in his situation. He stood up, lurching slightly. think,” he said
apologetically, 'that I'm a little drunk. | don$ually--'

'Drunk, and tired too," Georgie said gently. 'Wot go to bed? You'l
probably sleep now.'

'Mmm, in a while. | wanted you to understand, Gearghy | have to keep
you, to keep all women, at a distance, why I'llereask another woman to
share my life here. I'm sorry if | offended youassd you. | did scare you,
didn't I?'

'We agreed to forget that," Georgie reminded hiftlyso

‘Thanks for listening to my drunken ramblings.' idddly attractive smile
twisted his features. 'You're a good sort, Georgis, voice was slurred



now, the words coming with difficulty, 'yes, a gosalt, not like a woman at
all.’

Niklaas's final observation did not please Geoagienuch as it might once
have done, she realised as she prepared for bedv&hglad that he had
chosen to confide in her, even though his confideri@ad been imparted in
a mood of maudlin reminiscence, brought about bgda, the aftermath of
the elephant hunt and a little too much whisky.rNalty Niklaas would not
be the type to indulge in self-pity or seek for pathy. In fact, he would
probably be furious with himself tomorrow.

And the next day, as she had expected, he was Ilhiagsn, totally in
control, still sarcastic on occasion. But even Geprgie couldn't help
cherishing the conviction that, whatever Niklaasutht, the incidents of
the previous day had brought them a new undersigradieach other, of the
need of each for personal barriers.

At the end of the morning's session, Niklaas retdrto the bungalow for
some forgotten equipment, and Georgie took the ppiby to return too,
for a shower. The weather was becoming increasisglyry, and her
clothes were sticking to her most unpleasantly.

She showered hastily, since Niklaas had warnethledsreak could not be a
protracted one, and it was while she was dryingdiethat she became
aware of voices raised in conflict. She dressedilpasd eased open the
bathroom door.

'No! You know damn well | swore never to cross ythueshold again, and
you know why." It was Niklaas, his deep voice roerggd by a feeling more
than just anger. 'If you want the girl, then inJiter, but leave me out of it.'

Georgie moved towards her room, hoping to avoica&n. She didn't
want to be discovered eavesdropping, but she nave mmade some slight
sound, for almost immediately Niklaas emerged ftbeliving-room.



'‘Georgie!" His voice held the sarcastic note shetndesliked. 'Come in.
There's someone here | know you're very anxiousdet again.'

It was Dirk de Vries and, surprising Georgie, foeit acquaintance was so
slight, he stepped forward and took her hand, bthheasame time bent to
brush her cheek with his lips.

'I'm sorry | wasn't here to welcome you to MariBat | see Nik has been
making you comfortable." He turned to the other parsandy eyebrow
quirked sardonically. 'A bit out of character foouy housing Georgie,
compromising yourself?’

'‘And what," snapped Niklaas, 'was | supposed twitlo her? Your place
was all shut up. Besides, you know it's essensalould have my assistant
close at hand in case of emergencies. If she'd theeman | expected—but
you were the one who was damn fool enough to hirgoman.' Then
Georgie, whose heart had been sinking rapidlysatMords as she saw what
she thought of as their growing working rapportnebling, heard her
reprieve.

'‘Anyway, we've come to terms with the situation. dm't see it in any
other way than that of colleagues.’

A wry smile creased Dirk de Vries's rather palkihs

'l can see Georgie's point, but you must be bbidiboy. However, suppose
we ask Georgie for her views? Would you like meat@ange alternative
accommodation?'

Four days ago Georgie would have jumped at thecghah complaining
about her accommodation, of insisting on other {giou. But now, slightly
bewildered, she realised she would be very relictanmove out of
Niklaas's bungalow.

'‘Georgie?' Dirk was waiting for an answer.

Tll be OK, Dirk. This isn't exactly five-star ammmodation'—she didn't
want to sound over- keen to remain, and fostenitteng impression in



either man—'but it's adequate.' She ignored Nildaaserjected, sarcastic
'thank you very much'. 'And, as Niklaas said, itnisre convenient in an
emergency.’

Dirk shrugged goodnaturedly.

‘Just as you like. You're over twenty-one, bothyofi." Then, 'Sure you
won't change your mind about that dinner tonightk”NMy mother's
anxious to meet Georgie."'

'‘Look her over, you mean!" Niklaas retorted. 'Georgust please herself.
Just get her back in reasonable time. Our worls ¢aHl us to be larks, not
night owls like you and Reita. As for me," his behed head moved from
side to side, ‘count me out.' His manner towardshiployer was scarcely
conciliatory, Georgie thought.

'How about it, then?' Dirk was looking at her, &igression eager, as if her
decision were really important to him. 'Dinner gimt, up at Marula Lodge?'

Georgie couldn't see any reason why Niklaas shahjletct, and besides, she
was curious about the de Vrieses, mother and dena€cepted.

'‘Good-oh! I'll pick you up at sixTot siens!

After a full afternoon in the surgery, Georgie dideel much like making
the effort to dress up and go socialising, but &hkls astute comment to
that effect stiffened her spine and her resolution.

'I'm not in the least tired, and I'm simply dyirgsee Dirk's house and meet
his mother.’

'Hmph!" Niklaas's snort was untranslatable.
Unaware that she would be quite so far from ciatlisn, Maggie Jonson

had insisted that her daughter should pack sedezates in the bulk of her
luggage which had now arrived. Georgie pondered @t to wear. Did



Dirk and his mother dress formally for dinner? Sfildn't have thought
S0, not just to entertain a mere employee, but segeans and shirt would
scarcely bale rigueur.

Finally she decided on a cocktail-length dress ipoavder-blue which
pointed up the silvery fairness of her wavy haid alung enticingly about
her slender figure. Matching shoes completed thftcand gave her more
confidence when she emerged from her room and ete@ad Niklaas. She
was able now, by virtue of her high heels, to niegtgaze more directly,
finding that she was hoping for just a few words thight be construed as a
compliment.

The glint of something indefinable in his greenewas so quickly banished
that Georgie could not be certain she'd seen titalene interpreted its
meaning, but there was no doubt about the congirutti be placed on his
words.

'Doing Dirk proud, | see! Be careful, Georgie. Yoauld be doing yourself
a disservice.'

''ve no idea what you're talking about. I've mgrattempted to make
myself look presentable, as a courtesy to my hsstes

'Let's hope Reita appreciates your efforts in fhietghey're meant!
At his irony, Georgie fired up.

"You seem to enjoy talking in riddles. Don't younththe female mind is

capable of appreciating plain speaking? If youyag to warn me against
Mrs de Vries, why not come right out and say itPIAnow against her is

that she fancies your precious leopard as partaofad She's not the only
woman in the world who likes furs, you know.'

Somehow, somewhere, she had ventured on to vegedaus ground. In
the bungalow's narrow corridor they were not dididy very many steps,
and now Niklaas took those steps, his hand snajane of Georgies's slim
wrists.



'No! You're so very right. Thank you for remindinge. What about you,
Georgie? Are you one of those women who put thgdearance before an
animal's life?'

She tried to pull away, unavailingly.

'‘No, damn you, I'm not. By now you shouldn't needsk how | feel about
animals. Let go of my wrist—you're hurting me!" Washurting her, but,
strangely, he wasn't frightening her. Instead shs aware of a kind of
suffocating excitement.

His grip slackened, but he did not release hembteclose, very close in the
confined area. She was vibrantly aware of himwasmth, the subtle tang
of the masculine odour she had come to associ#tehwn. She was aware
of his vivid green eyes roaming her face, her body.

'I'm not sure | know anything about you,' he sdidaurely. 'But | do know |
ought not to let you go to that damned house dlone.

'l won't be going alone. Dirk's collecting me ...

‘That's not what | mean.' He paused as if assemlblis thoughts, then,
abruptly, 'Georgie, be careful of Dirk de Vriest be especially careful of
his mother. Don't believe everything they tell yaod don't. ..' He stopped,
teeth catching at his lower lip.

'‘And don't what?' she queried, head tilted slighdlpne side, unknowingly
provocative, and immediately he released her.

'Oh, to hell with it. What am | worrying for? Whyeuld | worry? You're
old enough and probably experienced enough todake of yourself." He
turned on his heel and disappeared into his owmr@aamming the door.



CHAPTER FIVE

MARULA LODGE was a long low rambling stone- built house, seairesg the
backdrop of an acacia plantation. The wide frond g@anned by a veranda
which, in its turn, commanded a view over the slapewhich they had
driven. This slope was overhung with masses oftgrees, leaves gleaming
now red, now gold in the fast-setting sun.

'What a beautiful home you have!" Georgie exclainigen't you lucky to
live somewhere like this and in such a gloriousirsg?’

"You think so?' Dirk looked curiously at her rapté. 'Let's stand here just
for a moment, then,' he suggested. 'It'll be darla imoment, and there's
something I'd like you to see, something | thinki'doappreciate.'

Then Georgie witnessed an incredible sight asihedsopped out of view
behind the trees, colour drained from the sky, itggit pale, a pallor that
became tinged first with a light clear green anentlvith flame, which

almost at once was translated into a deep vibnanpigp against which stars
were suddenly visible. So, in the space of secoffilszan day turned into

night.

Georgie wondered if Niklaas ever watched the sudayen, or was that too
impossibly romantic for him? Even so, she foundsekErwishing that this
moment had been shared with him, instead of witk.Di

'‘Quite something, isn't it?" Dirk had been watchivey expressive face,
silhouetted as it was against one of the lampstitiag) about the veranda.

'It was—oh, inexpressibly lovely. Thank you for shiog it to me.’ Turning
impulsively towards him, she saw the obvious adtiginain his face, and
immediately her veil of reserve dropped back inace.

'Dirk, Dirk? Is that you out there? Whatever arei ywing, keeping the
young woman out on the veranda?' The imperious samanssued from
within the sliding glass doors behind them.



'My mother,' Dirk said wryly.

The doors gave upon a spacious room, at leasttioes the size of the
largest room at Niklaas's bungalow. The furnishingse of local wood,
simple, but excellent in design, yet the room lackearmth of character.
After one swift glance, however, Georgie had eydyg for the woman who
had bade them enter. It was obvious from whichrgaberk had inherited
his thick marmalade thatch, though perhaps Reitavdes's natural
colouring was aided these days by artifice. Talimdhating, as much by her
bulk as by her height, she seemed to eclipse dwegdnerous proportions
of the room, to overwhelm the two who entered.

Dominating, Reita was also domineering, for it veae who dictated and
directed the theme of their conversation as they@eorgie found herself
resenting the impertinent inquisitiveness of treeeolwoman.

'l must say | was surprised and—yes, displeasefindothat my son had
employed a female assistant,' observed Mrs de Vries

'Don't you believe in equal opportunities for wordeGeorgie asked. She
had taken an instinctive dislike to the woman, @ridok a heroic effort to
keep her tone politely curious.

'Not in this kind of situation. Marula is a man'snd, Miss Jonson, and best
left to men.'

‘Yet you live here?' Georgie pointed out.

An expression of annoyance distorted Reita de érfase, her already high
colouring increasing.

'From necessity. My late husband's father was & fde tied up all the
family wealth in an entail on this place, so thatcan never be sold.
Otherwise Dirk and | could be living a civilised istence now, in
Johannesburg or at the Cape.’

'‘Well, | like Marula," said Georgie. 'l wouldn't nd spending the rest of my
life here." She noticed Dirk's quick, interestegingle, and cursed her defiant



tongue. She didn't want him thinking she was dfier, and through him
Marula.

'‘But then, by all accounts, you are a very unfengnyoung woman. You
insist, | understand, on Niklaas treating you agamal, upon sharing his
accommodation.’

Georgie felt herself colouring, not with embarrassm not just with
annoyance at Reita's insufferable manner, but asothis total
misrepresentation of her situation.

'l most certainly did not insist,’ she began, beit® de Vries was only
interested in her own opinions.

'Dear Lysette, Niklaas's wife, was a delightfulyrfinine girl. She felt just
as | do about Marula, but that impossible man tadion immuring her
here. He actuallgxpecteder to share his obsession with the place.’

'She must have known what Niklaas's life was be&ire married him.’
Georgie's anger was rising, and it was difficulkép its resonance out of
her voice. Even so, Reita looked at her sharplgreefeplying.

‘Naturally, but she ditiot expect to find him so totally wedded to his work
that all her interests, particularly her sociaglimust be sacrificed. Dirk
inherited Marula, but he doesn't find it necessargevote every second of
his life to it.'

'Perhaps,’ Georgie said tautly, 'that's becausg the owner, not an
employee. Niklaas works hard. He hasn't time t@adding about even if
he wanted to.’'

Reita de Vries's bulk seemed to double itself &ssibjected Georgie to a
piercing scrutiny.

‘Niklaas seems to have an unusually ardent champigou, Miss Jonson.
You would be a very foolish young woman if you etdmed any "ideas”
about him. | would be failing in my duty if | didnvarn you.'



'‘Mrs de Vries!" Georgie stood up and pushed baclchair. 'I'm a guest in
your house, so | won't be rude, but | must tell yoat | find your
insinuations distasteful, and frankly | prefer torh my own judgements
about people, including my colleague, Mr van dettWiayou'll excuse me,
I'd like to leave now. Dirk,' she turned to the maho had remained silent
throughout most of the meal, 'perhaps you'd lendoue Land Rover ...?"

'‘Nonsense," he rose, avoiding his mother's ejletalke you back to the
bungalow myself. But must you leave? My mother waly--'

'l don't require you to make excuses for me, DiRRgita de Vries
interrupted. 'lIf the young woman wants to go, bl rakans let her.
Anyromantic notions she entertains about Niklaas der Walt will very
soon be disillusioned, as were poor dear Lysétte's.

'I'm sorry you and Mother didn't hit it off,’ Dirkaid, as they drove away
from the Lodge. 'l had hoped..." He shrugged. tBerte, the only woman she
ever approved of was Lysette.' His tone took owta of wry amusement.
'‘But she was already married to Niklaas.'

Georgie didn't want to talk about Niklaas's wifeeit®'s decrying of his
character had activated Georgie's always strorggsafrioyalty, making her
realise just how much she had come to like Niklaasn in so short a time,
and whatever his domestic problems had been siné didnt to hear them
from Reita's lips. As the Land Rover pulled upheg perimeter of Niklaas's
bungalow, she asked:

'Dirk, why did you employ me, when you knew Niklaasuldn't want a
female assistant?'

'l suppose | was considering my own tastes, ratem his. | liked you,
Georgie. | hoped,' his words came hesitantly, ‘thgbu came out here to
work for me and we saw a lot of each other--'

'Dirk," she interrupted, 'l ..."



'Oh, | know it's early days. If you hadn't askedbuldn't have said anything
yet, and | promise not to make a nuisance of my8eif you will see me
again?'

'Yes, but . . ." Georgie also liked Dirk. She hadwn he would be an easy
man to work for, but she knew quite as certaingt the liking would never
go any further.

'When will you come out with me again? We needniig to the Lodge next
time," he added hastily.

'l don't know. It depends on our work scheduleé it for the door handle
of the jeep, suddenly afraid that he might expediiss her.

"You are entitled to time off," he reminded her, ‘and | yoar boss.'
'l know, but ...’

'OK, Georgie, we'll play it your way.' He reachettass and located the
door handle, for which she still fumbled, and bedlthis lips across her
cheek. The sensation moved her not at all. Shadgiteasure, no revulsion.
It might have been a brother's kiss.

'‘Goodnight, Georgie, and don't be too hard on Mot8he only said what
she did for your own good. | don't like the idegotir being here alone with
Nik. I wish I'd been home when you arrived. I'deimled you to lodge with
one of the wardens and his wife. Are you sure youldn't like me to ...?"

'Quite sure.' Thankful that the door was now opgeorgie slipped down
from the high seat.

'Perhaps your mother did mean well,’ she said,ghauthout conviction,
her clear voice carrying further on the night &iart she knew. 'But it was
quite unnecessary. I'm not afraid of Niklaas.'



Since no lights showed in the bungalow, Georgie avéitle anxious that
she might find herself locked out. She need noehawrried. Apparently
there was no need for locks and bolts out hereemtiddle of the reserve.
The door opened easily.

She removed her shoes and began to tiptoe alongadsageway. Niklaas,
she felt sure, would not appreciate being distuipether late return. She
hadn't intentionally defied him, but the drive baekd the ensuing
conversation with Dirk had taken longer than sheadised.

She actually had her hand on the latch of her deben all the corridor

lights came on and she swung round to face Nikldasvas, she noticed, an
uneasy pulse leaping in her throat, wearing onthjgh-length robe that left

a disturbing view of long bronzed muscular legspaently he disdained

such conventional garments as pyjamas.

'l thought perhaps you'd decided to stay the rligktsaid, his voice harsh.

'If I'd been invited, | might have done." Georgieelw she would have
refused most emphatically to pass a night undetaRks Vries's roof. Her
reply was a statement of her liberty to do as dfwse, but it seemed to
annoy him disproportionately.

He moved closer, and she could see the expansaswutar chest left bare
by the opening of his robe, a vee of chest plelhiftovered in hair only a
little lighter than that of the burnished head Idogiover her, as she stared
up at him, feeling disadvantaged by the removdlesthigh-heeled shoes.

"You wouldn't have received an invitation from Rgithe said with a
conviction which Georgie knew was not misplacedholgh Dirk might

have obliged, if his mother had been away from hdbeeyou know what
time it is?' he demanded before she could tell Wwimat she thought of his
insinuation.

'I've no idea. | forgot to wear my watch, and tipasses very quickly when
you're enjoying yourself." She had no intentiotetting Niklaas know that
as a social occasion the evening had been a failleemost enjoyable part
had been witnessing the sunset and, she admitiedirive back, knowing



that she was returning to the protection of NiKmasof. Reita's denigration
of him had put her own feelings into perspective.

"You enjoyed yourself at the lodge?' Niklaas wddlgaomtemptuous. 'So
you're one of their kind?' He turned on his hegjddack into his room, but
an incensed Georgie moved swiftly between him &eddoor. There was
no time to marvel at her own daring, and while shght have defended
him to Reita de Vries she had not deluded hers#idfthinking that, for the
future, their relationship was going to be a smawté.

'I'm just about fed up with your innuendoes andryahscure exit lines!" she
told him, her blue eyes darkening to stormy vidlrist what sort are the de
Vrieses? What sort do you thihlam?'

