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"I will never fall in love again!"

Melanie had had enough. For the second time ififeeshe had lost
the man she loved to her glamorous but unscrupulster,

Romaine.

She wanted nothing more to do with love, or with bester. So
Melanie flew off to South Africa, out of Romaindife--and into
Luke Shadwell's.

Against her better judgment Melanie found hersallirfg in love
with the grimly attractive Luke. And once again Rone turned up,
prepared to work her usual mischief ...



CHAPTER ONE

To have been jilted once was humiliating enough, tbuhave it
happen a second time was sufficient to make egri like Melanie

become embittered. She stared with disbelieving eydrobin, her
lovely features drawn with pain.

It isn't true,' she whispered. 'You don't meadatyou?'

The young man shifted from one foot to the othele@p frown on his
face.

'It's just one of those things, Melanie. Far bethat it's happened
now than when we were married.'

She swallowed, but the lump in her throat remaivédy make any
effort at all to speak? She had been through aslltbfore—and after
that experience she had vowed never to let a marhbuagain. Yet
here she was, four years later, experiencing time g&in in her heart,
the same sense of loss and failure, the same s&hseniliation.

And the girl who had taken Robin from her was notieer than the
one who had taken Giles—her own sister.

'l must go.' She looked at him just once beformitig on her heel,
she left the hotel lounge in which she and Robih $@moften met.

She went down to the powder room, intent on appglwtittle colour
to her cheeks, but on searching in her handbaglfthat she had left
her blusher at home. She took out a comb and dreyhily through
her honey-blonde hair, making a cold and calculatskssment of
her looks as she did so. High cheekbones and agaéaskin, a wide
and generous mouth, eyes that matched the cornflblue of her
suit. She was passable, she told herself, but ReEmaas beautiful
—Romaine who from her early teens had been alikoher choice
of the boys at the grammar school which she ané@Melattended.



With a deep sigh Melanie put away the comb andsimip her

handbag, went up into the foyer of the hotel. The btopped just
along the road and she was lucky enough to artitieeastop just in
time to catch the one going to Warford. Why Warfokter aunt lived
there—Aunt Cissy who would comfort her....

‘Darling!" Aunt Cissy threw her arms around Melagven before she
had stepped into the hall. 'My love—but how wondetd see you!
Bless you, child, for remembering to come and seddwoman like
me. Now that gadabout sister of yours hasn't besed¢ me since the
day of her birthday—no, |1 tell a lie; she came dwi§€tmas Eve and
brought me a tablet of soap someone had givent hlee affice—for
a Christmas present, of course. It stank! | shredldgp and used it in
the washing machine. She got nothing in return| don't expect
she'll come this Christmas Eve. What am | rambiingabout? Come
in, love, and tell me all your news. How is thatahing fiance of
yours? You haven't much longer to wait for the go=gy, have you?
About six weeks, isn't it?'

By this time Melanie had managed to get into tkadj-room, and
she turned to her aunt as the old lady followeddapbehind.

'It's all finished, Auntie..." And although she hadant to hold on to
her control Melanie found herself weeping on Aurgsg's shoulder.

'‘My love! Oh, my dear, dear love—not again!'
'‘Robin's fallen in love with Romaine.'

'‘Not again!" repeated her aunt and then, hastibhat | mean
is—Romaine hasn't stolen your fiancé a second time?



'It's true, Auntie." Melanie took the handkerclu&#éred and dried her
eyes. 'lI've just been with Robin and he told me hieaand Romaine
are getting married as soon as Romaine's divores tjwough.’

‘The bitch!" declared Aunt Cissy, her pale greysdylazing. '‘Oh, but |
wish she were here at this moment ! I'd slap hez,fhelieve me!’

"'l get over it, Auntie." The handkerchief chaddgeands again and
Melanie sat down on the shabby couch under theamntBut I'll tell
you this: no man—I repeaho manwill ever have the chance of
doing this to me again!'

'l can't say that | blame you for feeling bitteead, but on the other
hand | can't imagine you remaining single all ybfa. It's no fun,
pet, and so once you get over this you must bemkihg around
again.'

‘Never!'

'l wonder," mused her aunt, bypassing this veheragdiamation,
'how Giles is feeling now? I'll wager he regret®thing you over for
a girl who was going to want a divorce so soon.'

'l hope he's suffering!

'‘Darling, this is not you at all,' protested hentadooking into her
tear-stained face. 'Giles was such a nice boy.’

So was Robin, according to her aunt.

‘You like all men," returned Melanie, but her aurgtantly denied
this.

‘There's one or two | don't like at all,’ she daictibly, '‘and one of
those as I've said is that arrogant nephew of mgias—you know,



Luke Shadwell, who grows trees or cereals or somgtim South
Africa?’

'l've never met him, you know that. Has he evenldieeEngland?’

‘A couple of times, when you were too small to c®tiHe was a
youngster then, working for his father. Then thet mlan popped off
and Luke was suddenly rich—farming in a big wayGsstrude tells
me.'--*

‘Aunt Gertie's coming home, you were saying thé fimse | was
here?'

‘Yes; you'll like my cousin, Melanie. However, egbwof that for the
present. Let's have a cup of tea, shall we?'

‘Thank you, Auntie. That'll be nice." Melanie rageonce to follow
the old lady into the kitchen. 'Aunt Gertie livedtlwLuke and his
father, didn't she?' Melanie was talking in ordefdrget her pain,
talking about people whom she had never met buthieadd about
from time to time when she had visited Aunt Cislsgr mother's
sister, who was the eldest of a family of nine. Buty were a
scattered family, most of them having settled atbraad Aunt Cissy
was the only one of her mother's family with whoraldhie had ever
been close. A widow, she was a very sprightly sgwvgear-old and,
in her own words, 'game for anything'.

‘That's right— Biscuits, love?' And when Melanieogk her head,
'‘Don't let this darned business send you off yoadf sweetie. Have a
biscuit, just to please me.’

‘All right, | will." Melanie was putting crockerynal spoons on the
tray, while her aunt was making the tea. 'Why isitd@3ertie coming
home?'



'‘Can't stand the place any more—that's what she bay I'm of the
mind that she's had enough of that nephew of BeEmned autocrat,
he is! Thinks he's the only man in Africa who knaatmout growing
citrus fruits!'

'Citrus fruits?' frowned Melanie, preparing to take tray into the
living-room. 'l thought you said he grew cereals?'

'‘And trees.’

'l imagined the trees were for timber?'

'‘He grows anything, but he does have a lot of sigjoves.'
'‘How long has he owned the farm?’

'How long since his father died? About six or seyears--' The old
lady frowned in thought, the teapot lid poised abtive pot itself.
'‘Luke was twenty-four and Gertrude mentioned in ohher letters
recently that he'd just had his thirty-first birlyd so he's been in
charge for seven years—yes, that'll be about figkte lid was
placed on the pot and Aunt Cissy followed her niete the other
room. ‘Now isn't this cosy ...? Oh, my love, | deeg on forgetting
your sorrow. Try to forget the wretched boy—he td@ worth
having anyway!" Melanie looked away, and began ipguthe tea.
‘As for that madam of a sister of yours—well, atbih say is that the
way she's going on she'll have had at least a dozsbands by the
time she's my age! How old is she now?'

‘Twenty-six.'

'‘Ah, yes; two years older than you. | tend to fotger age because |
never buy her a present on her birthday. | dondwknvhat your
mother would say to her daughter's wicked ways.'



'‘Nor Father,' sighed Melanie, wishing she had garemwhom she
could pour out her unhappiness. To live with soneeaould help,

too, but Melanie lived alone in a small flat whishe had furnished
with some of the things she had bought when engtag&iles. She
liked old furniture and had acquired several smpadtes which she
treasured despite the memories they evoked sonsetimen she had
sat on her own in the evenings—this before Robdthdmame into her
life and managed to make her forget her vow nevaliow herself to

be hurt again. Well, this definitelyasthe last time!

'‘Come again, dear,' urged her aunt when at lasaivielvas leaving.
'It's a pity you can't live here, but you'd be tao away from your
work.'

‘Yes, I'm afraid so. Goodbye, Auntie. Take cargafrself.'

'l make sure about that, my love! As a matter of fan thinking of
going on a cruise.’

'You are? But when?"

'‘Don't know, but | want to do some more travellbgfore | get old.
I'd have gone to see Gertrude if she hadn't besmngohome; | did
send her a hint in one of my letters recently,dhé didn't answer. |
suppose it's that fellow, Luke. He'd not want leehave a visitor; it
would upset his bachelor existence, | expect.’

'‘But he's used to having a woman in the house.’

'‘One woman, yes, but from little bits I've pieceddther he wouldn't
want two.’

'‘Would you like to go to Africa, Aunt Cissy?'

'l've always wanted to go to Africa, my dear.’



‘Well then, why not ask outright if you can havieaiday with Aunt
Gertie, before she comes back—in fact, you coultheedack
together. I'm sure Luke Shadwell won't mind too muc

'‘No?' The pale eyes rolled sceptically. "You d&ntw him! He's a
real menace, from what | can gather from Gertruidétsrs.' A deep
sigh and then, 'No, I'd better book the cruise/atild be safer.’

"'l come over on Sunday, if you want me to?"

'If | want you to! Dear child, you must come at theek-ends now
that you're not going over to Robin's place. Bywlas, what are you
going to do with all that stuff you've been collagtfor your bottom
drawer? You want to sell it, child, and take a dgwod holiday I'

'I'm in no mood for holidays,' was Melanie's forieeply. '‘But | shall
certainly think about selling all that stuff I'vedn buying over the
past six months.’

It so happened that, the following morning whensias having her
cup of coffee in the staff-room, Melanie heard soneecsay,

‘Jean's getting married in three months. Poor ghk's having a
dreadful time trying to buy things for the home;egxthing's so
expensive these days. | do pity the young oneshalre to start from
scratch.’

Jean worked for the manager and at lunch time Nelsought her
out, with the result that Jean and her fiance canex that very
evening and took everything that Melanie had td—sklvely
stainless steel cutlery, a dinner and tea sereiteglass dishes and
beautiful table linen. There were sheets and dbeelding, kitchen
utensils, and, still in store but paid for, a caolk@d a washing
machine. All these items had been bought by Me]amigle Robin
had in store a bedroom suite and all the furnitoréhe sitting-room
and dining-room.



'Is there anything else?' Jean asked eagerly agdiame just as
eagerly loaded up the car. 'l mean—have you amyjttue for sale?'

'‘No, but my ex-fiance might have,' replied Melameaifit of pique.
"'l write down his address for you.'

And so it was that on the following Sunday Melawas able to tell
her aunt that she had sold practically everythivad she had had in
her bottom drawer.

‘Good for you! There's nothing like making the lrekean! And now
| have some news fgroull think | shall be going to Africa after all.'

‘You will?' Melanie was not all that interested;r meind was on
Robin and the happy times he and she had had easkrend. Mrs
Lowry, his mother, always invited her and she woaldve on the
Friday evening and leave after tea on Sunday, Rbbmging her
home in his car. Saturday was usually a shoppiggwlidh Rotyn as
eager as she to look around for nice things to fouytheir home.

Sometimes his mother would come with them and avede would
buy some pretty ornament or small kitchen utensil make them a
present of it. In the evening Melanie and Robin l@@o to the local
dance, and on Sunday they would do some gardemitigeimorning
and take a walk in the afternoon. There was notkexgting in all

this, but Melanie was satisfied. Robin was not ewenantic, but
once again Melanie was satisfied. Companionshipimepsrtant and
both she and Robin were good conversationalists.

'Yes, dear, | think I'm to realize my ambition afadi!" Clearly Aunt

Cissy was excited and, feeling rather guilty at laek of interest,
Melanie determinedly put all thoughts of Robin frber and listened
with more attention to what her aunt had to sagu'see, Gertrude
had apparently missed my little hint that | wadriglyou about, but
when she read the letter over again she felt ragbdty about the



omission in her answering letter and so she meedichis to her
nephew. And what do you think?"'

'He said it would be all right if you went over famholiday.'

'Right first time! Well now, seeing that it appe&wde all right with

him | shall go off in the morning and book my seatthe aeroplane.’
The pale eyes shone and the rather prim little maas pursed in a
smile. *What a fortunate woman | am! | only wishdd the money to
take you along--' Aunt Cissy allowed her voice ¢one slowly to a
stop; she looked sharply at her niece. '"You've swdr bottom

drawer. Then why not come with me?"'

Melanie stared.
'l can't do that, Auntie. What about my job?"
‘We'll only be away for about a month--'

'l can't take a month off—and in any case, if | Wwngou, Auntie,
you'll stay on if you find you're liking it. Remembwhen you went
to Canada to stay with Dad's sister?’

'Oh, that? It was different. Luke won't want tolbmur me for more
than a month at the most. Come on, Melanie, theg#ith do you the
world of good!

'No--' Melanie shook her head, but her voice waddss firm than
before. 'lt's quite impossible. A month? No bossiM@rant that.'

‘Jobs are ten a penny anyway, so what will it mattee gives you
the sack?' Aunt Cissy looked hard at her. 'Didalit gay the other
week that this new boss of yours was rather hoorigbu all?'

'l did, yes, but--' By now Melanie was weakeningiddy, for the
picture of a month's holiday was attractive in thatould surely help



her to forget this terrible ache in her heart. Wf@s a drag, and there
was ever before her the picture of Robin and Roengiming about
together; there were the murmurs of sympathy orseatill, the
compassionate or pitying glances of her friends.think about it,
Auntie,’ she found herself saying. 'Yes, | realiil.w

‘Then think quickly, dear, because I'm off to booky ticket
tomorrow, just as | said.'

'l can't make up my mind as quickly as all thandst find out how
I'm to go on at work first.'

Her boss definitely turned down the idea of Melanieaving a
month's leave, but after some considerable thoslgatdecided to
hand in her notice. She had arranged to telephenadnt and this
she did, in her lunch hour.

'He's accepted, but | must work for a fortnigtte sold her aunt, who
could be heard to sigh impatiently.

‘All right,' came the voice at last. 'I'll postpoiheBut you're sure you
can be away by a week next Saturday?'

‘Yes, definitely.'

‘Very well, then; I'll book the tickets and you csettle up with me

later." A pause and then, after having mentionegbtfce of the return

tickets, "You have sufficient money? If not, | ga@rhaps manage to
let you have a little--'

'l have plenty, thank you, Aunt Cissy. I've notyogbt the money for
the bottom drawer but also my savings.'

'So you have! Well, believe me, it'll be money wsgknt, for you'l
probably not have an opportunity like this againert@de is
returning with us, by the way.'



Having arrived at the airport at seven in the magnthey still had a
nine-hour journey by train before transferringte tar which was to
meet them.

'It's Gertrude!" cried Aunt Cissy excitedly, wavirasn enormous
handbag in the air. 'And who's that with her--?al lgelieve it's
Luke—yes, by Jove, it is!"

Melanie stared as the tall lithe figure of Luke &havell came

leisurely towards them. In a flash she had takethénbronzed face,
lean and long, the dark brown hair waving at tleatfrand sprinkled
with a lighter colour at the temples—the resulttbé sun, she
surmised. The square and massive shoulders, thgaatrset of the
head upon them, the swing of an arm while the dthed was in his
pocket. All this she absorbed, but when he cangeclshe examined
the eyes, unable to determine their colour, for amament she
thought they were brown, the next yellow.

Eventually she decided that they were a tawny brdwa mouth,
firm but faintly sensuous, was set, unsmiling.

Melanie transferred her gaze to the aunt she hael meet. She saw a
chubby-faced woman with bright shining cheeks, atlahairy chin
and thick bushy eyebrows. Her hair was white amad, ther eyes a
sort of dull blue. She looked jolly and Melaniedikher on sight.

'‘We're not really aunt and niece,' she was sayngiuke as the
introductions were being made, 'but no matter. L.ukeet my new
niece, Melanie Burbank.'

A brown hand was extended and a dark head wasaucklightly.
The tawny eyes were mocking, surely? Melanie tihed chin and
decided she disliked the man intensely. Wincindhas hand was



taken, she flashed him a glance; the lean unsmilinmtenance had
arrogance written all over it.

‘Shall we be moving?' he said when it seemed tiletwo cousins
were intending to stay there chatting for the engvening.

'‘But of course,' from Aunt Gertie, pushing an ahrough that of

Aunt Cissy. 'Oh, my, but it's so nice to see youd-gou, of course,

my dear," she said over her shoulder to Melanve. Heard such a lot
about you from Cis. | know all about your recersagipointment and
| do commiserate with you!'

Melanie, aware of the man's eyes upon her, lookey ao where the
crowd of Africans jostled to board the train. Thatform was open to
the sky; palms waved in the breeze, while undemtram flowers

bloomed in gay profusion. The small neat town ofi&durg was
well known for its attractive railway station. Tleewere also good
shops and a bank. A library, well stocked and rynab English

couple, stood proudly on a small rise almost indéetre ofthe town
square; the Jasmine Club occupied another riseéguke east of the
square. Here, Aunt Cissy had told Melanie, weral laeinces and
parties—so Gertrude had informed her.

'‘Can we sit together in the back?' inquired Aussgiof Luke. 'We've
such a lot to talk about?'

‘Most certainly.'

And so Melanie found herself reluctantly taking pkrce beside the
driver who, without so much as a glance in herdtioa, let in the

clutch and the car slid almost noiselessly from ¢laethy parking

space on which it had been standing.

They had fourteen miles to go and the road wasredweith a light
brown dust which formed clouds behind the car aspéd along.
Melanie already felt uncomfortable, for she consadethe welcome



sadly lacking, on Luke Shadwell's part, that was.ddint's character
was very different and Melanie wondered how shermadaged to
get along with Luke for so long. Melanie had gatlethat she was a
sort of housekeeper, yet not treated as a servardny way
whatsoever; in fact, she seemed to be quite hapm/Melanie was
puzzled as to the reason why she was leaving.rtaiog/ did not
appear to be for the reason put forth by Aunt Gisthat she had had
enough of the arrogant Luke Shadwell.

Dusk was falling and suddenly the shapes of sorstarmi kopjes
looked weird and ominous in the mysterious glooat firecedes the
onset of night. They were passing through a regfdrushveld where
the colours reminded Melanie of submarine shadesue-greens

glowing, and various shades of indigo. The veldrssk limitless,

filled with primitive mystery, a realm that calleget terrified. She
knew a sense of loneliness even while she was thise other
people, felt the pressure of a great solitude delog from the void

that hovered all around.

From the back of the car chatter persisted antfgédnie was deaf to
it, her whole being affected by the peace of thisnge land to which
she had come ... with the idea of forgetting, ifydior a time, the
heartache and humiliation she had so recently idfeAt the very
thought of the male sex she turned her head, seekegShadwell in
profile. Cold the lines and chiselled by a cladsioal; the head was
held rigid, the hands resting lightly on the stegtwheel. Too
self-assured by far, she decided. Here was anotm@meuld beckon
and entice—and then toss aside. Or perhaps heowsasetf-reliant,
too caught up with the more prosaic things of kfied had no time for
the vagaries of emotional ties. Cold--She herselild be cold from
now on, insensitive to the attractions of men [kés and Robin ...
and Luke Shadwell. Yes, he had attractions; thescsiuld not deny.
But not the particular kind that would ever tou@r.nOther women
must have fallen victim to his handsome face anblentearing;
others must have found a challenge in his austeatd made



attempts to break it down. Was he immune? she wedd®r did he
make full use of what prodigal nature had so abatiglgortioned
out to him?

That he must inevitably become aware of her fixiehéon did not

dawn on her until he had actually turned his h&ide then moved
hers, lowering it and concentrating on a prettycblet she wore, a
birthday gift from her aunt a month or so ago.

‘You're very quiet, Miss Burbank." The low-tonedic& held an
off-hand quality which—for no reason that she coul
explain—piqued her, and she frowned.

'l like being quiet.' She had checked the curtiileas threatened to
creep into her voice, remembering just in time 8t was to be his
guest.

'‘Refreshing—for a woman," he returned sardonicallpey more
often like to make themselves heard.’

Was he alluding to the chatter coming from the batkhe car?
Melanie was glad that neither woman had heard Wwhaaid.

'You sound as if you haven't a very high opinionwaimen, Mr
Shadwell." She felt that, could she see his eygseam of humour
would be revealed.

‘They're useful, in their place. The trouble is\thdo not always
know their place.’

Her eyes glinted; she would very much have liketetdhim know
heropinion ofmen.The idea of spending a month in his home was
from attractive and she began to wonder just wiat relationship
would be by the time she was ready to leave. Sher#ought that
both he and she would breathe a great sigh off iehen that day
arrived.



Darkness was falling softly over the bushveld andhwthe
diminishing twilight rose the moon; shapes andueed changed, like
a landscape receding into a mist. The moon, incetapike a disc
that had been bitten into, shed a dim light ondis¢ant mountains
and on the forest of trees below them. Then sugdenidding clouds
obscured the light and the mountains were embracékde gentle
cloak of darkness. All seemed wrapped in a sopriohordial peace,
and despite her hurts and bitter memories Melaownd herself
entering into a state of quiet repose which wadkestiveloping her
when Luke Shadwell's house was eventually reached.

Lights flared from several windows and it was nifficult to pick out

the patrician lines of a colonial mansion, nor isualize the exotic
surroundings in which it was set. Figures moved fes windows,
woolly-headed figures which, surmised Melanie, wedrneke's

servants.

She was right; Elizabeth, a plump and smiling Afniavoman, was
told to show her to her bedroom, which was on tiee&f the house,
with its view to the west. She would see the sufiset her window,
she mused, looking about her as Elizabeth put dmwisuitcases and
began to unpack them without even asking her psromsMelanie
shrugged and concluded that this sort of thing rbestisual when
guests arrived. There was a bathroom off the bedraod she
entered it, its elegance startling her, for sherf@axpected anything
guite so beautiful. The suite was in a colour betwmushroom and
peach, the carpet and walls in off-white. Gold-gtetaps and shower
attachments; a stool and matching linen basket tatbthe picture
and Melanie had to admit that, if this had beemmpdal by Luke, then
she had to give him credit for having excellentdas

When Elizabeth had left the bedroom Melanie, hagingady taken a
shower, put on a crisp cotton dress—one of the n&rg had
collected for the honeymoon that had been plannedi-sapair of
white leather sandals. Her hair shone after thehang she gave it



and because she envisaged a remark from her al# [boked pale,
she applied the blusher to her cheeks and adilleur to her lips.

Not beautiful like Romaine ... but passable, shaddel, not by any
means for the first time. Romaine ... and Robinspite of her
determination to put them out of her mind she fothrat the tears
were close—too close, and she blinked rapidly mheotto prevent
them from falling on to her cheeks. But her heasworn and, going
over to the window again, she stared out, only edgaware of the
bulky baobab trees that formed grotesque shapefhanmothy
darkness of the garden. She was totally possesgeuidery; it
formed a suffocating lump in her throat, and therpasas almost
physical as she swallowed over and over again effart to dislodge
it. Romaine and Robin--Even now, it did not seesddle that her
sister had managed a second time to steal herefidter thoughts
flew to Giles, and to the scene when he had coadefisat it was
Romaine whom he really loved and, therefore, wdd&lanie be a
sport and release him without any fuss? Melanigustthat, but it
had taken her a long, long time to get over iteesdly as she had
continually to endure seeing him and her sisteettogy. She had not
attended the wedding; she was not having peopléngafier
commiserating glances in between the admiring @heg gave to
Romaine, who had looked both beautiful and regéaten flowing
white wedding gown. And now the divorce was goimgtgh--

A gong sounding from somewhere in the house brohghback to

her surroundings and, stepping back, she drewuhaios together
and with a last glance in the mirror left the roand went downstairs
to the hall. Luke Shadwell was standing there, vemyart and

handsome in a loose-fitting tropical suit of fingide linen. She saw
something she had not noticed before—the cleft ahohthe crinkly

fan-lines at the side of his eyes, caused, she isedmby his

narrowing his eyes against the glaring sun. He sdeim have been
waiting for her, she realized, and offered an agylor being late.



‘You're not late," he told her courteously. 'Welrst going' in to
dinner.’

‘Aunt Cissy—is she down?'

'‘Both aunts are down—and still chattering abouttotees.' He was
moving away and she followed. The dining-room, elégand lit by
candles, was smaller than she would have imagiheahd she
realized that it had been planned for intimacy toia@sphere rather
than for the accommodation of large numbers of |gedfere again
she had secretly to admit to his good taste, faryghing was
delightfully blended— the damask walls and the kipde rugs on
the polished block floor, the Edwardian-type dingigairs and table,
the matching sideboard on which were silver disimesspare cutlery.

'‘Where have they got to?' Luke glanced toward®ofgen window, a
slight frown on his face. 'Sit down, Miss Burbalik;have Disraeli
go and look for them. They went off into the gardefew minutes
ago.'

‘Disraeli?' echoed Melanie, staring, and for th&t time she saw the
hint of a smile curve the sensuous mouth.

'One of the houseboys,' he elucidated. 'The Afdcgive their
children the most famous of names. Another of mysbeone whose
work is solely outside—is called Gladstone.'

She still stared, but this time she was notingdbleur of his eyes
again, deciding that it could change with his modast now they
were definitely brown, light brown, and expressess.

A few minutes later, the 'two aunts', as Luke appe#o have named
them, appeared from the stoep and without apologigat down at
the glittering dinner table.



'Oh, but we've had such a natter!" exclaimed Aus$yC 'How glad |
am | came! Melanie dear, you don't look too hapghat is it? Come,
dear, you must enjoy yourself, mustn't she, Luke?"

'l sincerely hope that she will enjoy her stay,'raplied with cool
courtesy. 'l like to think that all my guests leavigh only pleasant
memories of their visit.'

How formal! Did the man never unbend? Melanie watchim from
her place opposite; he was stiff and cold and utiemal, she had
already decided. And yet there was that moutheeinged to brand
him as a man who, put in the right atmosphere,ccbalas ardent as
the rest.

"Your thoughts, Miss Burbank,' came his quiet va@ceoss the table,
‘are plainly most absorbing.' Half statement, hgfestion; she
strongly suspected that his words had been spokerelynfor
politeness, for the two aunts were so deep in asaven that it was
iImpossible for Melanie to interrupt. That she hadlesire for speech
was of course not known to Luke, and so it was tstdadable that
he should be a trifle concerned that she was hawisg quietly and
listen without joining in.

‘They were rather absorbing,' she returned, anavditler what his
reaction would have been had she revealed thosghk® to him.

Instead, she changed the subject and, assumimgeaiast which she
was far from feeling, she asked about his work.

'l grow timber and other products, but mainly Imerested in citrus
fruits.’

'‘Oranges and lemons.' She looked at him. 'l wdsbday in Cyprus
once, and saw the lovely orange groves near Far@adusy were a
very attractive sight.'



'Ripening citrus fruits are indeed a most attracgight,’ he agreed,
and then added, 'l also grow naartjes, which amgeianes.' His eyes
wandered, first to his own aunt and then to hers.ligs pursed and
she said without thinking,

'l don't suppose you're too happy at having threen@n in your
house?'

His straight dark brows lifted a fraction.

'‘Now how am | to answer that, Miss Burbank?'
Melanie felt the colour rising in her cheeks.

‘The question wasn't very tactful, I'm afraid.’
‘Most untactful,' he retorted, unsparing of hetifegs.

‘Aunt Cissy was not too sure about your wantingawee us,' she said
frankly. 'She gave me the impression that you tida‘e for your
bachelor existence to be disturbed.’

Luke's firm mouth twitched.

‘Aunt Gertrude obviously gave her a picture ofadstmiddle-aged
bachelor, fixed in his ways, resentful of any detilen from routine
or interference with his peculiar little eccentiies.' He paused,
looking at her with a sort of quizzical interrogatti 'Might | venture
to ask if the picture fits?'

Melanie looked at him with an expression of censure

'‘What are you expecting me to say to that, Mr Stedi@vshe could
not help saying, and to her surprise he laughed.



‘Your counter action's approved,' he said, watchmghe toyed with
the crisp bread roll on her plate. 'So we're botanding to respect
our roles of guest and host? Politeness shall prevaatever lies
beneath in the way of our private opinion of eattie?'

Melanie's back stiffened and her chin lifted.
‘That,' she told him shortly, 'is far from tactful!

The tawny eyes widened, subjecting her to an ietemsl arrogant
stare. However, whatever he had intended to sayhof® be voiced
because at that moment Aunt Cissy, having caughtdther angry
exclamation of her niece, turned her head and said,

'‘What are you two doing—having a quarrel already?"
'‘Quarrel?' repeated Melanie. 'No, of course not.’

‘You were raising your voice, dear, and | just weredl.' said Aunt
Cissy apologetically.

'‘Poor Melanie is perhaps suffering from "man-dike'li' suggested
Aunt Gertie, 'and who can blame her?Luke," sheimoad in her
rather forceful voice, and ignoring Melanie's disdibure, 'you must
make allowances for the child.’

His eyes flickered with interest as they moved fideianie's flushed
countenance to the rosy glowing face of his aunt.--

'‘Must 1?7 Now why is that?'

'l—it doesn't matter—I mean, it can be of no paific interest to Mr
Shadwell,’ put in Melanie, her colour mantle de@pgnow, but with
anger.

‘Mr Shadwell? Good gracious, child, he's Luke! Yewousins!



‘Several times removed,' supplemented Aunt Cibsy,cousins for
all that.'

'l asked why | should be expected to make allowsifiaeMelanie.'

He saw the start given when he mentioned her nameignoring

Melanie altogether, he gave his whole attentiohisoaunt. 'Is there
some thing | ought to know?'