‘The de Vrieses, as if you hadn't already discavérdor yourself, are
extremely rich, rich enough to tempt any young womath a mercenary
streak. Klaus de Vries admitted to me once that hrelde a bad mistake
when he married Reita. She was just a little shbfgim Jo'burg, and all
she saw in Marula was money—not its beauty, buitbeey she needed to
support the life-style she craved. Fortunately fatrer-in-law saw through
her even before Klaus did, before she could dohamsn.'

'‘Well, I'm not. .." Georgie began, but he swept on.

... and Dirk's very much her son. He goes afteatvine wants, regardless of
the cost to others. Do you think I didn't notice thay he was looking at/

you this afternoon? It's obvious why he picked jauhis job. You won't
have to work very hard to catch him, if you can age to ingratiate
yourself with Reita.’

'Well, that shouldn't trouble you, should it?' sberted. 'And as it happens
you're right. | am aware that Dirk likes me." Steal the satisfaction of
seeing his jaw clench. 'But what makes you thimkant to catch him?"

‘The way you jumped at his invitation. The way wai outside with him in
his car just now, for over an hour.’



"You were spying on me?' Georgie was outraged.fatiethat she'd been
doing nothing of which she need be ashamed wasdddse point. How
dared he pry into her affairs? He had no rightinmerest.

'l was looking out for your return, not spying. &agpened to be at the
window when | saw the Land Rover's lights. | casodlsarcastically, 'tell

the time, so | know exactly how long it was betwgear arrival and Dirk's

departure.’

'We were just talking." She felt like a reprimandeenager facing an irate
father, and she didn't have to defend her behavmoNiklaas, she thought
furiously, or try to justify herself. All the samshe didn't like to think of

him imagining . . .

‘Just talking!" he snorted. 'l know Dirk de Vriesd if you're telling me he
could spend an hour cooped up with a girl lookiayau do now, without
... without ..." He swallowed suddenly and tookt@pBACKWARDS.

GeorgiewAs BEYOND thinking of consequences.

‘Just how do | look, Niklaas?' she enquired witlangkrous quietness
deliberately taking a step closer to him. Her fisgéched to slap him, and
if he insulted her in the way she thought he wgslymg . . .

"You look,' he said thickly, 'like a woman who'd gerself up purposely to
allure, tempting bait for any red-blooded man.’

'Like Dirk?' she said with icy sweetness. '| maawouldn't worryyou, of
course, since you haven't a red corpuscle in yotireebloodstream.'

Niklaas made a sound pitched somewhere betweeovd gnd a groan,
and then the square- cut edges of his fingernate wigging into her bare
shoulders, she was trapped between him and the wall

'Don't be too sure of that." The vibrancy of hisceowas no longer
attributable to anger. 'Just because | choosediol aomen it doesn't mean
| don't have the normal urges.'



For the first time a little stab of remembered femarched Georgie, as she
felt the increasing muscular hardness of his ba@yret hers. She'd meant
to taunt, to annoy, to provoke, but not into thisdkof response.

'l think I'd better go,' she whispered. 'It's late . ..’

He chose to misinterpret her meaning. 'You're #ghis late, far too late
to draw back now. You want to know if I'm as mudtaanan as de Vries?
I'll show you!

A large hand moved beneath her chin, to force hee fup to his, and

Georgie gasped, not with pain, not with fear, tHotltat too was present,
but only as a small distant voice from the pase §asped at a sensation
she had never thought to experience, a pang afedesi

Niklaas's mouth closed over hers. He was beingéedtely rough, then

momentary surprise made him check for a momenhasmade no attempt
to bar her mouth to him, as he found that his terngad no need to force its
relentless, exploring passage. Hands against loslddrs, her fingers bit

into the hard muscles, clawed their way upwards ety were clenched in

the unruly auburn hair.

Subtly his mood changed. It was no longer aggressig lips had softened,
the invasion of his tongue was now sincerely urgeetslid the thin straps
of her dress from her shoulders, his mouth movimgkiss her neck.

Trembling, she clung to him, as his mouth discoddrer ear, playing with

it, then trailed a fiery course back to her motité.kissed all round her lips,
delicately grazing on the soft lower lip, tracing outline with his tongue.
His hands had shaped their way down to her hipsir thovements

druggingly caressive.

All that seemed to matter was that he should caetio kiss her, kiss and
hold her. She was totally relaxed against him liperparted, her breathing
unsteady. But he held her away from him.

'Not so fast," he whispered, his deep voice roughumeven. 'First tell me,
Georgie, do | have red blood in my veins or not?'



'Yes, Niklaas, oh yes!" she whispered.

He took her mouth again then, with deep, seardkissges. Her arms around
his waist, she pressed against him. Her dress Ihgumbd completely from
her shoulders and Niklaas had possessed himsetlieobreast, his fingers
lightly tantalising its central peak into pulsatiiifg. As his mouth followed
the erection his hands had created, she cradlduehid, running her hands
through the sensuous thickness of his hair.

‘Georgie!" Slowly he was drawing her with him, tod&the open door of
his bedroom. 'Georgie, | want you—now!'

If he hadn't spoken, she told herself afterwarlls, might have gone with
him unresistingly. It was his words that remindex, lwords that she had
heard spoken before, roughly, lustfully, by a marovinad refused to take
her 'no’ for an answer.

She went rigid in his arms, felt the sudden bise iin her throat. Then she
was wrenching herself free, running for the bathrowith barely enough
time to lock the door before the contents of hemstch erupted in great
heaving retches mingled with a violent sobbing segmed as if it would
tear her apart. Above the noise of her own wretchssl she could hear
Niklaas hammering on the door, demanding entrance.

At last the terrible spasms ceased, and leaninglwagainst the basin, she
splashed cold water on her face, rinsed her mouth.

'‘Georgie!, Georgie—let me in! What the hell--'
'‘Go away,Niklaas,' she begged weakly. 'Just go away anctleee alone.’
There was silence, then:

'll leave you alone all right. | won't come ngenu!' His voice was harsh.
'‘But just come out of there.'

'If 1 do youwon't. ..



'My God, do you think I'd touch you now? What dayake me for?’

Of course, some men were revolted by physicalsBnéle probably thought
she had been drinking at the de Vrieses. Well,\ilzet better than that he
should know the truth about her sudden revulsion.

With trembling hands she unlocked the door and geterhead down.
Humiliation flooded her. She felt shrunken, dimirgd, vulnerable.

'‘Go to bed, Georgie.' It was said wearily.

She nodded without speaking. It seemed a milliolesrtio her door, and
once inside she leant there, hearing his slam nfigle Limply she
undressed, her clothes spilling into a silken paoére she had stepped out
of them. She crawled beneath the bedclothes, shiyarot with cold, but
with a terrible aching, unassuaged longing.

Right from the first she had experienced, with@aognising it, the nature
of Niklaas's effect on her. Tonight she had beeneid to realise what it
was. It was something no other man had ever causenb feel, a response
she could have sworn no man would ever extract fremShe should have
guessed earlier that evening when she had beesndowdefend him against
Reita's slurs, but it had taken those momentssimhms to open her eyes to
her own foolishness, her heart's perfidy. She hatedhe one thing she
should not have done. She had fallen in love, anth@ moment of
recognition the past had loomed up to remind heitsobne remaining
shadow, that she was not fit for any man, but eapechis one, to love.
She had been irrevocably, unspeakably defiled.

She tossed and turned on her bed, unavailinglyirsgelblivion in sleep,
release from the terrible hungry anguish her batty And how would she
face Niklaas in the morning? She would feel emiszmaent. And Niklaas?
He would be back to his old, cold, unapproachableance more, hating
her for being the cause of a weakness he despised.

Not surprisingly, when she did finally fall asleegne overslept, and at first
she could not identify the source of the loud hammgethat pounded in her
head. Then she realised that someone was knockirey door.



'‘Georgie, for God's sake, wake up, quicklpekedyou!'

For a moment her heart leapt erratically, but $temrealised Niklaas's tone
was that of the professional vet, not the loved sime scrabbled hastily into
her clothes, wondering what disaster merited suganey, but thankful for
its existence, which would help to smooth overrthext encounter.

'It's an emergency,’ he told her briefly as shergetwefrom the bungalow.
'I'll explain as we go.'

They were heading for the surgery—some animal rhase been badly
hurt. But this conjecture on her part was soonadiegd.

T don't suppose you've ever seen a badly injured?nils somewhat
different from tending a sick animal. | wouldn'tvieacalled you out if |
could have managed alone.’

'A man?' Georgie queried.

"Yes!' He was out of the jeep and striding towdh#sbuildings, so that she
had to run to keep up with him.

A group of African villagers milled about outsidéneir birdlike chatter
shrill, alarmed, and Niklaas spoke a few brief vgooder his shoulder as he
pushed open the surgery door. Immediately a huslarid they began to
disperse. Now Georgie saw the reason for theirehigstl concern. It was
Mugongo, their chief, who lay upon the table, onisily still, the yellowish
pigment of his face tinged with grey. The wholehi$ upper right arm
seemed to be a mass of torn and bleeding flesh.

Niklaas swore expressively and went into action.

‘Thank God it didn't get the artery, or we mightéaeen too late.’

He was as much doctor as vet, Georgie marvelleshapassed swabs and
instruments, watched the deft movements of hisfisgs he made order of

what seemed to her to be a ghastly mess. To hexesm@t he used no
anaesthetic on the wounded man, nor did Mugongeeraak outcry, lying



there in stolid silence. Only when the injury wemsafly stitched and dressed
did she venture to question Niklaas.

‘Africans are brave about physical pain if the igpjis a visible one. It's
invisible things like headache or stomach-acheghathem down. All their
old superstitions well up and they think they'vetméewitched. Mugongo
knows this was his own damned stupid fault. ThaG@eyrgie,' he added, 'l
couldn't have managed without you.'

She was sure he could, but she glowed nevertheless.

'l didn't know you could cope with human injurieShe covered her
pleasure with a laugh. 'l shall feel a whole Idesanyself in future.’

'Will you?' There was double meaning in his words &is glance, and
Georgie flushed. In her absorption with their table events of last night
had been mercifully blanked out. Now her embarrasgmeturned in full

force, but he was answering her, ignoring the ceinfuhe'd wrought.

'Out here, a medicine man, as the natives cahasto be all things to all
people as well as to animals. At times of dire néethans have no
objection to being treated by a vet.’

Two game guards carried Mugongo away to his ownwhére, Niklaas
said, he would be well cared for by his womenfolk.

"You said Mugongo's injury was his own fault? Whappened?' asked
Georgie as they cleaned up the surgery.

‘The bloody fool went into the leopard's pen. Heutjht it was sick, and
instead of waiting for me ...

'The leopard attacked him?"

'Yes. | told you they were unpredictable creatusey] that,” savagely,
'means that after all the work we put in on himll have to be destroyed.'

'‘Oh no! Why?'



'‘Because an animal that's once tasted human bldloattack again. | can't
release a creature like that into the wild." Aslhils spoke he reached for
his gun, ramming home the syringe which Georgienkheld a lethal shot.
She caught his arm, looked up at him, her face, pafes pleading.

'Isn't there any other way? Couldn't he be seatzoo or something?’

‘At Dirk's expense? Besides, you know what | thehkoos!

'Perhaps if | asked him?' she began.

'Don't flatter yourself! Whatever influence you miagve with Dirk would
be outweighed by his mother. And that's anothergthi don't want the de
Vrieses to know what's happened here this mornkgyfar as they're
concerned, the animal recovered and was released.demned woman's
not getting its skin.’'

'‘But how will you . . .?"

'My men will dispose of the body safely.’

‘Can you trust them not to speak of it?"

Niklaas gave a grunt of a laugh.

'‘No danger. Dirk doesn't understand their lingo.sHeever troubled
himself with things like that.'

'‘But you did?' Georgie followed him towards thedand's enclosure.

'When Dirk and | were kids, he was always ailinigutsup in a stuffy

nursery, or being dragged to this or that hosp@@m Klaus took me

everywhere with him. He spoke several dialects,lancked them up. It's

been a useful accomplishment.' He stopped, anddigdoeard the click as
he cocked the rifle. She drew in a little breatd &e looked sideways at
her. "You don't have to watch, you know.’

"You mean | should walk away?' she retorted.



'Suit yourself.'

After that, all Georgie could do was to stand aradolv as Niklaas waited
patiently for the restless leopard to present & barget. The beautiful
animal had been recovering so well from the openabn its eye, an
operation in which she had a personal stake. Amdéve days, and they
would have been able to return it to its naturdditad. Despite herself,
Georgie felt her eyes sting and her lips tremblg,dhe forced herself to
remain.

The shot rang out. Niklaas's aim was sure, and stlinomediately the

drug took effect. As the , animal slumped to theugd, the sunlight

highlighting its beautiful pelt, Georgie felt hdirdat convulse and she
turned away, saying, while she could still speak:

'Well, that's that, then. What now?"

She climbed into the jeep and sat in frozen silehgkting her emotions.
Niklaas, she saw, had entered the pen, followetMoyof the Africans,

and was inspecting the body. Seconds later thegnadirged, the Africans
carrying the leopard. Niklaas must have issuedifstructions for its

disposal. As he strode towards his side of the, j€sorgie stared out of
her window, feigning indifference, but her tighthterlaced fingers, their
knuckles white, betrayed her.

Niklaas said nothing, but his arm went round hesustiers, pulling her

towards him, so that her head rested against lastchestroying all her
carefully erected defences. She gulped once, tieetears came. His grasp
tightened, and she felt his chest lurch unsteagi$y once, before his

breathing returned to its normal, regular rythmu.ast she pulled away,
and he handed her his handkerchief.

'I'm sorry,' she choked.
'If it will make you feel any better," he said, higice oddly taut, 'Mugongo

was right. The animal was sick—the infection hadureto spread to the
other eye. It would have had to be destroyed anyway



Georgie nodded dumbly. It did help, but she wasyebtquite mistress of
her emotions. She had an urgent need to feel iis esund her again. But
his embrace this morning had been an impersonaleos@othing gesture he
might have made to a child. It wassif he'd read her mind.

'‘And, Georgie,' he spoke hesitantly, ‘I'm sorrywbast night.'

'So am I. | didn't mean to. . . it's just that lant . . ." If only she could
explain, but she could never tell Niklaas aboufpRabhe was afraid of the
revulsion she would see in his eyes. 'It waswai$ . . ." Since she couldn't

tell him the truth about what it had been to hke fltered into silence, but
he put his own interpretation on her words.

‘You're right. It was a mistake, plus crass stupidnd arrogance on my
part. But you caught me on the raw, particularlyeveh de Vries is
concerned. But you couldn't know what he. . ." iy he changed tack.
'Well, it won't happen again, ever. You have myueasce.’

She could only stare at him, the tears spilling @ree again. She wanted it
to happen again, wanted to be held by him, kisgddrh. But even if he had
wanted the same thing, she must not let him.

'l mean it, Georgie. Don't you believe me? It mistappen again, or your
job here is finished.’

Indignation stemmed the flood of her tears.

'l wasn't the only one involved, you know!

'Exactly, and | was blaming myself. | don't wanvalvement, Georgie,
emotional scenes. We're colleagues, and that\wdlget has to stay. That's
what you want, isn't it?'

'Yes, yes, of course,’ she agreed hastily. Buthsldeto ask: 'But, Niklaas, |
can't believe you don't hagemefeelings. You may not want involvement,

but suppose, some day, somebody else does?’

'Somebody else?' suspiciously. 'You're not refgrticnyourself?”



'‘No," she lied. 'It was just a theoretical questiiklaas, why do you pretend
you're cold? How can you let one woman ruin the oés/our life? You
weren't meant to be a monk. It isn't healthy toydestural needs. Everyone
needs love.'

'Shut up, damn you! | .. '

'Were you still in love with your wife, when shdtlgou?’

‘That's none of your damned business!

'No, maybe, but | can draw my own conclusions.’

'You're a blasted nuisance, do you know that, Ge®@rgdon't want to be
reminded of that time, of what | felt. I've pubghind me, or | had until you
came here. Of course I'm still capable of feelioigphysical feeling, but
that's not what we're talking about, is it? Likevabmen, what you want to
do is to pry into my "emotions”. All right—, yeswas still in love with
Lysette when she left me. We hadn't been marriatltimg, and at first |
thought everything was going to be wonderful, happgr after,’ he jeered.
'Well, it was wonderful at first, especially thexseysette was a very sexy
lady.'

'Oh!" Georgie whispered, misery twisting her inggnful grip.

'My biggest mistake was that | didn't find out egbwabout her before |
married her. | was infatuated, perhaps | should'&gyous".’

'‘And she must have loved you?'

'Yes, or at least she wanted me. It isn't necdgsthie same thing, you
know.'

'l know," she whispered. Niklaas had wanted het,hHeudidn't love her.
Thank God he didn't know just how unlovable shdyeweas.

'Are you a virgin, Georgie?'



Oh God, was he a mind-reader?
'Why?' Immediately she was on the defensive.
'l have a good reason for asking.' His tone waslgen

'l1...1..." She couldn't lie to Niklaas of ak@ple, but the words wouldn't
come.

'Of course you are,' he said impatiently. 'l shalildave had to ask. So don't
get any noble ideas about feeling sorry for me,rGiep offering me your
body. | don't take virgins. A first relationshiptmso important to a woman.
Once they've experienced sex, the man assumesatergmmportance in
their eyes, their emotions become involved. Theytdeeat it as men do, a
satisfaction of physical need, a satisfaction tbay obtain from someone
completely different the next time around. When yogt make love,
Georgie,' his voice softened, 'it's got to be vgittmeone who feels as you
do, who wants to share everything with you, not §&x, but emotional and
physical involvement too. You're that kind of dirl.

‘But | wasn't . .."

'‘No buts, Georgie. I'm not for you. Understand thrate and for all. For my
needs | turn to sophisticated women, women who tleelway | do, no

complications. That's not for you.'

"You're right, of course,' she began.

'l know, so let's get off the damned subject, sialP What you need right

now is a cup of coffee. It's been a very emotignatning for you. You're
not thinking straight.’



CHAPTER SIX

As the weeks passed, Georgie knew exquisite tonvoeking side by side

with Niklaas. He no longer seemed to resent hesgmee, but his manner
towards her was consistently businesslike. He dtedter exactly as he
would any colleague. That was what she'd wanteginaily, but oh, not

now.

Only in the privacy of her bedroom dared she admiberself just how
deeply her emotions were involved, and this lehitang frustration that
could only be quelled by work and still more workjile in her spare time,
as a panacea against idleness, she accepted titatiomg Dirk still
regularly issued.