'Well, yes, | believe there is, just so that youl wie kind and
understanding to the child--'

‘Aunt Gertie—pleasé Mr Shadwell doesn't want to know--'

'Oh, but you're mistaken,' came the cool determinegtruption. 'l
most certainly do want to know.'

Melanie looked daggers at him, her mouth tight. Bwdre was
nothing she could do, as his aunt was already gilvim the sad story
related to her by Aunt Cissy both in her lettersd,aMelanie
suspected, again by word of mouth soon after tioehtad met. Come
to think of it, therehad been a short interlude of whispering in th
back of the car as they were all being driven ftbenstation to Luke's
home.

‘And so you see, Luke, you must try to make thé&doirget, since
after all, that's the reason for her coming here.'

'l see--' His eyes rested on Melanie's face, whiak now resuming
its pallor as the colour faded from her cheé€ka/o disappointments
in love. How very extraordinary,’ he added thouglhtf as his
flickering glance took in the clear-cut contourdef face, the large,
widely-spaced blue eyes, the high wide foreheaghsad a little now
as if betraying pain. 'Yes ... most extraordinade' frowned, and
then added, in a casual tone now, as if he wergyghrg the matter
off as of no real importance, 'Oh, well, it mighéwbe third time
lucky--'



‘Third time!" Melanie threw him a deprecating glance aaldied
vehemently, 'I'm not such a fool as to run my hieéal a noosesver
again!'



CHAPTER TWO

THE night was moonless, but stars glistened from @ geeple sky;
the lonely bushveld was silent, enfolded in peadth wnly the
chirping of cicadas to give evidence of life outrin in the beautiful
grounds of the house.

Melanie stood on the rear stoep, her mind back-ckwg) to that first
evening, just a week ago, when she had been sorerebad by the
story which Aunt Gertie had told to Luke. He haeédifferent since
then, adopting towards her a sort of condescenkiindgness and
sympathy which aroused in her nothing more thanuanibg
resentment. She had no need of his sympathy; shedwaish for his
kindness. Her experiences had been humiliating ggmauthout this
added feeling of debasement which his conduct \masicg her. If
only she had thought to make known her desire taabat—but it
was a debatable point whether or not she in turmldvdhave
persuaded her cousin to keep silent. Aunt Cisspicdy would have
acknowledged Melanie's wish, but Melanie suspetttat] charming
as she was, Aunt Gertie had a liking for the draanathether it be
related to circumstances or merely gossip.

She turned suddenly, her spine tingling; she knleat step and
wished she had gone straight to her room insteadming out here
for a breath of fresh air, and for a break fromitieessant chatter of
the two aunts. *

'Hello, there. All alone in the dark? Why don't yswitch on the
light?' Luke reached above his head and the lammpfigred on the
stoep. '‘Mind if | join you? Your aunt and mine hat¥stopped talking
for a week. It gets a little wearing, as | suppgse too have noticed.’
Cool and casual tones, yet distinctly edged witdt ihflection of

sympathy. She froze, but managed to answer inra eald even
voice,



'Of course, Mr--'

‘Can't we have Luke for a change?' he cut in vathesasperity. ‘'The
aunts think you're crazy!'

‘Very well,' she conceded, 'I'll try."'

‘Don't strain yourself,' with swift sarcasm. 'Adskeng me as Mr
Shadwell won't help in your defences, you know.cdme and stood
beside her; Melanie wanted to move away, but fa& shke of
manners she resignedly stayed where she was. Heedeeo tall
altogether, when he came as close as this, andidited intensely
the hint of shaving lotion or some such which resheth her of heather
moorlands and mossy mountain streams.... Yed)ateelit! —or did
she ...?

'‘My defences?' she repeated as the meaning of dridswdrifted
slowly into her consciousness. 'What do you implyHat?’

‘You're so transparent,’ he answered, hitching iowser leg and
resting his foot on the lower rail of the stoepdY fear's so great that
you're all tight and hard inside.’

'Fear?' she echoed with a frown. 'Fear of what?'

'‘Don't put on that air of perplexity,' he almosagped. 'You can't
deceive me so easily. You know darned well whaeam' She had
the grace to blush and his smile was one of satisfaas he noticed
this heightened colour. 'You seem to regard all rasnpotential
breakers of hearts.’

'‘Nonsense!" she contradicted, 'l do not! In angcasat men have |
met, other than you?"You were at the Club in Rung twice during
this past week,' he reminded her. 'l watched ydh woung Van de
Westeyn; he wanted to be friendly, but you tredui@d as though he



had the plague. And then there was young Groenewstdwas
genuinely trying to make you welcome, and whatyaid do?"

'l c-can't remember.'
"‘Liar!

‘Well ... surely | can please myself! I've no wishdance or even to
talk to them!'

‘Then why go?'

'‘Because you said you didn't want me to be lefé-hat wasn't right
that you, as my host, should take the aunts andhedt

He gave a small intake of breath, denoting his trepae with her.

‘You're the strangest woman I've ever come actosggld her. ‘Are
you intending to be like this all your life?"

'l am," briefly and very forcibly.

'‘Why,' he suggested with a satirical smile, 'dgatt consider taking
the veil?'

Melanie coloured.

'Such sarcasm's in very bad taste,’ she said. Sémm to have
forgotten what you said about each of us respettiegther.’

'‘Guest and host ... yes, I'm glad you remindedAtigehe same, we
haven't been exactly polite at times, have we? af@uof course to
blame, for the most part. You're so touchy, sddiab shrink and then
to expand--'

‘Must you talk in riddles?’



‘You flare up for nothing," he told her, bypasding interruption. 'But
first you curl up inside yourself, trying to findggection, rather like
the little creatures that encyst.' "Thanks!'

'‘Don't mention it.'

Melanie said, a curious light in her eye,
'l don't understand you at all.'

The tawny eyes portrayed amusement.

‘Do you want to?' he asked, and she gave an inmpaieug of her
shoulders. Civility was so very difficult to summon occasions like
this.

'‘Not particularly,' was her blunt reply. 'Neveriss, it might be more
comfortable for both of us if we kept to the prasaand the
uncomplicated.’

'‘Prosaic? Just the sort of word I'd expect youst'u
‘You wouldn't expect me to use the word romantiayhd you?"'

'‘Never—at least, not in this mood you're in at présTell me, how
long did it take you to get over the first break?'

'Giles?' The word came out unbidden, and Luke's éikered with
interest. 'Three and a half years— about.'

'‘Dear me! What fragile hearts women do have. Duaryaeally take
over three years to mend?'

The colour in her cheeks deepened.



'I'd rather not talk about it." She stared up at m wordless misery
for a long moment before adding, 'lt isn't easyatl about it at any
time, but now--' She paused and Luke prompted lquiet

'But now—what?"
She shook her head and frowned.

'It's harder still to talk to someone who can't reveegin to
understand.'

'What makes you so sure that | won't understarel@asked, and she
thought she detected an edge of irritation to bisev

‘You're--' She stopped, biting back the words thaé to her lips. To
her amazement he finished for her.

'—hard and unfeeling, insensible to the troublestbérs.' Crisp the
tone and short. Melanie nodded despite his glirgixgression.

‘That's right. | would also have added the word temnéess.'

A silence ensued, a strange uneasy silence assfbetanie was
concerned. She was experiencing something thatusadoof a
warning, vague, indefinable— yet troublesome. Isves if Luke
were smouldering beneath this cool and placid eiter

'‘Emotionless, eh?' And now the voice, though stiiet, contained a
strange vibrancy that caused a tingle to run thal tength of
Melanie's spine. 'That, my dear Melanie, is a \@&ygerous thing to
say to a man who has any self-respect at all...'G#it? Why?' This
was spoken slowly, for she was attempting to aedtys words. 'l--'

‘Yes, itis. Because, you see, he will in all ptabgy have the urge to
disprove your statement." She stepped back svaftlghe warning
took shape in the form of a flash of perception, e could not



escape the hand that shot out and jerked her gente fashion until
she found herself hard up against his sinewed bddy.face was
brought up with even less gentleness as, catclanpdir, he pulled it
back, and the little cry of pain she uttered waledt as his hard
demanding mouth came down on hers. She strugglieiyviaut in
vain, twisting this way and that, determined todirdéree. But his
hold was like a hawser, his mouth sensuous, hiy bletiberately
pressed close to hers. Released at last, Melamé back against the
rail of the stoep, fighting for breath, her eyessHing fire. In Luke's
eyes was a sort of amused triumph; he was stalechut not touching
her.

‘You utter cad!" she cried, tears of mortificat&inreaming down her
face. 'How dare you, a stranger, act like that!

‘Stranger?’ with a lift of his brows. 'l was untlez impression that we
are cousins—er—several times removed, as yourraumdrked.'

'l hate you! | only wish | could leave your house@ace!

‘Too late, my dear, far too late. We'll talk abaub the morning—if
you're still of the same mind, that is.' His mogkieyes looked her
over before settling on her tear-stained face. ‘aght on reflection
decide you liked my kisses, and wish to stay--'

‘You self-conceited, pompous overbearing creatlit®no wonder
you're a bachelor—for I'm sure no woman in hertrigind would
even give you a second glance!" She spoke wildlying anything
that entered her mind regardless of whether otmoade sense. For
all she desired was to lash out at him with hegt@n to let him hear
things about himself that would ring in his eansdwery long time to
come. Her mouth was bruised, her bones achinghbteed for him
and his sex consumed her and she went on, findijegrtves that,
had they all applied, would have surely branded &srthe son of



Satan himself. 'l shall tell my aunt about thige lazed at last. 'And
she will in turn tell it to your aunt!

'l don't think you will, my dear--'
‘And don't call me your dear!

‘My, but what a temper you have! Be careful, coudimine, for |
might just turn you upside down, throw you acrogskmee and give
you the beating of your life." As he spoke he wasaking off a
branch from the bougainvillaea vine which wound uigusly
around a white stone pillar supporting the stoepthVdeliberate
flicks of his fingers he was stripping the brandhte flowers and
leaves while Melanie watched, fascinated, unablkesttape because
he was standing in front of her and she knew, somekhat if she
ventured to move he would prevent her from doing so

'You—you w-wouldn't d-dare,’ she stammered whenaat, Ithe
branch fully stripped, he held it out for her t@se

‘Dare what?' he inquired challengingly. 'Dare what,dear?’

She blinked, not at all sure if he was teasing dredeterminedly
serious.

‘You wouldn't dare to—to t-touch me--' Her voicailed away and
she paled as she noted his slanting glance.

‘You do ask for it, don't you? Are you daring megl&hie?' he added
in an almost gentle tone. 'Well, are you?'

She swallowed and shook her head.

'‘N-no,' she stammered meekly.



'Sensible girl." The stick was tossed away, righeroher head.
'Incidentally, | wouldn't have used the stick —ngnld would have
been more than adequate.' Again the glint in thassy eyes. He
took a step towards her, but she made no attemgtefo back this
time. Her hand was taken again and she made nesprehen he bent
his head and kissed her quivering lips. 'Why salé®@che wanted to
know, but answered before she had time to do smy'r¥ learning,
little one, learning that what | want | shall havesven if | take it by
force. Much more comfortable, wasn't it, to abanttenstruggle?’

She flashed him a glance of hatred.

'l shall leave here first thing in the morning, wex my aunt agrees
to come with me or not!'

But of course she did not leave, did not even tluhkeaving. She
had—apart from that mortifying incident—been enpuyi the
holiday, inasmuch as she could enjoy it with hamndrso often going
back to Robin and his treatment of her. The coutteyv her and she
had walked a great deal since coming here. Thecgland the peace
were especially attractive and she was not ingbstltroubled by the
fact that she was more or less on her own, theawds having
become such bosom friends that they were alway®theg
Sometimes Aunt Cissy would suggest that Melanieecomto town
with them when they went shopping, but invariabhe gefused,
preferring to wander along the dry stream bed amdl ffowers she
had never known before, or sit quietly and watche tt
brightly-plumaged birds flitting about among the gum cypress
trees, their lovely wings flashing in the sunshibeke, aware that
she could ride, had told her she could have Saragentle mare
which he kept specially for any lady guest who niggsire to take a
canter along the dusty road that flanked the rbest.



'I'd like to take advantage of your offer if | maghe told him stiffly
three days after the incident on the stoep. 'WAd of the boys saddle
her for me?"

Luke had come from the fields where he had beeh thié boys
pruning the lemon trees.

"'l get her ready for you," he offered, his ejaatly mocking as they
looked into hers. 'Coming round—at last?"

Melanie counted ten before she spoke.
‘You couldn't expect me to forggtatin a hurry, could you?'

‘Shouldn't bear malice,' he returned carelesslym€ on, then, and
we'll see to Sanaan.’

He saddled the mare for her and then gave hercaugreven though
she did not require his aid. "Where are you goihgasked.

‘Just along the road and back.’
He hesitated.
'If you wait a minute I'll come with you.'

'It's not necessary for me to be on a leading-reias her sarcastic
rejoinder. 'l wouldn't like to keep you from youoik.'

His eyes glinted dangerously.
‘You're forgetting that pact we made—about respedtall that.'

'I'm sorry. | do keep forgetting that I'm a guestyour house and
therefore | must treat you with some semblancespect.’



'Some semblance?' he echoed. 'If it's such a skr@mdon't bother. It
lets me out, so we'll cut even.'

She bit her lip.

'I'm sorry," she said again and, flicking the reioantered away,
leaving him standing there staring after her, gpdemwvn on his face.

She galloped along the river bed, under the shadeeogums and
later, the willows. Reaching a pool that had nadiup, she reined in
and dismounted. Sanaan was tethered to a treetoladash patch of
grass which she instantly began to crop. Melamieslacks and a
white short-sleeved shirt, sat on a boulder anddyaze the pool.
She could see life, but it wasn't in the form &hfi However, she
found interest in the way the little wriggly creeds got about so
swiftly in the water. Black butterflies flitted abbamong the crimson
flowers and birds came close to her feet in thesreh for insects. A
deep hush blanketed the landscape, like the silehegernity, she
thought, and realized that dusk was very close.r&e and rode on
instead of turning back; she wanted to find thel®mahole down
which the river plunged.

She had been riding for no more than ten minuteswgihe heard the
cadenza of a waterfall, breaking in on the vasinsi. And there it
was, dramatic, awe- inspiring, as the water, confiogh a higher
level, plunging over a hard bank of rocks, cascadedn and
disappeared into the swallow hole, leaving the oégthe bed dry,
downstream from the swallow hole. Melanie stoodhia gathering
shadows watching the last rays of the dying sutheg painted the
mountains with rose and gold and palest yellowl Ppalm trees
swayed, their dark fronds, speckled with crimsatest from the sun,
silhouetted against the darkening sky. The veldimecinsignificant
as the shadows deepened, colours changing frogrélee of tropical
grass lands to drab fawns and browns and a dalbéemerald. Over



the vast landscape night was falling and stars \@kesady peeping
through the purple velvet sky.

Turning, Melanie began to gallop back, but she sntjdknew fear,

as, with the moon obscured by cloud, the world adober was

growing darker and darker with every moment thatspd. Sanaan
stumbled and whinnied and almost stopped; Melap@axed her on,

but it was clear that the mare did not like thekdass—not when she
was in territory that was unfamiliar to her.

How stupid, Melanie chided herself. She was unabtee at all now
and she felt sure that the path had run out. Oremarrectly, she had
lost it, taking a fork instead of keeping to theim@ute. She reined
in and slid down from the horse's back, pattingreassuringly and
murmuring to her in soft and gentle tones. The mazzled against
her shoulder and whinnied again. Moving cautiousiy,still holding
on to the reins, Melanie thought she had found pghth and,
re-mounting, she cantered along, sure that shehleaajiht path now.
But time went on and no sign of lights appearetetioher that she
was nearing the house. Fear caught her and sheestagain, allsorts
of visions running through her mind, visions of dvdnimals and
snakes, of Africans on the prowl. Her heart natyriaégan to beat
over-rate and her nerves played her up repeateldé/;saw many
strange shapes which, afterwards, she was fairlyd&id not exist at
all.

What time was it? She had no idea, but felt suaeitimust be almost
dinner time and there would be near panic whenwleaunts were
informed that she was missing.

She was just about to re-mount when she heard aamadl too
unutterably relieved to speak, heard it again gjanebefore she was
able to make her voice loud enough to be heard.vbee came
nearer, and nearer, until at last she was ablectmgnize it as that of
Luke. How mad he would be! But she was not conckemmigh his



reaction to her foolishness in not returning indjrshe was far too
relieved at the idea of his finding her at all, &re had in her wild
imaginings found herself spending the night outehen the

wilderness of the primitive bushveld.

'‘What the hell--!" Luke spoke savagely as he cameauher, a
powerful torch in his hand. It shone directly inber face and
Instinctively she put up a hand to shield her eyge. you quite out of
your mind? What in the name of Hades made youaiglgere all this
time? And why didn't you keep to the path, as yad me you were
doing?'

'l somehow lost it," began Melanie. 'I'm terribbrigy---'

'Sorry! Do you realize that you've got your auntl amine worried

sick?' In his fury he lifted a hand and she steppedne side, half
expecting a slap on the arm. '‘Come on, give mesiing, and you get
up on her back!

'‘But--'
‘Up, | said, and no arguments!'

She obeyed at once, and nothing more was said éetthem until

they arrived at the homestead where every lightldssh turned on.
The two aunts and four servants were there, omwitie white steps,
and there were cries of relief from Aunt Cissy wWhieere echoed by
her cousin in an even louder voice.

‘My love! Oh, but we thought you were never comagk!'
'l wondered if we'd ever see you again!'

‘You found her, baas. | knew you would.'



'‘Missus, I'm glad to see you back.' It was Elizapand she came
forward to smile at Melanie.

What a fuss! Melanie had never felt so guilty in life. She could see
her watch now and was horrified to discover thatas almost nine
o'clock.

'Is Luke putting Sanaan away?' from Aunt Cissy., '@t he was
worried. What happened, child? Did you miss youy®a

Melanie nodded, unsure of whether she was glacdbtonhave the
opportunity of getting in a word of her own.

'l feel so guilty, and foolish. | hadn't meant taysout until dark, but it
came down so suddenly.’

‘You know by now that it comes down suddenly," greapthe voice
from behind her, and she turned to look up into ahgry face of
Luke. How forbidding he appeared! His face wasttigis jawline
taut, his eyes glinting with anger. Regardlessanfaunt's presence he
set into Melanie, and before she quite knew itwghae in tears.

'‘Luke," intervened Aunt Gertie severely, 'that'®ugh. Melanie's
gone through sufficient, out there on her own, withyour laying

into her like this. She's exhausted and | expe& wlas very

frightened, so leave her alone. Go upstairs, et freshen up. We
haven't had dinner yet--'

‘You haven't?' she interrupted without thinking.ativally we
haven't! from Luke wrathfully. "You've had evergominning around
looking for you! Dare to do anything like that agand you'll answer
to me! All right,' he added with increasing anggou can dry those
eyes 1 Tears have no effect on me whatsoevernnbese sort of
circumstances. Upstairs—and don't keep us waiting!l



'Luke," protested Aunt Cissy, 'do have a littleypior the child.
Melanie dear--'

‘Yes, Auntie,’ she returned wearily, 'I'm goingitty up. I'll be down
in less than ten minutes.'

Dinner was a quiet meal, with even the aunts beitiger subdued by
the frowning countenance of the master of the house

And when it was over Melanie went straight to besdary and
unhappy and blaming Robin for it all. She could sleep and after
trying for over an hour she got up, slipped inteeglige and stepped
out on to the verandah which ran outside her windgew cool the
night, and how silent. Twinkling lights in the vefgr distance
signified the existence of an African village antdass the lonely
bushveld there drifted the weird and primitive otef a native
drum-beat. It fell, muffled, on the sweet-scenteghhiair, mingling
with the unmusical whirring of the cicadas in tak tedars at the far
end of the garden. A sound altogether differengbaivielanie’s ear
and as it drew nearer she realized it was a vebfdeme kind. Then
light flared and a ranch wagon crunched to a hate floodlit drive
close to the front of the house. Two young peopleogit, a man and
a woman. Melanie heard them being introduced tabat as Jancis
and Edward Beaufort, brother and sister. The gab wressed in
slacks and a dark shirt, her brother in slacks arsiveater. Luke
appeared; there was some chatter and laughterthvathoices of the
two aunts rising now and then above the othersn ey were all on
the stoep, sitting with drinks and enjoying a ahahe cool of the late
evening. Melanie heard her name mentioned by Aweti€& who
said that she had been lost and so had gone edrgdt

'‘Oh, how dreadful' It was the girl who spoke arite ssounded
genuinely upset. 'It must have been terrifyingHer. | hope, Luke,
that you didn't scold her.’



'‘What makes you think I'd do a thing like that?akked, and Melanie
gave a little gasp at the bland way in which theswaid.

'l know you, Luke—your infernal temper, that isdBjiou scold your
cousin?'

'‘Dreadfully, dear Jancis. That's why the child'si\@gdo bed. She
couldn't stand his scowling countenance any lohger.

Voices now were lowered a little and Melanie losbsinof the
conversation. But just as she was going in agaenh&ard Edward
say,

‘We hear you're going back to England, Mrs Nodehat right?'

‘Yes, Edward. I'm getting on a bit and | feel | glabbe retiring. It's
not that | work hard here at all, but | do do #difor Luke. If | go he
can then get someone else.'

'You've done more than a bit,' contradicted LuKeu'did everything
for Father before he died and I'm exceedingly duate you. Also,
you know how | feel about your leaving; you canreshere, for
Elizabeth and the houseboys can do all that's sapes

'It's kind of you, dear Luke, but | do want to bi&hamy people—and
live in a civilized country for a while.'

'It's understandable,’ put in Jancis. 'If you'vedi here all your life as
we have, and Luke of course, you don't want to éimgwhere else.
The heat and, drought and the loneliness donttaftes at all, simply
because you're used to it.'

‘Well, I'm used to it by now, but all the same,dwto go home.'

'‘She's coming back with my niece and me," Melaeiardh her aunt
say.



'‘When will that be?’'
'In about a fortnight's time, or just over.'

'S0 soon? But you've only just come. A month ianywhere near
long enough! Why don't you stay for Christmas—alsly three
months away.'

‘Well ... | could, but my niece might not wish téowever, it would
be nice to have Christmas in the height of sumittigput it to her in
the morning.'

Melanie turned into her room, her eyes glinting aed mouth tight.
Her aunt could stay if she wished, but she heisa&df no desire to
spend another two months under the roof of the-temepered,
overbearing Luke Shadwell.



CHAPTER THREE

SHE was up as the dawn broke, having slept badlyuheontrolled

thoughts flitting all the while between Luke Shathaed Robin. She
squirmed at the memory of Luke's ruthless scoldshg; shrank from
the memory of the scene in which Robin had—withany prior

warning hint—told her that he had fallen in lovetwher sister. Life
seemed to hold nothing for her at all and she wattlg she would
ever have an anchor, and what form it was likelyate. True, she
could make her home with her aunt, but that cooldoe for always.

After taking a bath and getting into slacks andig,sshe went down
into the garden. It had rained violently during thght and now the
earth smelled fresh, and the dust had been laglairlwas heady and
cool, for the sun was still very low, having convepthe horizon in a
glorious blaze of fiery crimson which flared in gegt arc across the
brittle sky. Melanie strolled through the lovelyognds, glancing
back now and then to appreciate the homesteaddifbenent angles;
white, Dutch-gabled, it was indeed a stately hontk its impressive
pillars and wide shining steps, its portico andyeté balustrade and
lofty stoeps. Ancient, magnificent trees surroundbd grounds
which themselves were a paradise of subtropicalstend shrubs.
She loitered by a bed of canna lilies and wadgastling to touch one
when she realized she was no longer alone. Stengd and turned.
Luke was there, the picture of health and vitalit\g bronzed face
turned towards the sunrise, his eyes narrowed sigiggnfiery glare.
He was in shorts and a dazzling white shirt, arelltand was tucked
casually into his belt.

Her colour rose, which was natural, since leaping foom her
subconscious was the incident of last evening.--

‘You're up early,' was his casual comment as heiea her face in
a critical way.



'l woke very early, and this seemed an excelleqmodpnity for a
contemplation of nature--' She tailed off, surptisieat he should be
showing amusement. He was, though, for his mouth twéching
and his eyes glimmering slightly.

'Prettily put,' he remarked. 'l could add to yau wished.’
'l don't understand?'

‘Melanie," he said, trading his humour for impateenvith the rapid
change of mood which only a man of his personalayld effect,
'‘what makes you assume that obtuseness whiclpi®ftbess simply
because it doesn't deceive me in the least?'

‘All right, | do understand, then,' she almost g&ap She was angry
at having her solitude broken into, especially k&, who was the
last person she would wish to spend her time Whthd what would
you add, might | ask?'

'l would add more in the way of atmosphere. Youeant in order to

appreciate the bountiful gifts which nature canvme; you wanted

to watch the sunrise alone, to smell the delighdtidnts of flowers

drenched in rain, to wander in the fullness offitaace around you, to
drink in the exotic beauty of the scenery--'

"You should be a poet,' she broke in sarcastically.

'l hadn't finished," shortly and with another catiexamination of her
face. 'There's nothing poetical in what | have do.aHe paused,
offering her time to comment, but she gave a siaatl impatient
shake of her head. Why didn't he go, seeing thatassfully aware of
her desire to be alone? "You wanted to do all ttlusgs, and yet you
intended wallowing in your misery, half of your mdingiven
over—willingly—to the misfortunes you've suffereddgain he
paused and now his eyes were hard and censoillmugou believe
you're the only one who's suffered?'



'‘No, of course not! But to be—Dbe jilted twice! Wladtout my pride?'
Anger surging even higher, she glared up at hinn, dmeall fists
clenched at her sides. 'You talk as if I'm makingatyr of myself!
But then you have no understanding, no heart!

'l wouldn't agree, Melanie." And suddenly his tom&s gentle and
although she had in her anger turned from him slesvknstinctively

that his eyes had softened too. 'But | would admia measure of
impatience. You came here to help in the forgettthgn't you?'

'It was mainly that, yes.'

'‘But you have no intention of forgetting. On thentary, you allow
your mind to dwell on what has happened to youréxbme if I'm
wrong," and because she still avoided his eyesble ther by the
shoulders and turned her round to face him. Hed nees bowed; he
tilted it up and instinctively she caught at hisithavhich was under
her chin. She let go as if it were hot, realizingatvshe had done. Her
colour fluctuated delicately and she saw his gazeime a most odd
expression. Her eyes were clouded with pain anddvedy mouth
moved spasmodically. 'l tried to be kind,' he wagrgy after a long
moment of profound silence, 'not only because Abmittrude asked
me to but because | wanted to. But you refuseddpand--"Because
| don't want your pity!" she flashed, stepping backhat some little
distance was put between them. 'l don't want argquity--Would
you, in similar circumstances?'

Without hesitation he shook his head, but immediatent on to say
that he had always assumed that women were difffn@am men in
that respect.

'l assumed that, being the gentler, more emotiged, they
instinctively wished for sympathy when troubles dieshem. |
suppose,' he added, reflectively rubbing his climat it's all part of
the male instinct to protect.’



Melanie stared then, her eyes wide and disbeliewigye was a
different slant altogether on his character! Newewld she have
given him credit for traits such as he was revegalin this
conversation. His expression too was faintly tredldnd the softness
which she knew would be in his eyes was most geytdhere as,
looking down at her, they seemed to smile evenghahey were
grave as well.

She was moved to say, her own voice softer nownpdwest all trace
of anger,

'I'm sorry, Luke. | didn't understand--'
‘But you do now?'

She nodded.

'l think so.’

'‘And you admit that | was right when | said youdseelling on your
misfortunes?"

Again she nodded, moistening her lips.

'l Suppose you're right,’ she answered, but grgdgifor all that.
And she did decide to add, 'l can't just put itrinme like turning off a
tap. | was in love with Robin.’

'‘But he wasn't for you, Melanie," he pointed out.

'Had you and he been meant for one another thémngoshort of
death itself would have separated you.'

Again the seriousness of his words and the mannieo delivery
surprised her. The cold hard logic of them did notas exactly what
she would have expected of him.



'‘Nevertheless,' she returned obstinately, 'l gasttaccept this and,
all in a moment, forget that | ever cared for Robin

Luke said quietly, '‘Would you have him back, weeddncome to you
at this very moment?"

She gave a start, blinking her lashes as she eodes/to provide a
truthful answer to this.

'l don't know--'
'Oh, yes, you do! You wouldot have him back.'
‘But if he explained that he'd made a mistake ...?'

'For you, Melanie, there is a standard set in yound. This fellow
Robin falls short—excessively short —of your higdaslards. Forget
him; he was never worth a thought of yours.'

Melanie said nothing, but she reflected on whahde been saying.
She knew that she ought not to take Robin backjldhiee come to
her, but she was not sure whether she would betaltaild up a
sufficiently effective defence against his persuagiowers, for these
had always been strong, as was proved by the wdyatided her
from the path she had chosen after her first disiapment in
love—when she had lost Giles to her sister.

'l think I'll carry on with my little stroll," sheaid quiveringly at last.
‘Talking about Robin doesn't do me any good dt all.

'On the contrary, | believe this talk has doneeagdeal of good. Do
you mind if | stroll along with you?' he added aféepause. Melanie
had taken a few steps already, but she stoppethgtaith a sudden
frown at the lovely canna lilies in the border blesher. Behind them
a scarlet hibiscus shone in the early crimson,tlighd a small
protective hedge of oleanders sent forth their swkesive perfume



on to the fresh morning air. She wanted to be altiiveas an urgent
desire coming from the heart. And yet for some mprehensible
reason she found herself saying,

‘No, of course | don't mind."