Niklaas too worked like a man possessed, and Gearguld not help
wondering if, in spite of his iron self-control, Feund it difficult to banish
the remembrance of what had passed between theat, hald so nearly
been. Many a time, even though her head was lonwmredsome task, she
was aware that his eyes rested thoughtfully uponBwg she made certain
at such times that she never met that gaze. Faatke of her own peace of
mind, the only rational course was to keep himrat'salength, literally,
making sure that not even their fingers brushedceidental contact. She
didn't think she could take another emotional comiftion with Niklaas
without revealing her need of him.

She lay awake far into the night, every night,rigyio decide on her best
course of action. Should she leave Marula, hoghagdistance would break
the spell of a hopeless enchantment?

Since taking up her post at Marula, Georgie hadived one or two letters
from Hendrik Beit, the young scientist she had atehe Kruger National

Park, but she had been kept so busy that she Hadoswered the first

letter, and since then, apart from the occasiorenwtis letters arrived, she
had almost forgotten his existence. So his unerpeatrival, expressly to
see her, though flattering, was not precisely vetet would have wished.
Niklaas too seemed to disapprove.



‘Just because young Beit's on holiday, | hope yoo'tbe expecting time
off. It's not as if you know him very well.'

'Have laskedor time off?' she retorted, and indeed the ideéever even
occurred to her. She was quite content to go okiwgmwithout a break, if it
would keep her at Niklaas's side. For that had demndecision, even
though there were moments of tension, when he mateious that he too
was avoiding any physical contact with her.

'No, you haven't asked, but I'm letting you knoefdoe youdo ask, that it
won't be granted. If young Beit wants to moon acbafter you, it'll have to
be in your free time, when you're not out with d&e¥ instead.’

Though Georgie had been out several times with,Dirkad not been
beyond the bounds of Marula, nor had she aske#iéodrik's attentions,
and Niklaas's attitude made her see red.

‘Thank you so much!" she said sarcastically. 'Vitellhat case, don't expect
me to work overtime, as | often do. Just becausedgm't have a social life,
don't expect me to become a recluse.’

Oddly, Dirk de Vries, despite his reiterated ing¢ram her, had made no
demur about her visitor, and Hendrik was actuallyisg at Marula Lodge.
Dirk had even suggested that she might like some off, but she had
politely refused. She didn't want Niklaas to thahle'd been behind his back
to their employer, nor did she intend to give Hésldthe idea that his
company was that important to her. It wouldn't &ie o the young man.

However, apart from evenings, she was permittedfohealay, Sunday,
and, after a week of conversing under Niklaas's\aaed eye, Hendrik
asked if they couldn't contrive to get away frora Hungalow.

'De Vries has offered me the use of a Land Rovwaotcow. Even though
we can't get off Marula in the time, we could getg from van der Walt.
Funny," he added, sounding a little hurt, ‘we abkvaged to get on well
when | worked here. Now he glowers at me as ifleAdgs worst enemy. If
| didn't know old Nik so well, I'd say he was jeaso



'It's certainly nothing like that. He's only jusinge to accept my presence
here, to admit that I'm a good vet. He's a confttmweman-hater.’

'Everyone knows that," Hendrik agreed. 'They kndw oo, and about the
dance his wife led him. Which is why his dog-in-fmanger attitude
puzzles me. But let's forget him, for heaven's sakel enjoy ourselves,
hmm?'

They set out early, to make the most of the daygritn-faced Niklaas
observed their preparations for departure.

'‘Be back before dusk, Beit! Tomorrow is a workirydor us. When,' he
added, with heavy emphasis, ‘is your holiday up?'

‘Tuesday, unfortunately,” Hendrik grimaced, 'bot ue some more time
next month, so I'll be back.'

Georgie thought Niklaas looked less than enchayatie prospect.

'He's changed somehow,' Hendrik reiterated, as dneye away from the
bungalow, Georgie uncomfortably aware of Niklaastlo&a veranda, the
green glitter of his gaze seeming to pierce theshfldetween her
shoulder-blades, even through the tarpaulin col#veoLand Rover.

The sun baked down from an almost colourless slgkisg every scrap of
moisture it could out of the ground and the vegetat

‘The rainy season's late this year,” commented kenas their passage
threw up clouds of fine, powdery soil, coating theghicle's bonnet and
even permeating the interior through gaps in wirglawd canvas top. 'lt
usually starts in late November, but here we aed| wto December, and
not a sign of a break in the weather. When it daesk, it'll be with a
vengeance.'

Hendrik was an interesting companion, an intellalgtbut above all very
much the scientist. He was particularly anxiousdtch a sight of some
white rhinoceros which Niklaas had persuaded Dorkave imported into



Manila, an important exercise in conservation, esirtbey were an
endangered species.

When | say white," Hendrik laughed a little, "daytt expecting some pure,
beautiful, mystical creature like a unicorn. To tis@nitiated they look
much like any other rhino. For white, read a rattiet-grey. The main
difference is in their physical appearance and fblecid temperament.’

They didn't see the white rhino.

'l wish now I'd asked Niklaas where to find thenut lne wasn't very
approachable, was he?'

They moved on, and Hendrik began to point out famiindmarks which
he recalled from his term of employment at Marula.

'In some ways I'm sorry | left. There's more scigpescientific experiment
at the Kruger, of course, buistso much bigger and more impersonal. And,’
he added, 'l wouldn't mind being back here now,cemld see more of you.'

Georgie didn't know whether to turn aside his rémaith a laugh or
whether to make it clear he was wasting his timefasoas she was
concerned. She decided on the laugh. His wordsddoave been purely
flirtatious.

It was late afternoon when they came to the waterlwhere a hide was
provided for tourist parties. Since it was out @&son they would, Hendrik
pointed out, have the facility to themselves. Logkat her watch, however,
Georgie protested that perhaps they should beingtaon their return
journey and asked him if he'd forgotten Niklaasjsnction that they should
be back before dusk.

'l haven't forgotten, and we will be. We've madwreular tour. Remember,
| know this territory, and we're two-thirds of they back already.' He
already knew that there hadn't been time in hey bokedule to observe the
comings and goings at a well-used waterhole.dl'®xperience not to be
missed.'



Georgie allowed herself to be persuaded.
'‘But only for half an hour," she warned.

It was as rewarding as Hendrik had promised. A sbaitek was their first
sighting, stepping daintily on fragile legs dowhippo path that led to the
water's edge. Then came wildebeest and their mlgeizebra companions,
timorous and hesitant, their Arab-like heads lifteccaution before they
drank. A snake swam swiftly across the pool, andabes made a parade
of their arrival, strutting through the reedy edgefs the waterhole.
Entranced, Georgie forgot the passage of time,| anglance towards
Hendrik made her realise she could no longer makettee individual
features of his absorbed profile.

'It's late—we must go. Niklaas will be furious!
'He's only your boss in working hours," Hendrikmged out.

'Yes, but in those hours he expects me to be effi@nd wide awake, and if
we're too late getting back | won't be.’

Because of speed restrictions imposed for theysafethe wild life, they
couldn't drive as fast as Georgie would have likEaen the rain began,
quite suddenly, with no prior warning other thafitaul wind. It was a
drenching rain that quickly churned the dust infguagmire, and Georgie
remembered with a sudden stab of alarm that théybayet recrossed the
river that ran through Manila.

A flash of lightning illuminated the horizon. Thugerdrolled and muttered.
The wind gusted more strongly. As the elementsrbeaaore violent they
reached the river, and to Georgie's relief fordeel now faster moving
water without incident. But conditions for drivimgere worsening. The rain
was pelting down in solid, blinding sheets, andwin@dscreen wipers were
unable to cope with their task.

'We'll have to stop and wait out the storm,” Hekdiecided.

'Oh, but .. ."



'It would be foolhardy to go on, Georgie. Even dan Walt would have to
agree. We can't see a hand's breadth in front.aMescould drive straight
into a tree, or this damned storm might bring ooerin front of us.’

And, indeed, already giant hands were wrenchirlgatches, the air alive
with whirling debris of every conceivable kind. Hkitk ran the vehicle
into the shelter of a clump of low-growing treedjose drooping, heavy
branches formed a protective canopy over them.

'‘Now what?' asked Georgie. She wasn't frightenedhef storm, even
though it outdid by fifty per cent the intensity ehy she had ever
experienced.

'We stay put. There's no telling how long thistl@n. In fact, | suggest we
stretch out in the back and get some shut-eye., Mieen it clears up, we'll
be able to go on and you'll still be bright-eyed &nshy-tailed for Sir.'

This reminder of Niklaas made Georgie shiver. Hs wat going to be
pleased.

Hours later, the storm still showed no signs oftialgaand Georgie fell at
last into a restless slumber. The storm had chtledair, and without the
engine there was no warmth in the vehicle's inteAd some time during
the night, instinctively, she must have soughtrtbarest source of warmth,
Hendrik's lean young body. For when she woke it wils a start, to two
uncomfortable, embarrassing realisations. She inasyfclamped, by one
of his arms, to a still sleeping Hendrik, and tbergl that had disturbed her
was Niklaas's voice, raised in anger. The drivéosr was open and his
eyes were glaring at what must appear to him ta tery intimate scene.
She struggled to free herself, but in heavy sluntdendrik protested
inarticulately, tightening his grip.

'Let go of her!'roared Niklaas, and his bass fury achieved whatr@ie's
efforts could not. Hen- drik's arm fell away and $& up, bleary-eyed,
groping ineffectually for the spectacles he hatlitethe driver's cab.

'‘Georgie! Get out of there!"



They emerged simultaneously, Georgie with an atterhgignity, Hendrik
unsteadily, glasses in hand.

'Don't put them on!" Niklaas ordered, and as thengoscientist peered at
him uncomprehendingly, 'I've never yet hit a maspectacles.’

In an instant Georgie was at his side, both hanaspgng his right arm.
‘Niklaas, no! You can't—you mustn't! There's naldgrreason--'

But Niklaas, it seemed, was beyond reason. His evfralne was shaking,
and, his impetus taking Georgie with him, her dliglkight hampering him
not at all, he struck out. She had forgotten he lefanded.

Hendrik sprawled in the mud, looked up in painedilteerment, a hand
held to his jaw.

'What the hell was that for? It's not my fault theras a storm.’

'‘Maybe not!" Niklaas's retort was curt. 'But yowkdull advantage of it,
didn't you?' His meaning dawned simultaneously endilik and Georgie.

'l say!'the young man began, but Georgie's tongue wage&juic

"You foul-minded pig! Don't you dare! You judge eyene by your own
standards. Just becausmiwould have --' Her voice faltered, because she
knew Niklaas would not have taken advantage of drey more than
Hendrik had done.

She had released his arm, but now it was he whoheoelbow, crushing it
in a vicious grip, as he propelled her across thensrutted ground to
where his jeep stood.

"You're coming with me," he said grimly, and ovisrghoulder to the young
man just scrambling to his feet, "You can make yonn way back. If
you're wise you'll get out of Marula today!



"You can't do that!" protested Georgie, as Niktaashicle surged away. 'lt's
not up to you to cut short his holiday, to throunhout of the park. He's
Dirk's guest.'

'‘And you're my assistant, and he's interfered watlr work long enough.’

'Rubbish!" snapped Georgie. 'My work hasn't suffeatall this last week,
and you know it. In fact, you've made sure I've keara darn sight harder
than usual. Hendrick was right about you,' sheinaet, heedless of the
danger she was incurring. 'He said you were atikeg dog in the manger,
and you were. You are. You don't want to get ingdlwith me yourself,
but you can't bear the thought that anyone elsétmipu're not human,
Niklaas van der Walt. But you're not a dog, yoa'imwardly jackal, that's
encountered something he can't cope with. Yet he'tvet it alone, but
hangs and sniffs around, afraid someone else roahy it off.’As Hendrik
had said, they'd not been too far from the bungaltwen the storm began.
If it had only broken ten minutes later! The angrchange of words was
scarcely over as Niklaas braked and rounded théleem four lithe,
dangerous strides. Her accusation that he was iahumght almost have
been borne out by his angry snarl as he snatcheffdra her seat and
dragged her up the steps and across the verangaygrsm swiftly that she
stumbled in his wake, several times very nearlynigl In the living-room
he flung her into a chair and stood over her.

She noticed that he seemed to be shaking uncatilpll perspiration
standing out on his brow, and she wondered incoedly at this apparent
total loss of control in so rigidly unbending a man

'You dare! To compareme to an animal, when your own behaviour
resembles that of a bitch on heat. First you'nmynarms, making my life
intolerable, trying to destroy all my resolutiofi$ien, when | manage to
resist you, the lures you threw out, you run arowittd de Vries, and to top
it all you spend a night with young Beit!"

'Hendrik and | didhot spend the night together, not in the way you mean.
We slept in the back of the Land Rover becauseag the only sensible
thing to do. We'd have been here in plenty of tianeffice hours. But you
had to come poking your arrogant, prying nose,ldrgdieve youwantedto



find what you did, so that you could deliberatelisimerpret it." Georgie

choked back a sob. 'Well, | hope you're satisfidfiantly, she rose from

the chair, surprised when he made no attempt taaneder, and gained the
comparative safety of her room.

Niklaas's accusations had driven her beyond t8aeswas furiously angry,
remained angry as she showered and put on fresiresloHow on earth
could she have believed for one moment that shedldkis egotistical,
hurtful man?

She had long since worked out her trial period, sgadised, and there
had.been no suggestion of her incompetence. VeltySathere would be

no ignominy in her leaving. She had given Maruliaad, had given Niklaas

van der Walt a trial, and found him wanting. Srs=d Dirk today and hand
in her notice. Moreover, she would tell him exaetlyy she was leaving,
and suggest, if he had any more freakish ideastabishing a female

assistant on to his chief veterinary, that he ghdigmiss the notion, for the
woman's sake.

Keyed up to tell Niklaas of her decision, she watatied to find him gone.
Damn it! That left her without transport. How wéesupposed to go to the
surgery, let alone to Marula Lodge? It certainlyswapossible, or safe, to
go on foot.

The sound of an engine took her on to the veraddanust have relented
and come back for her. But no, it was Hendrik, logkdismally sorry for
himself, clothes caked in mud, a swelling on hig.jele came painfully up
the steps.

'Van der Walt not about?' he asked with a traagnefasiness. 'l thought I'd
better check to see if you were OK.'

'He's not here,’ she reassured him. "The wretchadsntaken himself off
and left me stranded. Probably done it on purpssd,can't get to work.
Then he'll complain to Dirk, before | can complairout him.'

'No problem. I'll run you wherever you want to émd, Georgie, | think,' he
added awkwardly, 'lI'd best be on my way today. n‘dparticularly fancy



another run-in with Niklaas. He seems to resenbaeelse hanging around
you. | didn't realise you two--'

‘There's nothing between Niklaas and me,’ Geoigled.
'‘But you wish there were?' the young man said stiisew

If only it were as simple as that!

At the surgery there was no sign of Niklaas. Thelelplace was securely
locked up.

'May as well go on to the Lodge?' Hendrik suggested

'l do want to see Dirk, but Niklaas won't be thesajd Georgie. 'l once
heard him say he'd never cross their thresholdnaddiere seems to be
some bad feeling between him and Dirk.'

‘That's putting it mildly," the young scientistdoher. "It has to do with
Lysette, Niklaas's wife. After a couple of montimsirriage to van der Walt,
she started running around with de Vries. They vedrays off to Jo'burg,
or the Cape.’

Their arrival at he Lodge prevented the furtherstjoes Georgie would
have liked to ask, and it was Dirk himself who B&a out to meet them.

‘Georgie, is something wrong? Something you camte?"

‘The surgery's all locked up,’ she explained, largdno idea where Niklaas
is." Forgetting her intention to complain about ldds and hand in her
resignation, she was aware of growing anxiety. &8kl had left the
bungalow in a strangely disturbed state, and itrwvdike him to break
routine. First thing in the morning he always wémmediately to his
surgery.

'So you didn't meet him on your way down?'



'Should we have done?'
'Yes, | sent him home. He was in no fit conditionmtork.'
'He's ill?" Georgie exclaimed.

'l went out to the surgery to consult him about ord our dogs, and when
| saw the state he was in | told him to leave eteng to you for a day or
two.'

'‘But what's wrong with him?" Anxiety had becomemala

'Only an attack of malaria,’ Dirk said unconcergetiVe all suffer with it
from time to time, don't we, Beit?'

Of course! The trembling, the perspiration that'¢hmit down to strong
emotion. She should have guessed. No wonder hefld inesuch a vile
mood, having to search for her when he felt so linwe

'I'd better get back to the bungalow,' she decided.

'‘Nonsense.' Dirk shook his head. 'He'll cope, thkeusual drugs and sleep
it off". Your job is to see to the animals.’

'‘Look," Hendrik broke in eagerly, 'l could stayfon a few more days, just
until van der Walt's back on his feet. There'srtaah for one person to do
here, especially for a woman.'

Georgie bristled immediately, but before she caxglode in defence of
her own capabilities Dirk was accepting Hendrikfero

'‘Good idea, Beit. You can do the routine tours té territory while
Georgie copes with surgery. It'd be a bit riskyHer driving round alone,
especially now the rains have come. She could @sggdéd down
somewhere.' Hendrik looked crestfallen, and Geaygessed he had made
his offer in the belief that they'd be working ttusr.



It was a long day, not merely because of the volomeork, but because
Georgie found herself agonising over Niklaas. She eertain that malaria
could be very unpleasant. It was all very well Bork to play it down. He
had his mother and several servants to wait onffiemsuccumbed. Surely
someone should be looking after Niklaas? She wad ghen the time
came to close up the surgery for the day.

Hendrik had returned some little time before, edgermer to spend the
evening with him. But she was adamant.

‘No, thanks, not tonight. I'm whacked.' It wasitogether true. She was
tired, but she also had to reassure herself agktadd's welfare. 'But I'd be
grateful if you'd drop me off at the bungalow.’

She entered the silent building, heading straighiNiklaas's bedroom. She
took one appalled look, then, her fatigue forgatteant into action.

Obviously the sick man had just thrown himself ddully clothed on to his
unmade bed, where, judging by its dishevelled sta¢ehad tossed and
turned all day. A hand on his burning forehead natsreally necessary to
confirm that he was running a high fever, and whklea spoke to him his
eyes opened, resting on her in glazed incompretensi

'Nik! Nik!" Urgently she shook his shoulder, finditmis bush shirt clammy
to the touch. 'Have you taken your medicine?’

Since no coherent reply was forthcoming, she bég#érok round for any
signs of medication. There was nothing in the bedrobut in the
bathroom cabinet was a bottle which had not beeohied for months,
judging by the dust on the cap.

Tablets and a glass of water in hand, she advgnogasefully towards the
bed, and Niklaas was in no state to resist her dfg inside him beginning
its work, she surveyed the exterior problem. Oriagttwas certain, he
couldn't be left in this state. There was no medm®mmunication with the
Lodge, and besides, she didn't think Niklaas wayddreciate Dirk's help.
She would have to cope.



First the bed. Half supporting, half dragging Ngd& heavy frame, Georgie
managed to get him into a chair, then rapidly peghand remade the bed.
That was simple compared to her next task, onehwtnied her composure
to the limits. Somehow she had to get Niklaas duhis sweat- soaked
clothing. Look upon him as a patient, she told &éfgmly. Forget that he's
a man, it wasn't that she felt fear, as once shediwave done at the sight of
a male body, it was the effect of his physicaleatiion on her that she must
ignore. His clothes stripped off, she pulled theere over his nakedness
with a shuddering sigh of relief.

But her ordeal wasn't over. To help bring downtkimperature, he really
ought to be sponged all over with tepid water. Daatlg she set about this,
although her hands shook as if she too were passess fever. She could
not help but be aware of the magnificence of Nikkgéean, muscular body,
evenly bronzed all over. The red- brown hair ondhmest tapered to a vee
over his flat stomach and . . . she swallowed,ifigrderself to maintain a
clinical attitude, even while her hands longedttays to caress.

She'd been angry with him this morning, angry ehatagwalk out of his
life, and she would have done it, if it hadn't béarthis illness. And now?
Now she knew she could never leave him, howeveoldrdant, or
intolerable, he might be. As she had tended hirsegmed as though a
series of chemical explosions had taken place witibr at the sight of him
naked, yet strangely not vulnerable. Even in sisknkee still exuded a
potency that brought a searing response from hesese disturbing her to
the point of anguish.

The day had taken its toll, and so too had the iphlyg draining emotions
against which she had struggled, as she had carétiklaas. She was tired
and hungry. He could safely be left for the shonietit would take her to
shower and eat.

She didn't intend to do so, but, having eaten hacls meal in the comfort
of Niklaas's big armchair, she fell asleep, and dad wake until he
disturbed her by stumbling on a frayed edge ofetarp

'Why did you leave me?' he demanded fretfully.



For a moment, Georgie stared at him, as he swayeitha doorway,
wondering if this were an extension of her dreaor. lter sleep had been
filled with tantalising visions of that bronzed, saular body. But instead
of sponging it, she had been running caressingefs@ver its sinewy
strength. In her dreams she too had been nakedyamdnstinctively, she
looked down, reassured to find herself securelypped in nightdress and
robe.

Looking again at Niklaas, she realised he was irfinoondition to be
wandering around. She sprang up, and an arm almuwidist, one of his
held across her shoulders, she urged him baclstambm.

'Get back into bed, Nik," she told him firmly, stiged when he obeyed so
docilely. As she covered him, a fit of shiveringkad his body. 'lt's cold,’
he complained. 'You'll soon be warm. You shouldaite got up.' 'l wanted
you,' he said simply. 'Don't leave me!" '‘No, of is@unot. I'll be right here.'
She pulled the chair close to the bed, but his meaekd restlessly to and
fro upon his pillows.

‘That's no good. Hold me, darling, warm me.' Hevestdd again. 'I'll get
some more blankets.' 'l domantmore blankets. It's human warmth | need.
Do you know how long it is, my love, since somebbdid me, warmed my
body with theirs?'

Georgie thought she understood. It wasn't a phlyshull he felt, but the
need for comfort, tenderness, but Niklaas wouldeneadmit to such
weakness. A longing engulfed her. What harm cduddet be in supplying
such an innocent need?

‘All right," she murmured. She made to lie on thp ¢f the bed, but he
twitched the covers aside, pulling her down begige with surprising
strength. For a while she lay, holding herself éehsit he was so still that at
last her courage returned and tentatively she puairian about him, moved
closer, trembling at her own daring.

His head turned on the pillow, his face only incfresn hers.

'Stroke my body," he commanded huskily, 'the waywere before.’'



'l wasn't! she denied. 'l was sponging you dowgwver your temperature.'
She began to edge away, but a heavy arm restraared

'You raised it," he murmured.

'Oh!" Georgie struggled indignantly. "You knewthak time, and you let me
think you were delirious!

He didn't confirm or deny it.

'Stroke me,' he repeated, then, 'Kiss loeg mesweetheart.' It was a deep
groan of need.

‘No! Let me go! I ...]

‘Then if you won't do it of your own free will, I'have to make you. I'll
make you need to touch me, make you want me!'

He wouldn't have to try very hard, Georgie thougmugh she still fought
to regain her liberty. Already she was on fire fiam, scarcely surprising
since her scantily clad body was imprisoned saliggigainst the evidence
of his arousal, the masculine scent of his fevemveal body heady to her
nostrils. He pulled her head nearer, so that psrtet his, the kiss a warm,
searching statement of passionate need, kindlitwyflames the embers
that burned already within her.

'Don't leave me, don't ever leave me again, myirdgtlhe murmured, his
hands taking possession of her body, roaming oeer moulding her
closer.

'Promise me?"

How could she leave him? Niklaas, the man she lowbé&n he seemed to
need her so desperately?

‘Tell me you're not in love with de Vries?'

'I've told you dozens of times, I'm not in love hviDirk," she protested.



'He's never made love to you?'
'Of course not!
'Do you loveme?'

What a question. How was she to answer? Everyneistirged her to say
yes, but first there was something she had tchted], and when he knew,
would he still want her?

'Darling?' The tautness of his thighs, an extratéging hardness, told her
just how much he wanted her. She couldn't tell how. Afterwards, she
would tell him afterwards. She knew she could tiashis maturity, his
essential goodness of nature, to understand teat@ldn't be blamed for
something that had happened so long ago, happgaatsaher will.

'l love you, Niklaas,' she whispereddd love you.'

They were both trembling, both bathed in sweat,dnitiers? She didn't
know. Their breathing was audible on the quietylgeaght air. His hand's

erotic exploration found its goal, and Georgie sablgonisingly in her

throat as she fumbled, inexpertly at first, to rethis caress. But he was
patient, the to-and-fro glide of his skin againstshtormenting, tempting.

Within her scorched fiery splinters of new sensajoof indescribable

emotions, making her heart feel as though it musttlwith the intensity of

her feelings.

'Show me how much you love me," he demanded, getlmow you.'

Her response was a murmured 'yes', all she couhdgea so restricted her
breathing seemed to have become.

He rolled with her across the great double bedjnmgihimself to kneel over
her. She trembled even more, but she was not afgkthas had banished
fear. Instead she reached up, her arms about h&d, vaeard his gasp of
pleasure as she received him, eagerly, willinglyut Btill he held
back,stroking her inner thigh, making her cry outhvintolerable longing.



'‘Are you sure? You're not afraid this time?' 'l'anes Nik, very sure. | love
you, need yowvantyou!

Then he moved against and within her, slowly, seasly at first, then with
increasing demand, her body responding joyoushig@ossession.



CHAPTER SEVEN

GEORGIEawoke to a chill sense of loss. She was lyinguiempty bed. She
sat up, then, although she was alone, flushedeatedlisation of her own
nakedness. But where was Niklaas? She discoveraddigdress and robe
tangled among the sheets and hastily pulled them on

A search of the bungalow soon revealed that shealo®e. The jeep had
gone too. She had forgotten to wind her watch agtt, but returning to
Niklaas's room she saw that his bedside clock sHawéy half-past seven.
He must have left very early, and was he fit taupeand about his work?
And if some emergency had arisen, why hadn't shedh&ugongo's
summons? Why hadn't Niklaas woken her?

She showered and dressed, but had no appetitesfakfast. All she wanted
was to see Niklaas, to assure herself of his wailidgpand to hear him repeat
the words he had whispered last night during tleeemaking. And she had
a duty to perform.

Last night there had been no opportunity to spedkr of her past, of the
trauma which until now had inhibited her relatiopshwith men.
Following their lovemaking, Niklaas had not spolkeyain, but had fallen
into a deep, uneasy sleep. Georgie had promissélh#rat in the morning,
secure within the circle of his arms, safe in thewledge of their shared
love, she would make her confession.

Now she thought she could understand Niklaas's isggmunreasonable
moodiness, his silent disapproval of her dates Witk, his fury when he
had discovered her, albeit innocently, in Hendgkias. Despite himself he
had fallen in love again, with her. She gloriedhia knowledge. The future
looked marvellous, Georgie thought as she waitéiémtsy on the veranda
for Niklaas to return, for he would return for hes soon as he could, she
knew.

It was an hour before she heard the sound of amengn hour which she
had spent between daydreaming and rehearsing tiaswath which she



would tell Niklaas about her past. As the sounthefvehicle grew nearer,
she began to tremble with anticipation, a longmgede him, touch him, and
unable to sit still she started to her feet, rawrmthe steps to meet him at
the gate. But it was Hendrik who climbed down frtéra driving-seat.

'Morning, Georgie!" He gave her his normal cheegdtgeting, but she
thought he glanced warily at her. 'We knew you\dehao transport, so Dirk
sent me to fetch you.'

'Dirk did? Oh." She was disappointed. 'OK. I'll fetch things." Seated
beside him, she asked, 'So Dirk knew Niklaas hattb@o out early?'

Again Hendrik's expression puzzled her, but he eddd

'l guessed something had come up,’ she continDedydu know what it
was?'

‘Georgie?' Hendrik not only looked but sounded prdznow. 'Surely you
must know why Niklaas left? | mean ...’

‘No, he left before | was awake. | suppose he veasgbconsiderate, didn't
want to disturb me. But | wouldn't have minded.eSaughed happily,
thinking just how little she would have objectedtang woken by Niklaas.

Hendrik said no more, but the speed of his drivimgeased, and Georgie
had to remind him of the restrictions.

'Sorry," he said automatically, his thoughts appiydar away.

'Hendrik," Georgie said at last, 'is something w3 hen she remembered
that yesterday Niklaas had been ill and panic smeteHe was ill again? It
hadn't just been malaria? But why hadn't he tol® Méhere was he? Had
he been rushed to hospital? How? 'Hendrik!" shpsed his name out this
time. 'There's something you're not telling me. ¥aow where Niklaas is.
You know what's happened. Yowusttell me!'

''ve no idea what happened, Georgie," Hendrik saiderly. 'Only you
know that. But it must have been one hell of a fow.



'What? What row? Who's had a row?’
'Well, you and Niklaas, obviously!"
Georgie struck a fist into the palm of her othemdha

‘Niklaas and | dichothave a row. | haven't the least idea what yoalkerg
about.’

‘Then | think you'd better wait until we get to thedge,' he suggested.
'Maybe Dirk can make sense out of all this. | gatyacan't.’

'We're going to the Lodge, not the surgery? BLbé&llate. Niklaas will be .

‘Niklaas isn't at the surgery, and," anticipatireg uestion, 'he isn't at the
Lodge either. He's left.’

'Left? Left Marula, you mean?' Georgie willed tloaigg scientist to say no,
but he nodded. '‘But why would he do that? Where'gjdme? How long
for?"

‘Georgie, | told you, 1 don't know.'

A few moments later, she faced Dirk with the samestjons, her agitation
increasing, and saw the bewilderment in his face.

'l don't know why Niklaas left either. All | knove iwhere he's gone, and |
know one other thing, that he isn't coming backl you've left Manila.'

'What?' Georgie's legs began to shake, her torlgaeged to the roof of her
mouth, so that she was incapable of further speech.

'‘Georgie," Dirk said gently, 'l think you'd betgt down. You look awful.
Now," as she obeyed him, 'what can you tell me athos? | thought you
and Nik were getting on much better recently? Whousd he suddenly ask
for your dismissal? It's hard to think of any sag@nough disagreements,
and | thought he was perfectly satisfied with yauark." As she continued



to stare at him disbelievingly, her heart poundeduaic-stricken denial of
his words. Niklaasouldn't have asked for her dismissal, there must be
some mistake. 'Georgie? What happened? You camtellPerhaps it's
something that can be put right.’

'l don't know, | just don't know.' But despite hdenial Georgie was
beginning to think, with a terrible sinking feelinthat shedid know the
reason for Niklaas's precipitate departure. Henegeetting last night. That
was all it could be. Perhaps he hadn't been asreathas she'd thought.
Perhaps his words, his lovemaking had seemed Bkegs his delirium,
until he'd woken this morning and realised theltrétnd then, she thought
bitterly, he hadn't been able to get away fast ghowhat a fool she'd been,
to think that she had been capable of overcomiagtejudices. What had
she thought was so special about her, that shel@xkeded, where other
women had failed, in erasing the memory of his \wifeerfidy?

The two men were watching her anxiously, waitingdome explanation.
She couldn't tell them the truth. All she had tefher now was her pride.
Somehow her addled wits concocted a faltering story

There's only one thing it could have been," shd, dhe words coming
slowly, painfully. 'Jt's incredibly petty, but.'.She swallowed. Even now,
with the knowledge of Niklaas's certain rejectionher, it still hurt to
denigrate him. 'lt's petty," she repeated, 'butvhs still furious with me
about the other night, when Hendrik and | got caurgthe storm. He didn't
believe, wouldn't believe that we hadn't... hede&ry strongly about such
things. And he accused me of letting my friendsk¥ik Hendrik and with
you affect my work.'

To her surprise, Dirk didn't disagree with her. '8H®een afraid he might
dismiss her explanation as being feeble, unlikely.

'Hmm, yes. After what Lysette did to him. But s business of his what
you do, unless..." Dirk's voice trailed away irttoughtfulness.

Despite her misery, Georgie was still capable aprssed conjecture.
According to Hendrik, Dirk had been involved withydette, in her
defection from her husband, yet here he was takkiooyt it quite calmly, as



if it had nothing to do with him. But she was taohappy to indulge the
curiosity she felt. One thing alone was certairge shust leave Manila.
Niklaas wouldn't return whilst she stayed,and obsip Dirk couldn't
afford to lose his chief veterinary. Besides, Marnwls Niklaas's home. He
had more right here than she did.

'If Hendrik will take me back to the bungalow pkck," she said, though her
lips trembled.

'No need for that just yet.'
'‘But | thought--'

'No, if you have to go, and I'm afraid | can't aeg alternative, then at least
you're entitled to a month's notice.' Dirk raiséslitrand as Georgie made a
sound of protest. 'Niklaas has a backlog of leavm@ to him. He rarely
took a holiday. He's decided to take that leaveswlyou work out your
notice.’

Perhaps Dirk would prefer such an arrangement yingaher a month's
wages in lieu, and Georgie didn't want money fawvises she hadn't
performed, she thought proudly.

‘All right. If you're sure he won't be coming babkfore . . ." Her voice very
nearly cracked at the thought of leaving Marule, ptace she had come to
love, at the thought of not seeing Niklaas agaorefer was a long time.

'You have my assurance. He's said he's taking €g&ksv That's the
Christmas period and well into the New Year. I'skeal for Hendrik to be
seconded to us for that length of time. Once yolé#e he can carry on
alone for the couple of weeks until Niklaas getskida

It wasn't easy, living alone in Niklaas's bungaleverking in his surgery,
when both places held so many poignant memories. flace she never
entered, his bedroom, the place of betrayal. Faintlas how it felt. Finally
she had learnt to trust a man, and now it seemdthtieno more integrity



than RalphHad it been delirium that had made Niklaas give irmhpes
unwittingly, to his physical cravings? If she couwdly believe that, it
would mean he wasn't utterly despicable.

Having Hendrik's company helped a little, but dojyyday, when she could
lose herself in professionalism, even laugh occedip at one of his quips.
Dirk too was as attentive as ever, and in a mogdakless unhappiness she
accepted his invitations, even, occasionally, einduthe society of Reita
de Vries. Anything rather than spend empty hourssiless longing.

Night was the worst time. Sometimes, if she wakyushe went to bed so
tired that she slept heavily, if unrefreshinglyt bioere were many white
nights when she lay, eyes wide open, seeing, notsheounding, but
pictures of Niklaas, superimposed upon wall antngei

But her month's notice was expiring rapidly. Anottieee or four days, and
she would be leaving Marula for ever. Though theutiht brought tears to
her eyes, the bulk of her packing was already dané,she had written to
her parents, warning them thaj: her return was imemi.

Once she was back in England, she reassured hersebuld be easier to
forget, and with a return of her spirits her apeatiould improve. She knew
she was losing too much weight, but the sultry laemt her unhappiness
combined to make her feel nauseous at the verysidbod. It was foolish,
of course, she should make more effort to eatsbuotehow it didn't seem to
matter very much, even though she was aware thatdrkwas beginning
to suffer, her tasks often performed automaticaiith a general sense of
malaise.

And then, one morning, three days before Christratisy a particularly
gruelling operation, Georgie fainted. She had neev@arning, did not
realise what had happened to her, until she redainasciousness at the
Lodge and found Hendrik and Dirk leaning over her.

Despite her protests, Dirk insisted on radioingdatoctor, a flying service
based in Johannesburg, insisted too that she sht@aydt the Lodge until a
diagnosis had been made.



‘You've been overdoing things,' he told her. 'hestause | haven't said
anything it doesn't mean | haven't noticed. Youlsdiberately driving
yourself, and you're unhappy. You don't want todelslarula, do you?'

She shook her head, tears of weakness springingrteyes.
'l love it here,' she whispered.

"You don't have to leave,' Dirk said slowly, 'ifnteans that much to you.
There is a way you could stay.'

Georgie stared at him uncomprehendingly. How cahé stay when
Niklaas had said she must go? He would refuse t& with her. Perhaps it
was because she felt so ill that her wits were sBwt Dirk was not given
an opportunity to explain. Reita de Vries, haviegt advised of Georgie's
presence, her iliness, appeared in the living-raoaking it quite plain that
she didn't intend Georgie and her son to be lefietogether, and despite
Dirk's diffident suggestion that his mother musté#hings to do, that he
could perfectly well keep Georgie company until tuetor arrived, Reita
was not to be moved. And, though she didn't carBiik's mother, Georgie
was almost glad of her presence, the virtual sdehémposed. She was
busy with her own thoughts, remembering, makingudations. And she
was right. When the doctor arrived, some hourslatedidn't need his
confirmation to tell her what she had already gedsShe was pregnant.
She was carrying Niklaas's child. For a brief instliere was exultation,
followed at once by crushing despair.

Suddenly all Georgie wanted to do was to get awagidenly she needed
the reassurance only her mother could give her. c®dn't carry this
burden alone, here among strangers. In tears, eget Dirk to take her
back to the bungalow, to collect her things, teethkr to Johannesburg, the
first step on her journey home.