'‘Good.' He was brisk all at once. 'l wanted to talkyou about a
problem that's come up.' He fell into step, adngshis speed to hers.
'I've a very good friend who has recently lostwaife. He has a little
girl of six and a half who happens to be fond of-fier some quite
inexplicable reason,' he added with a sort of drumour. And then
he paused and Melanie glanced sideways at him, evorgpwhere all
this was leading. 'He—Kevin—has to go to Englandabout a
fortnight's time to see to all the legal aspecta bfg transfer of land
and other assets into the hands of his brothersa/trustee he has
been since the boy was small. This brother is ne@nty, at which
age he comes into a huge fortune; this was letdirbgunt who also
left a fortune to Kevin, who was old enough attihee of her death
both to come into his own inheritance and to bstéd to look after
that of his young brother.’

Again Luke paused and Melanie waited, bewildered thgse
confidences and now certain that they were leadm{p something
of importance ... importance to her personallyviddhas excellent
servants, but they're all Africans and he can‘vdeBeborah with
them—it wouldn't be fair in any case. He can't thlkee with him
because his whole time will be taken up with thisibess he has to
do. So,' added Luke slowly, 'he has asked me te hav, believing
that Aunt Gertrude would be here. Well, as you knglve's returning
with your aunt in two weeks' time, so there woret dny white
woman here either. | practically gave him my pramden he asked
me a few weeks ago and | don't feel like going bacht. Melanie,
would you care to stay and care for Deborah?' &bleeld up swiftly,
shaking her head. 'No, | couldn't. You see, | haweflat—' "Your
aunt said that you had to give up your job in otdezome here.’



‘That's right; there are no problems about a jali, ray flat. It's
coming winter in England and there's no heat oerfting will get
damp." She frowned in thought. 'This little girl—sise's obviously
been used to having only her father—and the natemants, of
course—nher position wouldn't be any different hareyld it?'

'‘Her mother's been dead only just over six weakdjmconsequence
her father's given her the whole of his time. | Wonot be able to do
this, since | have my work to do. | did in fact edwut Aunt Gertrude
and she was not at all taken with the idea of lgparchild on her

hands for two whole months--'

"Two months? That's a long time for her fatherdatway.'

‘There's a vast amount of work to be done, appsrdot this aunt
left over a million pounds to this young nephewsykevin will be
away for about a couple of months, if not a litleger.'

Melanie stopped by a high trellis on which was dh@a lovely
bougainvillaea vine, its lilac flowers making a mégent display
against a background of cypress trees. She saiditiilly,

‘Aunt Cissy might like to stay--'

‘She would like to stay; she told me last evenitgy any visitors had
gone—I had a couple of young friends of mine dropfter you had
gone to bed,' he explained, and Melanie nodded®eafdmitting that
she not only knew this but had been on the verandem they were
all talking. "You probably heard her saying it,niRe

‘Yes, but | decided there and then that no mattetvAunt Cissy
decided | was going home at the end of a month.’

His lips twitched.



'l can't say that | blame you, Melanie. | had mghtito lay into you
like that, especially before the aunts. | apologimé must add that if
you do anything like that again I'm quite likelylie even more angry
than | was last evening.'

Not a very gracious way to apologize, she thougbt, made an
apology of her own for all that.

'l ought to have considered the inconvenience lterst' she owned
guiltily. 'There won't be another time, Luke.'

'‘Good girl"" He flicked a hand, asking if she widh® carry on
walking. 'We've no need to confine ourselves to glaeden,' he
added, 'we can go beyond; it's still too earlylforakfast.’

‘Very well, we'll walk a little farther.’

Once through the gates they were on a stony ocbl@dired lane just
wide enough for a car or ranch wagon. It ran thiholugke's lands and
as mixed farming prevailed in this particular regibere stretched
away—on both sides of the lane—the emerald greeaaliengelds,

tall healthy plants with their 'slender leaves Imgtin the breeze.
Away to the west were great expanses of citrusstaged in the
opposite direction lay the vast region which wasgegi over to

forestry. Melanie could understand why Luke ‘'washle to give

Deborah the attention which she obviously needddisisad time in
her young life. He talked now, and she learnedahlihbugh her aunt
had expressed a desire to remain long enough ta Seeth African

Christmas, Aunt Gertie desired nothing more thabhean England
for that festivity. And so it had already been ded that the original
arrangements still stood.

'So you see,' continued Luke, with a certain degfgeersuasion but
with no sign of anything that could even remotedy described as
begging, 'I'm enlisting your aid. | did mentionylmur aunt, after mine



had gone to bed, that | was intending to put thoagpgsition to you.
She was of the opinion that it would do you goodtty.'

'In order to forget," with bitterness as once agha face of Robin
came into her mental vision.

'‘Deborah needs someone, Melanie." Gentle the tame niot
persuasive this time. He was making a statementhwéine could
muse over or ignore, whichever she chose.

She slanted him a glance and he turned his headatiny eyes
examining, as they so often were. She knew shepaias that in the
harsh morning light the dark rings beneath her eyesid not be
exactly enhancing to a face that was in her opimioly ‘passable’.
What she did not know was that her sadness had @basort of
appeal, that the distress portrayed by the quigesinher lips lent a
certain beauty to them to which Luke was by no raddimd.

‘The flat,' began Melanie. 'l don't want to leatvallithat time.'

'l see,’" crisply and with a sort of grim resignatidForget it,
Melanie—forget | ever asked you to stay.'

That evening there was a dance at the Jasmine &idmlthough
Aunt Cissy maintained she was far too old to daieenevertheless
wanted to go, and obligingly Luke offered to taker land Aunt
Gertrude.

Melanie refused, saying she preferred to stay thraad.
'‘But, dearest,’ protested her aunt, 'you'll belioak by yourself.'

'l don't want to dance,' she returned in firm ingplale tones, and
Lj*ke, turning from his contemplation of two piceas who had



come from the native hut where they lived and viretthe field with
their father, said coldly,

‘Melanie must do as she pleases. She's my guesasasdch her
wishes must be observed by everyone.'

Aunt Cissy looked askance at her, her lips formangig surprised
'‘Ooh' while her cousin, more familiar with her nepts moods,
observed rather dryly,

‘You two've been at it again, eh? | asked you tkibeé to the child.’

The child--Melanie drew in her breath. In normatamstances she
might not have minded this expression, but of &ite had begun to
resent it, and at this moment she was actuallg g it. However,
she let it pass, naturally, and she also let pake's remarks, but on
finding herself alone that evening she began tod&oif she really
wanted it that way. It was so quiet, for the howssthad long since
gone off to the hut they occupied among the littiester of native
huts a quarter of a mile or so along the lane abkzh was in, though,
for she was a widow and had a bedroom in the house.

Melanie picked up her book and tried not to allogr lnerves to
trouble her. She had turned several pages whewned on her that
she had not taken in one word of the text. Sheilaadide and leant
back in the big armchair, wondering what Elizabg#s doing, there
at the far end of the rambling old house. The custavere closed, but
suddenly she wanted them open, so that she coeldwgside. But
apart from the flickering lights from the nativellage there was
nothing to see—except for the stars, and the imdisbutlines of
trees and kopjes and the grotesque shape of tha@ndimassif.
Cicades trilled into the cool night air, but excégt this the silence
was intense. Never had she experienced such smiation, such
frightening aloneness as she was feeling now. Harthbegan to



thump and it took all her restraint to stand stiltl not to turn and run
to find Elizabeth.

Impatiently she closed the curtains, feeling sheept her fear, but
try as she would she could not settle, and aslastdecided that there
was nothing wrong in going along to find Elizab&itiernatively she
could ring the bell and ask for a drink of tea@mething, but she just
had to move, so she went along the corridor tckitoben. It was in
total darkness and in a sort of frenzy she snappetie light.

'Elizabeth," she called, going towards the doahefroom occupied
by the woman. 'Elizabeth—you're not asleep, are?yéler voice
sounded cracked and hoarse even to her own earshanthade a
tremendous effort to steady her nerves. 'Elizab&til no answer
and her heart seemed to be rising, slowly but tielssly,

into her throat. 'Elizabeth--' Melanie turned tlaatile and pushed the
door inwards, feeling with trembling fingers forethight switch.
There—she had found it!

The room was empty and in a flash Melanie recdllgke's passing
remark that the woman was keeping company with fcah from
the village. But she had gone out without permissod that Melanie
was convinced, for Luke would never leave his gwshe in the
house.

Back in the large well-lighted sitting-room she feliittle better, but
not for long; the idea of being so far from a wiperson and so near
the native village terrified her, even though Lieal told her that the
Africans were to be trusted. Supposing one or abiethem should
decide to come prowling round, believing the baag taken all his
guests into Rayneburg and that the house was eifipisyand other
unlikely thoughts flitting through her mind, Melanivas soon in that
state where she was ready to imagine anythingli§kaed until the
ringing silence of the bushveld out there brough&ehe to her ears.



She moved about the room, glancing at the cloakolild be at least
another three hours before the others would be .batkee
hours-- She flung aside the curtains again, andgl, ttheven by some
force she could not control, she opened the windod/ stepped out
on to the flower-strewn stoep. Light flared from tte®m behind,
flooding the space in front of the house. Melarti@og very still,
staring out into the awesome blackness, tryingit®& put shapes
again. Yes, there they were; once her eyes hadimaocustomed to
the darkness she could discern them. The grovecdlygtus trees
too, to the left of her and fringing the eastedef the garden. Luke
had told her that these immigrants from Australeaewo be found in
many parts of South Africa now, and on the veldséhfiowering
gums were certainly a familiar feature of the |arage.

Suddenly she froze, the hairs on her arms ancedidbk of her neck
standing straight up. Her heart shot right intothevat again and her
legs went like jelly. No, she told herself, it wagt a low insidious
growl that she had heard. But there it was again-ehalposer and not
a growl at all, but the bloodcurdling echo of akgts mournful cry.
Swallowing in an endeavour to dislodge the blockiageer throat,
Melanie stepped back into the room and closed thdaw. But as
she made to draw the curtains she saw the twaddreadlights of a
car and seconds later the long sleek vehicle graara standstill
close to the front door.

‘Luke!" she cried and, without any warning at s#ink gently to the
floor as blackness swept away all conscious thofright her mind.

She was lying on the couch when she came roundlight was
dimmed, only one standard lamp being left on, drad had had a
cloth of some kind flung over it.

'‘Wh-what happened?' she asked weakly, but evenébb&had time
to say anything she had added, shuddering as sheodi'l was
terrified, Luke. | was quite alone--'



'l know," he returned grimly. 'l completely forgthtat Thursday's
Elizabeth's night off. That's why I'm here; | rentmred while | was
at the Club.' He had a glass in his hand whiclsyprably, he had had
ready beforehand. 'Drink this and talk afterwar@shtly he eased
her up on the cushions.

'You came away—because you remembered?' She stdoedlis
eyes and decided that they weren't tawny at allalmoft and warm
shade of brown. 'That was kind of you—very kind.'

'‘Drink your brandy," he ordered roughly. 'lIt wadattd at all. You
know full well that you resent kindness. | returftause it was my
duty to do so. Drink it, | say!

'If it's brandy it'll make me sick--'
‘At once!' he cut in, but she shook her head.

'I'm all right now, Luke,' she assured him, andlhmit the glass for
him to take from her.

His eyes glinting and, she decided, not of a waronvih colour after
all, he told her in no uncertain terms that if shé not drink the
brandy right away he would pour it down her thré#e.looked as if
he would, too, and so she obeyed, shuddering alidga face and
saying that it burned her mouth and throat.

'‘And now,' he said when she had drained the ghass,can tell me
what it was that caused you to faint?'

'You.'
'Me?'

'l was terrified, and when | saw your car | wasrsbeved that
[—I—well, | just lost consciousness.'



He shook his head as if this made no sense to thath a

'‘What were you afraid of—apart from being aloné¢hie house, that
was?'

‘All sorts of things--' She stopped, ashamed of fears and in
consequence loath to talk about them. But she rhig¥é¢ known that
Luke would force it all from her by the simple erpnt of
prompting her each time she made a break in hey.sto

'So you tied yourself up into tight little knots fefar for no reason at
all?'

'l feel so very foolish about it all—now that yair'nere." This last
phrase was spoken without thought and he smiledha gmile and
said, , 'So for once you're glad to see me, eh?’

Melanie looked at him, her mind not totally cleat.yShe thought he
was far too big and overpowering, standing thereking down into

her pallid face, examining her as if he desireddrtow exactly what

was going on in her mind.

'l was never more glad to see anyone in my lifeshe her honest
reply at length. And then, more in order to statly asarcastic
comment that might be forthcoming as a result of werds, she
asked him to sit down.

'Sit down?' with a puzzled look. 'Why?"'

'l don't like you standing--' Her voice trailed anand she put a hand
to her head. 'l think I'm going to pass out agahne said, but Luke
had hold of her, his hands beneath her armpits.

'‘No, you're not! Just hold on—tell yourself thatuyre not going to
faint." Commanding the tone, imperative the mammerhich he held
her. Within seconds she was managing to producardittle smile.



'I'm fine now. Thank you very much, Luke.' She #&lpeace, so safe
and comfortable, here on the couch with Luke'swgtiarm about her.
'I'm so sorry to be such a nuisance.’

‘You're sure you're feeling better?' he wantedrtovk ignoring her
last remark. 'If you are I'll go along to the kikchand get you
something to eat. You had scarcely anything atafitime.’

She blinked at him.
‘How do you know?"'

'I'm not blind," was the caustic rejoinder. Andrth&®h, yes, | was
aware also that you pretended to eat, but whatgakion your fork
wouldn't have satisfied a child.'

'l wasn't hungry,' she owned, amazed that he shoaNg been so
interested as to watch what she was eating. 'Bot & little hungry
now.'

'‘Good. Would you like some coffee with your sandweig?’

She smiled at him as he straightened up, acutelyooous of the fact
that his arm had been removed from her back.

'Yes, please,' she said. 'A milky one, if you damhd?’
'‘Not at all; a milky one it shall be.'
On his return with the tray Melanie inquired abthé aunts.

'I'm going back for them,' he told her. 'It wagait to expect them to
come home at this hour. They're having the timineir lives.'



‘They are?' Melanie had picked up a sandwich,tbwés now poised
half-way to her mouth. 'But Aunt Cissy said she miiagoing to
dance.'

'‘She was certainly dancing when | came away,' itk \s#h some
amusement. 'She and Aunt Gertrude have found thessssvo nice
elderly English gentlemen who are on holiday hereleast,' he
amended, 'they're touring in a Land-Rover and @ecitb stop
overnight in Rayneburg, so they naturally attentezl dance.' He
paused, taking possession of a chair close to tluehc and he
watched her for a moment as she bit into the sasidWwou know,
Melanie, if you weren't so stupid you'd have beéth ws, and you
wouldn't have had the scare, either.'

'l know." She fell silent, wondering whether he waasidering her a
nuisance. 'I'm sorry, Luke, that you had to coma&o

He said slowly,

‘And I'm glad that | did. I'm glad, too, that yowla't add that | had no
need to have come.'

'‘No, | wouldn't dream of saying that, because itildn't be true. I've
already admitted that | was relieved to see youoaathere.'

'‘Why were you at the window anyway?"
'l kept wanting to know what was going on outside.’

‘Nothing goes on outside—unless we have a maraudyeg, and
then we all go out to get him.’

‘A tiger?' Once again her sandwich was poised asstdred at him
with wide frightened eyes. 'l didn't think you hiagkrs in Africa?'



'‘We call leopards tigers,’ he explained. 'Sometinveshave one
about, but as I've said, we all go out, with gwfs;ourse, to catch
him.

'Is he dangerous?’

'He comes after the sheep and, unlike a lion wh® émnly when he's
hungry and intends to eat his Kill, the leopard Will for the sheer
joy of it, as will your English fox. I lost no le$isan sixteen sheep one
night. We got the leopard, but not until a weelelavhen he came
along to try his luck again.'

Melanie took her coffee from the tray and begadriok it, her mind
confused by this change in her own attitude towardse. She tried
at first to explain it by the simple truth that dreel been so glad to see
him that gratitude was now her dominant emotiort, Buwangely, it
was more than gratitude that affected her at tme.tShe was in a
mood of pleasant acceptance of his presencdikstdeing here, on
the couch, with Luke not very far away.

'l expect I'm not yet myself," she murmured, quitaware that she
had spoken her thoughts aloud, unaware, that weds,shhe heard
him say,

‘You still feel groggy? Would you like to lie dovior half an hour or
so before we go out?’

‘We?'

'I'm not leaving you alone a second time,' he ba@dgrimly. '"When |
remembered that it was Elizabeth's night off ani@édided to come
back at once, it was my intention to go along torthtive village and
bring Elizabeth back before | left for Rayneburgtck the aunts up,
but now that I've seen how you are | have no iidgeardf leaving you.'

"'l be all right if Elizabeth's here,' she assuhem.



'Yes, if you'll go along and fetch her--' She cama slow but definite
stop on seeing his expression. 'All right," shed,sdlll come to
Rayneburg with you.'

He glanced at his watch.
‘Do you want a rest first?'

Melanie shook her head. The sandwiches and coféek done
wonders for her, she told him.

'‘And the fresh air will do the rest,' was his ansa® rising, he took
up the tray and disappeared through the door. ®neliirn Melanie
was standing up.

'I'm fine,' she asserted, a little surprised tlineg wasn't weak in the
legs. She looked up at him, her eyes soft and tngmd faintly
pleading. 'Don't tell the aunts that | fainted,lwdu?’

He shook his head.
‘Not if you don't want me to,' he promised.

‘Thanks a lot." He was ready to go, but she hesitdéAnd thank you
for—for—everything,' she murmured, and Luke, aldjoexhibiting
some measure of perplexity at this rather crypgitance, asked no
guestion at all but merely took her arm and, reagline car, helped
her in and tucked a rug around her legs and feet.

'‘Comfy?' he inquired as he slid into the driveeats
‘Beautifully comfy," was her swift and frank reply.

What she didn't mention was that, for the firstaim weeks, she no
longer felt the leaden weight of dejection draggahder senses.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT was four days later that Kevin called with his ggudaughter.
Melanie was in the garden, spread out on the fingtyawn, sunning
herself, when she looked up on hearing the car. dln@s were
having an afternoon nap and as Luke was out sonreveimeong the
citrus trees Melanie naturally got up, grabbinglibach robe that lay
on the grass beside her, and donning it over hieeracanty sunsuit.

'Hello." Kevin spoke before she had time to do"gou're Melanie,
Luke's cousin. He told me about you; you're hettt wour aunt.'

'Yes, that's right. We're here on a month's holidalye flung out a
hand in a little helpless gesture. 'l don't quit®w where Luke is.
Was he expecting you?'

'‘No; | was going into Rayneburg and decided to makketour and
drop in on him.'

‘Can | offer you anything—er—a drink?'

'I'll be glad of one," he answered, and then, logkiown at the pretty,
fair-haired child at his side, 'Say hello to MemniThis is my
daughter, Deborah.’

'Hello, Deborah.' Melanie smiled and took the srhahd which was
extended to her.

'l want to see Uncle Luke.' The child glanced adluad; it was plain
that she felt shy with Melanie. 'Where is he?'

'I'll get Elizabeth to bring your drink on to thep,' offered Melanie.
'‘And thenl'll send Gladstone to see if he can find Lukeadstone,
she had noticed, was in the kitchen garden, pullmgveeds that had
sprung up after the rain.



‘Thank you, Melanie.' Kevin, a man of about thirtgight years of
age, was of average height and weight; he hadkadbsadness on
his tanned face and his grey ey*s were shadowetorBe too

seemed sad and thoughtful; she held tightly tofarer's hand as
they walked over to the stoep.

'‘Would you like coffee, or something stronger?df perhaps you'd
help yourself, as I'm not sure where everythingAisd Elizabeth is
not allowed to touch the intoxicants.'

‘Coffee will be fine. And for Deborah a glass ahlenade if you have
it?'

'I'll tell Elizabeth.'

'Is Uncle Luke coming?' she heard the child askhaswent from the
stoep into the house to ring the bell. '| wantai& to him, Daddy.’

'So you shall, darling. Melanie will find him foow.’

On her return Melanie was able to inform Kevin tB&dstone knew
exactly where to find his master and so Luke shdnddappearing
within the next ten minutes or so.

Meanwhile Melanie sat with the visitors and triedchat with the
child. And after a short while she did manage tk@&wsome headway
and after that it was quite easy.

'I'm going to stay with Uncle Luke while my daddysvay in
England,' she told Melanie, but her father intetedo say,

'‘We're not quite sure, pet. If Uncle Luke's tooybtien he can't have
you--' He tailed off and a small sigh escaped His. eyes were
troubled, and thoughtful; he moistened his lipseoactwice as if he
were under the effect of some nervous complaint.



‘Can | come with you, then?' Deborah was asking.
''d like to go to England and see my other uncle.’

Melanie looked at her as she picked up the gladdaok a drink of
the lemonade. The pale gold hair was long buthick with a blue
ribbon; the eyes were a deep blue, large and wisjgdged. A little
retrousse nose and a pointed chin, a clear pale-8kiogether a very
attractive child, was Melanie's assessment.

'‘Ah, here's Luke now! from Kevin, and Deborah plag her hands
together as she turned her head to see him cagtdang the drive at
the end of which Kevin's car was parked. A few seésolater
Deborah was being swung high into the air and, Rwagc him,
Melanie felt a strange, restless sensation whiehfaited utterly to
comprehend.

‘And how's my best girl?' demanded Luke as he hetdabove his
head. 'Been good for your daddy?'

'I'm always good,' she laughed. 'Aren't |, Daddy?'

What a change in the child, thought Melanie aslahghter of both
Deborah and her captor rang out. She was certagrly fond of
Luke, and very much at home with him. At lengthploe her back on
her feet.

'l see that you've been looked after,' remarkecelagprovingly as he
noticed the empty coffee cup and glass. 'Melarie&n doing the
honours. Thank you,' he added, glancing at her.flabbed a little

and lowered her long lashes.

'I'm glad you could be found,' she murmured, rigmgjo. 'l myself
had no idea where you were, but Gladstone knew.'



Luke merely nodded his head; he was interestedhat \she was
wearing and she instinctively hitched the frontshef beach robe
together. The shaft of a smile touched his lips &ed colour
fluctuated.

'‘Are you going?' he asked when she began to mbheré's no need
for you to do so.'

'l want to get dressed,’ was her reply, and Lukeuggied his
shoulders. But then he said, "What do you thindusflittle Deborah?’

‘She's—charming."
Kevin interposed, 'Don't flatter her Melanie; skefights in it.'
'‘Melanie's nice,' interrupted Deborah. 'l like faiery much.’

‘Thank you, Deborah,' returned Melanie with a swgbntaneous
smile. 'Shall | come back when I'm dressed?"

'Yes, please, and we can go and look at the flaivers

‘Very well; I'll not be long." Conscious of Lukeiyes on her, she
seemed compelled to glance his way. She couldeiptdut note the
guestion in his eyes and she turned away quickbsifig she might
weaken and consent to remain and take care ohiltk ¢

She was almost dressed when there was a quiet kmole&r door.

'‘Come in,' she called, expecting to see Elizalwetherhaps her aunt.
It was Luke, and she glanced down with some disatahe dainty
underslip she wore. 'Oh ...I"

'‘Put something on,' he said without so much aspatogy for the
intrusion. 'Here--' Having picked up the beach rdigetossed it
unceremoniously at her. 'l want to talk to you.'



'If it's about Deborah,' she began, when he inpéediher.

‘You'know very well it is. Melanie, I'm asking you onagain—uwiill
you stay for a couple of months and look after INw?don't interrupt
yet,' he almost snapped as she raised a protdsiimg) to stop him.
''ve had a word with your aunt and she's willioggb along once a
week and see to your flat—to put some heat onrfdraaur or two and
make sure everything's all right.' He stopped thed waited, his
austere features set and yet faintly drawn withedpx'Apart from
anything else," he continued when she did not spgaikll be doing
something fine, something noble. That child needsvaman,
Melanie, and it so happens that fate has willdthit you happen to be
here at this particular time.! Again he waited. [\Nehe said
impatiently when a few silent moments had passed.

She had put on the bathrobe, but she still feldegaately dressed.
However, he had other things on his mind than ¢neaede figure and
she felt her blush fade as she and he stood stairimge another.

'l really don't want to stay--'
‘You're refusing?' His eyes raked, and there wateao his voice.
She felt an onrush of guilt and was angry becatige o

‘Although I'm sorry for both Deborah and her fafHedon't see that
their misfortune's my affair.'

'| see!' His face became an unpleasant mask. i3 iaur final word?'
'‘Luke, | do wish you'd try to understand -
'‘Was that your final word?' he interrupted impatlen

‘You're making me feel dreadfully guilty," she cdamped. 'After all,
it's only chance that I'm here at all.'



His eyes flickered over her contemptuously.

‘You have an opportunity of doing something good fne, as I've
said, and yet you turn it down, for no reason laait | can see.’

Melanie bit her lip till it hurt. It was a most atrge thing, but while
one half of her was more than willing to do as lsked simply
because she was so sorry for those two out ther@ther half of her
was sending out warning lights, telling her to beayanstilling in her
an acute sense of danger.

'l don't know what to do,' she quivered. 'My coesce tells me that |
should stay, but--'

'In that case, stay,' he broke in firmly. '‘Becaifigeu don't, then that
conscience is going to trouble you for a very ltinge to come!'

It was the middle of November and Melanie and Dabavere sitting
under a mango tree, Deborah with her chin in haddand Melanie
leaning against the trunk of the tree, readingetio Rarlier they had
been into Rayneburg—Melanie driving the ranch wagah which
she was now familiar—where they had bought, amdhgrahings,
several glossy children's books and also some aiith which to
colour some of the pictures which had been lefcisfly for this
purpose. There had been heavy rain recently anttithgary of the
Limpopo River was now a pretty stream with shimnmager dancing
over the boulders and thick vegetation growing @lis banks. The
swallow hole farther upstream could no longer tiieevolume and
so the surplus water was allowed to flow on, rughdown a steep
gradient before reaching the area which ran thraugte's rich and
fertile farmlands.



'l wish we could go into town again," Deborah satten at last the
story of the 'White Princess' was finished. 'l wansee if there's a
letter from my daddy."

'‘We asked this morning,' Melanie reminded heroulat very much if
there'll be one today now. We'll go again tomorrbpr,omise.’

But when they got back to the homestead and Luleedhef the
child's desire to go into town again he himseleo#fl to drive in.

'‘We'll all go,' he decided, 'in the car.'

'l like going in the ranch wagon, Uncle Luke, wittelanie driving.'
‘You're going in the car, with me driving.'

'‘Oh, all right. But can | sit in the front with ydooth?'

'Of course; you're only a little one.' But as h&l shis his eyes
travelled to Melanie and she flushed as he slithtbeer her slender
graceful figure. 'Yes, just a little one.’

What was happening to her that she could be halppyHis? she was
asking herself as she sat in the front of thewtin, Deborah between
her and Luke. Robin seemed totally unimportantaat, his face was
becoming vague and she had to work hard when oasmts she
wished to see a clear picture before her. It masthle job she was
doing, she told herself, the worthwhile job of ogrfor a motherless
child while her father was away. On his returnhld told Luke, he
intended employing a white nanny for the child, &edadded that,
while he was in England, he would probably advertis someone.

‘The mail has come, after all.' Luke had gone thoffice and he
emerged holding several envelopes, one of whichhdmeded to
Deborah and one to Melanie.



'It'll be from Aunt Cissy,' she said, her eyestigh up. But their light
faded instantly as she saw the handwriting.

‘Something wrong?' Luke asked, forgetting aboubhis mail for the
moment.

She nodded, her throat having gone dry so thatkpeas delayed.
'It's from my sister,' she told him.

‘Thesister?'

'l've only one. Romaine, who took Robin from me.’

'‘And Giles," murmured Luke, and automatically sbdded her head.
She did not want to read the letieand wished she could destroy it
Yet it must contain something of vital importansemply because it
would never otherwise have been sent, not withgthlveing as they
were between the sisters. There had been thel inftjavhich was
bad enough, but this latest act of Romaine's hadaaas Melanie
was concerned, meant a complete break; she waatkithg more to
do with her sister. 'Come on into the cafe and gan read it.
Deborah, leave yours a moment, and we'll find afoasatble place to
Sit.’

This was done in no time at all and while Deborathciietly in a
corner reading the long letter her father had shtdlanie was
reading hers.

‘They've split up,' she said at last, and Lukegdrkis head, again
forgetting his own mail.

'Robin and Romaine?"

She nodded, wondering if she were as pale as Ehe fe



'Romaine's written to say it was all a mistake #rat she's sorry.
Robin wants me back.'

'So--" The sensuous mouth hardened; the jaw wartt tAnd
you—what do you think about the idea of pickingauprhole lot of
broken pieces and trying to put them together &jdine sarcasm in
his voice could not possibly escape her but, seng did not annoy
her in any way at all.

'l can't come to a decision until I've thought atitu

His eyes glinted, hard as agate.

‘You're willing to think about it?'

Melanie shook her head impatiently.

'I'm confused, Luke. Please don't ask me any maestippns about it.'

'‘As you wish," he agreed, but his voice had an edgg#eel—cold
steel.

'I'd like lemonade, please.' Deborah's voice, Spgak the waitress
standing by their table, cut into the uneasy atrhespthat had arisen
between Luke and Melanie and Melanie gave a sighliaf.

'‘What will you have?' Luke asked her coldly.

‘Just a cup of coffee, please." Why was she nowegected after
having been happy just a short while ago? She wstillchave been
happy had not this letter arrived ... and so tlgtho do was ignore
it. Toss it away and pretend it had never arrivigte did just this, a
waste-paper basket being conveniently placed bytteg conifer at
the side of the table. 'Well,' she said with satgbn, 'that's that!'

Luke glanced up from the letter he was reading.



‘You've made your decision—so quickly?'

She nodded and smiled, little realizing how différehe appeared
from what he had seen in her face a few minutes ago

‘Yes, | have.'
'‘And you look as if you've shed a ten-ton load.’

‘That's exactly how | feel!" Her lovely mouth cudvand then her
smile had spread to laughter. 'I'm free of himg! shid. 'Oh, but you
have no idea what that letter has done to me!'

'If it's freed you, Melanie, then that's good neivshall take you to
the Club tonight, just to celebrate that freedom.'

Her eyes lit up.
‘That's nice of you, Luke.'
‘Just a cousinly gesture,’ was the strangely categbinder.

‘Thank you.' Her voice had lost a little of its werbecause of his tone
and his expression and because he had instanthpeldohis eyes to
his letter again.

'‘What shall | wear?' she was asking herself latezrnwhaving bathed
Deborah and put her snugly into bed, she had eeadrtfor a while
before putting out the light in the dainty littleedroom which the
child occupied. 'l think my plain black velvet gkiind my white lace
blouse.’

Luke's eyes flickered over her as she came dowmetball where he
was waiting for her, looking far too attractivedasual slacks and a
white safari jacket. His thick hair was brushediydout even as she



looked an unruly lock came forward and carelesslitibked a finger
under it, but he had no sooner put it back thaad fallen again.

‘You look wonderful,' he told her, and yet, somehskae thought she
detected a hint of mockery in the compliment. Umbahable man,
who could change moods so swiftly. He baffled mehis manner
towards her which, though still that of the hoshis concern for her
comfort, was also one of faint familiarity, a farmarty which she

shied from, remembering the incident of the kiskjcWw occurred

very early in their acquaintanceship. He had olslypanjoyed it and
he could one day decide he would like a repetitiamd-this she
meant to avoid. There would be no affairs for hieowever

superficial and fleeting. She was finished with nfen ever; the

realm of love and romance and marriage was nohé&r simply

because she had no intention of embarking on tiva¢y that would
take her there.

‘Thank you, Luke,' she said, forcing a smile. $onry to have kept
you waiting.'

'It's of no matter. | expect Deborah took a grest @f your time?'

'She likes me to read to her for a while, and lido'tidisappoint her
just because we were going out.’

'I've given Elizabeth instructions to listen forhghe'll not wander
off or anything like that.'

The car was standing at the front door and withaif Ban hour of
getting into it they were at the Club, having dmadong a road where
one or two stately white bungalows had recentlynbbkeilt, and
farther along, some palm-shaded huts where Afrideesl. The
night was cool but not cold, the sky star-spangl@gti a new moon
hanging in the great purple vault of the sky. Asytjot out of the car



a wispy cloud spun a veil right overhead and thesgbehind it took
on the appearance of a handful of pearls.

'‘What a glorious evening!" someone was remarkintheg too got
out of a car. Someone else spoke and there waseaajair of jollity
as laughter rang out from the babble of voiced) bmle and female.

Luke helped her from the car and closed the door.

‘A drink first?' he asked as he guided her intolthenge. Several
people hailed him, and nodded to Melanie, whom Kreyw because
she had been to the Club with Luke and the twosaseteral times
since that night of terror when she had vowed n&véee left alone
again.

'‘Heard from Kevin?' asked a bronzed South Afrigait §rower, Jan
Woebecker.

‘Yes, and so has Deborah.’
‘Sad business. Will he get a nurse for the child?'
'He has that idea in mind. Melanie, what would ke’

She told him and they took their drinks over talaleé which at first
they had to themselves, but within a few minutey tiad been joined
by Edward and Jancis, whom Melanie had met prelyiatsa Club

dance.

'‘How nice to see you!" exclaimed Jancis. 'Can whkese?'

'Please do.' Luke had risen and was now asking wiest were
drinking. While he was away Edward became caugwitip one of
his friends and Melanie found herself alone withcis



'How's Deborah?' asked Jancis conversationallyexpect she's
missing her daddy.'

'‘Definitely; she asks about him every day. But shmest unhappy,
which is a blessing.'

‘You're very modest, Melanie. We all know how myoli're doing
for the child.' Melanie merely coloured and Jamaesit on to explain,
‘Luke's told us all about it. He thinks you're dpim wonderful job.'
The girl looked oddly at her and then, 'How do fiad him—Luke, |
mean?'

Melanie looked at her with a puzzled expression.
'l don't understand?’

'He's so impenetrable, with his armour of arrogaaoéd air of
superiority. Oh, | know he's your cousin, but yousmbe regarding
him in the light of amanfor all that.'

Melanie laughed and said,
'He is a man, so how else would | regard him?'

'You know what | mean. If | were living in the saimeuse as him I'd
either break him or be broken myself. | have tfredn time to time,
but--' Helplessly Jancis spread her hands. 'I'veemenade any
headway, so I've come to the conclusion that oraye rand
porcelain-like beauty can melt him."'

'‘What makes you say a thing like that?' Melanie®ights flew to
Romaine—whose beauty had been described as 'portk& by a
well-known portrait painter in England.

'‘Well, because he did once fall for a girl likettha



'He did?' Melanie wondered why she was so intedastéuke's past
love-affair.

‘Yes; she came from Scotland, | think, to spendrdew here with

some relatives who have now left these parts. Btid.ake were seen
together all the time and it was fully expectect the would marry

her, but something happened and the next thingwerkvas that she
had gone home, and she never came back.'

'When was this?'

'‘About three or four years ago. | must admit thatas glad it fell

through because | then felt | had a chance agathbekn doing a bit
of chasing before this rare beauty appeared—butdubdn't fall. He

reverted right back to the unreachable god who tEg& on his

pedestal and won't even bend to let you touch him.'

'So he's been in love--'
‘Unbelievable as it seems, yes, he has!'

Luke came back and the four of them chatted casuidien Melanie

found herself in Luke's arms, following him as Ifey'd danced

together all their lives. He seemed happy, contm;knew she was
happy, and at peace with the whole world.

They danced together for most of the time and thest,before the
end, Luke said they would go outside to take athreé fresh air
before the last dance, which was a waltz.

'‘What a lovely evening I've had!" she told him esihstically. 'l can't
think how I've recovered so quickly, not when ibkome three
years—and more—- over Giles.' So easily she callkdabout those
two who had let her down!

'‘But you didn't have any help the first time.'



‘That's true. Coming here has certainly been goodhe.'
'‘And now you're almost ready for that third timaéntioned.'

She stiffened and the blood within her seemed ¢eze. 'l most

certainly am not! | meant what | said about neegtirig a man hurt

me again. What kind of a fool do you take me f&t¥ had stopped,
under a high palm tree, and Luke was beside Heajtdaustere as he
looked down and saw her face in the dim light treat escaped from
an uncurtained window of the Club.

'‘My mistake,' he said crisply. '‘Bad joke, wasI?t it
'‘Exceedingly bad.'

A silence fell, uncomfortable and long. Melanie Wreesense of loss;
she knew anger too, anger against Luke for sayongeghing which
had spoiled the pleasure she was experiencing.nidité was no
longer magic—even the sky was losing its starrgsgpbur as soaring
domes of cumulo-nimbus clouds gathered with ominotgnt.

'It's going to rain,’ she mentioned, quite unnemelys but for
something to say. Luke continued to walk on, hissegtaring at
nothing in particular. 'l think we ought to go back

'If that's what you want," and without more adoshaing round and
began to retrace his steps, striding out so swiiilytime that she had
to skip to keep pace with him.

They re-entered the Club and danced the last wdkanie spoke to
him several times but received monosyllables inlyrepnd she
eventually abandoned the attempt to re-createdppyhatmosphere
which had prevailed before they had gone outsidéfat stroll.

‘Thank you for taking me,' she said when they hradex back at the
homestead.



His gaze was stony as he replied, "Think nothingt.df hope you
enjoyed it.'

'Of course.' She knew she was not convincing.2 e most pleasant
change.'

His mouth curved in a sort of mocking half-sneer.
‘You're remembering to be polite all at once.'

Melanie said bluntly, "You spoiled it by mentioningy readiness for
another gamble with love.'

‘Gamble?' His stony gaze was riveted upon herthds how you
regard it?"

'It's most certainly a gamble,' she asserted, caedat which | could
never be the winner.'

Impatience was written all over his face.
'Isn't that an assumption which is rather absurd?’
It was Melanie's turn to exhibit impatience.

‘It might appear absurd to you, but to me it's¢agthat | should have
come to the conclusion that I'm unlucky in love.'

He said nothing for a moment and she dwelt for @&spon what
Jancis had told her about Luke's own love affagrthBps he was
thinking about it at this present time, since hpression was so
grim.

‘You're a strange qirl,' was all he said. He and wslere in the
sitting-room and the curtains were wide apart;astl of lightning
warned of the storm that was to come. 'You've aldwourself to



become so embittered by these two experiencegy/tliatan't even
see straight.'

She looked up at him. What exactly did he mearhbay?t

'l admit I'm embittered—and so would you be,' sthéeal indignantly
as he lifted his brows on hearing her first wordghat makes it all
worse is that in both cases it was my own sisteo whused the
break.'

‘Your sister--' He appeared to be diverted by this.

'‘What is she like?' he asked, at the same timarlgaktently at her,
examining every feature of her face— the high cheaks, the
flawless skin, the lovely blue eyes, limpid in 8teded light coming
from the solitary wall light on the opposite sidelte room.

‘Very beautiful." She paused a moment before degith add, 'Hers
is a beauty usually described as the rare, porcila beauty. A
portrait painter once described her in that way.'

His eyes flickered and she wondered if her wordkreacreated the
memory of another girl with that particular kindlméauty. This time
his face showed no sign of the grimness that hadgqssed it a few
moments ago, but his expression could certainlydéscribed as
reflective.

‘You do know,' he said at last, 'that you yourpelsess a rare kind of
beauty?

She started, and then coloured daintily. His e)go@s changed
rapidly and what she saw there brought an eveneaddish to her
cheeks.

'I'm ... passable,' she managed to say, and aatitver scolding lift of
his eyebrow she added, 'That's how | always desonyself.'



'‘Ah—how youdescribe yourself. But then, Melanie, you arein@
position to judge.'

‘Are you trying to flatter me, Luke?'

'I'm stating a fact.'

She shook her head to throw off that statement.
'I'm not what anyone would describe as beautiful.’

‘You have no faith in my assessment, then?' The ayre brown
now, and narrowed.

‘That's a difficult question, Luke. If | say no thgou'll accuse me of
impoliteness; if | say yes then surely I'm immo@ést

He laughed unexpectedly.

‘You're an obstinate child, Melanie, and | do thih& day will come
when | shall carry out my threat.’

"Threat?' she blinked. '"What threat?"'

‘To beat you, for I'm certain it's the only waydeal with a girl like
you.'

Her cheeks, already fused with colour, became htitéa ever.
You wouldn't dare to touch me!'

‘That's too confident a statement by far, let menwgu. If you
continue to crouch inside your little walled-inti@ss then | shall set
about blowing it up--' He paused to wag a long brdinger at her.
'‘And in the process, my little one, you're goingy&d hurt! And I'm
not so sure that | oughtn't to begin right now!'dAalthough her



nerves instantly sprang to the alert she had ne tinbbenefit from the
warning as, with as little heed for gentleness ashat previous

occasion, he had jerked her to him and, takingcher in a ruthless
grip, he pressed his lips to hers. As before, ggaub to struggle, but
Luke was even more forceful now than he was thehten action

seemed to infuriate him. 'You'll get hurt, I'm wiagn you!" he said

between his teeth before his cruel mouth crushesldgain. 'And I'm

also warning you that you'll reciprocate!" he thker as at length he
held her from him.

Melanie was fighting for breath, but his eyes remadihard; she put a
soothing finger to her lips but the action onlyserto bring a smile
of mocking triumph to his mouth. Her slender bodyvagred in his
arms, but his reaction was merely to tighten hisl nmmercifully.
Thoroughly shaken, Melanie thought for a secondaisin, who, not
being romantic, had kissed her without passionesird. This man's
kisses possessed both ... and in no mean quaeiiies!

She said quietly when at length he decided to seléar,

'l shall never reciprocate; and in fact, | car& sdy you should want
me to. If it's an affair you want you should firehseone with more to
offer than I." She turned from him and moved aveayards the door.
'l can't leave Deborah now," she said, and herevwembled as the
tears trickled down on to her cheeks. 'But | maghtvell tell you that,
had | known what | know now, | would never have @ried to stay
in the first place.'

Coldly he looked at her, and she did wonder howctwld be so
heartless.

'I'd kissed you before then,' was his stiffly-spokeminder.

'l didn't expect there'd be a repetition."'



'No?' He seemed to give a small sigh, but she amtle sure of this.
‘Then you're even more stupid than | thought yotewe

She frowned; there was some subtle implicatiohis she knew, but
being so shaken by the scene just enacted, anttesty wired and
dejected, she merely bade him a curt good nighteththe room.



CHAPTER FIVE

WHETHER or not Luke had been worrying about the possybdither
going back on her word about not leaving Deboraélaiie did not
know, but just before lunch time the following dasgapproached her
as She was in the garden, with Deborah at her pidking some
french beans. They were for the evening meal afitd\as a pleasant
task Melanie often went out and gathered the vétgsawhich
Gladstone grew with such care and pride.

'I'd like to speak to you,' he said, glancing &t ¢hild. ‘Deborah, run
along inside to Elizabeth.'

'Now, Uncle Luke?'
'Yes, now.'

Without another word Deborah went, and Melanigightening up
at last, nervously smoothed her dress —just foretbimg to do. Her
face was flushed by the memory of last night; hesewere just a
little too bright.

'l want to say that I'm sorry," was the surprismgnner in which he
began. 'lIt was inexcusable of me to treat you lita. | ask your
pardon.'

She looked up into his austere countenance, waorgl@rst what the
apology had cost him. A great deal, she suspeatetiswiftly on this
came the probable reason for the apology.

'l wouldn't have left,' she said in a low and huskye. 'So you needn't
have worried.'

He seemed to swallow hard before saying, 'Am lif@g, Melanie?'

'Of course.'



'You were so happy at the dance, and then | spiilédle was not in

any way humble, yet undoubtedly he was in a saoftewd than usual.
And now she grasped it all! He was being kind agaafter having

forgotten his aunt's request for him to make lifsyefor her. She
supposed that on both those occasions when heréateéd her so
abominably he had been in the kind of mood whenedrged to do a
little petting ... and she, Melanie, had just haygaeto be there—on
hand, as it were.

'‘Are you going into Rayneburg at all today?' shieeds anxious to
change the subject. 'Deborah wants to buy some. \Bbels suddenly
decided to knit you a scarf.’

'Me?' He shook his head. 'l don't want a scarf.

'Oh, yes, you do. Deborah's knitting you one, soanfrse you want
it.'

'Of course,' he agreed, and then, 'l wasn't gaitaytown, but | can
do. Are you coming as well?'

‘Not if you're going. I'd have gone had you beenlosy.'
'‘What are you going to do, then?'
‘Wash my hair for a start.’

'So my taking Deborah off your hands will give yalittle time to
yourself?' He frowned and added, 'l should havaigho of this
before---'

'It doesn't matter. | manage to get through all amyn little jobs
without much trouble. Besides, it won't be for mimhger now.'

Silence—strange and uncomfortable. Melanie lookedousee the
most odd expression on Luke's face. And for oneccmantable



moment she had the most convincing notion thatith@at want her
to leave ... not ever....

'‘What time do you want me to take her?' he askesgdoely. 'l can't
go immediately after lunch, but | shall be freenfrabout two-thirty
on.’

‘That'll be fine. Any time which suits you.'

Lunch was a far more pleasant meal than breakéakbken, as then
Melanie and Luke weren't on speaking terms andag Weborah's
voice that was heard throughout the meal. But nakkeland Melanie
chatted—just as if nothing untoward had happeneeesp recently,
she thought. They were on the stoep at the batkedfouse; it was
cool and the fresh breeze blew along its lengtle Tmch was a
typical South African one of fresh grapefruit folled by pumpkin
soup. Cape snoek was the fish course and then datidts, sweet
potatoes and fried eggplant rings—these with argssdad which
was followed by corn on the cob flavoured with butnd salt and
pepper. Luscious paw-paw was the sweet, being demtb lemon
juice and sugar.

'‘Ooh, that was good!" exclaimed Deborah, patting dtemach. 'l
think I'll go out and play now.' She glanced at éulPlease may |
leave the table?' she asked primly as she notedxpieession. He
nodded his head.

‘You may. Be ready to go out when Melanie calls.you

'Yes; | won't go far." Off she went, singing to $&f and when she
was out of earshot Luke said seriously,

‘Thank you, Melanie, for staying.'

She was unable to answer, yet she could not hadewdsy. Her
throat felt blocked; her thoughts flitted about asite saw herself



getting ready to leave, saw Luke taking her tordikvay station,
saying goodbye--She was on the plane, flying awanever to return.
She frowned at these thoughts and endeavouredtraat her mind
by an interested contemplation of the garden wvtélglorious riot of
colour— cannas, bougainvillaeas, English rosesstiils bios-soms
and the fiery red-gold of the flowers of the flanghot tree. The sun
was high and as its rays filtered through the wavialm fronds
undulating patterns of light and shade streakeaksadhe velvet lawn.
The melodious sound of the houseboy singing minglet the
whining of cicadas and the breeze as it driftedvben the leaves of
the vine that shaded the stoep. Over the veld dma@imered, and the
mountains burned in the sun. Melanie, suddenlyegcbnscious of
a strange and baffling emotion rising uncontrofaklithin her,
became staggered by the knowledge that she hacyeatwesire to
leave here, after all. It was so beautiful a lamsdpite its many
disadvantages. But she liked the isolation, theanlaof the sun on
her body, the balmy evenings and flaring sky atrdashe was happy
living in such a luxurious house, happy when in twden, or
walking beside the river bed. Happy--

'‘What are you thinking, Melanie?' Luke was sittbagk in his chair,
one leg bent and resting on the knee of the othishand gripped his
ankle tightly and she noticed the veins standirtgbetween knuckles
and wrist. "You look so very serious.'

She hesitated, unwilling to confess the truth. &tgr a moment she
shrugged and said frankly, 'l was thinking how habam here.’

His eyes widened.

‘But only an hour or two ago you implied that yoaresimpatient to
leave?'

‘Yes, and | suppose | am ... and yet--'



‘You've changed your mind?' he asked curiously.

'‘Not exactly-- In any case, | couldn't stay indeély. But | am
growing to love this place.’

"The house, you mean?'
‘That as well.'
‘As well as what?'

‘The countryside. And | love the sun, and evendine' She looked at
him in some bewilderment. 'l supposed a countrg tiks, with its
mystery and magic and exotic flowers and trees, lgetd of you and
you know that when you leave there'll be a wrenast, as if you're
pulling up roots that have grown despite your atigonviction that
nothing of this nature could possibly happen.' Bag no idea why
she spoke like this; it was too intimate by far.r igention must
always be to hold on to her reserve where Luke w
concerned—although she felt sure he would nevemagae her
reason to fear his attentions.

'So you've already sent down roots?"

She moistened her lips, reluctant to be drawn deaefmethis subject.
'l suppose | must have done,' she admitted at last.

'l wonder why?'

'l can't explain, even to myself." She stirred @ilgaon her chair. 'lt
Isn't an easy thing to explain, Luke. All | know tisat | shall
remember this all my life.'

His eyes were inscrutable, yet she had the immpmeskat beneath the
cool unruffled exterior there burned a strong eonoti



‘Something is disturbing you,' he stated, but dhma@ok her head
immediately.

'‘Nothing is disturbing me," she returned, and to raief the
conversation ended there because Deborah, tiredhat she had
been doing, came on to the stoep to say,

'‘Melanie, please come and play with me, until Unalke's ready to
take me shopping.'

The next fortnight passed uneventfully in one wayt, in another it
was memorable. For during that time a sincere disbip had grown
up between Melanie and Luke. .They would walk tbgetof an
evening when Deborah was in bed; they danced &lthie attended
parties given by the neighbours, gave a small dinparty
themselves, with Melanie helping 'just as if sheestbée lady of the
house' Luke had said, but teasingly. For Melargegthvere moments
of great pleasure ... and there were moments wiese tvould creep
over her an indefinable longing ... and a desihe ®as proud to be
with Luke when they visited or went to the Clubeskas content to
be with him on those evenings when they sat ostibep in the cool
of the summer evening—for the South African sumnvas well
under way now—talking quietly, just the two of thebuke asked
about her life—her childhood and later. She fouedsalf keeping
nothing back. For his part, Luke also confided,lmitvas never quite
without reserve and it was as if he were guardéusievery word, his
every act. Sometimes— especially when she mentibaedtention
of never taking any more chances with men—he waaddpt a
satirical or mocking mood; sometimes his mood wddda teasing
one, but on occasions it would be almost tended iwas at these
times that Melanie would know a recurrence of yedrning, that
strange desire which defied interpretation. Corduséie would lie
awake at night and make a concentrated effortasomre out the cause



of her troublesome emotions. And, just as she waesgyup, there
would invariably come to her those scenes when lhadeforced his
kisses upon her. She would feel them again, bytilege never quite
so rough, nor were his arms quite so hurtful, ay thad been at the
time.

It was in early December that the letter arrivé, fetter which not
only threw her into confusion but which also seeneetkll her that
the pleasant days she had known were definitedy a&nd.

‘What on earth's wrong?' demanded Luke, ratheroaski as he
noted her sudden pallor and the way the letteteflat! in her hands.
'‘Bad news ... from your aunt?'

She shook her head, dazedly staring up at him.
'‘Romaine's coming here—and Robin.’

A frown that was almost a scowl appeared on hisvbro
‘Whatever for?'

'l can't think what they hope to gain,’ she fallefBut Romaine says
that, as she's the cause of the break, and tiral@s wants me back,
it's her duty to do something about putting thingkt between Robin
and me, so she's taking her holiday now, and Rolsn.'

Luke's eyes narrowed.
‘They want to come here—to stay in this house?'
'Romaine hasn't said so. | expect they'll stayagrieburg.’

‘This sudden decision results from your ignoring tinevious plea,’
he said almost to himself. 'Perhaps it would haaenlbetter if you'd



replied to this Robin's letter, telling him onceddor all that you're
finished.'

'It's too late now," she told him. 'They're arriyion Monday--'
‘Next Monday?' he cut in. 'No, it can't be!"

‘The day after tomorrow,' she said, glancing agaithe date which
Romaine had given. 'There isn't time to stop therthere?'

‘Not now."' He held out a hand. 'May | look at tagdr?’

'Of course.' It changed hands and for a space W&sesilence in the
room. Melanie's eyes brooded; she was thinking om&ne's
perfidy, and of the attitude of indifference whigie had adopted on
that first occasion when she had told Melanie shat and Gileswere
in love.

'‘We couldn't help it,' she had told her sister waltareless shrug of
her beautiful shoulders. 'We both tried to fighthtt really it was
silly of us, because we knew all the time that veeenmeant for each
other.'

The divorce, wondered Melanie—was it still goingotigh, or had
Romaine decided that it was Giles she wanted af®r

‘You're right about the date of their arrival,'csauke as he handed
back the letter. 'l thought you must surely havelena mistake.'

'l don't want them to come." Melanie looked at hwith eyes
shadowed by distress. 'Romaine and | mean notbiagah other any
more.'

'‘And Robin?' he inquired brusquely, his keen soyutwvatching for
any signs of a change of expression.



'He means nothing to me any more--' She stoppeateasuddenly of
a sensation of insecurity and doubt, and she khawduring the past
two weeks she had been growing so close to Luke gha had

come—almost unconsciously—to rely upon him, to faek that if

anything went wrong he would be there to put ihtigHe had become
a prop, but now he seemed a world apart, and ediuse Robin had
been mentioned. Why should Luke erect a barrier’v@s it she

herself who was erecting a barrier? 'l don't waetit to come,' she
cried with urgency in her voice. 'Why should | havde troubled by
them?'

‘You've no need to be troubled by them," was Lutqeist, unhurried
comment. 'When they arrive you can state firmly thare's no room
here for them and send them off to Rayneburg--'

"But they'll want to talk! That's the whole purpas this visit.'
‘True, that's their purpose, but it need not afyect.’

'l shall have to see them, Luke,’ she murmurecespdir, and all at
once his arm was about her shoulders.

'‘No such thing, Melanie,' he said gently. 'If m'tsyour wish to see
them then all you have to do is give me the autyhao send them
way.'

She looked gratefully at him.
‘Will you do that for me, Luke?'

'l shall be delighted to send them away," was his gejoinder.
‘They're not welcome, and therefore we shall letrtlsee this.'

Melanie turned towards him, her face lifted as gheed into his
eyes—eyes that were definitely of a soft brown gplat this
moment. Her heart seemed to contract and a smilermga on her



lips. She felt safe again, secure because of msadout her and the
look in his eyes, and because there was about dmething that
stamped him as a protector.

'I'm most grateful to you,' she murmured. 'l fegifaa load has been
taken off my shoulders.’

His smile was spontaneous; she had never seennhiie guite like
this before.

'‘Dear Melanie, if | can take a load off your shauk] at any time at
all, then | shall be very happy to do so.'

Dear Melanie--Her heart contracted again; she kmewort of
exquisite pain ... and again that indefinable laggWhat was it? she
was asking when, quite without warning, she felké's arm tighten
around her and, quite without warning, he bentheiad and kissed
her gently on the lips.

'Oh ... I--' Confused, she twisted from his sithe, tolour fluctuating
in her cheeks. Luke's eyes were almost tenderegssttitled on her
face.

'Yes?' he prompted in some amusement on noticinpse of poise.
'You—you shouldn't h-have kissed me like that.'
'‘No?' with a lift of his brows. "You prefer my foemtechnique?'

'‘No--' She lifted a hand to her cheek as the calose even higher.
‘No, certainly not!

He laughed, and flicked her hair carelessly withttand. She noticed
the attractive crinkly lines at the corners of éyes.

‘Little one," he said softly, 'you're quite encliagt



What she would have said to this she did not knfow,at that
moment Deborah appeared on the scene and the tatsriaation
was brought to an abrupt end.

'‘What time will they be here?' Melanie was askihgight o'clock on
the Monday morning. 'I'm all on edge, Luke." Thegrev having
breakfast together, Deborah having had a late mmghthe Sunday
and in consequence being still asleep. 'You didma, but I've
forgotten.’

‘The plane was due to arrive at eleven o'clock maght, and |
calculated that they would be another eleven hgatsng here, so
we should expect them around lunch time or evéiti@abefore.’

‘They might have stayed the night somewhere.’

'l rather think that they'd sleep on the train. IA®ld you, | rang
through and was told that there was a train whingy tcould catch
almost immediately after landing. It seems feasib& this is what
they would do, having themselves worked out alls¢hdimes
beforehand. Your sister was sure of arriving heraestime today.'

Melanie nodded, glancing at the clock.

'l wish | could add a few hours on to the time, tfoen it would be all
over—the ordeal, | mean.'

‘There isn't going to be any ordeal, Melanie. llisbae that you're
spared any upset at all.’

Her eyes smiled at him across the table; she wassent to have
him take the burden, and what was more it seenedatural thing
for him to do!

It was in fact almost three o'clock when the candéd into the drive
and slid to a halt at the imposing front of the lestead. Melanie was



at a window of one of the bedrooms, her heart gpgith almost
sickening speed. She saw the driver get out, heniion being to
Inquire as to whether or not this was the rightdeglbut Luke was
there at once and within seconds Robin was outhefdar and
introducing himself to Luke. All he received as leld out a hand
was a casual nod, the hand being totally ignoredlaMe could
Imagine him going red, and his temper rising. Wheas Romaine?
she wondered, puzzlement taking possession of $iékadin and
Luke began talking to one another. And then Melasagv that
Romaine was actually in the car, but lying backirgjahe cushions.
Luke's glance into the car was followed by a spiais hands and
the next moment she heard him in the house. Hecchkr name and
she emerged from the room.

‘Your sister's been taken ill in the hired car,iffermed her. 'She'll
have to be brought in and a doctor sent for.' bl twas grim and so
was his expression. Nevertheless, he was resigrteal/ing Romaine
and Robin in his house. 'There's nothing elsetfdielanie,’ he said,
‘for after all, she is your sister.’

She nodded her head.

‘Under these circumstances there isn't anythiregveéscan do, as you
say. She isn't very ill, is she?'

'l can't say. She's just lying there and Robin ssige's been
complaining of stomach pains.'

'l see.' Melanie found that she was being torn betwacute dislike of
the idea of having Romaine here, and deep anxsety the cause of
the pains. She followed Luke, her heart still rgciBhe dreaded the
meeting with Robin and anger rose within her atletson in coming
here, intruding into her life just at a time whelh vaas running
smoothly, when she was finding contentment andspieain the
relationship which had grown up between Luke arrddit



'‘Melanie!" Robin came forward, hands outstretchbs, whole
attention with his former fiancee. '‘My dear Melarigggive me--'

'‘Hadn't you better attend to this young womanéio Luke curtly.
'If you and the driver will bring her inside I'llogand instruct my
servant to prepare a bed.’

'‘What's wrong with her?' Melanie asked, thankful fouke's
interruption but at the same time aware that sheelfewas fast
regaining her composure as far as her attitude ritsvRobin was
concerned. She spoke to him now, going on to agkibilwg Romaine
had been feeling unwell.