'l shan't be well enough to work out my notice aaywrhe doctor said . . .’
'Why?' Dirk asked sharply. 'What's wrong with yowhat did he say,

Georgie? There's nothing seriously wrong with yeuhere?' His face was
paler than usual, green eyes full of genuine camcer



Out of courtesy, Reita de Vries had been forcedpeed the doctor's
departure, but she would not be absent for long tla@n Dirk's opportunity

to question her would be gone. He must have rehtlss, for he agreed to
take Georgie back to the bungalow. But on the weeyrealised the reason
for his easily won compliance.

'‘Now!" He stopped the Land Rover in a clearingfway between Lodge
and bungalow. 'l want to know exactly what's wravith you. We don't
move another inch until you tell me, and | certaibn't help you to get to
Johannesburg, not without knowing everything. Foe thing, | don't think
you're fit to travel.’

For an instant, Georgie considered lying, but wias the point? She
needed desperately to get away, but she also néededfide in someone.
Her mother was some days beyond her reach. Wilnaness of which she
hadn't thought herself capable, she told Dirk eteng.

She did not even omit the trauma of Ralph, howllfia had been
overcome, and now this. As she spoke she avoidegdlzie, but then, at the
end of her story, she turned to face him, stonydeyder misery. It was the
compassion in his face that was her undoing, angakieered her into his
arms as she wept, totally unable to control héerad emotions.

When at last she was quiet, a silence broken snspdic sobs, Dirk spoke.
It was as if he had been thinking carefully durmeg wild outburst of grief.

"You're in love with Niklaas.' It wasn't a questi@he'd already admitted as
much.

'Yes,' the word was a choked whisper, then, maangly, 'but he must
never know. He obviously despises me for letting,land he must never
know about the child.'

'‘No," Dirk agreed thoughtfully. 'That wouldn't begaod idea right now.
Have you thought,' he continued, 'what you'll dafiYveren't considering
an abortion?'



'Heavens, no!" Georgie said indignantly. 'I'll gonte, have the baby and
just hope that my parents . . ." her voice cra@dseshe thought longingly of
Maggie and Paul, 'hope they'll understand. At laftstwards [I'll still have
my profession. I'll be able to keep myself andahigd.'

‘There is an alternative, Georgie,” Dirk said aalhef deliberately
unemotional. "You could marry someone else. Attlgasir child would
have a name. It would be less upsetting for youorilfa Then they need
never know. It would be better for the child, ladex:’

‘There isn't anyone,' Georgie said flatly. '‘Besj@a®n if there were--'
‘There's me. No, don't say anything yet. You mustvk I'm in love with
you. I've never said anything, because you didensto want me to, |
realise why now. At first | thought it was youngiBéut of course,’ he
sighed heauvily, 'it was Niklaas.'

Georgie was touched.

'Dirk, 1 know you mean it kindly, but | . . . Théddught of marriage to
anyone else—it wouldn't. . . | couldn't . . ." 3iteke off, shivering.

'It would be in name only," Dirk interrupted hagtill realise | couldn't ask
any more of you. | wouldn't ask.’

'No. That wouldn't be fair to you. What would yoet gut of it? Nothing!
‘At least I'd have the pleasure of knowing you wasewife, of seeing you
every day, instead of knowing that I'd never see §gain," Dirk spoke
painfully. "You must know how that idea feels?'

'Yes,' Georgie whispered, 'but how would | standeeing Niklaas?'

You needn't see him. You know he never willinglgsses my threshold,

and we could travel too. | could show you othertpaf South Africa,
places just as lovely as Marula.'



Georgie shook her head. Nowhere could evercompate Marula.
But—she stopped—wasn't that because Marula helth&sk because here
she had fallen in love, finally shaken off a felhatthad haunted her for
years. And what had she gained instead? she asksdlfhbitterly. She'd
only exchanged a haunted mind for a haunted hedrtaamented body.

'l couldn't, Dirk. It wouldn't be right or fair, tany of us. It would be
impossible to avoid Niklaas for ever, and evenabuild he'd find out | was
still here.'

And then he'd believe he'd been right all alongt thwas Dirk she'd been
after, that, like Lysette, she'd preferred the awaehe employee, that, like
Lysette and Reita, her motives were mercenary.vBwt should she care
what Niklaas thought? It wouldn't matter to him.

'‘And then there's your mother,' she remembered.

'Damn and blast my mother!" Dirk exploded with alence of which she
hadn't believed him capable. 'She's always ruledifeayUntil now | didn't
really care, because there was nothing | wantely leamdugh to oppose her.
But I'm determined on this. | want to marry you0@ge, and if my mother
doesn't like it, she can leave Marula. My fatheil provided her with a
perfectly adequate annual allowance, but if necgd$lessupplement it. She
could even go and live with Lysette." He laughexhically. They always
got on well together. | think she was the only woma mother would have
welcomed as my wife.'

'Lysette. You don't mean Niklaasisfe? There must be some mistake.
'Of course!’

'‘But | thought she was dead.’

'‘Good lord, whatever gave you that idea? Oh no; desette is still very

much alive. In fact, Niklaas mentioned that he'ddo&ing her up while he's
down at the Cape.'



Pain stabbed through Georgie. Niklaas's wife wa®ahnd it seemed he
had never stopped loving her, in spite of everghWwhy otherwise would
he be visiting her? Perhaps, in his delirium, leg'eih imagined thathewas
Lysette. Now that she thought about it, she couldeall Niklaas calling
her by name.

‘Niklaas gave me the impression that she was déadrgie said grimly. An
impression? Yes. But he hadn't actually said thede&.oHad she assumed,
wanted to think . . .?

'Why would he do that?'

'l don't know," Georgie said slowly, and she didittere had been no reason
for Niklaas to deceive her. 'Maybe | just misunttzod.’

It wasn't just the knowledge that Lysette was sfie and that, Dirk told

her, she and Niklaas had never been divorcednthde Georgie reconsider
Dirk's offer of marriage. There was a mail delivdhe next day, and
amongst it several Christmas cards for her. The ¢@m her parents

enclosed a letter from Paul Jonson.

"You're not to worry," he wrote, 'but your mothastbeen extremely
ill. She wouldn't let me tell you before. She'stguecovered now,
but the doctors recommend a long period of conealese with no

strain or worry, and above all a warmer climatel 8ecided to take

a slightly earlier retirement than originally plath I've sold the

practice and I'm taking Maggie to Australia, sa s$tee doesn't have
to endure our winter.'

In a postscript, he added that they had receiventdsss letter, telling them
of her intention to return home.

'I'm sorry about that, love, but I've been in tougth your Mother's
Aunt Esme and she'll be delighted to put you ugi] we come back
and settle where we're going to live.'



Georgie had never met Esme Dane, her great-aurghbuelt sure, being of
an older, more strictly reared generation, thaigneat-aunt would not be so
welcoming towards a niece who was pregnant and ureda

Dirk was touchingly delighted when she told himhef decision.

You'll never regret it, Georgie, | promise, andaifything should ever
happen to me, you'll be all right. Marula will bewys, your home and the
child's.’

At his words, Georgie felt a pang of guilt. She waseiving so much,
giving so little. She could try, she thought, to &egood wife to Dirk.
Perhaps later on, after the birth of her child, whme had done its healing
work, she might be able to bring herself to .wdts as if Dirk had read her
mind, for he repeated his earlier promise.

'l shan't ask anything of you, Georgie, anythingt thou're unwilling to
give. If the time ever comes when you feel anydita for me, I'll leave it
to you to say the word.’

To Georgie's utter amazement, Reita de Vries didnake one of her usual
attempts to ride roughshod over her son. She sedmegccept his
determination to marry with equanimity, and agreeHtis suggestion of an
increased allowance and that she should make henapent home
elsewhere.

'My mother knows about you being pregnant, GedrBiek said, amazing
her still further. 'She'd guessed in any case s&heéry astute woman. But |
let her think the child was young Beit's. | thougbu'd prefer that? The
fewer people who know the truth--'

'‘Wouldn't it have been better to let her think &sayours?’
'Er—no, not really. | think it's better this waelieve me.'
They were married quietly, in the New Year, in Julesburg, with only the

two statutory witnesses. Georgie wrote a brief notethe forwarding
address her stepfather's letter had includedagetier parents of her change



of plans, her marriage. She didn't expect to hean them for some while,
and, when she did, she would be able to tell theite gqpaturally the news
that they were to be grandparents.

Life at Marula assumed an even tenor, and thoughwsts by no means
happy Georgie strove for inner tranquillity for teake of the child she
carried and for the outward appearance of it fer shke of her husband.
Dirk, despite an occasional expression of wistfsdnenever betrayed his
feelings, or attempted to break his word, and wthiky were not, would

never be, lovers, they were becoming increasingbddriends, and she felt
she knew him well enough to question him about ttgse

"Were you ever in love with her?'

'‘No," said Dirk with a positiveness that couldret disbelieved. '‘And she
wasn't in love with me. | doubt if she's capabldafing anyone except
herself. Her infatuation with Niklaas didn't lashy, once she'd discovered
his job wasn't as romantic as she'd supposedhémaasn't a wealthy man.'

'So why did you--'

'‘Associate with her?' Dirk gave a short laugh. tThas entirely my

mother's idea. She and Lysette were kindred spitsther was always

inviting her to the Lodge, to accompany us on cawvdls. She hoped that, if
Niklaas divorced Lysette, she'd marry me and tteathall be one big happy
family, that I'd agree to leave the Lodge and ppreemanently in Jo'burg or
Cape Town. Lysette was willing enough, but | wasthibugh | couldn't

convince Nik that | wasn't a party to their plafte’ sounded regretful, and
Georgie believed him, when he said he deplorecetimity Niklaas bore

him. 'We were such good pals when we were kidsadnk fit enough, of

course, to keep up with all old Nik's activitiesf be was very patient with a
sickly kid most of the time. He got on well with nfigther too." Georgie

could tell that Dirk would have liked to experierite same rapport with
Klaus de Vries. Instead, he had been tied to hihens apron strings.



It was mid-January when Georgie learnt that Nikleas home. She found
out when Hendrik called to make his farewells.

'Van der Walt is back, so this is goodbye.' Hetlagsil, but as Dirk was not
present he continued, 'l was surprised when youiedade Vries. | knew

you were never interested in me in that way, ofrseubut | did think you

and Niklaas . . ." Deliberately, Georgie exhibitam surprise, and he
shrugged. 'Oh well, just shows, you never canBeit.that time he hit me, |

could've sworn--'

Dirk was reassuring. There was no earthly reasemgld Georgie, why she
should encounter Niklaas. Marula was a big spread, these days she
never went near the surgery. Niklaas hadn't set ifodhe Lodge since

before his separation from Lysette.

But no one was predictable, she discovered, Nikkest of all, and he did
come to the Lodge, deliberately seeking her out.



CHAPTER EIGHT

DIrRk had gone to Cape Town. Just a short visit, hetblddGeorgie, for a
routine check on his own health. He hadn't sugdesitat she should
accompany him, and she was relieved. She was msgffdradly from
morning sickness, and felt that the journey to dakaburg, the flight to the
Cape, might be too much for her.

She didn't mind being alone at the Lodge. She lothes graciously

proportioned rooms, the delightful views from evempdow, and already
she had begun to impose her own personality uperhtluse, something
with which Reita de Vries had never troubled. Marlbdge lacked only
one thing to make it perfect. If only it could haween Niklaas who shared it
with her!

She was dreaming thus over a book, the contentho$e pages she was
not absorbing, when the black maid announced tovisi

'Missus de Vries, Mr Nik'las here!

'Oh no!" Involuntarily the words escaped her ligs lzard upon the maid's
heels, Niklaas entered the living-room, not lookiagright or left, but
bearing down directly upon Georgie where she sat.

'Surprised to see me?' he said tautly. 'Not a plgagurprise, | imagine?’

'What are you doing here?' she demanded. hexercome to the Lodge.
You--'

'Not if | can possibly avoid it, but in the lastdwnonths I've been forced to
come here twice, both times becausgai!

"You don't need to be here now. Please leave!'giestood up, very much
the outraged chatelaine dismissing an unwanted.gues



'Oh yes, | do, because | need to tell you just witlaink of you. That way,
maybe, I'll be able to get you out of my system."

"You've already made your feelings pretty cleagbfgie retorted, 'when
you demanded that Dirk dismiss me!"

'What?' Niklaas actually looked taken aback, butrdwovered swiftly. 'l
don't know what the hell you're talking about. Adlo know is that you're a
liar, a cheat, and promiscuous to boot. First yoBed, then . . Whydid
you let me make love to you, Georgie, when you krawalong you
intended to marry Dirk?"

'‘But | didn't . . ." Georgie began indignantly.
'Didn’t he ever ask you for an explanation?’
'Yes,' Georgie said defiantly, 'and | gave him drield him everything.'

'‘And yet he married you. Bloody fool. Damn me tdn decide which of
you is the worst. You could have told me, instebléiting me go off on a
wild goose chase.’

'‘But we didn't know before, and what wild goosesdfal don't understand.’

'Don't make things worse! | can just imagine the payou sitting here
cosily, laughing at my expense. After all thoserged refusing to divorce
Lysette, | go haring down to Cape Town like a madneeset the wheels in
motion so that | can marryou because, poor deluded fool that | was, |
thought you were different!’

Georgie sat down heavily, her face white, beageeddpiration standing out
on her forehead.

‘Niklaas,' she could hardly speak for the way bagtie cleaved drily to the
roof of her mouth, ‘would you please explain, cglanhd slowly, just what
did happen the morning you went away?'



‘As if you didn't know," he said scornfully, 'but aght. I'll spell it out for
you. It will do me good to watch your face, to yee trying to act a lie and
failing. | only wish de Vries were here—I'd like poinch him on the nose. |
may still do that." Niklaas paused, taking a desgath. "That night you
came to me | knew, realised when it was too |&it& you were no virgin.'

'l never said | was!" Georgie cried. 'You assunhehs going to tell you, to
explain . .."

"You didn't need to.' Niklaas was moving restlesdlgut the room, picking
up the little items with which Georgie had broudl#live, native carvings,
hand-sewn patchwork. 'l knew you'd slept with Héadr

‘Butl...

'l also knew it was only the once, and | felt itsyzartly my fault that he'd
been able to seduce you so easily. After all, yetewipe for love, for me,
or so | thought, and I'd rejected you. And in aage; | couldn't condemn
you for what you'd done. At least I'm not guiltydafuble standards. Against
my will I'd fallen in love with you, but | was stimarried. | got up early,
came here and told Dirk | wanted to take some |gaiteerly, 'l even told
him why. Damn you to hell, Georgie! My divorce peecings are under
way and | come back here to tell you, only to fihdt it was Dirk all along,
or, at least, it was Marula. You were always sayiogy much you loved it,
how much you wanted to live here always. | was @mwbugh to think you
were trying to convince me, that you wanted to It we. But now you're
married to Dirk, Marulas yours, isn't it, yours and your heirs'? | presume
you do intend to give Dirk an heir?"

Georgie didn't, couldn't, answer him. Her thougiése in an utter turmoil,
her emotions too. Dirk had lied to her. Why? Heldoli have been certain
that she'd marry him on the rebound. There ha@ &oime reason. The feud
between Niklaas and Dirk couldn't have been asswhed as Dirk had
pretended.

And Niklaas loved her. Had loved her, she corretiedelf. All he felt for
her now was scorn and hatred. And it was no usagdlim Dirk had lied.
He wouldn't believe her. Why should he, when he seaeady to credit her



with other falsehoods? But she couldn't bear hesgmce any longer. She
was on the verge of breaking down. Niklaas muswmtness her
disintegration, and she had to be alone, to think.

"You've had your say. Please go now.' A precarcahsy made her voice
cold, indifferent.

'Yes. But that wasn't all | came for. Before | gbHe moved so swiftly that

she had no time to cry out for assistance, thoughs doubtful if any of the

servants would have heard or, if they had, daredhterfere. His arms

clamped round her, forcing her up against himahasisal not of love but of

frustrated anger. His lips, his teeth ground adahess and she tasted
salt—her own blood, or the tears that coursed dogrrcheeks?

Savagely, insultingly, his hands were contouringduely, but, even though
she knew his mood was one of revenge, she felraar istirring, a painful
longing that had never really subsided. But as lumvarily she moved
against him, parted her lips to him, her handsrbeqgg to slide over his
shoulders, seeking the nape of his neck, he therstoughly away.

'Oh no, you don't! My God, Georgie, what kind ofman are you? You
want it all, don't you? Dirk, Marula and me tooikldas stared at her, his
face contorted with loathing, before he turned stnode from the room, the
sound of banging doors reverberating long aftendu left and long after
Georgie had collapsed in an agony of misery.

It had been too late to take action then, but th@okl Dirk was away for
several days. When finally she regained her seifroh Georgie was able
to plan, and the next day she had one of the driteke her to
Johannesburg. It was a long journey, and she wataltyoafraid of what

the uncomfortable, sometimes jerky, ride might dder, or to the child
within her.

'How long will you be in Jo'burg, Mrs de Vries?r lugiver asked. ‘Do you
want me to stay over, to drive you back?'



‘No, thanks. I'm not quite sure when I'll be baGeorgie lied. She had no
intention of returning to Marula, ever. 'I'll radiowhen | want to be picked

up.'

Cocooned in a lethargic numbness of spirit, Geosgercely noticed the
details of her flight home, her overnight stay iandon, her journey to
Esme Dane's East Anglian home. A telephone call bradght forth a
delighted invitation to come and stay for as losghe liked.

And she had stayed for two years. Aunt Esme hacd deed and
surprisingly understanding about Georgie's 'brakanriage’.

'I'm glad | never married, my dear. Men can be sarcites.'

The arrangement had worked very well. Esme wasyh@pipave company,
and Georgie was grateful for a home in which taodprup little Susan.
Although she had visited her parents when, finathey returned to
Yorkshire, she had decided that it was safer toarerwith Esme Dane,
even though it was unlikely that Dirk would comesgarch of her. He must
be aware that she knew the truth, how he had ded¢&ier. What was it Paul
Jonson had said, when she'd described Dirk de ¥ad®ing 'a pussycat'?
'Cats have claws,' he'd said. Dirk's had remaihedtied for a long time,
but finally they had done their damage, to hertaniklaas.

If she had been blessed with the gift of clairvaygrGeorgie would never
had left her great-aunt's cottage that morning, ibwtould only have
postponed and not avoided the eventual, fatefub@mer.