‘This came on about an hour before we left thenfrdue replied
impatiently, his eyes still on Melanie's face.Uppose we ought to
have done something about it then, but | was alsxioiarrive here
before dark.'

Melanie looked contemptuously at him, then wentthe car.
Romaine smiled weakly at her as she moved on @ie tesvards the
door which Melanie had opened for her.

'Didn't you care about Romaine, and the fact thatwas in pain?’
asked Melanie of Robin.

He shrugged, but before he had time to answer hleg Epoke again
and the next moment had left Robin and the driveet to Romaine.

Two or three minutes later Romaine was sittinghlmndouch in the
living-room, looking all around her with appreciaieyes before,
finally, she looked up into the handsome face ddd_8hadwell. And
here her gaze remained fixed, and the beautifsildipved in a smile
as enchanting as ever. Robin was outside, payiagdtiver, and
Melanie watched her sister intently as she madg plith those
enormous eyes of hers. Luke's face was impassté&/glanie could
not for the life of her imagine his being immunestach incredible



beauty as that possessed by Romaine. And quitewtitharning her
heart sank right into her feet. Romaine here ..m&oe, whose
particular type of beauty was that most admired lye--

Where had she been drifting? Melanie was askingeffemuch later
as she sat in the bath, perfumed soapsuds floatingpe water all
around her. She and Luke had come far in the pagile of weeks,
and although it was not possible to measure thehdep their

friendship, she now knew that this friendship wasying her, by the
most gentle and pleasant means, on to a far diffeeéationship with
the man who was, in effect, her employer.

And now Romaine was here.

Little beads of perspiration stood out on Melanietehead and she
wiped them away with the sponge. They came agaihsae told
herself that the water was too warm. But no, it wasthat at all.
Useless to deny that a great fear had enteredhartoa fear of what
Romaine could do to her, even yet again.

She must be kept warm and quiet, the doctor hatl after giving
Romaine an examination. There was nothing moregerihan a
touch of food poisoning that was already clearipg Nevertheless,
Romaine must not be moved for at least three ardays, the doctor
had advised, and although Luke was angry abouththiagreed to
allow her to stay. But Robin he would not tolerated without so
much as an apology sent him off to find accommadatin
Rayneburg. Robin had tried to insist on speakingviglanie in
private, but Luke had refused absolutely to listerg the result was
that Robin, after deciding that a show of tempemuloget him
nowhere with a man like Luke, had gone away. ButaMie knew
that he would endeavour to contact her in some wyhaps
tomorrow, by which time he would have hired a carch he himself
could drive, rather than hiring a car with a drissrhe had done when
coming to the homestead in the first place.



Romaine stayed in bed for dinner that eveningplgdtinch time the
following day she was up and although her face wae she
appeared to be in reasonably good health. She #tdeafood,
watched by Luke who, Melanie noticed—or believe@ sioticed
—was fascinated by Romaine's beauty. He certasdgyned unable
to bring his attention from her, and Melanie, l&ft her own
reflections, wondered just how long it would bedrefLuke found
himself falling victim to her sister's undeniableaems.

This time, thought Melanie, there would at leasthbehumiliation,
since she was, after all, only an employee of Lsjkbe girl who had
acceded to his request that she should extendilgerad stay in order
to take care of Deborah. Yes, if Romasteuldensnare Luke their
would be no humiliation such as had occurred twdée past.



CHAPTER SIX

So determined was Melanie to be on the defensiat ghe never
stopped to calculate the effect this changed maaohéers would
have on Luke. All she did know was that the rathvenderful

interlude was at an end, that a glance in the miglal her that the
sparkle in her eyes had died, leaving them dull &faless.

Romaine's, on the other hand, were more attraetige expressive
than ever as she made play with them at every apuor when she
was in Luke's company. Watching him and Romaineettogy

Melanie began to convince herself that Romaine magtivate him
—that she intended to do so, and in consequencanideherself
withdrew, enclosing herself within a protective aum of coolness
and indifference.

Robin arrived just before dinner, having had difftg in hiring a car

in Rayneburg. The maid let him in and came to Meléminform her

that he was waiting in the sitting-room. Luke was$ aod Romaine
languidly resting against the cushions in the Igicthat had been
put on to the stoep for her.

‘Melanie--' His voice seemed to break after thewsorl was spoken,
but he came towards her with outstretched hands.

'It isn't any use, Robin," she returned without #gught of sparing
him. 'l don't want anything more to do with you.'

He stared, his eyes as dull as hers.

'‘What have | done?' he cried, putting his handsgdace in a gesture
of despair. 'That damned sister of yours causat ltcan't think now
how | came to beinfatuated with her. | should h&mewn better,
after what happened with Giles--'

‘Shall we not go into this?' she interrupted imtaind quiet tones.
‘Whatever the cause of the break, it can't maked#fgrence to the



way | feel at the present time, | don't love yoopR--' She stopped
and looked directly into his face, waiting for him complete the
action of lowering his hands. They came to reshismeck, and he
stood there, a figure of dejection and despameéhn that—I don't
love you. So, you see, there isn't anything fotoudiscuss, is there?"

He swallowed hard, and allowed his hands to drdpssides.

'l can't believe that a love like yours has dikd,5aid hoarsely. 'No, |
can't believe it, no matter what you say.'

That he was deeply penitent was plain, and thatdsesuffering was
equally plain, but Melanie felt no pity in her hiefar him. But neither
did she experience any resentment. She was thiokibgke, and the
way her life had changed since the friendship leacibped between
them. Yes, life had become worth- living all at oncéout now she
was right back to where she was a few weeks ageldsiy herself
from hurt, determinedly forcing herself to keep hieoughts from
drifting along the pleasant lines whereby they wlogive her a
picture of a future with Luke. Yes, she had knowand few days now
that she could have forgotten the pain of the padgbrtunate
experiences and become all in all to Luke. And he also coming to
care-Romaine was heréhto her mind this stark fact was thrust an
she actually felt a physical indrawing of herselikela creature that
encysts, Luke had said when describing her attjtanie this was how
she felt at this moment. She wanted nothing so mschshell around
her, a shell that nothing could penetrate.

'l can't think why you decided to come all this waWelanie spoke at
last and Robin looked at her. 'lt was a wastenoé tand money.'

'l believed | could win you back.’

'With Romaine's assistance.' Melanie's voice wisrbi



'It was her idea, in fact. She had been to see yont, who told her
about your staying here to look after a child. h'tithink it was your
aunt's idea for us to come--'

'I'm quite sure it wasn't. Did my aunt happen tntiaa that | was
working for a particularly attractive and handsomen?—a wealthy
man?'

‘That's not like you, Melanie,' he protested. '@ suggesting that
Romaine came here with the idea of stealing yetremanan from
you?'

'l should be a hypocrite if | denied that the ith@& come to me. On
the other hand, she couldn't steal Luke from nmaphki because he
and | are nothing more than employer and emplo{s'wondered
if she had gone pale; she felt as if the colourfassleaving her face.

'Romaine's intention was solely to try to bringtagether again.
Much as | dislike her now | have to give her crddit genuinely
regretting what she did to you.'

Melanie was shaking her head from side to side,

'l don't really believe this. I'd rather believatiiRomaine wanted to
have a holiday at someone else's expense. | expaqgaid for this
trip?' she added, looking questioningly at him.

He nodded.

'Of course | did. It would have been worth evergipehad you come
back to me.' He took a step towards her and extehidehands again.
‘You can't have stopped loving me,' he assertdd avdudden frown.
'It was so strong and beautiful--'



'Strong?' she echoed, lifting her brows. 'Had drbstrong | couldn't
be standing here telling you that | no longer wamtthing to do with
you.'

Robin bit ljds lip, and turned from her to stard ouer the lovely
garden. Melanie followed the direction of his ganayvelling at her
own detachment. In fact, she felt detached fronny@res in the house
except Deborah; she felt she would not care ifrgtre to find herself
guite alone with the child. Robin sighed a deep pmdonged sigh,
but still she remained unaffected. The colour eglarden was of far
more interest to her than the man standing thésdabe drawn and
his hands clenched at his sides. The sun was argEiftly behind
the mountains and a spectral flare of crimson weesady searing
across the African sky. Closer to, beyond the loosfestooned
stoep and the low grenadilla hedge, the border® Wweght with
flowers—cannas and Watsonias, roses and allamandhbse
towering above them the palms swayed gently agéwessky, and
now and then an elusive bird cry would create atalgmicture of
gay- plumaged wings being caught by the orange glosunset.

'l still think we could come together,' Robin wayisg quietly. 'We
should try, you know, Melanie, because you and teornad
something very precious.'

She did not answer at once, for she was still gappy the beauty
before her. The day was going down in a crescehddooy and the

spectacle was too good to miss. The nearby trees evminishing

rapidly as were the foothills of the mountains, drelveld flowed out
In a seemingly endless vista, wrapped in that edugblet which was
all a part of the theatrical splendour of twilight.the garden itself
dappled shades gave the impression of approachiagicnand

mystery.

'l have no inclination to try,' she told Robin astl. '‘My decision is
made and nothing can alter it now.'



He looked at her, noting her pallor and the fadgoression in her
eyes.

‘You were so happy once," he said regretfullye 'fvade you sad like
this.'

'I'm not sad,' she was quick to deny. 'I've gotraveand at this
moment | feel nothing but indifference. It seenet thre never loved

at all.'

It was true, and yet she felt she ought by rightdawe experienced
some sort of regret, however slight. For she die ceeply at one
time and the future had held no fears for her hsggs as Robin's
wife.

'I've realized too late just how deeply | love ydelanie.'

"You thought you loved Romaine,' she could not nefpinding him.
'‘What happened that you and she came to discoaeydh weren't in
love after all?'

'l don't know--' He shook his head. 'l really ddaibw, Melanie. It
came all at once; we both felt it together anddksttito talk about it. |
knew then that it was you | loved, that it was agfs/gou.' He glanced
pleadingly at her, but noting her expression h&ddoaway quickly,
his shoulders sagging. 'lt really is the end, igft he said, and
Melanie nodded her head without hesitation.

"It is, Robin." And now she was able to inject gemaf gentleness into
her voice. 'You shouldn't have come.' A small paarskthen, 'What
will you do while waiting for Romaine? You couldk&a tour for a
couple of days or so. They run them from Rayneburg.

'Do you think I'm interested in things like that@ returned bitterly.
'‘No, | expect | shall sit in my hotel room and sppeny time reflecting
on what might have been had not that sister ofgydacided to flaunt



her charms in front of me! | expect she's busihgaged in the same
damned tactics with your handsome employer.' Itavstaitement and
one which occupied Melanie's mind long after he gade. And
when Luke came inland smiled at her Melanie faledespond,
resolving not to allow herself to be affected inyamay by his
attractiveness or his approach.

He frowned and said,

‘What's wrong, Melanie? You seem out of sorts, $mwme He had
come to her just as she was about to go to her toobathe and
change. How good-looking he was! And his eyes werfé a&nd
searching, concern in their depths. She remembded first
impression of him, admitting to the noble lines angpressive
bearing, but branding him cold, austere, unfeeling.

'Robin’'s been here--'

'‘Robin? | wanted to be in when he arrived! Wherdit't appear
earlier | concluded that he wouldn't appear ataaldy. What had he
to say?' The voice was harsh, the eyes like dvtsthnie looked up at
him and knew a hurt inside at this change in himenethough the
change was caused by Robin and was not the résulyalispleasure
that she herself might have incurred.

'He wanted me back.'
'Wanted?"
'l told him | was finished.'

'‘Good girl. | must admit that | wondered how higading would
affect you.'

She managed a weak smile and said, "You didn'timedgl take him
back, surely?'



He paused a moment, his face wearing a preocclgné&d

'‘Women are such funny creatures,' he assertedgthléThey appear
to know, deep inside, that things will go wrongt treey will make
the attempt to put the clock back. I find this miogstrating, since it's
something a mere male can't combat.' His face wilapreoccupied
and for some moments she studied his expressicen $She said,
quite out of the blue and without knowing by whatce she was
impelled,

'‘Have you ever been in love, Luke?'

At this he came from his reverie and looked at her.eyes faintly
smiling.

‘Tell me,' he said, 'what do you think?'

She coloured delicately and replied, 'It was andartipent question,
wasn't it?'

‘Not in the least; it shows you're interested. Yassa matter of fact |
was in love once. Does that surprise you?' he addlbda touch of
amusement that sent her heart out of control,dawvds so profoundly
attractive when in this faintly humorous mood.

'I'm not surprised,"' was all she said in answerisagquestion, and of
course he then wanted to know what had promptedwerquestion
in the first place. 'l just wondered,' she saidpihg he would not,
with his keen perception, suddenly guess that sldegained some
information from Jancis.

‘You're most restrained, aren't you, Melanie?' Lwias still smiling
with his eyes and she glanced away.

'l don't know what you mean?'



‘Aren't you curious to know what she was like?'
‘The girl whom you loved?'
‘That's right.'

‘What was she like?' Melanie then asked obliginglgiting to hear
that the girl was similar in appearance to Romabud. all he said
was,

‘She had a beauty that was, for me, at that tinnée gresistible.'

‘What happened?' Melanie supposed that she shactidilty have

relinquished the discussion before this questioas waced, but she
was indeed curious to learn more about Luke's &ifadr. 'l mean,

why did you part?'

'She, like you, was passing through the stageafperation after a
broken engagement. She and | found much attracaoogher and as
far as | was concerned our future together wakedetlthough at this
time | hadn't proposed. She was not ready, in myiop,' he added,

and still again he was smiling with those tawnyseythis. 'However,

she received a letter from her former fiance whaved he had

always loved her and that his jilting her was atakis. She went back
to him as fast as the plane would take her," hed&nand now his

mouth was curved with humour.

'‘Were you broken-hearted?' she just had to askaatids he shook
his head and then actually gave a short laugh.

'l believed | was at the time. | tore into her, ntaining that she
couldn't put the clock back and that a man wasanoan at all if he
didn't know his own mind without this wavering.'

'l see why you talked about women trying to putdloek back,' said
Melanie, and then she immediately went on to poirttthat she had



not made the slightest attempt to do so. 'l knemonld never work
simply because | couldn't forget what he'd done¢o

"You saw in time that it would never be a success.'
‘That's right.'
'‘But in my case the girl believed it would be.’

'‘And was it?" inquired Melanie swiftly, even whikeowing full well
that it had not worked out after all.

'‘No; she wrote to me recently to tell me that sieklzer husband were
separated.' He stopped and his eyes twinkled. \Wsimted to come
and see me--'

'‘She did? Just like Robin ...?" Melanie tailed affiare that she was
really speaking her thoughts aloud.

‘Just like Robin. | wrote back and informed hen@ahuncertain terms
that | had no intention of marrying her now. Sheepted this
and—unlike Robin— did not waste time and money in coming ove
Glancing at his watch as he spoke, Luke said h& gauand change.
He asked about Romaine as he turned to leave tine aod Melanie
told him that she was resting on the stoep. Whatdsth not mention
was that despite the fact of her illness Romaing ¢@ntrived to
appear just as glamorous and well-groomed as ever.

'Did Robin have a chat with her?' asked Luke, inigdrs on the door
handle.

'‘No; he went off without even saying one word to.'he

'He blamed her for everything, | expect?'



'He did.' Melanie wondered what Luke would say wsdre to repeat
what Robin had said about Romaine's trying outharms on Luke.

'I'm very glad that you sent him off,’ was all Lukaid before,
swinging the door inwards, he passed through a@sich it quietly
behind him.

All through dinner Romaine displayed her charmg] aoke was
undoubtedly interested in the way she talked anedmMelanie
knew once more that sinking feeling in the pit ef Btomach and the
dejection of spirit. Luke spoke to her several spieut she answered
in monosyllables until in the end he confined hoersation to
Romaine. This was formal, it was true, but gradudtlomaine
managed to dispel the coolness and even gainedislo gnound that
she made Luke laugh on one or two occasions. His kges seemed
to examine intently every line and contour of Rames face; he
looked at her eyes and her mouth and her lovely &lhin a way that
convinced Melanie that—inwardly at least—he wadedil with
admiration for her beautiful sister. As for Meldriattitude towards
her, it was aloof but not hostile, cold but notyigo. She had been
genuinely worried at first as to the Reason forghas suffered by
Romaine and she was still faintly anxious, haviotiaed her once or
twice putting a soothing hand to her stomach.

However, Romaine's adroitness with the male sex reachined
unimpaired and when dinner was over and they tateckto the stoep
Melanie was not long in saying her good nights gothg to her
bedroom. Once there she burst into tears, and figt eninute wept
as if her heart would break. No use pretendingghatdid not know
the cause of her tears. She was in love with Lulead she was about
to see him fall madly in love with her sister. Telge knew, without
one atom of doubt, she told herself. They werettagenow, in the



romantic setting of flower-strewn verandah and hiaqt moonlight
and stars which were an implacable part of the maAfrica.

Why couldn't Robin have accepted the inevitabléeait coming out
here with Romaine, intent on bringing about a red@tion? And
Romaine ...? Knowing her so well, Melanie could gioe her credit
for even the slightest measure of repentance oddélsge to make
amends by coming over to assist Robin in his efféyo, it would be
more logical to assume that it was Luke who haditiimgly drawn
Romaine to Africa. Melanie dried her eyes at last after bathing
her face and hands got into bed. She would reatffcaget all about
those two down there, for after all there was yeadithing she could
do about preventing Luke from falling in love witomaine; twice
before she had without effort taken the man Melaraated, and she
would do so again.

The following morning Melanie went riding with Delat, and

having wandered further afield than usual they capmn a little pool

around which bloomed a veritable botanical garddre walls on

three sides of the pool were covered with lichemd mosses and
dainty cushions of flowers formed in patterns wisehoff the colour
contrasts to the most impressive advantage. Debwaghdelighted,
and after they had dismounted and tethered theselsdhey sat down
on a rock and listened to the melodious sound mfing water as it
cascaded down one of the mossy walls and splastethe pool.

'Isn't it beautiful?' exclaimed Deborah when thaligint, escaping
through the waving heads of the gum trees, seplagof silver over
the surface of the pool. 'l must tell my daddy alibis when | write
to him tonight I

‘Tonight?' Melanie looked round and added, 'l thdygu wrote to
your daddy yesterday afternoon?"



'l did, but | lost the letter, so I'm going to verianother after I'm in
bed.’

‘Uncle Luke thinks you go to sleep after I've puit ¢he light.'
Melanie was smiling; she knew full well that Deldoraten became
active after she, Melanie, had said good night smapped off the
light. 'If he happens to notice that you've puttioa light again he's
likely to be cross with you." 'l know, but you wotll him, will you?"

'Of course not. What else are you going to tellryadaddy?'
'‘About Auntie Romaine--'
‘Auntie Romaine? Who told you to call her that?'

‘She did; she said she's going to stay with Unakelfor a long time,
so | might as well call her Auntie Romaine. Isn& beautiful name? |
wish | was called that, and | wish | was beautiké her. Hasn't she
got pretty hair?’

‘Very pretty." Melanie spoke briefly, her mindwhat the child had
said. 'l don't think she is staying with Uncle Lulcg a long time.
She's leaving just as soon as she feels bettanalRe was feeling
better already, completely better, but as the dsam@ she must not
be moved for three or four days she would of cobesstaying, but
only for that time.... Only for that time if Lukeesdided she must go.
But Melanie was so sure that he would ask herap @h for a while
longer. What would be the eventual outcome? Wdad¢lationship
reach the stage where Luke would ask Romaine toyntam?
Melanie felt the tears pricking the backs of heesegand resolutely
shut out any picture of a marriage between Luke la@d sister.
Romaine had mentioned the divorce to Melanie, qbitantly
admitting that she had made a big mistake in magrgiles in the
first place.



'It'll be through in a couple of months,' she haid €arelessly. 'We've
arranged one of these "do-it-yourself" divorcesititakes only a few
months.’

‘You've been separated for two years, then?' ThetaiMe had not
known, so little interest had she had in her sstativities.

'Of course. | told Aunt Cissy, but she obviouslgmapassed on the
information to you.'

'She wouldn't—not under the circumstances.'

"You're still mad at me for pinching your fiancélP$air in love and
war, you know.' This conversation had taken plaseafter breakfast
that morning, when Luke had left the homestead Rohaine was
preparing to settle down on the stoep, where shddname waited on
with drinks and dther refreshments by Elizabethlavie thought
about it now as she watched Deborah chasing arfyutté was
almost within her grasp when it escaped by flutgpiaway over the
pool, and Deborah gave a little cry of disappointtme

'‘But if you had been able to catch it what would yave done with
it?' Melanie asked, and Deborah said she would ¢t again.

'l wouldn't like to keep it in a cage, or anythiig that,' she added,
her eyes wandering to where the bright little aremtmade dancing
shadows along the edge of the pool.

'If you were to touch it, even, you would injureleborah,' returned
Melanie seriously. 'The wings of moths and butiesflare very
fragile indeed.’

'‘Oh--Then | won't try to catch any more, becauseuld cry if | hurt
one.’



Melanie smiled, aware of a longing within her amdearant thought

that brought back Giles and the idea that, hadasitehe married,

then it was most likely that she would by now hhad a child of her

own. Well, that was a dream she once had cheristé@am that had
died on the day that Robin had told her that taegagement was at
an end. And yet--

Yes, there had been Luke, and a sweet elusivemtitat with time

he and she might get together. Nothing concretayora from him

which might have given her a clue to his intentjdng somehow that
lovely friendship had become to mean much more itregppeared on
the surface and in fact Melanie had begun to athattneither Giles
nor Robin had ever affected her in the way Luke deisig. The

pleasure of his presence, the quiet walks undevéhet sky when
Luke would stop now and then to point out the uasistars to her,
the odd daytime stroll when, after a recent showe,fields and
pastures were brightened and the grass lush arah.gBo many
memories in so short a time—and not one momenissedsion, no
evidence of Luke's manner of cold austerity.

'l think," she said to Deborah at last, 'we oughbe getting back.'
Rising as she spoke, Melanie untethered the hasdsbegan to
stroke Sanaan's neck while waiting for Deboraloto her.

'When my daddy comes home can | still come somstiamel stay
with Uncle Luke?' The child spoke as they movedyafvam the
pool. 'l want to come to this lovely pond lots marees.’

'l expect you can stay with Uncle Luke, but of gaur won't be here
to bring you along to the pool.'

"You won't be here?' Deborah's wide forehead cdemsa frown. 'l
want you to live with Uncle Luke always.'



‘That isn't possible, Deborah. | stayed only so klrauld look after
you while your father was away. As soon as he msturshall be
leaving.'

'‘Will you ever come back?'
‘No, | don't think so.’
Deborah's frown deepened.

'I'll tell Uncle Luke | want you to stay,' she deed, her firm little
chin tilting up. 'He loves me and so he'll let yaiay for ever!'

For ever--Yes, she could spend the rest of herHgee, in this
beautiful country with its sun and warmth and maimg and forests.
The homestead was like a dream house with a faeystdting ... and
then there was Luke--

She made no answer to what Deborah had said anthdonext
twenty minutes or so neither spoke very much atGily on their
arrival back did Deborah begin to chatter, thisLttke who was
standing on the stoep talking to Romaine who, dagizl beautiful
and immaculately dressed, made Melanie feel likamp, and she
became acutely—even painfully—conscious of herydsisicks and
sweat-stained shirt. Her hair too was far from &gl when she saw
Luke's eyes move from Romaine's lovely face andrégo that of
Melanie herself, she blushed hotly and, turningyawacused herself
and left the two adults and the child on the stoep.

But in her room she heard Deborah's voice carriedrly, as she
spoke first to Luke and, later, to Romaine.

The child was saying that she wanted Melanie tpfstaalways, and
that Uncle Luke must make her. Luke said somettortgis, but his
voice was so low that Melanie missed the words detaly. But she
heard drifts of what Romaine was saying and shieegatl that her



sister was making it very clear to Luke that it wapossible for
Melanie to remain in Africa. There was Aunt Cissino depended on
her, and in any case, Melanie would never be happysettled in any
country other than her own.

Listening, Melanie felt only bitterness at thes¢ruths—or perhaps
she ought to be more generous and term them assmsigfRomaine
had no idea whether or not Melanie could be happlysattled in any
country other than her own; also, Aunt Cissy hatcenéepended on
anyone; she liked to see Melanie, but she had rawer intimated
that sheneededher. However, it did not matter what Romaine sai
for Melanie had no intention of trying to prolongrhstay in Luke's
house.

After washing and changing she would very much higked to
escape somewhere on her own, but as Deborah hahefh
chattering she was told to go to Melanie and badzhaind made to
look pretty.

‘And then we'll go off to Rayneburg,' added Lukehwa glance at
Melanie. 'lI've a little shopping to do.'

'Oh, dear,' sighed Romaine, leaning back and ecrgdser shapely
legs one over the other. '"Am | to be left all on awn?"Perhaps,’
suggested Luke, 'you'd like to go to your room &addown?' He
sounded anxious, to Melanie's ears. It never oedu her that he
might be carelessly indifferent as to how Romaimeusd spend her
time.

‘Yes, | might do that,' languidly from Romaine, \gbdovely eyes
were resting on Luke's face. 'Then | shall feeglwer when your
friends come this evening for a sundowner.’



'Friends--?' Melanie glanced at Luke. "You haverftis coming in
this evening?' She felt hurt that he had not meetiathis to her but
yet had done so to Romaine. '"Who are they?'

‘Charles and Jancis, and one or two others. Yanatehem all at the
Club." He was subjecting her to a searching sorugind she did
wonder if he noticed the dark rings under her eybgh, a few

minutes previously, she had endeavoured to cangmiflay the

application of a little face powder. Her eyes, khew, still wore that
dull expression and altogether she felt glaringtyeiior to her

beautiful sister. That Luke must be aware of they@d so deeply on
her mind that she retreated into a sort of defensilence which was
maintained throughout the drive into Rayneburg amh@n the car
was parked Luke turned to her and said, his eygewead and faintly
cold,

'‘What's wrong with you, Melanie? Why the protectwenour again?
| believed I'd broken through it, but now you'rghti back to where
you were at the beginning.'

'I'm all right." Unconsciously she injected a nofeaggression into
her voice. 'l don't know why you should trouble ygrif about me
and my—my moods.'

"Moods is certainly right." He looked away for @cend to where

Deborah was standing, staring at a dog that wisgsih the back of

one of the parked cars. 'Snap out of it," he said,this was almost an
order, spoken with an authoritative inflection is kioice. 'Romaine

won't be here much longer, if that is what's upsgtou.'

‘She won't?’
'‘No, she won't.' Frowning at her, Luke added, "Whayou ask that?'

'‘Deborah seemed to think that she was stayingoimegime.'



His eyes opened wide.

'It's the first I've heard of it. As far as I'm @@mned she leaves
immediately the doctor declares her to be fit tortmved.'

'You don't believe she's fit to be moved now?"

'l do, but | can't very well order her out, canH®' sounded impatient
and his mouth had hardened. Undoubtedly he waterbhg in the
best of moods himself. 'The doctor will call tonawr and—I
hope—will say that Romaine can leave for the hiot&ayneburg.'

Melanie said nothing; she was mentally listlesscaovinced that

Romaine had already progressed more than half-eagprts her

object of drawing Luke's interest to herself. Ligkghed impatiently

at her silence and, calling Deborah to him, toaktamd and began to
stride away towards the street in which the shaysthe bank were
situated.

‘Shall | take Deborah?' asked Melanie as they deonethe car park
into the tree-lined road. "You'll be better abledtm your shopping
then.'

'‘Have you anything to buy?'
‘One or two items, yes.'

‘Very well." He arranged to meet them at the hatélere, he said,
they would have afternoon tea. His tones were higtyhole manner
aloof. Melanie told herself that he had not adomech an attitude
with her sister. No, with Romaine he would be aftsess and
concern, just as he was when asking if she wokklth rest in her
room during the afternoon.

'‘Can we go to the toy shop?' Deborah wanted to kmogan Luke had
left them. 'l want to buy some chairs for my ddiisuse.’



This was a pleasurable task and Melanie entered intwith
enthusiasm. There were several types of chairs ¥vbioh to choose
and both she and Deborah took some time to makieeirpminds. In
the end both agreed that the upholstered onestheteest, but when
it came to paying Melanie found to her discomfbdttshe had not
enough money; she had left her purse at home asldeahad with her
was a small sum which had been dropped into thieecpacket of her
handbag.

'‘We'll come back,' she was saying, when she beeavaes of Robin
standing at the end of the counter, his face tutoacrds her, his
ears alert. 'The little girl's uncle will pay--'

‘Allow me to pay!" Robin took a few steps to redube distance
between them. 'l have a note here. Is it suffi@ient

Melanie was shaking her head, but the assistantlneady taken the
note.

'l prefer to wait,' she snapped. 'Luke will pay.'
‘Melanie, please let me pay. It's for the child;, oo you.'

She turned from him and said, 'l want nothing towvith you, Robin.
| shall be obliged if you'd go away.'

He remained at her side.

'l love you,' he said simply, and there was no aRkisiy the catch in
his voice.'For God's sake, give me another chance! I've heengh
purgatory these past couple of days.'

She turned then, and flooding over her was the mgofathe happy
days they had spent together. She recalled thosk-areds when she
had become so welcome a guest at his parents' Hdaweng no
home or parents of her own she had been ever gr&iethe security



which those week-ends had provided. She had haddmiaat that
time; now she had nothing and she floundered, yoaetl dejected.
Robin seemed suddenly to be a straw to which sbkl abing ... a
straw that could perhaps lead her to the anchowiach she craved.

'It could never be quite the same,' she murmuredmeaning him to
hear this uttering of her thoughts. 'One can newarpletely mend a
break such as that--'

'l love you," he repeated, and although this tihexd was a distinct
note of eagerness and hope in his words he waBictrdéhold back
any trace of confidence that might otherwise haneptcinto his
voice. 'That, surely, is the important thing.'

She looked into his eyes and said with a deepranabling sigh,
'l don't love you, Robin—not any more."
He swallowed hard.

‘You did once and you can again,' he stated.akd the chance on it,
Melanie.'

'l can never love you—not now.' Her thoughts flenLtike and she
knew that he and he only could have won her heanptetely.

‘The lady's giving you your change.' Deborah, tagdt his trouser
leg, brought Robin's attention from Melanie andhbkl out his hand
for the money the assistant was offering him. Hankied her,
speaking well above the whisper he had been usiegspeaking to
Melanie. 'Shall we go now?' asked Deborah, herlgraatel clutched
in her hand. 'I'm ready for my tea.'

'It's too early yet." Melanie smiled down at hed aook hold of her
hand. 'We'll go and do my shopping and then it trioghtime to meet
Uncle Luke.'



'‘May | come along with you?' Robin's voice pleaded, unable to
infuse him, Melanie said yes, he could come alort them.

‘This evening,' he was saying about an hour latemythe shopping
finished, they were on their way to the hotel. \Whlu let me take you
to the Club? There's a dance on, and you do rememovewe used
to enjoy dancing together.' He stopped rather dlyras he noticed
the sudden stiffening of Melanie's features. "Waasn't tactful, was
it? I'm sorry, dear, if | brought back memoriesttiart.'

That, she thought, was even less tactful, but siderallowances for
his present emotional condition. He was unsure aghiether or not
she would in the end be persuaded to take him hagkomise that
she would try to recapture the happiness that lead theirs before
Romaine had decided that she wanted Robin, asah@reviously
wanted Giles.

'l don't think | want to go to the dance this ewenishe said after a
long moment of indecision. 'l feel | ought not toake any
arrangements without consulting Luke.'

'‘Luke? But surely he doesn't control your evenirggour leisure
time?'

'‘No, of course not--' She trailed off, reflectigt of late the evenings
had been spent with Luke, pleasant hours of queatpanionship
which had on one or two occasions lasted into tbenmg hours; it
had been as if neither she nor Luke had wantedng the pleasure
to an end by saying good night. '‘But we've nevallydixed my
hours, or my time off.’

'l don't see any difficulty. When Deborah's in Iteelre isn't anything
to keep you, is there?'

She shook her head, but thought of leaving Roneoree with Luke.
Not that it would be the first time the two had bedone together.



But Melanie was remembering that all unconsciowstig had left
Giles alone with Romaine-- However, if Luke wadfad victim to
her sister's charms, there was nothing Melaniedcdalto prevent it.
It was as though, where Romaine entered into itaMe must admit
defeat at the outset. She was no match for Ronsamgly because
she lacked the essential weapon, which was beautg, Luke had
said she possessed a certain beauty, but Melaspecigd that he
was just being kind because she herself had dectaet she was
merely passable.

'l suppose | could come out with you?' She hadedtéhe words

before asking herself from where they were com8ige had no real
desire to go dancing with Robin, on the contraeywbuld prefer that

she could retire to her room and be alone. Bustone reason she
could not understand words came to her lips uniidael she found
herself uttering them.

"You'll come?' Eager now, Robin risked touching hand. '‘Dear
Melanie, I'm so much happier than | was an howsoago. Shall |
call for you about seven?'

‘That's far too early. Deborah doesn't go to betl timat time. |
usually read to her for about half an hour, and th&hall have to get
ready--'

'Eight o'clock, then?'

'Yes, eight or just after.’

Deborah was running on ahead, but now she turneédassmback.
'I'm very hungry! Please let's get there quickly!

'‘We're still a little early," Melanie told her, gleing at her watch.
‘Uncle Luke said four o'clock and it's still onlyjaarter to.'



'‘Well, we can wait for him. Besides, he might beréhearly and he
won't like waiting for us.'

‘Very well." Melanie turned to Robin. 'Goodbye.d&e you later.'

'Fine.! He paused and then, 'You'll not change ywmimd?' he
guestioned anxiously, and Melanie shook her head.

'‘No,' she answered firmly, 'I'll not change my mind



CHAPTER SEVEN

LUKE was already in the hotel lounge when they enteesu]
Deborah immediately informed him of all that haghpaned.

'‘And then the gentleman went off on his own, buiMas nice to pay
for my chairs, wasn't he?'

‘Very nice.' Curt the words and cold the glanceséet in Melanie's
direction. 'l would have paid, you knew that.'

'l told Robin you would pay, but he insisted. Theman behind the
counter took the money from him so there was litteuld do.’

'‘Nonsense | You should have refused to take theegion

'l didn't take it,' she protested, loath to saythimg that would lead to
a deterioration of the position between them.

‘You allowed him to pay!" He seemed disproportiehafngry about
Robin's payment of the money and Melanie once agjaileavoured
to smooth the matter over.

'l couldn't cause a scene in the shop, could 1?'

'‘Don't you like that gentleman to pay for my chdirgterrupted
Deborah. "You see, Uncle Luke, Melanie had leftfhese at home,
so she hadn't enough money, and it was lucky thafrlend came
along because he had plenty of money.'

'You said you weren't having anything more to déhwthe man,’
snapped Luke, ignoring what Deborah had said. &khould have
been no difficulty about your refusing to allow himpay.'

Melanie fell silent, wondering how she was to infiocuke that she
had consented to go to the Club with Robin thahege



‘Shall we go in to tea?' she asked, going on tdalsayDeborah was
hungry.

*They'll bring jt to us in here." Luke beckoned aadwaitress
appeared. 'We'd like afternoon tea brought to us,hlee said. The
girl, dusky-skinned but speaking excellent Engliginpduced a
notebook and took the order. When she had gonenéedat back in
her chair and watched as Deborah took out the<raim the parcel
she had already opened.

‘Do you like them?' she asked, lifting her smatiefao his. 'Melanie
helped me to choose them. There were a lot moteydliked these
best.’

Luke took one of the chairs and appeared to be iexagnt as to the
guality of workmanship, but Melanie sensed his latkinterest,
aware that his mind was on Robin and his intrugitmher life again
after she had said, quite firmly and finally, tlshe wanted nothing
more to do with him. She decided to tell him tha¢ svas going out
that evening, but it took several attempts befobeewords could be
forced out. And when at last they were, they cor@adian element of
defiance and challenge, since it had nothing twitlo Luke anyway,
and so he had no right either to approve or disaygoof her decision.

‘You've accepted an invitation to go out with hirhtike stared
unbelievingly at her across the table. 'l donhkHive heard aright?"

She coloured, angry with him, but even more angti Wwerself for
allowing him to affect her like this. He might alstde in a position
of total authority over her, 'she thought.

'It'll be a change,' she muttered defensively.

'‘From what?' His narrowed gaze held hers and sk Kall well
what he meant.



'Romaine's here,' she began, when he interrupteditie
'‘Answer my question--?'

‘Uncle Luke,' protested Deborah, her eyes suddgiig up, 'l don't
like you being angry with Melanie, and shoutindnat like that. She
hasn't done anything wrong—have you, Melanie?'

'‘Deborah, be quiet. Your tea will be here in a feaments; | want
you to eat it without talking, understand?’

Deborah pouted, but the stern inflection in Lukage was noted
and the child's voice was meek when she spoke.

‘All right, Uncle Luke, | won't talk while I'm eatg.'

Luke returned his attention to Melanie. His eyesen®arrowed, his
mouth tight.

'‘Perhaps,' he said stiffly, 'you'll now tell me wiau meant about its
being a change?'

'l didn't mean it would be a change from—from th@senings
which—which you and | spent together--'

‘You're not being at all clear,' he cut in coldlyseems to me that you
prefer this fellow's company to mine?’

‘That's not true,' she denied indignantly. 'But Rorma is here, and
therefore you are occupied with her.'

... ?' Luke's eyes opened very wide indeed. Melsaw the
astounded expression contained in them. 'Why thé sleould you
infer a thing like that?"



Melanie shrugged her shoulders in what was meabe ta careless
gesture.

'l expect you and she have a lot in common.'

'Indeed?' His eyes were now notably alert, antié@sl moved almost
iImperceptibly as if he were mentally reaching actasion. 'Perhaps
you will explain just what your sister and | coyldssibly have in

common?'

Melanie swallowed, her colour deepening under Lsikeerrogating
stare.

'She's very beautiful. Men can't resist her.' T¥as not the right thing
to say, but Melanie saw no reason to withhold fioim what he
already knew. 'l expect you enjoy her company,'esteed, and once
again his head moved slightly.

'l think | understand.' Curt the tones, but yetdyiss had lost some of
their hardness. 'Melanie, if | don't end by beatyog it will be a
miracle--' He stopped abruptly as Deborah, glancipgswiftly on
hearing this, opened her mouth to utter a big '@blastonishment
and censure. 'Here's your tea,’ he told the ch8tart on the
sandwiches, not the cakes!

Deborah blinked at him, her eyes filling up aga#elanie looked
angrily at him and fully expected that he would ssymething
soothing to the child. But he was staring at a $@dtind her and
when automatically she turned her head she sawnRsithing at a
table in the corner, a good distance from the tafhech they
themselves were occupying.

'‘Robin is staying here,' she began, but Luke itistamterrupted to
say that he was well aware of that fact.



'Seeing that | sent him here | ought to know!" bdeal scathingly.
'‘What would you like me to do now—invite him overthat we can
make a nice friendly party for tea?"

'‘There's no need for sarcadmke.'
‘Are you really intending to go out with him thigeming?’
'Of course; | promised.’

‘Then there's nothing more for me to say!" Pickipcga sandwich, he
began to eat it, but the very idea of food sickedethnie and all she
had was a cup of tea. This scene had hurt unbgaaalol she did
wonder in her confused mind just why she had agiego out with
Robin when she had no real desire to do so. Sheceegbit was a sort
of defensive tactic instigated by her convictioattRomaine must
inevitably captivate Luke. Yes, that was it! Shenteal more than
anything to conceal both from Luke and Romaine dhat had any
feeling for him at all. In this way she would bered embarrassment,
and Romaine would never know that, for the thinokti she had been
able to come right in and, without the least effodb her sister,
leaving her with nothing but emptiness and humdrat

No word was spoken between Melanie and Luke ojotiraey home
and when at last they arrived at the house Melaalk Deborah off
to the room which Luke had set aside as a playrddrare she and
Deborah sorted out the furniture in the dolls' leoaisd added the new
chairs. Despite her dejection Melanie could nop loeit find pleasure
In this task, and later, when she was ready towgpshe was quite
surprised to find, on glancing in the mirror, thlaé dark shadows
were no longer to be seen and that her eyes wétie &righter than
they had been of late.

Romaine was in the sitting-room and she glancedcsiMelanie
entered wearing a long dress of dark blue bruslmhwith a high



waist and frilled bodice trimmed lavishly with wéaitace. The neck
was high, the sleeves full at the top but tightAg from just above
the elbow down to the wrist.

'‘Going out!" queried Romaine. 'You never mentioned dinner.'

'I'm going to the Club.' Moving into the middle thie room, Melanie
stood there, looking down at her sister, reclirtimgre on the couch,
like a beautiful model of perfection, right fromettcrown of her
golden head to her shapely ankles and tiny feet.

‘The Club." Romaine frowned slightly. 'l must gerh at the first
opportunity.'

"You'll be returning to England once you're fulgcovered, surely?'

'‘Not on your life!" Romaine gave a spurt of lauglitefore adding, 'l
want to taste the sort of existence one has inpgéit of the world.
Luke's my ideal man and | want to know what sogafial life | shall
live if | decide to marry him.’

'If youdecide?' Although Melanie's voice was calm anddsteher
nerves were rioting and her heartbeats were fam friormal.
Romaine married to Luke--

'‘Aren't you taking a lot for granted? You've knolwm less than three
days.'

'‘What has time to do with it? | have Luke in thénpaf my hand

already, so I'm not contemplating any difficultyannging him to the
point of a marriage proposal.’ Again the lauglgréted on Melanie's
senses and she glanced through the window intodHrkness,
wishing she could see the lights of Robin's careappg along the
tree-lined drive. 'l never have difficulty with anyan, do I?'

Melanie looked at her with contempit.



‘It would be to your credit if you sought around f@ur own man
instead of indulging in the hobby of stealing mine.

'So you've fallen in love with Luke?'
‘Certainly not!

'‘But you've just admitted it, my dear sister,’ pdrrRomaine.
'However, it's of no matter since you can't hava hiow that I'm
here. No, don't interrupt, Melaniekhowthat you've fallen for him
simply because no woman could possibly live ingame house as
Luke and remain immune to his devastating charmy,Véfi the
women in the district must have had a go at winrhing, for he's
certainly a prize and no mistake!

'‘How crude you are!'

'‘And how slowyouare! If I'd been with Luke for only half the time
you've been with him I'd have been married to hynmow.'

Melanie sent another glance towards the window. tWhad
happened to Robin? He was already five minutes late

‘You take a lot for granted, Romaine. Luke iski lihe others, you'll
find.' That the wish was father to the thought Metavould not have
denied, and she was not surprised when Romaing said

‘You're hoping that I'll fail? No chance, Melariean have any man |
want—any mah There was no comment from Melanie and she we
on to say that already Luke was profoundly int&@sh her as a
woman. 'He's falling fast,’ continued Romaine vaitbort of exultant
confidence. 'l can guarantee to be able to twist ight around my
finger within a week.'

Melanie said, her face white as the trimming ondress,



‘You're not expected to be here for a week.'

'l shall make sure that I'm here for much longantkhat." A small
pause and then, 'My, but how pale you are! Fogjighto fall in love

so often! Especially when you know very well thatan take your
man every time. Believe me, Luke is mine alreadyy@u might as
well forget all about him. | was interested whemACissy told me
about this wealthy South African farmer with whomuywere
staying. | didn't at all like the idea that you mmignarry wealth when
I myself have not managed to do so yet. Aunt Cissyd have bitten
out her tongue; | saw that at once, but the dameagedone. Did you
know that she was half hoping that you and Lukeld/get together?'

Melanie turned away, her whole mind and body affiécby her
sister's heartlessness and total disregard fordlsgomfiture and
distress.

'l think I'll wait on the stoep for Robin--'

'‘Robin? You're going out with Robin, after sayirguydidn't intend
taking him back?'

'l still don't intend taking him back."'
'He'll be hoping—if you start going out with himaag.'

'It's only for tonight.'" Melanie made a move towsarihe french
window. 'He's only staying around because he thipds'll be
returning to England with him."'

‘Then he's in for a disappointment. You might keth, if you don't

mind, that I'm not intending to return for some siderable time, so
he can go just whenever it suits him to do so.'u@athe tone; it
seemed impossible that Romaine had ever beenraotatt to Robin
that she could have taken him from her own sister.



'l still believe you're taking too much for grantédike hasn't asked
you to stay, has he?'

Romaine laughed and sat back even more comfortaddynst the
cushions. There was no doubt, thought Melanie shatmade a most
alluring picture, and it would not be in the leasitrprising if, as
Romaine had said, Luke was already falling in loitd her. In fact,
it would be surprising if he had not been fallingaove with her.

‘You're trying to convince yourself that he isnterested, aren't you?'
sneered Romaine. 'Yet deep down inside you you kreswwell that
I'm well on the way to success. Silly child! Areyxtu sorry that you
allowed yourself to fall for him?'

'l didn't fall for him!" flared Melanie, quite unbkgbto endure any more
of this kind of talk. 'He isn't my type at all"'

'‘No?' Romaine's voice changed with startling spéedke isn't your
type, Melanie?' The voice was now soft and attvattihusky. 'But
how strange. Who, then, is your type—Robin, withowhyou're
going out this evening?'

Melanie scarcely knew what she was saying as giiedea tremor
of passion in her voice,

‘Yes, of course Robin's my type! It should be obsithat he is!'
‘And not Luke?'

''ve already said so! Luke's the last man I'dika&ly to fall for!" That
should sound convincing, decided Melanie, congasituy herself.
And she turned then, intending to make her exibugh the
window—but she almost collided with Luke. He hagheatanding
there for the past few seconds; she was neverrsoco$@nything in
her life.



And Romaine had known he was there.

"Your boy-friend's waiting,' was his icy commentashard eyes ran
over her figure. 'He came round the wrong way agid &t the back.
I've told him to come round to the front,' and witlat he strode past
Melanie and went through the room into some otletrqf the house.

‘You're very clever, Romaine, I'll grant you thatdid Melanie
bitterly. '"How could you be so vile as to make rag ghings | didn't
mean?'

'So you do love him? Oh, well, he wouldn't havekkxb at you
anyway, and most certainly not now, when he care mag.'

'‘One day,' predicted Melanie, looking straight e, fyou'll be sorry
for what you've done to me.'

Romaine merely grinned and said carelessly,

'l doubt it. I'm not the sort to have qualms of ®mance,; it's far too
uncomfortable. Life is for living, Melanie,’ she idéd, her eyes
glinting with a sort of defiance which Melanie haelver seen before.
'l intend to live, and to enjoy every single momehmmy life.' She

glanced at the closed door and for a second orstreoseemed to
become thoughtful. 'Luke will be exciting, and Inttdoelieve | shall

ever tire of him. If | do his money will compensated | shall have a
good time on that--' She stopped, for Melanie haded away and
was leaving the room by the french window.

'‘Ah, there you are!' Robin's eager voice jarredMmianie's nerves
and she would have done anything to be able to rmake excuse
and send him away. But she could not, since hedvoailutterly hurt
and miserable. So she went to the Club, and daswegdmiled, and
when the evening came to an end she knew that Rasmore than
a little optimistic about a reconciliation.



On the way back to Luke's home she mentioned #md, Robin
admitted that he hoped for total forgiveness onplaet.

'‘Oh, | can forgive you," she readily answered, Ilmain never care as |
cared before.'

'If you take this attitude you won't," was his eatbentle rejoinder. He
was cautiously handling the car as he drove itgabbnoad where tall
palm trees swayed in the night breeze and wheredret there lights
could be seen twinkling from the windows of the aningalows

which were built on the low rises and in the valley

'l don't think | ever cared as strongly as | shdudde done, Robin,'
she told him seriously, and he turned swiftly,anfin on his forehead.

'‘What exactly do you mean by that?' he wanted twmkn
'l've got over it so quickly.'

‘More quickly than you got over Giles." A statememtd it brought to
mind Luke's comment that, in the case of Giles,istehad no help.

'l've had things to take my mind off it this time.’

'‘Such as?' A faint trace of stiffness had creyat ms tone.
'l came here, for one thing. It was all new andnesting.'
'‘And there was Luke Shadwell.’

She swallowed and remained silent for a space.
‘Yes,' she agreed at length, 'there was Luke SHhdwe

'l see--' The stiffness remained in his voice, oo it was
accompanied by a hint of despair. 'You're in lovén\wim?'



'No—oh, no! Of course not--'
'‘But you've just admitted it—almost.’

She supposed that this was true, but she now wshlgdo refute the
idea she had given him.

'l meant that he offered me employment, lookingraleborah.’

"Your aunt told this to Romaine. But that's notwWiele situation, is
it? You've come to care for Luke?'

'‘Luke isn't interested in me,' she told him quiebut with a quick
perception for which she would not have given hiedd he said,

'Not since Romaine came here, eh?'

She supposed she was going pale, as she usualkhdidher nerves
were being tested like this.

‘Shall we change the subject?' she asked. 'l haweish to discuss
either Luke or Romaine.'

He was silent for a space and then, almost harshly,

'She'll set out to get him, that's for sure! Andewhhat woman
spreads her tentacles there's no escape. | knovggashoes Giles! He,
poor devil, has to make a new future for himse#fyihg lost four

years of his life—no, wasted four years! | suppasasidering this, |
myself should be thanking my stars that she threnwower before a
marriage could take place!" He was bitter and fasfp angry, but he
certainly was not experiencing any real hurt by twRamaine had
done to him. 'She'll go on and on ruining men'sdlvA woman like

that ought to be put away!

'She'll settle down eventually, | expect.'



'‘Never! If she manages to get Luke Shadwell iélhos money that'll
keep her with him—I'd wager my last penny on that!'

He drove with rather less care and on taking a tleadar skidded.
'‘Be careful,’ she warned, 'these roads are treachan the dark.'

He steadied the car, but his temper was such ttiveds some time
before he began to drive with any real care.

'S0 my cause is definitely lost,' he said at [&&tu could never forget
Luke, not after once having cared for him.'

She said nothing, hoping he would allow the suldjgcirop, but her
hope was in vain.

'Robin," she pleaded after he had been mutterirgutabis lost
chances for a while, 'please forget the whole tHidgn't wish to talk
about it—I've already told you this.'

'Has any man been a greater fool than 1?' he gaidring her plea.
'‘How could | have come to lose a girl like you?'

Melanie decided that silence on her part was theedfective way in
which she could put a stop to Robin's commentshsosat back and,
folding her hands in her lap, tried to relax, tasia little of the peace
that surrounded her in the darkness that enveltpedeld.

And Robin too fell silent, speaking only when thmyled up before
the front door of the homestead. Lights were on #mdugh the
window Melanie could see Luke and Romaine sittivege:, each with
a glass in hand. So the guests had already left.

‘There she is,' was Robin's angry and disgustednsom 'Playing her
usual game—the game she must inevitably win! Wieyraen such



damned idiots!" He snapped off the headlights anted to Melanie.
'So this is goodbye—really goodbye?"

Suddenly she was filled with pity for him; it ovede all other
considerations and emotions. His dejected voicdesiner, his very
manner, with shoulders sagging and mouth droopvegt straight to
her compassionate heart. She had no other desivis atoment than
to comfort him and impulsively she said,

'‘While you're here, Robin, I'm quite willing to gat with you, if you
want me to, that is?'

'If | want you to! Melanie, you're an angel! Yegad, we'll go out
together while I'm here.’

‘Do you know just how long you're staying?'

'l haven't made up my mind. It hasn't anythingdanith that bitch of
a sister of yours; she can make her own way backhafs intending
going back, that is! | was staying only in the hdpat you would
come to me, that we could get together again.'

'l thought you were waiting for Romaine.'

'‘Perhaps | was at first, but now that | see shgisg on her tactics
with your handsome Luke Shadwell I'm not interestedeeing her
safely home.'

‘You should never have come, Robin,' she saidgyalfemust have
cost you a lot of money?"'

'What does money matter? It would have been worthoasand
times more had | been successful in my mission.’



That, she supposed, was gratifying, but yet it ma@anpression op
her; she was immune to the fact of his loving henmune that was
as regards any reciprocation on her part.

'I'll say good night." Melanie managed a weak smadleshe turned her
head towards him. 'Thank you for taking me.'

‘Can | see you tomorrow evening?"

'Yes, | suppose so.’

‘Same time?'

She nodded her head.

'‘Where shall we go?'

'I'll take you out to dinner.'

‘Then I'll put on a long dress.’

He smiled at her in the dimness of the car.

'You always look so lovely in an evening dress, dnéd.'

'‘Passable,' she said briefly, her eyes wanderitigetevindow and to
the beautiful girl sitting there, opposite to Luked with the light just
in the correct place to enhance the clear unblesdiskin of her face.
Romaine had once said to Melanie,

‘Your trouble is that you haven't either technigudinesse in your
dealings with men. Whatever the occasion you shaqdsdition
yourself so that every advantage is derived froenlight and shade
of the room, or other place in which you find yaifsQuite often
you look positively plain, and all because you hévéaken the



trouble to ensure that you're positioned correictlyelation to the
light.'

‘Not passable,’ declared Robin with a hint of anfeu always used
to say that.'

She shrugged and, opening the door, slid fromahe c

'‘Good night, Robin,’ she said, and scarcely waedhis answer as
she moved away from the car.

It turned, and disappeared along the drive; Melampt up the steps
of the stoep and stood by the rail, staring out ¢ve gardens to the
veld beyond. The loneliness was intense, breathlesshapes of the
kopjes and baobab trees became mysterious in tipdadable
moonlight. A few pinpoints of silver filtered theaving foliage of
palm and bamboo—Ilights from the native huts whiah beyond
Luke's one cropped area of lucerne and soya beans.

She turned, nerves tingling, to find Luke standmthe frame of the
open window. Even in shadow his face showed uphhaend his
mouth was tight, matching the taut line of thabisty inflexible jaw.

'l hope you enjoyed your evening.' He spoke withpoliteness and
she remembered with poignant regret that he hadl lieam her lips

words that had not been true—words spoken in sfrtte, and put
into her mouth by her sister who knew that Luke alase enough to
overhear.

'Yes—it was most enjoyable, thank you, Luke." Skakéd at him,

desperately wanting to undo the damage that hadl teee earlier,

damage to his pride, mainly, for it could not héeen pleasant for
him to hear that he was not the type that appdaléér.

'I'm delighted that you're so happy.' Sarcasm,lgusence she was
certain that she was looking far from happy. Lule/ss flickered



over her and she felt stripped. In consequenceucdlooded her
cheeks and all she desired was to escape. Buv#ssot possible,
with Luke standing in the window like that. Shelizsd suddenly
that she was in the full glow of the light from tlemm behind; it was
not a position in which Romaine would have foundsbdé—no, not
in a harsh light such as this. Instinctively Me&amiould have turned
from him, but he was speaking again and, she wasddo look into
his face. 'Have you made another date with him?'

She nodded, but then kept her head averted.
‘Yes, as a matter of fact, | have.'
It seemed an eternity before he spoke.

'l conclude that you've decided to take him badktPange the
inflection in his tone; it mingled with the harshdertone and she
wished she could have grasped its meaning.

'‘No, not at all,' she replied softly, her eyesystrg once more to the
girl in the room behind. Romaine was becoming esstlit was clear
that she was feeling herself neglected—and shedimeihating it. 'l
promised to go out with him while he's here,’ adslanie, and
heard an exclamation escape him. As before sheedisiie could be
given some insight into what went on within his thin

'‘And how long is he staying here?'
' don't know.'

‘Until you're in a position to go back with hinejoined Luke in harsh
and frigid accents. 'l hope you'll honour your pregnto stay until
Deborah's father returns?’

‘Certainly | shall! And as for returning with Robifve no intention
of--'



'Of picking up the threads?' he cut in almost salyagBut he's your
type—I overheard you say so to your sister.' Haedaiand she saw a
nerve move in the side of his neck. '"Well, have gothing to say to
this?'

Automatically she shook her head, asking hersstiwhat she could
say. Luke had heard, and that was that. A denialldvbe useless
under these circumstances. Luke would not believeand he could
not be blamed for any scepticism he might displdy, Luke, I've

nothing to say.' He raked her face contemptuoébu'll go back to

him," he asserted harshly. 'Before you know where are you'll be
wearing his ring again!'

She said, scarcely knowing why, 'l suppose it wautt/ide me with
an anchor.' 'Undoubtedly! And as that appears tallogou require
from marriage then it should, after all, work oetywell.'

‘Security's important." Again she knew not why sheke like this.
She supposed that it was because she was indiffateut the
conversation, desiring only to bring it to an end.

‘All-important, obviously. Well, Melanie, | wish yoluck!

So sharp and angry was his tone that she thoughtoodd have
turned from her and re-entered the room where Ruenaas waiting
for him. But he stood motionless, staring past &tethe scene on
which she herself had been looking a short whigvipusly. Clouds
shifting across the moon created patterns on tbengk and on the
low hills, so that they became covered with a patrk quilt of
contrasting light and shade. Along the dry stread palms and
bamboos moved gently, blanking out the lights ftbenhuts now and
then. The silence was profound, unearthly.

'l think I'll turn in—it's getting late." Melanie as all awkwardness,
just as she had been in the very beginning.



‘You're right; it is late." Still he did not moveg seemed wholly
unaware of the girl sitting in the room, but heoadeemed unaware of
Melanie herself as he said, so softly that she tbastrain hard to

catch the words,

.. willing to accept second best ... simply forg@y.'

'‘What do you mean by that?' she wanted to know asdhe jerked
visibly, she knew that he had in fact been murnguhrs thoughts
aloud.

'‘By second best?' He gave a shrug and added withoch interest,
'‘Second best's sufficient for your present needsyai'll marry

Robin—who after all is your particular type,' hedad, and she did
wonder if she detected a hint of bitterness tovieise. Something
about him made her think of his own unproductiweelaffair; he had
got over it without too much trouble, she decidBdt then strong
emotional feelings were seldom found in men; the&yyvsoon

allowed other things to become superimposed on hams they

might happen to sustain. How easy it was for thitalanie almost
wished she herself were a man.

'I'm going in,' she said again, and this time Lok®ved to one side,
making room for her to pass him. 'Good night, Lukemoth flew
close to her before settling on a small branchhefliougainvillaea
vine curling its way around one of the tough woogélars of the
stoep. The little creature's eyes burned like sjl@ad they seemed to
be looking right at her. Automatically she movethger close to the
bough and" the moth flew off again. Luke watchetemtly, but
Melanie never glanced at him again as she wentpasand into the
room. She heard his good night, glanced at thelggtiace of her
sister, then passed through the room to the coradtside.