As it was, ignorant of impending events, she ope¢hediront door, catching
her breath as the icy air assailed her lungs. Tioaig east wind made it
quite a hard task to pull the door closed behind Tieen, her silvery head
protected by the hood of her duffle coat, she thmistened hands deep
down into its pockets and made her way as quicklywas safe down the
slippery, snow-bound path. Huge, purposeful sndweflavere still falling.
This had been a particularly hard winter. Many pedpad fallen and
injured themselves, including her great- aunt, mowospital.



Looking about her, Georgie thought it hardly seemessible that this was
the same garden where she had worked in spring@ander, fighting the

ever-advancing weeds, deliberately urging on ned tbody, so that at night
her brain might find ease in forgetfulness.

It was hard to imagine her summer self, her slebddy clad in shorts and
sleeveless T-shirt, when now, to survive the Eagglian winter, it was

necesssary to be muffled to the eyebrows. Hardetosbelieve that, just

two years ago, winter and the fast-approachingosea$ Christmas had
been spent in very different surroundings, a veffem@nt climate, where
December was an outrageously warm and balmy month.

Marula! She fought down the almost unbearable tgiatéhat rose in her.
Marula was the past, a past she had voluntarilpcdrzed.

Still carefully choosine her steps, Georgie madensy towards the small
village, which boasted only a public house, a chued a few shops, just
sufficient for the immediate needs of its resider®r any more

complicated shopping, it was necessary to go imanearest town.

But despite its limitations, its isolation, she viappy here living with Aunt

Esme—or, she qualified, happier than she had eymrated to be again. At
least life here was free from strife. She was, Ish@ persuaded herself,
content to remain here, and if she missed the engdl of her former

profession, if there were absent other elementshigravital nature craved,
she had learnt to suppress the need, for Sus&e's sa

With the impatient gesture of one who thrusts aamenpleasant memory,
she tucked away an errant strand of the blondewtaoh had escaped the
hood of her coat and stepped out more briskly.

Her few purchases were swiftly made, but it tookneaime and tact to
extricate herself from the inquisition of the shepgers and acquaintances,
all of whom knew Esme Dane well and must enquiterdfer injury, ask
after Georgie's own welfare and after that of sn&alkan, who was a
universal favourite in the neighbourhood.



'She's much better,' said Georgie, her thin, gttt face lighting up with

affection, as it always did when she thought orkepaf her tiny daughter.

'‘But I've left her with next door. She still hasasty cough, and | didn't want
to risk bringing her out in this biting wind. I'be glad when the better
weather comes.’

The wool shop was her last call, where she colieateother two ounces of
the pale pink wool her aunt was using to knit aliggn for Susan. Georgie
had promised to take in the wool when she visiteth& the following
afternoon.

As she left the shop, she collided painfully witkad figure that hindered
her departure. With words of apology on her lipspfgie looked up, ready
for a humorous exchange about mutual clumsinegs. the December air,
the words chilled on her lips. It seemed, toofakd cold had affected her
lungs, as searing pain assailed her chest.

This had been no awkward blunder, but a delibdrateng of her way. The

soft, snow- muffled sounds of village life, hermumdings, vanished into a
numb void as, blue eyes widened with shock, shredtap into the strong

features she had never expected to see again, dradaded herself she
didn'twantto see again. Now, in this suspended moment &, tgine knew

just what a self-delusion that had been.

As far as Georgie was concerned, they might havedsthere forever
transfixed, encapsulated in a bubble of silencehbspoke.

'So, I've found you at last.'

‘Niklaas!" Her lips barely managed the soundlessm&tion of his name.
Neither of them was aware of other shoppers brgspast. Her legs began
to shake, her thoughts to pursue each other on@dlass merry-go-round of
conjecture. How had he found her? Her parents hamiiped not to reveal
her whereabouts to anyone. And now that he haddfben, how was she to
escape him again? She was uncomfortably awardithaivid green eyes
were making a thorough inspection of her, not llgatould discern much of
her figure or appearance in the all-enveloping lduébat and hood. He
continued to stare assessingly, and certain tlsatisaal, he was finding



something in her to criticise, she tilted her sharm at him, her blue eyes
now coldly hostile, as she tried to quell the usozeble, unruly behaviour
of her heart. Niklaas meant absolutely nothingeq hot any more, and she
wasn't going to give him any reason to think othseewShe steeled herself
to hold his glance.

'What areyoudoing here?'

His eyes held a mocking glint. He hadn't missedribevous edge to her
voice or the way her hands fidgeted with the pdyagy she held. He made
her wait for an answer while, with fingers whosee$§ strength she
remembered all too well, he steered her away flmrcongested doorway,
away from the reassuring presence of other pe@plen though, just an
instant ago, she had been telling herself thatadi&klas part of a past with
which she could well dispense, at the first touthis hand on her arm her
nerves tingled, belying the assertion.

In that instant, Georgie was aware of many emotigndeart-tugging
remembrance of what had been, of what might haea,deut principally
she was aware of fear, fear that he might discthwesecret she had been
hiding for the past two years. There was anger, togeemed that he had
deliberately tracked her down, since by no strefictihe imagination could
this meeting be coincidence. Niklaas, who dislikeaiing Marula, was a
long way from home. Why had he to come back intdifes just as she had
achieved a comparative tranquillity?

'‘Georgie!" The deep voice, whose accent had aldas@nated her, was
commanding her attention. He sounded irritatedghs of her upper arms
intensified. Dully she responded.

'How did you find me? Why should yavantto find me?' He hadn't tried to
follow her, obviously hadn't been concerned aboett tiestination or
welfare, when she'd left Marula almost exactly years ago. She looked
up into the stern ascetic features, at the insoleitaronzed face that looked
so startlingly out of place in this snow-coveredjish village street.



The amused glint had long since left his eyesr tireien had become that of
ice-bound seas, and she remembered—as if she badbegotten!'— how
chilling his anger could be. But his tone was edgker than angry.

'l didn't want to find you, | had to find you. Hodwesn't matter. Suffice it
that | have.' He released her arms now that heheadull attention, and
thrusting hands into pockets, he leant against ¢herchyard wall.

Obviously he intended the conversation to be aactéd one.

Georgie had no such intention. Apart from the thett it was cold, that
Susan became troubled if she was gone too longhatheno wish to hold
any kind of conversation with Niklaas. It annoyex, lafter all her efforts to
forget, that every move, every expression of his a&familiar to her as if
their last meeting had been only yesterday.

'Well, Georgie. Now you can tell me why you ran gwéou were never a
coward, but that's what you did. You told no ona weere going, or where,
or why.'

No, she wasn't a coward, except where Niklaas waserned, and now his
guestions, his probing glance, were arousing tmeili& sensations of
panic, panic that urged her to flight.

It was futile, she knew, hopeless to think thatahdd escape him. With his
long legs he was fleeter of foot than she, evéneifground surface had not
been so treacherous. Nevertheless, she turnedleshdafvay from the
village, away from him, making for the place theypresented sanctuary, her
aunt's cottage. How she kept her balance she didovt, as she ran like a
madwoman, her booted feet slipping and sliding len gerilously frozen
snow. Her progress on the encrusted surface wag,nat she could hear
him in pursuit, hear his shouted commands to hstap, his muffled curses
as he too fought an unequal battle with the icyugdh Fought, but lost.

Georgie heard an imprecation uttered louder thanrélst, and the sharp
sound as of a twig cracking underfoot. Despiteilieer agitation, the;

need to watch her step, an uneasy intuition madeihg turn to see Niklaas
stretched out upon the frozen ground, one leg othdbted under him.



'Oh, my God!" Horrified, no longer concerned witar lown safety, she
began to stumble back towards him. All she couilcktiof now was that he
was hurt and that it was her fault. She could hparéed from him in a more
dignified manner, made it quite clear with a fewlveosen words that she
wanted nothing to do with him, that this had beenasted journey. But
instead, like a gauche schoolgirl, she had fled,Niklaas, who could never
bear to be bested, had followed.

Her shopping dropped unheeded in the snow, asrstlelky his side, her
eyes anxiously scanning the face that was suddentyrey as the tramped
background against which it lay, lines of pain dnafnom nose to mouth
twisted in silent anguish.

'Nik, are you--? Is it--?'

'Yes, damn you!' he managed from between clenaetti.t'l am hurt, and
yes, it probably is broken and what the bloody Heljou care?' Niklaas had
always been inclined to swear when angered, bsitithie it was pain which
lent an added violence to his tone. 'Go on!" he bdierly, run away, blast
you! You're safe. | can't catch you now.'

'Stay there!" she said, knowing immediately howcrtbusly inane her
words sounded. Usually cool and efficient in morsanftcrisis, the fact that
this was Niklaas lying injured had paralysed heufges.

'l promise you | shan't stir an inch!" For a momigre was a touch of the
wry humour that once she had relished so muchgdeaagd within her sudden
pain wrenched, pain that was a sense of loss.

'I'll cover you with my coat,' she began to remave

'For heaven's sake, woman, don't dither. Keep ytasted coat on and fetch
that help you mentioned. | suppose therassistance to be had in this
benighted hole?'

As Georgie looked around her, uncertain for a mameérether to go or
stay, aid arrived in the shape of two farm-workemnstheir way home to
lunch, and fortunately it didn't take the men lea@ssess the situation.



'‘Broken something, has he? Best if we carry hirmo ydur cottage, Miss
Jonson.' She saw Niklaas's eyes narrow at this édraadress.

'Oh, but ...’

'It's the nearest place,’ the same man pointedBesdt to get him into the
warm and phone for the doctor. Poor old doc, hedsahbusy time of it these
past weeks, what with broken limbs.’

Swiftly Georgie weighed pros and cons. She did@htwiklaas at the
cottage for various reasons, but it would appesy s&ange if she refused
to succour someone she obviously knew, and it woulg be for a short
while. As soon as Dr Grey arrived, Niklaas wouldvidgisked off to the
hospital. If she could just persuade Susan torgaydoor a little longer she
might avoid her most pressing problem, explanaticthe child's existence.

‘All right, bring him in. I'll run on ahead and ¢ghone.' And arrange things
with next door, she thought.

Burdened by Niklaas's not inconsiderable weiglg, rtten were unable to
move very fast, so that a somewhat breathless (&ewm@s able to meet
them at the door with at least the appearancelof, ¢he knowledge that for
the moment she was safe from discovery.

'Put him on the couch there. The doctor's out oalleat the moment,' she
told Niklaas, 'but they're trying to contact him.’

Obviously considering they had fulfilled their Saiten obligations, the
men departed and Georgie was left looking doulytfatl her unwanted
visitor.

'Would you like me to take a look at your leg?' abked. Instinctively her
training prompted her to help, but knowledge ofdwen vulnerability made
her reluctant to touch him.

'‘No!" His face was a mask of ill-concealed pairou¥may be an excellent
vet, but since I'm neither a domesticated nor d ailimal, | prefer to wait
until the doctor arrives.'



If they'd been in the bush he'd have had to adeaptelp, Georgie thought,
remembering how they had operated on the woundegbhfyo. But trust

Niklaas, even though in great discomfort, to warkjjibe at her profession.
He hadn't really taken her chosen line of work aesy after all, she

brooded.

'‘But a good stiff drink would be appreciated,’ heke in upon her thoughts.

'We don't keep alcohol in the house,' she told tand even if we did | don't
think you should. | could give you a cup of teagoffee?"

'I'll settle for the tea,' his aquiline nose wried) 'l remember your coffee ...
vividly. But you said "we". Who else lives herens | gather you've
reverted to your maiden name?’

‘Just myself and my aunt,' she told him, fingesssed behind her back.
Please, please let Susan go on playing happily thghchild next door.
When Susan suddenly decided she wanted her mattierceone else, there
was no pacifying her.

‘Do | get to meet your aunt?'

'‘No!" abruptly, then unwillingly: 'She's in hospit&he fell too, a couple of
days ago, but at her age it's a lot more seridhank goodness Niklaas and
Esme never would meet.

'So you're here on your own?' His eyes were sugidsga@culative.
Yes...no. . thatis...

'‘Got a friend staying while Auntie’'s away? Is th# Same old
Georgie—must have a man in tow.'

On the point of furious repudiation, Georgie hdsifa It might be a good
idea to let him think she did have a boy-friendike. But on the other
hand she hated deception, and to utter this p&ticuntruth would be to
give herself a sordid image which, despite Nikkaginion of her, she did
not warrant.



'Not staying. But | get plenty of visitors.'
'l bet!

Georgie clenched her teeth, recognising the imjioabehind the
deliberate stress he laid on the simple words.Halderemoved her duffle
coat now, and he was treating her face and figora tomprehensive
appraisal, subtly insulting.

You haven't changed much," he said, his inspeat@nplete, by which
time Georgie's face and neck were peony pink. W&oput on a bit of
weight, perhaps, but it suits you. You were indlinne be scraggy before.'

‘Thank you very much! | could say the same for yoou haven't changed
either. You're still as ... as ... oh ..." She édron her heel. 'I'll get you that
cup of tea.' Her expressive face told him she hapedoked him, and he
read the message.

'Don't put too much arsenic in it," he called after. 'l believe quite a small
amount is sufficiently lethal!

How could he joke, when he must be in the mostdftégain? But then
Niklaas was no weakling, far from it. She brewed tha, taking care to
make it the way he liked it, strong and sweet. @eosmiled drily to herself
as she thought of his remark about the arsenicyasited that instead she
could have slipped in some barbiturate or othest gmough to make him
doze off until the doctor arrived, just enough tigpshim from quizzing her
about the last two years. Niklaas liked to call shets. He would never be
satisfied with just having found her. Deliberatshe didn't hurry back to
the living-room, but at last she could put off tm®@ment no longer, and
carried through the tray bearing two mugs of tea.

He looked as alert as ever, though it was obvioiss pain had not
diminished, and now she found herself wishing thatdoctor would arrive,
not only to relieve her, but to ease Niklaas'sahsiort. Even after all the
pain he had caused her, she couldn't be vindietnaigh to gloat over his
present predicament.



'Working locally, are you?' Niklaas asked as shedbd him his mug,
careful as she did so not to let her fingers bhish’'Shouldn't have thought
there'd be much scope for a practice round hereit Amited after what
you've been used to.'

'l haven't worked since | came back to England'tseid him.

'‘Really?' Dark, demonic brows arched in surprifkat doesn't sound like
you. | thought you were a fanatical career womaashtt that why you ran
out on your marriage? Been ill?" He fired the goest sharply. As if, she
thought cynically, he could ever feel concern fer health.

'I'm perfectly well, thank you, but Aunt Esme isggitting any younger and

"You!" incredulously, 'in the role of old lady'srapanion!’

Georgie shrugged. Let him believe what he likede Séttled herself in the
window-seat, from where she would be able to se@@y's car coming up
the village street.

'‘Anxious to get rid of me, Georgie?' Niklaas hadvagls been
disconcertingly perceptive where she was conceranad she flushed with
mingled embarrassment and anger. Anger that hed csiill read her so
easily, anger that forced her into straight spegkin

'Yes, but you must have known | would be, even fgej@u came looking
for me. The fact that you're injured doesn't makg difference to that.'
Except that it made her feel dangerously softeratoa him. Compassion
for the injured was something they had always shddmable to meet his
eyes, she continued to stare out of the window,ravwhat he was
scrutinising her profile.

Your parents told me where to find you,' he s&iduptly.

'Oh!" Georgie felt betrayed. 'l made them promise--



'l was able to convince them," he said smoothigt it was in your interests
to break that promise, in the circumstances.’

'What circumstances?' she began, when a sharphpisatin a violence
spasm of pain, came from the direction of the coaetd she turned her
head.

Niklaas's eyes were closed, as he fought his baitle agony. Unable to
resist this opportunity of looking at him, realtyoking at him after such a
long time, Georgie stared hungrily. He hadn't cleghuch in two years.
He was a tall, powerfully built man, and the sh&epsoat, which it had
seemed wiser not to remove, served to emphasisddti. Yet Georgie
knew what the coat concealed—a large man, yesyitluno spare flesh on
that muscular frame. His hair was a coppery braavthick and vigorous
growth, and she knew just how it felt to explorgthingers. She shivered a
little at the memory. His face was all strong pk@ad angles, his nose
straight, his jaw uncompromising. Just now his rhoués drawn into the
hard lines of pain, but in any case it was alwafigramouth, only the lower
lip betraying a hint of sensuality. Even though,tfie moment, he had been
rendered helpless, Niklaas still seemed to preséhteat, to fill the small
room with his aura of sexual magnetism, his physitangth.

Engrossed in her nostalgic inventory, she had ttegdhe closed eyes, and
now she realised these were wide open again, wafttar sardonically. At
once she jerked her head away, staring once maregh the leaded panes
of the window.

'l thought you might have fainted," she mutteredam attempt to explain
away her intent gaze.

'l notice you didn't rush to revive me.' Mockeryl stvisted his mouth.

‘No, | didn't. If youhad fainted, it might have been the best thing. Astea
you wouldn't have felt any pain for a while.'

‘That worries you?' he enquired smoothly. "Thatitirpain?’

It did, in spite of everything, but she wasn't gpto admit it.



‘The only thing that's bothering me is your preger8o you might as well
tell me, before the ambulance comes, why you're,Hezcause it will be
your last chance. | don't want you to come neaagan.’

She was glad then that he was incapacitated, ayesnarrowed, his face
contorting, not with pain this time, but with anger

‘Just think yourself lucky | can't get my handsyom right at this moment!
I'm not that easily deterred. I'll be back, Geordikis is only a reprieve. |
want the answers to some questions.’

"You'll never come near me or lay a finger on mai@g she told him,
defiantly. 'I'll ask for police protection!

His voice issued this time as a husky whisper beeditely calculated, she
knew, to play upon her sensitivities.

'l can remember a time, we can both remember a timen the touch of my
hands wasn't so abhorrent to you!

Oh God, he was so right. Sbeuldremember that touch, the feel of his arms
about her, the sweet demanding pressure of hisimthé hard contact of
his body, and she'd thought that two years withewdight of him had
enabled her to forget. There was a glint, a fevéris eyes that almost made
her wish she could put the clock back, know onceertize possessive slide
of his hands over her, arousing and exciting her need that had taken so
many long, weary months to stifle.

'It's been a long time.' He had always had thaanong knack of voicing her
thoughts. His eyes were half-closed. Was it witinpar desire? But no,
Niklaas hadn't desired her any more. That was & gfawhy she'd left
Marula, but only a part.

She felt an urge she hadn't known in a long tinmelieulous urge to cry, but
she mustn't relax her guard before him. Once hebad, she could indulge
herself in that relief. The worst of it was thaestmew that if he hadn't been
incapacitated by his fall and had taken her indr®s, by now all her



resistance would have been beaten down, her resgatisand ardent.
Humiliatingly, she still wanted him, and in thatrhiliation still hated him.

It was a good thing she was already sitting dowre Goubted if her legs
would hold her at this moment. Steadfastly she kepteyes on the road,
willing Dr Grey's car to appear. Miraculously idda sturdy, old-fashioned
Morris, bulldozing its way over the treacherousdaarface, skewing
slightly sideways as he braked outside. Relievethbynecessity for action,
Georgie was capable of movement now, hurrying endpe door.

The doctor looked tired, she thought compassiopatsd he nodded a
greeting and preceded her into the cottage's $wialy-room.

'‘Never known such a winter in all my years of pist he grumbled.
'Practically every case I've been called out tthélast fortnight has been a
broken limb," and to Niklaas, "Fraid we'll havedacrifice these trousers,
old chap.'Georgie turned her head away, again Biidgpain was hers, as a
deft movement of the doctor's scissors slit thd-oll slacks, exposing a
swollen, twisted limb. She was used to animal ailtego treating creatures
in pain, but this was not just any anonymous patiéns was Niklaas.

'Hmm, not much doubt about that.'" The doctor's ssssent was swift.
‘Telephone, Georgie, please. Let's see if there'anabulance available.'
Waiting, he drummed impatient fingers on the tabje-and spoke to Nik
aas. 'l must warn you, unless it's a very compgdtareak, there's absolutely
no chance of keeping you at the hospital. We'reavoevded as it is. If the
X-ray shows a straightforward break, we'll havepth a cast on and bring
you back here.'

Georgie gave an involuntary cry of protest, and dloetor raised his
eyebrows.

'l thought Mr van der Walt was a friend of yoursf?ddyou've a spare bed,’'
he asserted with positive knowledge. 'It'll be sowldle before | can
discharge your aunt—long enough for this young slaohes to heal. Don't
worry, there won't be any real nursing. With luakllhbe able to hobble
about in a week. And it'll be company for you, Gger Your aunt's been
concerned about you and young Susan, all alone here



Susan! Georgie could feel her cheeks flushing, axare of Niklaas's
interested gaze.

'Right!" Dr Grey dropped the receiver back on sorést. ‘Ambulance is on
its way. Best get that bed ready, Georgie. Unless/éry much mistaken,
your friend will be back in a couple of hours ae tbutside." He strode
towards the door, missing Georgie's muttered, 'ki@'Biend of mine.' But
Niklaas heard, and she knew he wouldn't miss tlaaah of retaliation, so
she followed the doctor to the door, making a goksplay of seeing him
out, even accompanying him to his car.

'Do | have to have him here?' she pleaded, asitterdowered himself into
the driving-seat. 'l don't really want to.'

His weary face was briefly upraised to hers, makivey ashamed of
burdening him with her problems.

"Fraid so. Before this bad spell is over, thetedimore elderly people like
your aunt filling the wards. It's becoming a nighte, hoping that a bed will
be vacated before another occupant needs it." Asmile twisted his tired
features. 'If you're worried about the proprietlegpubt the young man will
be any threat to you for a day or so. Susan amghtar?' he added to
Georgie's worries by enquiring. "That child haarstrong chest, you know.
Pity you can't take her to a warmer climate.'

The ambulance was prompt, but Niklaas's departuig siretcher was only
a temporary reprieve for Georgie's quivering nerteswould be back, and
by then she must be ready to face him with a litttee poise, be ready with
glib answers to his questions.

There was no way, if Niklaas was to be brought iadke cottage, that she
could hide Susan from him. He knew now of the ¢hixkistence. Could she
pull the wool over his eyes, or would there be sémature of her daughter's
face that would strike in him a chord of recogmifio

In an almost trance-like state, she prepared tehdrself and Susan, then
went next door to reclaim the toddler. The chitdiagh seemed harsher, she



noticed anxiously, eyes too bright, her cheeks lueated, and the doctor's
words returned to haunt her.

'‘Cheryl's daddy played bears with us,’ Susan inddrn&Georgie, then,
fretfully, 'Why haven't we got a daddy?' Why indeed

Georgie soothed the tired child. Easy to placaieddler, but what would
happen in years to come, as Susan grew up? Theild @ no facile escape
then from the truth.

Tea, as always, was a long-drawn-out meal, withssfg be mopped up,
guestions to be answered, the day's events tolkedtaver, but it was
finished at last. With luck she would have Susathéxand in bed before
her unwelcome visitor returned.

The child was sound asleep almost as soon as haisbed curls mingled
with the chocolate fur of her beloved teddy beat. fBr a long time Georgie
stood staring down at her little daughter, a warfrewn between her eyes.
Susan's persistent cough troubled her, and thdlydivaly toddler didn't
seem to be regaining her normal energy. This waditst time Susan had
been ill, and Georgie fretted, knowing that if dmgy were to cut short this
small life her own would never again be as fulélle

At last she tiptoed from the bedroom and down thgss avoiding the step
that creaked. There was still no sign of Niklaasinreng. Perhaps they'd
kept him in after all. Perhaps his injury was mommplicated than the
doctor had thought. She could not be so unkindoakope so, but the
thought of being here alone with him, for severalys] terrified her.
Besides, what would the neighbours think? Impossill this tiny village,
with its efficient grapevine, to keep Niklaas's g@ece a secret. Soon
everyone would know that Georgie Jonson had a albeit an injured one,
staying with her, and in her aunt's absence!

Georgie realised that she was pacing the roomess$yl as she had been
used to do, for hours on end, when she had fitstrmed to England.
Perhaps a long, hot soak in the bath would relaxitheas hours now since
Niklaas had been taken away. It was very unlikedlw rthat he would be
brought back.



Feeling a little calmer after the bath, she rubbecelf dry. As she did so,
the full-length bathroom mirror reflected her slendigure, the gentle
contours of her hips, her flat stomach. She had lkeyself in good physical
shape. Outwardly there were no signs that she datela child. Could she
pretend Susan was a niece? A friend's child? Nopofse not, when Sue's
speech was so uncompromisingly clear, when 'Mumwgs the most
overworked word in her vocabulary. Adopted, theirg® women were
permitted to adopt these days. That might work. Batld Niklaas ever
believe that she, a self-declared rolling stoneyldaoluntarily tie herself
down?

Oh, damn him, damn him! Coming here, opening upveddinds, posing
problems she hadn't thought to face. In her room, tioe gilded hands of
her bedside clock pointed to nine. No point in dgigg again, she would
treat herself to an early night, a read in bed.r@hgas an extremely
interesting article she hadn't had time to reaticeming research into a
mysterious new disease which affected cats. She jbat settled
herselfcomfortably against the pillows and found place in the journal,
when the front doorbell rang. Damn! Oh, it could®@t She slid out of her
warm, comfortable bed, pulling a robe tightly rouvet silk-clad figure. Let
it be someone else, she pleaded inwardly as shdoranstairs, a neighbour
needing to borrow something. Vain hope!

The ambulance men supported Niklaas in the doorway.

'‘Bring him in," Georgie said unsteadily. 'lt's tteom at the back, on the
right." Esme's bedroom was downstairs, while Geoagid Susan occupied
the two small rooms under the eaves.

She saw the ambulance men off the premises andtedlibe door. Then,
reluctantly, she returned to stand in the doorwaywbat must now,
temporarily, be considered as Niklaas's bedroom.

‘Anything you want, before --?'

'Yes!' The reply came promptly, she thought resdigtflf he imagined she
was going to be constantly waiting on him--'Perhgms could take away



one of these pillows? Why do hospital people alwagsst on jacking you
up like a broken-down vehicle?'

To do as he asked, it was necessary to lean overand her pulses jumped
erratically. She felt too defenceless, clad onlg ithin robe and nightdress.
Her nervousness was not misplaced. As she mademove the offending

pillow. Niklaas's hands darted out, gripping heswdders. It had all been a
ploy. He'd known only too well that of her own amtshe wouldn't have

come near him. Was he aware of his own strengal téimorrow she would

have bruises in her soft flesh?

'We'll have that little talk now, Georgie!

'‘No. We've nothing to say to each other.' She togoull away, but he was
too strong for her.

'‘Don't try my patience. I'm short on it just atgeet, with this damned leg
playing me up.’

'Surely they gave you painkillers, sleeping taldlef®emporarily diverted,
she ceased her struggles and stared at him, cooesasing her normally
smooth brow.

'Of course they did. But they're not one hundredceet effective.’

'When can you take some more?"

'Is that consideration for my welfare,' he jeered,the knowledge that
they'll put me out for a bit?'

'‘Both,’ she snapped. 'Since you ask.’
‘The consideration | doubt. You've never had angsiteration for my
feelings. The desire to see me out cold is moreheracter. But I'm not

taking any more pills, until you've told me whatvant to know.'

'‘And if | refuse to answer? | don't have to teluyanything.'



You'll talk," he said grimly, and before she cogleess his intention he had
pulled her down on top of him, the move so accutiaét her mouth was
against his, his lips hard, punishing, as he relgdser shoulders only to
wrap her in a tight, cruel embrace.

Lips compressed against the demand of his, Geevgggled violently,
twisting futilely against the steel trap of his atrBut just being this close to
him was disastrous. She could feel desire mourntiriger, and she mustn't
respond, she mustn't.

His mouth slid away from hers, found the hollows$ef throat, the sensitive
places behind her ears, his hands were sliding sso&ty over the
soft,silken-clad shape of her. In another momenvbeld have unfastened
the belt of her robe, giving him easier access hatwe sought. And Dr
Grey had said Niklaas wouldn't present any thre&is present condition!

"Your leg," she gasped, 'you'll make it worse.’

'It couldn't feel much worse than it does, just asuldn't feel any more
strongly than | do now." He ground the words outt to Georgie they
seemed to speak of anger rather than desire. Neless, the unwanted
heat continued to rise within her, an effect he hadays been able to
achieve. He was straining her even closer, anditdesfenched teeth a
moan of pure need escaped her. It had been so3aagcely knowing that
she did so, she allowed her hands to slide up drbismhead, plunging her
fingers into the thick vitality of the coppery haarching herself against him
in urgent demand.

But as she succumbed his mood changed, his graspried and she was
able to lift her head a little, to look at him wamihgly, pleadingly. His face
was a taut mask.

'Still the same old Georgie!" Slightly breathless/ealing that he himself
was not unmoved, his tone was still contemptuddew' many men have
there been in the last two years, | wonder?'

Able to release herself, she struggled uprightedraway, unwilling to let
him see the tears that glinted in her eyes, thnedt¢o brim over. At the



door, all movement was arrested by his voice, @&e/@uddenly bleak,
unutterably weary, pain- filled.

'Tll have those tablets now, if you'll be kind eyt to provide a glass of
water. There's a package in the pocket of the hadgpriessing- gown.'

She fetched water, found the tablets and handed théhim, silent under
his hooded stare. His eyes continued to condemrover the rim of the
glass, and as he set it down he electrified Gedrg®aying:

'What did you do with the child, Georgie? Did ycet gd of it, or did you
have it? Is this Susan that child?’

1...1..." Heknew.How? Dirk hadporomised!

'I've come to find that child, Georgie, if it stkists, to take it back to where
it rightfully belongs, Marula. And now for God'skeaget out of here and go
to bed," he muttered. 'l find | can't stand thés@ you any more tonight. |
wish there hadn't been any necessity for me to ymal You've always
meant trouble, and by hell I've copped a packsttime, youandthis leg.
I'll see the damned child in the morning.’

He couldn't take Susan away from her, he couldnké a palsied old

woman, Georgie dragged herself up the stairs todwen. The bed was cold
now, as cold as her heart within her, and she leaddiiserably under the
bedclothes, trying to get warm, unable to slee@bse of the chill winter
that seemed to have penetrated not only the rodrhdsuvhole being, and
because she could not stop herself going endlessy Niklaas's words.
Why did Niklaas want to take Susan back to MarWl4® had Dirk waited

this long to tell him the truth? Why not when slael kivalked out on him two
years ago?



CHAPTER NINE

GEORGIE slept restlessly, and she was up early. Going $ntsan's room,

she found the child's bed empty. For a moment shedsransfixed. He

couldn't have ... not without her hearing him. Blesi he was in no fit state
to leave here on his own, let alone with a toddler.

As she ran downstairs, the sound of Susan's laugbéssured her. She
burst into Niklaas's room, relieved, yet chagrit@dee her small daughter
perched on the end of his bed. As Georgie ent&asan turned towards
her, her small face alight.

‘Look, Mummy, I've found a daddy. You always sagblld have one some
day.’

'Did you indeed?' The laughter had died out of &hkls face as he glared at
Georgie. 'And whom had you in mind for that honaspecially since you
were still married to Dirk?'

'l had to explain to her, why she hadn't--'

But Niklaas was looking at Susan again.

‘There's certainly no doubt about whose daughterish At his words,

Georgie froze. 'She has his eyes, but fortunatedy esn't inherited that
awful marmalade hair.'

Georgie felt herself go weak with relief. Dirk hadsaid anything. Niklaas
thought Susan was Dirk's child, just as they haanmpéd. But the

excitement, the laughter, had brought on Susantkim@ cough, and

Niklaas frowned.

"You don't seem to be too expert a mother. Whatsgvwith the child?’

'She's only had a cold,’ Georgie said defensivi¢lyjust taking her a while
to shake off the cough.'



I'm not surprised, in this ghastly climate, ands tltottage may be
picturesque, but it's not exactly draught-fres. dt'good thing | found you
when | did. What that child needs is some warmthsamshine.’

'Maybe,' Georgie snapped, 'mdtin South Africa. You can't take her back
there. You've no right.'

'I've every right,’ Niklaas replied calmly, 'as lgeiardian and the executor of
Dirk's will.'

'D-Dirk's willl" An icy chill cascaded down her spine.

'Yes," then mockingly, 'you should have stuck adbun little longer,
Georgie. Marula is yours now, until Susan comeags.'

"You mean Dirk . .." Georgie's throat worked cosindly. 'He—he can't be .
..?' She hadn't been in love with Dirk, but steldn fond of him, grateful to
him, until she'd found out how he'd deceived bahand Niklaas—and this
was Georgie's first real experience of loss. Nodose to her had ever died
before. 'Wh-what happened? Was it an accident?'

‘No. It was partly due to his old complaint.’

'l never knew what that was. He ...’

'Neither did I," Niklaas said grimly, 'until aftdre post-mortem. Dirk was a
coeliac . . . You know what that means?"

'I—I think so. It—it's a chronic wasting diseas)'t it?'

"Yes—due to a sensitivity of the intestine to gtut€he body fails to absorb
the proper nourishment from its food. That accodatswhy he was so
thin—and always sickly.’'

'‘But | didn't realise it could kill you.'

'l think it's a rare occurrence,’ Niklaas agrebthst sufferers are put on a
special diet and as long as they stick to it..t Buk was an extreme case.



He'd had various operations in his teens, appgresgimething else | never
knew—to remove certain parts of the intestine theten't functioning or
were diseased.'

'Poor Dirk." Georgie's throat worked convulsiveB-but you said it was
only partly due to that . . .?'

"Yes—it was pneumonia that finished him off, poewil He got caught,
about six weeks ago, in a freak storm miles fronrlMéa—in an open car.’
The words were coming painfully, as though Niklgasuinely mourned
the other man's death. But Niklaas had hated Derkdes .. . "The car got
bogged down and he was stuck for hours. When angassotorist found

him, he was already suffering from hypothermia—fimeumonia set in
later. His system just didn't have the staminasust it.'

Georgie was crying. Whatever Dirk had done to hehis lies, and she
knew he'd been prompted by his own hopeless lovehén, he hadn't
deserved such an awful death.

'Oh, come!" Niklaas said curtly. 'Don't pretend#ogrief-stricken! If you'd
been in love with him, you wouldn't have walked the way you did. Why
did you just disappear like that, Georgie?"

'‘Because . .." She stopped, blew her nose fier¢aly truth was dangerous.
She couldn't tell Niklaas how Dirk had deceived, hleat her marriage had
been one of convenience, on her side at least, hyr tvhad been so
convenient.

'‘Never mind," he shrugged. 'lt's not important just/. What is important is
that we get back to Marula as soon as possiblelaitygers must see Susan,
and Reita too is anxious to see her grandchild.'

'‘But ..." Georgie frowned,, perplexed. Reita knbéat tSusan wasn't Dirk's
child.

'Until Dirk's will was read, she had no idea of &uis existence.'



'‘But Dirk said he'd told his mother . .." No, thats a dangerous statement to
make too. 'l can't leave here,’ Georgie said desggr 'Aunt Esme's still in
hospital, but when she comes home, she'll neecbme't

'All taken care of,' Niklaas interrupted. 'lI've hde see your parents, made
them see they must tell me your whereabouts. Theyhere tomorrow, and
they're prepared to stay indefinitely for as losgyaur aunt needs care, or
alternatively, for her to make her home with them.’

'Who the hell do you think you are?' Georgie denadniiercely. ‘Coming
here, arranging other people's lives?'

'I've told you who | am," Niklaas said quietly,étlxecutor of Dirk's will,
and one of Susan's legal guardians. Obviouslylhgda might prove to be
an irresponsible mother.’

'‘But that's not true!" Georgie cried. 'I've devodedry moment of my time to
her. | love her." | love her even more becausessfweir child, she added
inwardly.

‘Then prove your concern for her welfare by gettiveg out of this cold,
damp cottage and back to Marula. | guarantee thagjic will disappear
within days.'

When they arrived next day, Paul and Maggie Jomemrforced Niklaas's
arguments.

"You can't deny the child her inheritance," Pauhfsa out, ‘whatever your
personal feelings, and Niklaas is right, the clienabuld be better for her.’

'‘But I'd be so far away again,' said Georgie. Shedcremember only too
well how it had felt to be unhappy in a far countpd nothing would have
changed.

'We haven't seen that much of you these last twarsyePaul said
inexorably. 'We've missed you, | won't deny thag,skall miss you. You're
still our daughter, but you're a mother yourselivndou mustput Susan
first, not only her health, but her future.'



But it wasn't Susan's inheritance, Georgie thouglhteek later, as she sat
beside Niklaas in the aeroplane that was takingnthe Johannesburg.
Susan wasn't the rightful heir to Marula, and Geohgd no idea what other
relatives Dirk might have. She would have to ask&R@nd ask the other
woman just what she was up to, since she knew #sawéseorgie that
Susan wasn't Dirk's child.

Very suspicious was the uncharacteristically warelcame she received
from Reita de Vries, her doting manner towards Bu3aere were fond
comparisons made with Dirk's childhood, pointsesfemblance sought and
found. But there was no opportunity for Georgidake her mother-in-law
on one side before the family lawyer was summoaededet her and to read
the will once more for her benefit.