CHAPTER EIGHT

RoMAINE had somehow managed to convince the doctor tlkeatiab
still unfit to be moved. To Melanie the whole stioa was ridiculous
simply because it was plain to her that her sistas totally
recovered, and had been so after the first couptiags. But she
groaned when the doctor touched her stomach, amtbehed as he
drew away. His brow was furrowed and it did seeat the would
advise hospital treatment. Watching Romaine ingedelanie saw
that she had grasped the doctor's anxiety andder ¢o forestall any
suggestion that she should go to the hospital, Remsaid silkily,
fluttering her beautiful lashes so that the poommeas brought
instantly under her spell,

'I've had this before, doctor, and it does lastafaveek or ten days,
usually. It'll go, believe me. There's no needdoy real anxiety. It's
just that | always have to rest—but not in bedcadirse,' she was
quick to add, and Melanie could not help but allew lips to curve in
a gesture of contempt. Romaine had no intentiostafing in bed,
not while she could spend her time more profitablyensnaring
Luke.

‘Very well," said the doctor at last. 'I'll comeagain in a couple of
days, and | hope by then that you're feeling mwatteb.' He turned to
Melanie, a frown on his brow. 'If the pain recuosiynust get in touch
with me at once.'

'I'm quite sure it won't recur,’ she could not hedlying. 'My sister
will be quite well by the time you call again.’

His frown deepened. He said censoriously,

'You don't appear to be sufficiently concerned abmur sister, if
you don't mind my saying so, young lady!



Melanie coloured a little while Romaine, recliniagainst the silken
cushions on the settee, grinned behind the dodtack.

‘Take no notice of Melanie," she purred as theatdarned towards
her. 'She's never really understood me, and intiaddshe's rather
hard—no compassion, doctor.'

Melanie gasped and stared at her. Romaine seentexhaving the
greatest difficulty in suppressing laughter. Andewtihe doctor had
gone she did in fact burst out laughing, and siiiimeed to laugh for
as long as Melanie's indignation remained visiblaer expression.

"You have no sense of humour at all,' she gaspéd Melanie, what
you do miss in life! It can be fun, you idiot, sthyvdon't you break
out of that web of misery that surrounds you anekser a little

enjoyment?'

‘Do you really consider it funny to say things ltket about me?"

'l consider it funny that the silly old fool belied me! You know,
Melanie, all men are fools—utter fools! You caned@ctly what you
like with them?!

'If it so happens that you have the necessary péaueduce them to
slaves,' was Melanie's contemptuous rejoindes dltvays been easy
for you, but as | said, the day will come when {ldae sorry for all
this.'

'‘Rubbish! Ah, here's Luke. My, but what a handsanaa he is! |
know I've said this before, but every time | sem,hstriding along
like this, dressed in tight trews and an open-néckert, | feel | could
fall madly in love with him. He's the typical outmloman, tall and
brown and strong! And where did he get those lodkd&resay he
had French and Flemish ancestors—many of theskafers have.
Do you think he'll he glad that | have to stay ond while?'



'l've no idea what his reaction will be. You implihat he was falling
in love with you, so in that case he's bound tglad.' Of course, he
himself could have invited Romaine to stay, angrabably would

have done so, decided Melanie, convinced as shiedead right from

the start, that Luke was bound to fall in love vh#tr sister.

‘The doctor's been, | see.' He looked questioniagliRomaine, his

eyes fixed on her lovely face. Melanie, clad imgand short-sleeved
blouse, felt a wave of inferiority sweep over hdran presently Luke

transferred his gaze from the seductive visiona@hRine to Melanie

herself. That he was comparing she had no doulad ahe knew he

found her drab, uninteresting, plain. Whereas hendoRomaine

alluringly beautiful in her tasteful, well-caredrfolothes; he found

her intelligent, attractive ... desirable. So itdheeen with Giles, and
then with Robin—so imustbe the same with Luke.

''ve to stay for another few days," Romaine toich n her best
musical tones. 'I'm dreadfully sorry, Luke, but Isure you won't
really mind my being here?'

'‘Not at all; if you're not fit to be moved thenaafurse you must stay.'
‘Melanie doesn't like the idea--'

'l didn't say so!' cut in Melanie with a flash a@idignation. 'It has
nothing to do with me, in any case/ 'No, it hadms it? Luke's the
one who's being inconvenienced." Romaine lookeckrtiyvat him

from under her thick dark lashes. 'l feel so walhd that's the
annoying part of it all." A small pause and th&mw, you think | could

go to the Club?"Club?' he frowned, while Melaxieglling on what
Romaine had just said about feeling well, wondevidt the doctor
would have to say were he to hear his patient italthis vein. 'If

you're unwell then obviously you can't go out.’

'The doctor hinted that | could.'



‘The--!"Melanie pulled herself up short, but shald not disguise her
expression and, looking from one sister to themihgke said softly,

'Did the doctor hint that you could go out?'

''ve just said so.' Blatantly Romaine came ouhwitte repetition of
the lie she had already told; and she looked sttamjo her sister's
eyes, challengingly. 'He suggested that it woulangogood.'

Luke's eyes narrowed.
‘And yet he says that you can't be moved from here?

'l think he's anxious that | won't be cared forgady if | go to an
hotel." Romaine produced a devastatingly attractwalle and,
watching Luke closely, Melanie noted the admirativet entered his
eyes. She moistened her lips, for her mouth faithed. And she
turned away and left them together.

Deborah came to her shortly afterwards, a writiad m her hand.

'l can't spell Romaine,' she said. 'l can't sgetha other words, but |
do want to spell Romaine right. It's such a beautibme, isn't it?"

'Yes, Deborah, it is." Melanie spelt it for her awdtched as the
childish letters took shape. 'Is there anything gsu would like me
to spell for you?'

‘Some words, yes. But it doesn't matter if thegteall right. Daddy
says he doesn't mind so long as | write to him.’

‘You write very often indeed. You like writing, dogou?'

‘Yes, but | like drawing best. | wish my daddy waesck home,
because | haven't seen him for a long, long tiiiiee' child's lovely



big eyes were shadowed and Melanie caught her ,clogb a
protective arm around her shoulders.

‘Daddy will be with you very soon, now, darling. @&then you'll be
going back to your own home.'

'‘Will you come to see me? I'll make you a pie, lbseaMummy
showed me how to bake—uwith flour that makes pdstry.

'I'l be going back to my own home, Deborah, sodfmaid | shan't be
able to visit you.'

'l don't like you going away.' Deborah sucked thd ef her pencil
and frowned. 'lt's a very long way, you said.’

‘A very long way. | have to go on an aeroplane.’
'Like Daddy?'

‘Yes, that's right.' Melanie looked down; Deboraasvstill close,
clinging with one hand to her skirt while holdingtb pad and pencil
in the other. And it was like this that Romaine riduhem as she
came from the sitting-room into a small cosy saladmch Melanie
and Deborah used quite frequently.

'‘What a charmingly domesticated scene!' she exelinmWhat's
wrong with the child?'

‘Nothing," abruptly from Melanie. 'Did you want sething,
Romaine?'

'l want to speak to you in private.'

‘You can talk before Deborah; there can't be angtihmportant that
you wish to say to me.’



You're the most unfriendly sister imaginable. Ytouble, Melanie,
Is that you're totally unrealistic. Why on earthuyghould continue to
have a grudge against me | don't know! If it's &ileen all | can say
Is that you didn't miss much! He's enough to dawgy woman to
distraction with his erudite notions which he's &wer pushing at
you. I'm all for an intelligent conversation, asuyknow, but Giles
was more than even | could stand! Melanie saidhingtand her
sister added, 'As for Robin—well, he's yours if ysant him--'
Romaine broke off and spread her hands in a gesfuesperity.
‘There's been no real harm done if you look atstheation with an
enlightened attitude. Your engagement was brokés,true, but
you've said yourself that he's still your type. i&seems logical to
me—and sensible—that you and he get together a&aiihMelanie
said nothing, and Romaine ended by stating th&ake Robin back
was the best thing Melanie could do because tingegeang on and if
she was not careful she would end up on the shelf.

"That won't trouble me," was Melanie's immediat®rte 'In fact,
that's where | intend to end up.'

Romaine shrugged and said again that she wanspe:k to Melanie
alone.

‘Would you like to run away and do your writing sewhere else?'
She gave Deborah a dazzling smile to which theldleiéponded at
once.

‘Yes, of course,' she answered obligingly. 'Shatirhe back in a few
minutes?'

"Yes—but not too soon.’

Melanie watched Deborah leave and close the ddontdner. Then
she looked at Romaine and said,

'‘What is it that's so important?"



Romaine looked at her through narrowed eyes.

'‘Have you told Luke everything?' she asked, andahe of her voice
was neither pleasant nor smooth.

'‘What do you mean by everything? He's aware thatsyale Robin--'

‘You know what | mean! Have you told him about Gikes well as
Robin?'

'He knows about Giles too.'

‘You rotten little tell-tale sneak! Did you havedpen up and let him
have the whole story?'

‘What is this all about?' demanded Melanie, heeariging.

'l dislike intensely this atmosphere which Lukeates. I'm not used
to being an object of suspicion and contempt!'

Melanie's eyes widened.

'So things are not going quite as smoothly as youlavhave me
believe? You've hinted that's he's falling in levith you, but it looks
rather as if that's not quite true, I'm thinking.'

'l haven't said that things aren't going smoothigriied Romaine, and
it was easy to see that she was furious with Hdehe way she had
handled the matter. 'Luke can't help but fall melavith me, simply
because he's no different from the rest. Howeveensed from the
first this thread of censure and faint contemphig manner and it
suddenly dawned on me just now, when | was askihgauld go to
the Club, that he knew far more about me than techim to. For if
he didn't he wouldn't be so difficult to manage.'



'‘What you're trying to say, Romaine, is that youlscovered all at
once that here's a man who can see through youlenMerealized
that her heart was beating too quickly, and allabee she was
beginning to have doubts as to whether Luke wéiadah love with
Romaine. 'Luke's no fool, and he most likely susgethat you were
telling a lie when you said that the doctor hadegiyou permission to
go to the Club.'

Romaine coloured with temper.

‘You certainly put suspicion into his head with yaunguarded
exclamation.' She drew closer and her face almostied that of her
sister. 'I'd have killed you if you hadn't pulledwself up before
you'd given me away!

Melanie stepped back, shaken by this vicious mddroonaine's.

'‘Don't be melodramatic,’ she said, then added] pull myself up, so
why this unnecessary show of temper?'

'I'm not satisfied with the situation as it is! lai& filled with pity for
you and he's blaming me for your two broken engagesh

Melanie could see the whole picture clearly. Romdnying out all

her wiles on Luke, but he was not falling as quiad either Giles or
Robin—or any of the numerous other men who at vartomes had
fallen beneath the onslaught of her charms. Thsl kif situation

would not suit Romaine at all. However, the chiking which

occupied Melanie's mind was the mention of pityké.wvas filled

with pity for her--

She had said from the first that she did not reghis pity, and she
would tell him so again—and without much delay 1

'If there's nothing more you have to say, Romasad Melanie at
length, ‘then I'll go to Deborah.’



'l have just one thing to say! It's time you bedfainking of going
home!'

Swift anger brought the colour to Melanie's cheeks.
'l shall go when I'm ready—and not before!’

'l can look after Deborah.' Romaine's own angeedeahd she spoke
In quieter, less hostile tones. 'Be a sport, Melamd tell Luke you

want to go home with Robin. I'll let him know tHaton't mind seeing

to Deborah until her father returns.' She lookedost pleadingly at

her sister. "You can't gain a thing by staying. Amdny case I'm sure
you're anxious to get batk to England. Go with Rolaind make a
fresh start. You were happy with him once and yan be happy

again.'

Contemptuously Melanie swept her figure.
‘You want the way clear; that's it, isn't it?'

'I'd certainly like to have Luke all to myself. Mwlie, please do as |
ask. Luke's the only man for me, and while you®eshreminding

him that you were treated badly by me, | shandlide to make much
progress.'

'So you admit you treated me badly? That's thetfiree you've had
the decency to own to it.'

'l suppose | was rotten. But this time I'm not doyou any harm--Oh,
| know you've fallen for him, but as he hasn'tdalfor you your case
Is hopeless, isn't it? And anyway, Robin's the foreyou; recent
events have proved it. Sorry | won't be at your awegl, but--' She
stopped and turned her head. 'Oh, hello, Luke. Meland | are just
exchanging confidences.’



'So | gathered,' he replied with an icy inflectidrheard something
about a wedding?' His eyes, glinting like pointsfroft, settled on
Melanie's hot face. She was acutely conscious ©tbidness, but
what mainly occupied her mind was Romaine's assethat he
pitied her. 'Whose wedding?'

'‘Melanie's, of course,’ purringly from Romaine.é&imd Robin have
made it up.'

Silence followed. Melanie decided without hesitatio refrain from
any denial of what her sister had said. In this wshg would be
proving to Luke that she was not in need of hig.pit

'Is this true?' he asked at last, and his tone® wees of quiet
unruffled hauteur.

'Yes—er—yes, it is true.'
‘Congratulations,’ he said, and left the room.

‘Are you going home?' Romaine wanted to know, anelakle
nodded her head.

'It'll be for the best." She looked at her sisber, for the first time
Romaine could not meet her gaze. 'l hope | nevasscyour path
again,' and with this Melanie also left the room.

Luke came to her in the garden the following afterm She glanced
up to note with some surprise that there was agtraint of greyness
about his face that she had never seen before.

''d like to know when you're thinking of leaving® said frigidly.
‘Your sister has offered to stay on and look afieborah.’ He was



frowning and Melanie believed she now knew thearder the grey
tinge to his face. He was worried about Deborah.

'If Romaine's willing to stay on then I'm free &ale just whenever |
wish?' She heard the calmness in her own voicenagelled at it.

But she realized that her mind was lazy, unwillitogexert itself in

any way at all. She was in the depths of an agdabimy which she had
no especial desire to emerge, since this was a coongortable state
than full consciousness and the acutely painfukqmee of the
knowledge that Luke and she were now irrevocahhassed.

'Of course,' he returned briefly, his eyes hard@oid as they looked
down into hers. 'l expect you're eager to get laaxckget the wedding
plans moving. Will you be married before Christmas?

'‘No, certainly not before Christmas." And not estre thought, but
did not speak this aloud. 'When is Deborah's faéxpected to be
back? It can't be long now, Surely?'

'He wrote to say there's been some delay. He'expu#cting to be
back until the week before Christmas.' Althougdemed to Melanie
that there was now nothing more to be said, Lukearsed at her
side, much to her surprise. She felt awkward, getlted the lovely
evenings she and he had known, intimately friemdlgnings when
awkwardness on her part was non-existent. They steamgers at
this moment ... strangers who were separated byitthe gulf of her

own defensive attitude and Luke's unfriendlinesst Bhat did it

matter? She would soon be gone from here and sthédernwould

never meet again.

Gone--She would miss this beautiful country withgpecial form of
tranquillity and peace. She looked out now, overide veld; and
the deep solitude seemed to take her protectieeliself; it spread
like a velil that takes over when the gentle statsglumber prevails.
She glanced up to where a trail of shifting cloyasrtended



rain—much-needed rain that would leave the earth it fruits
smelling fresh and clean. She thought of what migive been had
not Romaine appeared, to cause this rift betwedse land herself.

'‘What are you thinking, Melanie?' Luke's voice vedsiost gentle
now, surprising her into a swift glance of perptexihy the sudden
change from the frigid and almost hostile tonehhd used a few
moments ago?

'l was thinking of this place,' she replied withmlesty. 'I've grown to
like it very much.’

He looked oddly at her.

‘You've no need to leave it,' he reminded hel, istithe same quiet
unhurried tones. 'lt's your own choice entirely.'

She nodded, but it was an automatic gesture.

'It's for the best, Luke,’ she said, her eyes pehsiresting on the
bright-plumaged bird that had flown across theisgalrden to settle
on the mimosa bush close to where she and Luke steaneling.

'‘Would you care to explain why it's for the best?'

She could only shrug her shoulders, for she cocddcegly tell him
what was in her mind, tell him thatshe was leaWiagause she had ar
idea that he and Romaine would get together artdstieg Melanie,
had no desire to stay and watch this happening.

He spoke again, saying that she must tell him ciefenitely if she
was leaving, so that he could give Romaine her answ

'I'm definitely leaving,' she told him after the mast hesitation.



‘Very well,” The tone was cold again and Melanienéd away,
unable to bear the icy expression which she kneawabuld see on
his face.

Romaine appeared a moment or two after he had gamaph on her
face.

'So you've told Luke you're leaving. Sensible gvidiu should get in
touch with Robin at once; there's sure to be a tesving Rayneburg
before the weekend.'

That she was being pushed away was more thantol&éelanie, but
she was indifferent to this fact.

'I'm seeing him this evening; that will be soon @gio

'‘But if you went to Rayneburg now you might be daolesave some
time.'

Melanie looked straight at her.
‘You're in a great hurry to get rid of me, areoty’

'l certainly shall feel more comfortable when yautyone,' was the
frank and brutal admission from Romaine. And thba added, a
curious expression on her face, 'Are you reallgnding to marry
Robin?'

'‘No; Romaine, | am not intending to marry him!'

'How sad ... how very sad. | almost wish | hadndken it all up.
However, | wouldn't then have met Luke, would Icéese you'd
never have come over here?' Melanie said nothirmg Romaine
added callously, 'l have a lot to thank you for |&hée, since but for
you | wouldn't now be in the happy position of lgethe prospective
bride of a wealthy and handsome man like Luke Slefldw



'‘Does it ever occur to you, Romaine, that you yelfirsight one day
have competition?'

Her sister's eyes opened very wide; it was clean &efore she spoke
that such an eventuality had never for one mometuroed to her.

'‘Me—have competition? It's the most unlikely thimgthe world.
When men fall for me they don't get up in a hurry.’

‘Giles tired of you,' Melanie could not help sayisgnply because
she had had far more than she could take and eesheddid in fact
feel—for the first time in her life—that she wantedinflict, a real

hurt on someone.

'He did not!1 tired of him and you know it! How dare you sugges
that he was the one who decided to end our mattriage

'Oh, well, it isn't of any importance now. But wiadtout Robin? That
break, | believe, was mutual?'

‘Partly,’ was the grudging admission.
'So he did tire of you--'
‘No!'

‘It might interest you to know," went on Melanigll $n the mood to
hurt, 'that Robin now dislikes you intensely.'

Her sister's face turned crimson.
'You and he have been talking about me?"

'‘Naturally—under the circumstances. Robin's ingee#ul mood and
now admits that what he felt for you was nothinghpared with what
he felt for me.' She noted the fury in Romaine&sseand was glad she



had been able to affect her in this way. It wa$ higne that she knew
what humiliation felt like. However, whatever Romaiwould have
answered to this was never uttered, for at that embfideborah came
racing from the direction of the house, a lettattéring in her hand.
She had been to town with Jancis, who, havinga@allea casual visit
on her way into Rayneburg, had offered to take atbavith her as
the child wanted to see if there was a reply ydheoletter she had
written to her father.

'‘What do you think!" she exclaimed, waving the lattehe air, and in
reality offering it to Melanie. 'l asked Daddy by could stay for ever
and look after me, and guess what he said?'

Melanie's nerves tingled, for there was only onnaar—ijudging by
Deborah's animated expression and the way she dianaitedly
about from one small foot to the other.

'He agreed that | should stay and look after you.'

‘Yes, that's right!" Deborah pressed the letten Mielanie's hand.
'‘Read it! I'm so happy now! Are you happy, Melah@ anxiety as
to whether or not Melanie would accept; it was tak@ granted by
the child that, her father having said yes, thevald/be no difficulty
from Melanie. 'Read it quick!

Taking the letter, Melanie began to read, awarehef sister's
interest—angry interest.

The wording was tactful, Kevin merely saying thlelanie would
agree, then he would be delighted to have her tstapok after
Deborah. But she might not want to stay, he hae gonto point out,
ending by promising to write to Melanie and see twdfe thought
about the idea. It was a simply-written letter, unally, but the
warning was there, the warning that Deborah mustaesume that
Melanie would stay; she must wait to see how Meldeit about the



proposition. But Deborah in her excitement had edske warning,
which was understandable, thought Melanie as shdduaback the
letter.

‘Are you happy?' the child repeated, her piqudti¢ face all aglow
with expectancy. 'You see, I'm writing to Daddy namd | want to
tell him that you're as happy as | am!" Still nspense from Melanie,
who was trying to picture what her life would bkeliworking as
nanny to Kevin's young daughter. It would be a-fulle job,
although there would be a few hours off duringdbag when in a few
months' time Deborah went to the small school igrfeaurg. Yes, it
might be a pleasant post ... if it weren't for thisery of constantly
seeing Romaine and Luke together. And later, ifytlkd get
married--No, decided Melanie, she could not acteist post. And
yet, as she stared down into that happy little .fabe had not the
heart to see that happiness wiped away and thdbglea expression
reappear in Deborah's lovely eyes, that expresgnch both she and
her father had worn on that first occasion of Maameeting with
them. 'Please say you're happy,' Deborah was saymfpeseeching
tone. 'You will stay, won't you?' she added anxypuas a sudden
doubt entered her mind at last. 'l want you to stdlyg me—always.'

And after only the merest hesitation Melanie tdwok ¢hild's hand in
hers and said with a smile,

'‘But of course | shall stay, Deborah, but | wondmise for how long.
However, | shall stay until your daddy makes somable
arrangements for you.' To her relief that satisfregichild, who in an
affectionate gesture brought Melanie's hand ugetaheek.

Romaine, who up till now had merely been the sawoyvthnlooker,
angrily reminded Melanie that she herself was nompleyed by
Luke to look after Deborah.



'You've sacked yourself,' she snapped. 'In any, dagwught you
were most eager to get back to England?’

'I'm no longer eager,' returned Melanie, and maited at the way
she now felt. It was as if a load had been lifteahf her mind and
body; she no longer dreaded seeing Romaine and togiether. On
Kevin's return she would be living in his house ahd need never set
foot in Luke's home ever again. '‘No, I'm no longager to leave,
Romaine. I've grown to love this country and thpagunity of this
post is one | don't intend to let slip by.'

'‘But what about me? I'm supposed to be looking #fie child.' She
was crimson with fury, a circumstance which left sister strangely
cold and indifferent. 'If you think Luke will allowou to change your
mind about leaving then you're mistaken—he won#kiBes, he
believes you're marrying Robin!'

‘What's the matter, Melanie?' cried Deborah, olshofrightened by
Romaine's temper. 'l don't want her to look after'm

'I'm looking after you, darling, so stop worrying/ith a gentle hand
Melanie brought Deborah to her. We'll be stayinthwincle Luke

until your daddy comes home, and after that wi'eliving in your

house.'

'I shall see Luke about this,' flashed Romaine's'tdéfered me the
post and | intend to keep it!'

Melanie looked disgustedly at her.

'See Luke,' she said coldly. 'I'm quite sure thany case of choice
between you and me he'll do the obvious thing asid Reborah
which one of us she wants.'

'‘He'll do nothing of the kind. He'ltell Deborah whom she shall
have—and it'll be me—just you wait and see!'



'l have no option but to wait and see,’ rejoined lavie
unconcernedly, and then, to Deborah, 'Jancis has, dsuppose?’

'‘No--Oh, dear, she asked me to say she wants tak sfoe you
importantly. She's on the back stoep.'

'‘She has something important to say to me?"

'Yes. and she says she's dying for a cup of caffegell!’



CHAPTER NINE

WHEN Melanie mentioned to her sister that she mightasehave
competition it never for one moment occurred tothat this would
ever happen, either now or at any other time. Baifitst thing Jancis
said when Melanie ran up the steps to the stoep was

'‘What do you think! Fay Champion's back in Rayngbufay's
Luke's old flame—I told you about her, if you remme1? She arrived
this morning, having travelled throughout the nightthe train. | saw
her when Deborah and | were in town this afternand we had a
chat.'

Melanie's mind computed swiftly and she was socallieg Luke's
admission that the girl possessed a kind of beabtgh he had been
unable to resist. He admitted that he had beawvmwith her and had
intended asking her to marry him. However, he had aaid that
when she recently suggested coming out to seeh@rmad informed
her that he was no longer interested. He seemedqiethat she had
accepted this and not wasted time in coming oveit, B would
appear, the girl had changed her mind.

'Her relatives no longer live here, you said?'

‘That's right. However, she made several friendgevdine was here
and she's staying with the Marshall—you've met tla¢tie Club, |
expect?’

Melanie nodded her head.
‘You've had a chat with her, you said?"

‘Just a couple of hours ago.' It was clear thatidawas faintly
amused by what was happening. 'She's as beauieNer, and I'm
pretty certain that she's here after Luke.’



Melanie glanced curiously at her.
'You don't seem too troubled about it?"
Jancis laughed.

‘She can't hurt me this time; I've got over whaté&weas that | felt for
Luke.' She glanced up to see Romaine approachardydok in her
hand. The sun had tanned her arms and legs belgutihd she made
a most charming picture of feminine allure, chagnenough for a
glossy magazine, mused Melanie, wondering just $leswvas going
to take this latest piece of news. And what of Lukéhat would be
his reaction? Melanie felt that the whole situatwwould have been
extremely amusing had she herself been totally fafoam it,
unaffected by the charms of Luke Shadwell. 'My caas hopeless,’
Jancis was saying, her eyes still on the approgcfligure of
Romaine, 'so there was nothing to be gained byolirg optimism,
was there?'

'‘No, there wasn't.' Melanie frowned at the thoutjtstt Romaine
might decide to join her and Jancis on the stoepweéver, the girl
merely lifted a hand to Jancis and went into theskeo

'Isn't Romaine joining us?' Jancis asked the questifew moments
later, after Melanie had requested Elizabeth togocoffee and cakes
out to the stoep. 'She'll not have gone into thesbdoecause of me,
surely?'

'You mean that she would consider she was intritliBgaking her
head before Jancis could answer, Melanie went omd that
Romaine probably wished to wash and dress now ghat had
finished her sunbathing.

But within about ten minutes or so Romaine did camue much to
Melanie's surprise.



Do you want some coffee?' Melanie, desirous of kegfsrom Jancis
the strain existing between Romaine and hersetfetba smile to her
lips.

'Please." Romaine sat down opposite to Jancis,efjies almost
Insolently examining her, from head to foot. 'Angandwich,' she
added as Melanie rose to go inside to seek ouseéheant. 'Ham if
you have it.'

When Melanie came out again Jancis and Romaine tadiag,
although one glance at Jancis's face was suffitietiell Melanie that
she was not enjoying Romaine's company.

'Elizabeth will be out directly with your coffee dnsandwich.'
Melanie's voice was stiff now; she was angry thamBine should
have intruded when she knew full well that she ouabt be
welcome.

'I'd better be going,' said Jancis eventually, glam at her watch.
‘Shall | see you at the dance on Saturday evening?'

'l expect so.' Luke would have been taking her,adudelanie, had
not Romaine appeared and upset everything. Asst Rabin would
be her escort.

'l expect Fay will be there—but meanwhile, you eapect her to be
calling on her old flame!" Jancis gave a laugh, alitMelanie's

attention was with Romaine, who on hearing Janessds had

jerked upright in her chair, her eyes wide and [mdzz'l wonder

whether they'll really get together this time? Byosre in Rayneburg
will be agog at the reappearance of Fay! They'Bsgushe's after
Luke.'

'‘Fay ... who?' The two words came from stiffengab!li In fact,
Romaine's whole body seemed to have become tauthancblour
was fast leaving her cheeks.



Jancis looked at her as she rose to her feet. Remeas still sitting
upright and she lifted her face as Jancis spoke.

'‘Fay Champion. She was once practically engagkedke—' Jancis's
voice retreated slowly as the truth began to sptieaaigh her mind.
‘Are you all right?' she asked, and it was easew®that the question
was put merely in order to give her time to recoW®m the
embarrassing position in which she found hersedft glance went
swiftly to Melanie, whose face was impassive.

‘This Fay,' said Romaine, ignoring the questiohe'v¥as practically
engaged to Luke, you said? When was this?'

'Oh, some time ago,' replied Jancis, endeavounir@gsume a casual
manner. 'l expect it's all over, really--'

'You remarked that she's after Luke,' came Ronm@aiost harsh
reminder. 'Where does she come from—England?’

'Scotland.' Jancis moved uneasily and once agairglaaece shot
towards Melanie. The plea was so obvious that witheesitation
Melanie rose and said,

'I'l come to the car with you, Jancis. ExcuseR@naine; Jancis has
to go. She's in a hurry.'

‘But--'

'Sorry!" It was a curtly-spoken word and withoutyafurther
interruption from her sister Melanie led the waywiathe steps and
then walked beside Jancis to the station wagonhmivees parked at
the front of the house.

‘Lord, what a fool | am! I'd no idea your sistedtfallen for him.'

Melanie turned to her and said, 'lt was so obvithen?"



'‘But of course it was! I'm terribly sorry, Melanfer my lack of tact--'

'‘Don't worry about it," interrupted Melanie. Andestiecided to add,
'Romaine and | don't get along all that well, sa aven't upset me
in any way.'

'l didn't think you got on too well." Jancis stolog the door of the
vehicle and looked searchingly into Melanie's fa¢eu're not alike
in any way at all—if you don't mind my saying so.'

'‘She's very lovely," murmured Melanie. 'That's theef difference
between us.' She noticed Jancis's brows beingdraisd was not
altogether surprised when she said,

'It's a matter of opinion, Melanie. However, | wathbarrass you by
going into that part of it. What | will say is that many other ways
you and she are vastly different." A small pauskthan, "You know,

it could be quite hilarious ... two bitches figlgione another 1 It's
usually one bitch to one heroine. Still, Fay's iee that | suppose you
could put her in the heroine's place--' She stogmelthen said, 'I've
been most untactful again, haven't I? Obviously ywowldn't class

your sister as the bitch.’

Faintly Melanie smiled.

'l haven't thought much about it,’ she lied, autiocadly pulling open
the door as Jancis made ready to get into her leehic

‘There's Gladstone," remarked Jancis with a laMghat a card he
looks in that hat!'