‘To my wife, Georgina," Dirk had written, ‘for higetime only, | bequeath
Marula, which | know she genuinely loves, to bedhaltrust by her for her
heirs.’

Bewildered, Georgie shook her head. Dirk must hangvn his will wasn't
legal. Marula was entailed to his direct descergjamtfailing that. .. There
was a final paragraph which, apparently, no oné, ewen the lawyer,
understood, and Georgie could offer no explanation.

'l also leave her my apologies for the way in whsble was misled, and beg
her to believe that the fault was not mine. | letite her heart to determine
what course she should follow.'

'Mrs de Vries,' the lawyer paused in his readingyé younoidea at all of
your husband's meaning?"

'No, she hasn't,’ Niklaas interrupted, 'but | have.
Every face in the room was turned towards him.

‘Then why," the lawyer asked with some irritatiwigin't you declare your
knowledge at the first reading of this will?’



'‘Because,’ Niklaas's tone was grim, 'l wanted Gedaggbe here, | wanted
her to know just who did deceive her.' Suddenlgxpectedly, he turned on
Reita de Vries. 'lt was you, Reita. You were up abdut that morning, the
morning | left for the Cape to see Lysette. Yourfdihe message I'd left for
Dirk, and for some devious reason of your own yestibyed it, gave him
your own version instead. | know that much. Dirklamad a lot of time to
talk during his last iliness. A lot of things, inding his relationship with
Lysette, a relationship which you and my dear witdsified and
exaggerated, became a lot clearer.'

''ve no idea what you're talking about," Reitasbdwed, her heavy-jowled
face flushing an unbecoming shade of purple.

'Oh yes, you have. You wanted Dirk to think I'd kead out on Georgie, you
wanted her to think so too. You deliberately brakemy first marriage, and
you wanted to make darn sure | didn't marry again.’

The lawyer gave a dry cough.

'‘Before we . . . ah . .. proceed to these perg@mslmay | just deal with the
final clause of this will?' and as Niklaas madempatient gesture of assent,
he continued: 'l appoint, as chief executor of mif and as one of the
child's guardians, Niklaas van der Walt, my cowsid only male relative.'

It took a few seconds for this last sentence tahbine, and when it did
Georgie thought she understood everything, or anewsrything. She
looked up at Niklaas with horror-stricken eyes.

'l never knew you and Dirk were cousins,' she fatte enormous eyes
begging for his belief.

'Distant cousins,' he supplied. 'We didn't adverttse fact." His tone and
expression were ironic. 'Would it have made anyed#hce if you had

known? No, you couldn't have guessed Dirk had sugttort time to live. If

it hadn't been for the accident, he might have ladiee still.'

'Oh!" Georgie knew his implication was not lostamyone present, and she
felt anger engulf her.



The lawyer coughed once more and shuffled his pageggesting that he
would like to leave now. Reita de Vries escorten ko the door, seeming
only too pleased to make her own escape, and Gewag left alone with

Niklaas.

If she hadn't married Dirk ... no, if Dirk hadn&ldberately led everyone to
believe that Susan wass child, Marula would have gone to Niklaas, under
the terms of the entail. Georgie knew she was im@palling dilemma.
Morally, she should reveal the truth. But then ggee would know. Oh,
damn everyone! What she meant was that NiklaasouwaNe to know that
Susan was his child.

Not necessarily! Dirk had told his mother that thédd was Hendrik Beit's.
Georgie had never understood his motives for tieatShe did now, of
course. To his mother, who knew the details ofilmess, he could never
have claimed the child as his. But that lie coubdhe in useful, if Reita
would support her. But would she? If Reita had wdn\liklaas to inherit
Marula she would have spoken up by now. All the atyng the line, Reita
de Vries had been working against Niklaas, so kegmed unlikely from
that quarter.

Georgie shook her head in despair, and in an effodear her thinking
processes. She mustn't rush into any decisiohelfavealed the truth about
Susan, first Niklaas might not believe her, antiefchose to do so she,
Georgie, would never be sure if it was genuinegbebr whether he had
seized upon it as a way of claiming Marula. Eitivary, obviously he was
going to insist on Susan remaining. He might evigitfGeorgie for
possession of the child, for she would no longeehany right to remain.

'Well, Georgie,' Niklaas was staring at her curipug's all yours now. No
elation? Has Marula lost its magic for you?"'

'‘No," she said slowly, and it hadn't, but its magasn't the kind that could
put things right for her, and for Niklaas. It was nse making a direct
approach to the subject bilsright to inherit. Instead she said: 'Why did you
keep so quiet about being Dirk's cousin?'

He contemplated her for a long time before he areive



'l didn't deliberately hide the fact. The subjestjnever arose. As | told you,
the relationship was a distant one, and Dirk ahdd been at loggerheads
for some time.' His chiselled features softeneabf®irk," he said quietly. 'l
wish I'd known sooner just how sick he was, tithbElieved him when he
denied having an affair with Lysette. But Lysetterdelf wanted me to
believe it, and Reita wanted me to believe it.'

'Why does Reita dislike you so much? Why shouldvetuet to harm you?"

‘Jealousy?' he speculated. 'Certainly she resentedloseness to Oom
Klaus. Her own son had been sickly right from bit$ine probably knew
better than he did just what his life expectancy.wduch as she hated
Marula, it did provide her with financial securignd if | were to inherit she
would have lost that base to fall back on.’

How little Reita de Vries must know Niklaas, Geerghought. She was
certain that, shown the proper affection by histabliklaas would never
have seen her suffer, either the loss of a honfmancially. But Reita de
Vries judged people by her own standards.

'Yet she moved out when Dirk and | were married.'

'She came back immediately after you left! Shedbably hoping you'll be
soft enough to let her stay on, until she feeks &kother jaunt, hoping she'll
be able to dominate you the way she did Dirk.'

"You said she resented your relationship with yaele? You got on well
with him, obviously?’

'Yes.' Niklaas's face took on the closed-in expoesahich she recognised
as his defence against expressing any kind of emdtie took me in when
my own parents were killed. | was only three attiimee, and as | grew older
he taught me everything | know about Marula. Hedpay way through

veterinary college and | repaid my debt to hirmténd to go on repaying it
by living and working here. Can you understand 2hhe said it almost
challengingly.



'Of course,' said Georgie. Niklaas would never admibut it wasn't just a
guestion of monetary repayment. It was a debt\a#.léle had loved Klaus
de Vries like a father. In fact, he was probabky dmly father-figure Niklaas
could remember.

'Reita once said, during one of their rows, thausl thought more of me
than of his own son.' 'And did he?'

'Of course not! Klaus wasn't like that. He adoradkDIt was a constant
source of unhappiness to him that Dirk would néefit enough to share
his work here, as | could.'

So in fact, Georgie thought, whatever Reita de d%&ideelings on the
subject, her husband at least would have been tharehappy for Niklaas
to inherit Marula, if and when the time came.

'Well, | must be off." Niklaas's, manner was remaotatter-of-fact. Since

that one moment, at her aunt's cottage, when h&akad her in his arms, he
had said no word, given no sign that he was inveany still attracted to her.

And yet was there any significance in his partirgyds? "You know where

to find me, if ever you want me.' He paused brigfty the threshold, as
though expecting— hoping?— for a reply, but as @ebrgie hadn't the

right words, and she could only nod, her eyes largkwistful.

She might not have the right words yet for Nikldag,there was no doubt in
her mind just what she must say to Reita de V8&g. waited until Niklaas's
tall figure was out of sight, the sound of the jeegngine telling her he had
really left. Then, having placed Susan in the cafrehe comfortable,
middle-aged wife of one of the scientists, she wergearch of the other
woman.

Reita was in her bedroom, the room she had alweggpsed when she'd
been mistress of Marula. Dirk and Georgie had nesed it, remaining
instead in Dirk's suite of rooms.

'What doyouwant?' Reita demanded, as Georgie entered wighfarctory
knock. There was no sign of the gushing cordialiiyh which she'd greeted



her daughter-in-law on arrival. 'Just because Masyours, does that mean
you intend to walk in and out of my room just asl ybease?'

'‘But it isn't your room any more, is it?' Georgaghan.

'Oh, so you intend to throw me out again, as yolumdien you married my
son?'

"You left of your own accord,” Georgie reminded, ear tone deceptively
mild. She wasn't ready to use her big guns yetu Were very anxious, for
some reason, thashouldmarry Dirk, even though you didn't like me.’

Reita remained silent.

"You were afraid | might marry Niklaas instead) a®uld have done, if you
hadn't lied to Dirk and, indirectly, to me."

Still the bulky woman's lips were sealed in a glime.

'‘And we both know, don't we," Georgie continuedaorably, ‘that | have no
right to Marula?'

Now Reita did speak, nervously, jerkily. "You'rdl irk's wife. His death
doesn't change that.'

‘True," Georgie conceded, pausing deliberatelytaRis Vries deserved to
suffer the agonies of doubt a little longer. She imade other people suffer
enough, including her own son, though she woultgloty deny that, claim

that all she had done had been prompted by matieweblnd not her own

irrational dislike of Niklaas. 'But Dirk had no hy legally, to leave Marula

to me. Marula is entailed.’

'For Dirk's child, though . . .’
'‘But Dirk told you, Susan wasn't his child!" 'Na . no . .." The fading

marigold hair was displaced from its careful caiéfuas Reita shook her
head. 'He didn't. He .. .



'Yes, he did. He told you the child was Hendrikisd you seized on that,
didn't you? You were ready to go along with theegidion, let everyone
think my child was Dirk's.’

Again Reita was silent, but her face worked vidigrmhaking her ugly.

'Dirk lied to you," Georgie told her, and again t&si head shook
vehemently.

'No, he couldn't have done. He wouldn't have lgeghé, his own mother. He
wouldn't have d. ..'

'Were you going to say "he wouldn't have dared&dr@ie asked sweetly.
‘That | do believe. It's probably the-only true wagrou've spoken. Dirk
didn't dare lie to you, except in this case, whemwbuldn't have dared to tell
you thetruth.’

'‘But it had to be Hendrik's." Anger made Reita sundlgl careless. 'My son
wasn't lying to me. know,because | know Dirk was incapable of father. . .’
She stopped abruptly.

Georgie's heart gave an enormous leap. Reita hdoiroed her suspicions,
put into her hands the one indisputable item ofophe needed. The
coeliac disease from which Dirk had suffered wasetomes the cause of
infertility and it seemed this had been so in Birkase—and that was
something that could bgroved,by applying to his doctors.

'It wasHendrik's child," Reita whispered. It wasn't agesson now. She was
begging Georgie to confirm it.

'Susan is Niklaas's daughter,’ said Georgie.

'No!" Reita de Vries held out her hands, as if sloald ward off the
knowledge Georgie imparted.

'Oh yes, and now | know how to prove it to him. fming to tell him so.
Marula should have been Niklaas's. fjtsingto be his." She didn't wait to
hear Reita's reply, if the other woman was everalolgpof making one.



Instead, she turned on her heel and marched abediouse, heading for
Dirk's Land Rover, still parked under the treeg gieaded his house.

Poor Dirk. She felt her eyes sting suddenly. Shintaried since she'd first
heard of his death, its tragic circumstances. Sld@'hcried at the reading of
the will—she'd been too shaken by its revelati@g. now she could truly
grieve for the man who had so briefly been her hondb—for Dirk himself,
as someone to whom she had been grateful, andhtsheghadn't been in
love with him, she had been fond of him, until R&ities had rebounded on
him—fond of him for his own sake as well as whathlagl done for her in
marrying her.

Thank God that now she knew he, as well as shepbad wronged. She
only wished she could have known the truth soombile he was alive, so

that she could have thanked him for what he ha@ donher, for all that he

was still trying to do, even after death! Transfixey this thought, Georgie
sat with her hands resting on the steering-whadt'intentions were clear
now, his final message to her explained. H@&@dwnshe would do the right

thing, at whatever cost to herself, that she watildhNiklaas be the loser,
and he'd hoped this would bring Georgie and hisicowwgether. Would it?

Even though she now had solid proof to offer Nikl#zat Susan was his, it
didn't mean he still loved, or wantdukr.

Never mind! Unknowingly, Georgie's shoulders sgdaras her hands
tightened on the steering- wheel. Dirk had provitléd opportunity, and
she wouldn't let him down. She'd take it, whatetieroutcome, even if she
got hurt in the process. She owed it to Niklaatelichim the truth, all of it,
just as she'd told it to Dirk. Yes, even includthg fact that she loved him.
And she owed it t®irk too, to clear his name of his mother's lies.

She would tell Niklaas, leave him to digest thedaéfter that it was up to

him. She looked at her wristwatch. How swiftly tresentful day had

passed! By now, unless he was overloaded with weiklaas should be

back at the bungalow. She started the Land Roeegse and engaged first
gear.

There was no jeep parked outside, but as alwaysitioe to Niklaas's
bungalow was unlocked and Georgie walked in. Shetveambling almost



uncontrollably at the thought of what she had to alad it was almost a
relief to find him not here yet, giving her a chario compose herself.

Nothing had changed. Time might have stood stilltfeo years. The dust
might have been the same dust. Georgie sank dawroire of theshabby
chairs, then leapt up again as she heard the soiuad engine. She was
standing rigidly, chin up, face determinedly sstNaklaas walked into the
living-room, but her lips were set too, to prevémir trembling, so that she
found it impossible to take the initiative as slael Iplanned.

'‘Georgie!" He acknowledged her presence, but herendis inscrutable
expression, gave her no help.

'1...1..."she began, but could get no further

'Why don't you sit down?' he asked, and she coaNé sworn that, just for a
moment, there had been an amused quiver to his lips

‘Thanks,' she said shortly, the suspicion of moclmusing a steadying
spurt of anger. 'But I'd rather stand. What I'vé tgosay won't take long,
then I'll go.'

'Oh, 1 don't think | could allow that." He moveditte closer. 'You have a
habit of doing rash things, or disappearing, whiat you out of my sight.’

‘Niklaas, please be serious. | ...'

'l amserious, never more so. Sit down, Georgie!' Beullysshe watched
his hand close round her arm, which for an instse¢med remote,
disconnected, as if-it belonged to someone elsen Téeling flooded back
as into a numbed limb, as the warmth of his fingensetrated and he drew
her towards his own chair, a chair large enougdiotd two.

‘Niklaas, no . .." she protested, as he drew hendeith him and began to
kiss her, very comprehensively, as if determinettmoniss one inch of her
face, her neck, his hands preparing a way for nmii®ate caresses.



‘Niklaas!" His name was just a weak breath on ipsrthis time, as she felt
herself in danger of succumbing to this insidiotiack. "Wehaveto talk.'

'‘Later,' he murmured, 'much, much later.'

Georgie wanted nothing more than to be able to 9meself up to his
lovemaking. But if she did so she could never beage of his motives.
Might he not want Marula so much that he'd be meggp@ven to marry his
cousin's widow, to gain at least temporary possa8sbee if he'd still want
to make love to her when she'd told him the trub@terminedly she
wrenched herself free, returned to her deliberatiece in the middle of the
room.

'I must and wilsay what | came here to say,' she told him déyiatitough
she was shaking in every limb, as much from theceff his kisses as from
fear of his reaction.

Resignedly he sprawled in his chair.

'Yes, | can see that! | could see the determinatigrour stubborn little face
the moment | walked in, which iswhy I .. .’

‘Niklaas, please, do shut up and listen, whilallllsave the courage to tell
you that | . .. that Susan--'

‘That you love me and that Susan is my child,'|betefied her by saying.
'Right, it's said, now come back here.’

But Georgie couldn't move.

"Youknew!'

'Only quite recently. Dirk told me. He told me anfal lot during his last
illness. I know everything about you there is town Georgie—everything

he emphasised as she looked doubtfully at him.

‘Then why,' she demanded indignantly, 'have you lseehorrible to me, in
England and since we got back here? If you knewhaltime--'



Niklaas's face twisted a little.

"You don't think | enjoyed it? I've never wantedhtart you, Georgie. But
would you have come back to Marula if I'd told ythe whole story?
Wouldn't you have suspected my motives? | had smdbat independent
streak of yours because ybadto hear the truth from the one who's been
against us all along, Reita. You had to come tauitigngly, with your mind
clear of all doubts. And you have.' There was mgthihdolent about him
now. He had risen, and was coming purposefully tde/aer. 'l said | knew
everything, but the one thing I still need to kniswvhether you're going to
be sensible, for once?'

'Sensible?’ It was hard to be rational, even, wkiéhaas was holding her
like this, when the pressure of his body was tglliver things thashe
needed to know, that he still desired her. Thathmuas very evident. But
love?

'It wasn't very sensible of you to go to bed wittiedirious man. Supposing
I'd been the unscrupulous type? Or suppose I'drmereembered what took
place?' His voice was light, teasing.

'You could never be unscrupulous,’ Georgie told hintlygoher hands
compulsively framing his face, trying to restorel@rto the unruly auburn
hair.

'It wasn't very sensible of you," Niklaas's breaghhad accelerated, his
words coming jerkily, 'to think that | wouldn't wamy own child, wouldn't
want you, not very sensible to rush into a panitigrriage with Dirk.'

'It seemed to be the only sensible thing to dogrGie argued bemusedly. It
was becoming harder to think logically, her pulseating to the race of his
heart.

'‘And then you did another silly thing." As if absamdedly, Niklaas was
caressing her hips, pulling them harder againsbhis. 'You ran away, and
nobody, including me, could think why.'



'‘Was Dirk very hurt?' Georgie faltered, and as &bkl nodded her eyes
filled with tears. 'l wish he hadn't been. | wighknown how good he really
was.'

'He understood finally." Niklaas's words, his armere comforting. "When
we got together, pooled our information, found lbotv much it conflicted
andfound out the author of our confusion--'

'I've only ever hated one person in my life as maghhate Reita de Vries,'
Georgie said savagely. She didn't have to exphNikiaas knew whom she
meant. 'When | told my stepfather | was coming bete to work, he

reminded me that cats have claws. He was warningproe careful of poor

Dirk. We know who the dangerous one really was.'

'Reita can't do us any more harm," Niklaas told 18®," his hands stroked
her breasts, 'are you going to do the sensiblg#hin

'Which is?' whispered Georgie, though she wasfaligsure now that she
knew the answer.

'Marry me, of course," he confirmed, 'because ¢ lgou.'

'Oh yes, Niklaas, oh yes, please. What are youg@bas he lifted her in his
arms and began to carry her towards the door.

‘This time," he said smugly, 'l anot delirious, and | plan to savour, to
remember everything about you, for myself, my detdieve.’