Following the direction of her gaze, Melanie savadatone in the
shrubbery. He was wearing the brightly-colouredwthat that had
belonged to one of Luke's visitors—female visitdtsshaded his
head and eyes from the sun, but it also gave ltomacal appearance
which afforded him as much amusement as it affotdesle who saw



him wearing it. Deborah was with him, Melanie neticas the child
emerged from behind a bush. She was holding a ballshe was
intently watching all that Gladstone was doing. $loeld be coming
with her letter, thought Melanie, and turned to gagdbye to Jancis.

'‘Deborah’ll be going to school soon, won't shefitidaasked, and
Melanie nodded her head.

‘After Christmas—I think it's about the eighth @&ndiary that the
school starts.' A small pause and then, 'I'm staggmto become a sort
of nanny to her. Her father wants me to.’

'Really? But how splendid! I'm glad you're not le@vus, Melanie.'
Jancis was in the driver's sat and just aboutaidt #te engine when
Luke appeared from over a rise. He was on a haraetering

leisurely along the edge of the field of lucerne.

'l expect Deborah's delighted that you're staying dancis took her
hand from the starter and Melanie realized thatved® intending to
await Luke's arrival so that she could impart hr@vs

'She is,' said Melanie, then added, 'lt was drélgdéad about her
mother. How old was she?'

‘About twenty-six or seven. Tumour on the brainyais all over and
done with in a matter of hours. She went into a &a@and never
regained consciousness. It was a terrible shoekdéoyone, because
she was a girl who was always full of life. Keviomit get over it for
a very long time to come.’

'‘No, | shouldn't think he would. Deborah's differerchildren are, of
course. She talks about her mother at times, riptubaut her eyes
don't fill up as often as they did.’

‘Thanks to you, Melanie." Jancis was watching alsoltsh, having
seen Luke, raced away towards him. On reachingpéelismounted



and Melanie could imagine her telling him about lktter she had
received. Luke glanced over to where the two gidse standing,
Jancis having come from the station wagon. He wavhdnd, then
walked the horse, Deborah riding on its back.

''ve told Uncle Luke!" she exclaimed when presestie and Luke
had reached them. 'He says he's very glad, anglddntoo!" She was
lifted down, but Luke's eyes were fixed on Melarilee most odd
expression in their depths.

'l thought you had altogether different plans,’ Wwesscomment after
he had sent a smile in Jancis's direction.

'‘Well—er--' Melanie had no answer; she had beeankihg about it
for the past few minutes, wondering what she wasgyto say to
Luke when, having learned of her change of planasieed about
Robin. 'l felt | must stay,' she murmured lamelyshing that Jancis
were not here.

'l see," abruptly and with the sort of inflectidrat clearly stated that
he did not see at all.

Jancis spoke at last, watching in some amusemeaftasimparting
her news to Luke, she saw the incredulity appehaisreyes.

'Fay—here!" he repeated. 'You've seen her, you say?

‘Today.' Jancis couldn't resist adding mischiewgudlhere's only
one reason why she should be here, Luke: shéos@s you!

Luke's eyes narrowed as he said,

'‘Don't be facetious, Jancis! Fay's here to sedrieidds—and | don't
happen to be one of them!

With a shrug of her shoulders Jancis said carglessl



'‘We shall see, Luke. And now | really must be @&ie you on
Saturday, Melanie. So long for now!'

'‘Goodbye.' Melanie waved as the vehicle turnedbtie drive into
the road beyond.

Luke spoke then, his voice abrupt and puzzled.

‘You've definitely decided to stay here, to lookeafDeborah
permanently?’

'l don't know about permanently. For one thing, @eah's father
hasn't yet written to me to ask me to stay.'

Luke's eyes flickered angrily.

‘You're evading the issue,' he told her sharplse You or are you not
going to marry Robin?'

The question she had of course expected; it wasdtmicome, as a
natural consequence of her change of plan regaiagprah.

'l d-don't know,' she stammered. 'Deborah needsShe.ended on a
lame note and heard the indrawn breath which wagraof Luke's
exasperation.

'‘Am | to take it/ he snapped, 'that Deborah is mongortant to you
than Robin?"

‘That's not a fair question--'
'‘Answer it—before | do you some damage!'

She stared, her nerves alert, her eyes wide witmiagament at this
loss of control. For assuredly he was in a temBhle saw that his



eyes were tawny, burning too—Ilike smouldering astaddenly
fanned to life. She prudently decided to be honast him.

'I'm not going to marry Robin,' she said quietlyddefore she could
even take a guess at his intention she found leedddrs seized and
she was shaken so violently that the tears sprartet eyes and
within seconds had flooded on to her cheeks.

‘Uncle Luke!" cried Deborah, starting to cry. 'Stogting Melanie!

She's crying—Ilook! | don't like you any more be@ysu're cruel!'
and she turned and raced towards the house assfast legs would
carry her. Vaguely Melanie was struck by the fhat the child meant
to bring some help.

'Look what you've done now!" he thundered, and gklstanie
another shake.

'1?" she gasped, sweeping away the tears withdhk bf her hand.
‘You're the one who's to blame— entirely!

'‘What did you mean by telling me that damned lieutbmarrying
Robin?' His face was taut and grim, his wholewsdgtmenacing as he
stood over her, too tall by far, too overpowerimg aggressive.

'l don't understand you at all,' she began, buihgoturther because
Romaine came from the house, walking swiftly tovgattiem,
Deborah by her side, trotting to keep up with her.

'‘What's happening?' Romaine took in the scene— Litkeously
angry, and Melanie still weeping. 'Deborah tells that you've
shaken Melanie?' Romaine's eyes glittered as thmyedhfrom her
sister to Luke. 'Is this true?'

Luke turned to her, slowly.

'Quite true," was his brief and curt reply.



‘Well," began Romaine hesitantly, 'that's not vecg.'
'Please go away,' snapped Melanie. 'This isn't gair!’

A shrug from Romaine and then, 'If that's how yealfl will go
away!'

‘And you can go too," Luke told Deborah, but thidclooked up at
him, reluctant to leave.

‘You won't hurt Melanie again?' she asked.
'‘No, I'll not hurt her again.’
‘All right then, I'll go!

When they were alone Luke said softly, staring davio Melanie's
moist unhappy eyes,

'l hope, Melanie, that the shaking will be a lesoyou not to tell me
lies.'

She averted her head, avoiding that stern and iagc8tare. But she
was puzzled in the extreme, since it could not enatt Luke whether
or not she was intending to marry Robin ... unk&se glanced up
then and caught her breath. Thoughts rioted an@vabeecalling the
fact that all was not going smoothly with Romainédher attempts to
bring Luke worshipping at her feet. Melanie hadexgnced a slight
doubt about the likelihood of his falling for hester but, later, she
had once more become resigned, remembering, asosbien did,
how easily Romaine had succeeded with Giles andnRMihy
should Luke be any different? Melanie had askeddier

Luke was speaking, reminding her, in the same @quetnts, that she
had not responded to what he had just said.



' didn't think it mattered—about Robin,' she muredidefensively.
'‘Why did you tell me that lie?'

'‘Because | didn't want your pity--'

'‘My pity?' he broke in, surprised. 'When have eofld you pity?'
‘At first you did, and then--'

‘True, at first | did. But this is not "at first§ it?'

'Romaine said--' She broke off, this time of hen@aecord, but Luke
was not allowing her to hold back what she hachitkel to say.

'Romaine said what?"

For a long moment Melanie remained stubbornly mptetending
that she was interested in the little green lizaed was darting about
on the dusty path. Its tongue flicked out with thustomary speed of
creatures of its kind and Melanie knew that eade tihis happened it
was more than likely that a tiny insect was takato ithe lizard's
mouth.

'‘Romaine gave me to understand that you were tgsbinry for me,’
she offered when at length it seemed that she wbeldorced to
answer his question.

''ve never told Romaine that I'm sorry for yoig' feturned crisply.
‘She's obviously misled you.'

'‘Perhaps.' Melanie frowned a little. 'Does it m&te

"You obviously considered it did, seeing that yoentto the trouble
of lying in order to prove to me that you didn'tedemy pity.' He
paused a moment, watching her changing expresses,. Melanie, |



can see through you. But | wish | could see mohe!'added
unexpectedly and, without affording her the oppatiu of
responding to this, he took up the horse's rein stndde away
towards the paddock where two other horses wegparg grass.

It was early evening when Romaine sought out Melani her
bedroom, merely tapping on the door panel befotergry. Brush in
hand, Melanie turned in some surprise, angry splot®lour fusing
her cheeks when she saw who it was who had entertdthut so
much as a request.

‘What do you want, Romaine?' she demanded. 'I'm'bus

'I'd like to know what was going on between you hoke! But that's
only one thing I've come about!" Romaine's face, wath anger,
appeared far from beautiful, especially as her mougs twisted and
her eyes smouldered viciously. "Why should he laisly you, that's
what | want to know!'

‘Then ask him.' Turning again, Melanie began vigstpto brush her
hair, her anger revealed in every single stroke.

'So you won't tell me?'

'Romaine,' said Melanie without turning round, I'wydu please leave
this room!'

Romaine's reaction to this was to take a few stdpsh brought her
closer to Melanie.

‘The other thing I've come about is the nasty waylyave of twisting
things around to suit your own purpose!’



‘Just what are you insinuating? Come to the paimntkdy before |
order you out!"

‘You got in the first word with Luke!

‘About what?' Melanie could see her now, throughrttirror.
'‘Deborah!’

'Oh, that? Yes, he knows I'm taking up the postasiny to her.'

'‘And staying here in the meantime! The post waseraimd | told him
sol'

"You did?' Melanie now swivelled round on the stoBhe was
extremely interested in how Luke had taken thisid'Avhat did he
say?'

Seething as she was, Romaine had difficulty withsipeech.
‘That you must stay. I've lost the job.’

'You never really had it, did you?' No answer fr&@@maine and

Melanie added, 'One can't lose a post that onenéasr occupied.'
Melanie was musing once again on the difficulty ebhRomaine

appeared to be having with Luke. With any other stawould have
achieved her object long before now. Melanie haditbat Luke was

not quite like the rest; she had not believeddhibe time, but she did
believe it now.

'l shall find some way of remaining here,' flasii&amaine after a
long silence. 'If I'd taken up that post it woulavle given me time--'
She stopped, colouring vividly as she realized vghatwas saying.

‘You've never before needed time,' Melanie couldhadp pointing
out. 'Either you're slipping or Luke is tougherrly@u bargained for.'



Romaine stared, since this was the first time Melaad ever spoken
in this particular way.

‘You've changed,' she said, and there was a petitehto her voice.
To Melanie she had never appeared so hateful as aod all
Melanie desired was to escape, to retreat to safagtace where she
would never set eyes on her sister again—nevermasds she lived.
Yet, conversely, regret hovered in her heart anttinas she thought
of what might have been had she and Romaine bearades and
friends, sharing experiences and confidences. &@uag far back as
Melanie could remember they had lived their livgarg and the
climax of their disunity had occurred when, for thecond time,
Romaine had ruthlessly set out to take Melaniatsck from her. And
even now she was determined to have Luke, desmtéatt that she
had guessed that Melanie was by no means inditféoénm.

'If there's nothing else you want to say to meid ddelanie,
beginning to brush her hair again, 'then please §be broke off as a
reverberating noise outside brought a jerk of wagrto her brain.
'What on earth was that?' The shuddering trees theranswer. A
storm was brewing, a terrifying African subtropisébrm. Luke had
mentioned them to her, but assured her that treeyal occur often.
'It will batter everything down 1' almost wailed Meie, thinking of
the lovely flowers in the garden.

Romaine shivered as something crashed outside.

‘That sounds like a tree falling on the roof of gfaeage,' she said and
turning, hastily left the room. Melanie followed reaslowly, going
to the sitting- room where she found Luke with Dedfoon his knee.

'I'm frightened of the wind!" Deborah put both harayer her ears,
then leant against Luke's chest; Melanie stoochbydbor staring at
them, and something turned in her heart as her egtsthose of



Luke. His were soft, tender; she knew instinctiviiat he would
make a patient, loving father if ever he had cleiidof his own.

‘Are you afraid, Melanie?' he asked, and his vares -gentler than
she had ever heard it. 'Storms like these are mdtlyghtening, |
admit, but we have nothing to fear—not inside tbede. Damage
will be done to some of the buildings, | expect, there's nothing we
can do until the storm abates.'

'‘Will it last long?' she asked, coming into the mo@nd taking
possession of a chair.

'It's hard to tell, but while it does it'll be sege He paused a moment
before repeating his question, 'Are you afraid?’

‘Not really. I'm concerned about the flowers anshas in the garden.
And what about the native huts?' she asked ashthegght came to
her. 'Will they withstand this wind?'

‘Yes, they're safe enough.' He touched Deborahts pently with his
fingers. 'There's nothing to fear," he told hesanthing tones.

'‘Can | stay up until the wind dies down?"'

'Of course you can--' Luke stopped abruptly, coglan ear. 'Is that a
car?' he frowned.

Melanie nodded and, rising, went over to the window

'It's a young lady," she said, staring at the pwekature who had
stepped from the car. Fay Champion--

Luke was on his feet, having put Deborah on theclkkolAnd a
moment later the silvery voice was heard, comptgmf the wind; it
had literally rocked the car, Fay was telling Luke.



'l thought I'd never make it! Oh, but I'm glad &®es/ou again, Luke!

You shouldn't have come--' His voice went quied delanie heard
no more until the pair entered the sitting-room frtima hall. 'Fay,
meet Melanie; she's looking after Deborah theree' destured
towards the couch. Fay was looking Melanie oveéh@most critical
way, but presently she was saying hello to thelchil

'Hello," responded Deborah. 'Did the wind frighteu?"Indeed it
did.' The girl smiled at the child, then lookedatd_uke. 'l arrived in
Rayneburg early this morning,' she informed him.

'So | heard.' He was looking intently at her, bugl&hie could read
nothing from his expression. Her attention retugrtm Fay, Melanie
saw the resemblance of beauty—the clear, almossltreent skin,

the fragile quality which, surmised Melanie, wouddouse the
protective instinct in any male who might be ingteel in the girl.

Yes, she had an especial kind of beauty ... afRuawkine. Melanie
turned her head as her sister entered; the nexnifautes ought to be
amusing, but Melanie, the plain Jane between tedlinately lovely

women, felt as if she wanted nothing more thar&vé the room.

'Romaine, meet a friend of mine, Fay Champion.'|Qopassive
tones, but Luke's eyes flickered with interest fioshold love to the
girl who was staring almost disbelievingly at h#&omaine and
Melanie are sisters.'

'‘How do you do,' said Romaine in acid tones. 'Ava gtaying here,
or in Rayneburg?' Her manner suggested an awkwssdwaich
Melanie had never before encountered in her siiteseemed as
though Romaine—probably for the first time in hée-4-was lost for
words.

‘At the hotel in Rayneburg, but I'm hoping my gdoednd Luke will
invite me to stay here.' The look Fay gave to Romavas clearly a



challenge. 'l used to be a regular visitor here, see, so | grew to
love it.'

Luke said quietly,

'‘We'll talk about it later, Fay, when we're alokkanwhile, you must
stay tonight, because it's impossible for you tovedrback to
Rayneburg in this storm.'

Enchantingly Fay smiled up at him, her enormouss espgressing
pleasure and a pretty, silent 'thank you'.

‘You haven't changed a bit! Oh, but it's good tdaek in Africa!’

Luke left the room for a few minutes and the thgets were left
alone, with Deborah lying back on the couch, hadsgressed to her
ears. Outside the wind raged, tearing at the rofodse buildings, and
ripping branches off the trees, branches which aoavthen smacked
against the window, then fell on to the stoep.

'‘Have you been here long?' inquired Fay, settliogird into the
luxurious cushions of an armchair as if she haedliliere all her life.
‘You're looking after Deborah, Luke said, but wheme her parents? |
remember them well—Deb was only small--'

'‘Her mother died,' cut in Melanie almost in a wiispo that the child
did not hear. 'And her father's in England on bessnl've been here a
couple of months or so. | came for a visit, buysthon at Luke's
request.’

‘At Luke's request,’ murmured Fay, her eyes oncee ragamining
Melanie's face. 'Luke was having Deb, then?'

'Yes; her father asked him to have her, and thatwey he asked me
to stay. He thought at first that his aunt woulchkeee--'



'His Aunt Gertrude? Yes, | remember her—happyeligérson, she
was. Has she left him?' added Fay in some surpke.was with his
father for years and years.’

‘She wanted to go back to England. She's my auwelisas Luke's,
although several times removed,' added Melanie avéift smile of
amusement.

'So you and Luke are cousins?' Fay spoke refldgtiveer eyes

straying to Romaine, and flickering strangely. Roraes face was set
and stiff, her mouth tight. She met Fay's gaze thede was open
hostility in her eyes. Fay seemed to shrug inwarbtigfore

transferring her attention once more to Melani@awHlo you like

living here?'

‘Very much. It's a beautiful country.’
'It is indeed. | wish I'd never left it.’

'‘Will you be staying long?' inquired Romaine frone tdepths of her
chair.

‘That remains to be seen. It's up to Luke.’

There was an uncomfortable silence after this aethMe at length
took Deborah off to the cosy sitting- room whereytBat together
listening to the howl of the wind outside and tiheaking of the trees
as they were tossed this way and that. The rippfh@f branches
made a shuddering noise, and the smaller twidssstiped against
the window before ending up on the stoep whergestied Melanie,
there would be a pile-up before the squall evehtuidd away.

'‘Why doesn't it stop?' complained Deborah, movingser to
Melanie. 'Will you stay with me until it does?'



'Of course,' returned Melanie soothingly. 'In fdét going to ask
Uncle Luke if you and | can have our meal in heregether, seeing
that you're staying up until the storm abates.'

When this was put to Luke, he frowned at first, than agreed.

'However,' he said grimly, 'I'm not particularlyokang forward to
dining with those two.' His eyes were faintly andis&lelanie
wondered if he knew that Romaine was equally gtchto him as
Fay. After a pause she could not resist saying,

'‘How strange; | thought you would enjoy the comp@fytwo such
beautiful girls." All she received in responsehs twas a glowering
look before, after stooping to kiss Deborah, hetvilem the room.



CHAPTER TEN

By nine o'clock the wind had died down. Deborah, kgzin the
couch, was put to bed without her bath and by pa#t nine Melanie
was back in the small sitting-room, preferring pesd the rest of the
evening alone. However, it was not to be, for ks half an hour
later Luke entered to inform her in frigid toneattRobin was here.

'He came in this weather?' she frowned, vexediaghd®ought from
her book.

'It doesn't take long to get from Rayneburg. Tloems!s been over for
almost an hour and a half.'" His glance was cold, mmouth

compressed. Melanie apologized for Robin's presentes house.
This seemed to infuriate Luke because his tawnyg blazed, but he
said nothing and she suspected he was considémapld be more
prudent to maintain a silence or otherwise he waalgl something
he'd later regret.

‘Do you mind if | see him in here?' she asked, lamkk flicked an
impatient hand.

‘Do just as you please. He's waiting in the hafirasent."
Melanie went out to him, and invited him into thiiisg-room.

'‘Why did you come?' she asked with a hint of aniyée weren't to
meet until tomorrow evening.'

'l know, but | just had to see you, if only for haur.' His face was
drawn and haggard; he looked as if he hadn't &begpt week. 'l can't
go on like this, Melanie. I'm staying on here omythe hope that
you'll change your mind and take me back. | love,ye added
simply and, she knew, sincerely. How sad it all-wasw sad that
Romaine could break lives in the way she had dbhere was Giles,
thrown into the inconvenience of divorce, havingsted several



years of his life, and now Robin, who without downuld be a
considerable time getting over his love for Melanie

'l don't know what to say, Robin.' Distress edged\oice and her
lovely eyes held a depth of pity as they looked inis. 'It's all so
tragic.'

He came towards her, his hands outstretched.
‘There isn't any hope at all for me?"'

''ve already told you this,' she replied in gentdees. 'Dear Robin,
I'm sorry for you, but there's no way in which haaven begin to put
things right between us.'

He swallowed hard.

'We were so close once,' he murmured, but now see khat he was
reminiscing and that his words had no deeper mganimo quality of

hope in them. "There's nothing for me but to leawel, this | shall do
as quickly as possible." His hands were still oatshed and on
iImpulse Melanie put hers into them. She was dralesecand she
offered no resistance, even though she was wellreadzat he

intended to kiss her. It was a goodbye kiss andaghad not deny it
to him. His lips were gentle, but quivering too; Isld@e took her
hands from his and put them around him, a comfgprgesture, and
he responded.

And at that very moment Luke tapped lightly on do®r and opened
it at once. The two drew apart, Melanie's face wahgy vividly. She
soon averted her head, for Luke's expression wasu@atingly
painful to her'—the contempt, the anger, the condion.

'‘Excuse the interruption,' he said harshly, 'bubd@eah's awake and
asking for you.'



'I'l go to her." Melanie's head was still lower&bu've been to her?'

'‘She called out, so | went to her, yes,' and witlamother word he
was gone.

Robin said in a slow and odd sort of tone,

'Is that the way he normally speaks to you?'

She shook her head as she moved towards the door.
'‘No, of course not. I'll be with you again as sasn can.’
It was ten minutes later that she rejoined him.

'‘Deborah's restless,' she said. "The storm upsedrtel don't think
she's quite got over it yet. However, she's sqgl¢eat she'll go off
again at once.' She looked at him from where stwdsby the door.
'‘Will you have a drink before you go?' she askedtely conscious of
the pity within her but even more aware of the thgmn caused by
Luke's entrance into the room at that particulamaot. The fact that
he despised her so much was so hurtful that sHd soarcely bear it.

'‘No, dear, I'll be off at once." He was resigned bohappy, so
unhappy that his eyes were deeply shadowed andidles of his
mouth grey and drooping. 'Goodbye, my dearest Mel&hope that,
one day, you'll find the happiness you deserve.'

Her smile was bitter.
'‘Robin,' she said gently, 'l dare not try again.'
'‘Because of your sister, | suppose?' He too wasisgdoitterness.

'‘Because of Romaine, yes. She could—and would— &alem a
husband from me.'



Robin gave a deep sigh and nodded his head.

'It's a strange thing, but once | really got to\knzer | saw nothing
attractive in her at alhothing!

'‘By then it was too late.'
'‘What a soul-destroying expression—too late.'

She saw the bitterness in his eyes, heard it ivdite. She wished
she could change within herself, and discoverghatcared. But this
was impossible, and she gently bade him goodbye.

‘Will you be going before the week-end?' she assetie turned to
go.

'If there's a train out of Rayneburg, but | haveid®ga that my
particular train doesn't leave until the early IsoofrSunday morning.'

This proved to be correct, and in consequence hengouch with

Melanie and the result was that she agreed tartetdke her to the
dance at the Jasmine Club on the Saturday eveRoign came with
the hired car, which would later be picked up atrtilway station by
the garage proprietor who had lent it to him. Lak&r was in front of
the homestead, ready and waiting to take Fay anualke and
himself to the dance. He had not asked Melanibafwanted to go,
but when she said she would like to go with Rolenirnmediately
made this easy for her by ensuring that Elizabethlevnot be going
out.

At the Club all eyes were on Fay, who entered Witke, Romaine
having gone to the powder room to see to her hair ta apply
something to her face. Smiles abounded and it WaBs fhat Fay's
presence was causing quite a stir.



'Isn't she beautiful!' exclaimed Jancis, having eamp to Melanie
while Robin was away getting drinks. 'She'll gehl@ind no mistake!'
She turned swiftly on hearing a quick intake ofatine ‘Oh, hello,
Romaine. | didn't expect to see you here--'

'‘And why not?' insolently and with eyes narrowednere slits.
Melanie guessed that her sister had overheard Jdratis had just
said.

'‘Well--" Jancis was put out and Melanie frownedainger that she
should be made uncomfortable like this. "You warpp®sed to be
unwell--'

'‘Supposed to be? Wwas unwell. The doctor was attending me
However, I'm quite all right now." Romaine's eyesl liravelled to
Fay who, ravishing in gold lace and with some rateequisite
jewellery about her neck and wrists, was laughipguLuke in the
most coquettish manner ... a manner to which he oiasously
feeling more than a little responsive. For his naliynhard features
were relaxed in an indulgent smile, and one armshdsround Fay's
slender waist.

'I'm glad to hear it." Having recovered, Janciskepm acid tones.
‘You'll soon be leaving us, then?'

Romaine's face was turning pale as she continuedtich the flirting
activities of Fay Champion.

‘That remains to be seen. Excuse me, please,'rendrgted away
leaving behind an exotic whiff of perfume.

'I'm sorry,' began Jancis. 'l wasn't very polite, &fraid." She looked
genuinely distressed and in order to put her aehse Melanie said
kindly,



‘Think no more about it, Jancis. As | said befong,sister and | are
not in the least close. She and | have never agieaat anything, and
I'm very sure that we never shall in the future.’

Jancis said nothing, but her eyes wandered to wheke stood,

chatting to Fay and to several others who had gbthem. Romaine
was standing there, on the outside of the cirgfed to edge her way
in so that she would find a position close to Lulkelanie became
fascinated by this performance; never before hadd®oe exhibited

such lack of self-assurance, never had she beemé&eutside trying
to get in. What was she feeling like? Undoubtedy fary would be

rising, but in all probability she would be ablectmtrol it and turn on
the charm as soon as the opportu-nity arose. Asdlia did. Having
gained the position she wanted, she shone up & &ao# her voice
could be heard as she asked him to get her a ddakobliged,

although Melanie had the surprising impression ithaas not done
willingly, but rather for the sake of appearande¢s he was unable
to refuse without causing some astonishment tdrigisds standing

by.

Robin came with the two glasses, saw Jancis add 'S€an | get you
something?'

She smiled and told him what she wanted. She had kanm in
Rayneburg, with Melanie, and when he had gone aildecsiriously,

'He came with her sister, didn't he?'
‘That's right.'

'‘But you and he... ?' She allowed her voice to ,fad@ gave a
deprecating shrug of her shoulders. 'I'm a reaeywparker," she
laughed. 'l suppose we haven't much in the wayewfsrhere in this
out-of-the-way place, so we all tend to want to\reveryone else's
business, especially the business of newcomers.’



'It's understandable,' returned Melanie in quiecgus tones. 'And
there is a story, Jancis, but as the telling afatld cause me a great
deal of embarrassment | hope you'll forgive medbh't relate it?"

'But of course! You make me feel awful!

'You needn't feel awful. | will say this much: Rolmame here for a
special purpose, and as this hasn't materializedléaeving in a few
hours from now.'

'He's in love with you, that's for sure,’ declaladcis. 'Oh, well, that's
life! How very easy it all would be if all love afir's went right!'

Melanie looked hard at her and said hesitantly,
‘You, Jancis ... isn't there someone?'

‘There was, as you know--' Her eyes wandered ttatharistocratic
figure of Luke as he walked towards Romaine, thiekdn his hand.
‘But not now.’

‘This isn't the place to meet people, is it?"

'‘We don't get many strangers coming, if that's wjwat mean. |
sometimes think | shall go away—to a town—and g@ilain an
office or something like that.’

'You'd hate it!"

‘True, | would." Jancis stopped as Robin appeatedsmiled rather
wanly at her as he put down the glass on the tabfeont of her.
Melanie made a formal introduction and the threattell until the
orchestra struck up, when Robin asked Melanie teelaAs Edward
appeared at this moment Jancis also got up. LBteward invited
Melanie to dance and Robin and Jancis paired up.



It was much later that Luke came to Melanie forama®. She felt
overwhelmed by shyness, tongue-tied and gauche.

'‘What's wrong?' he inquired, looking down at the ¢#dher head.
‘Nothing at all.’
'How's the romance progressing? It's all on agdinpurse?'

She merely shrugged her shoulders, too dispirgedform him that
Robin would be leaving Africa in a few hours' tinkée would learn
soon enough. But as she watched his expressionahpuzzled, for
he seemed suspicious, as if, quite suddenly, hdtdduthat the
romance was on again, as he had put it. She agkatitre had heard
from Kevin and he scowled at this unexpected chafgeabject.

'I've been expecting a letter from him asking madoept the post of
nanny to Deborah,' she added, and saw the froypnzélement that
settled on Luke's lean and handsome face.

'l haven't heard from him lately.' Luke spoke guathd she suspected
that her refusal to answer his question had bdantas a snub. 'l
imagined you'd changed your mind again?' He waalgiperplexed
that she had not done so, and once again shédtlhé was having
doubts about her and Robin having come togethenaga

'l shall stay for as long as Kevin wants me tor él@n voice was curt
and tight; she had no patience with his suspiciondyis curiosity.

She cared not whether he had suddenly reachedtiotusion that
she and Robin had parted irrevocably. Luke sawrtiéference in

her eyes and no more was said between them uathtisic stopped,
and then,

‘Thanks,' he snapped, and walked away towards dheRomaine
joined him and he and she chatted and laughed fewaminutes
before being joined by Fay.



'You know,' whispered Jancis in Melanie's ear,réfiebe a scrap
between those two before very long.' She was laigghith her eyes,
and looking most attractive in this humorous moBdbin joined
them and a flash of appreciation entered his glasde looked at the
girl with whom he had had three dances alreadgetéhen Melanie
had been claimed first by Edward, then by Van destéfan and,
finally, by Luke. 'lt really is amusing, the wayeth glare at one
another. But you must have noticed; everyone edsé h

'‘No,' said Melanie, shaking her head, 'l haverticed.’

'‘Have you noticed, Robin?' Jancis gestured withhiaed. He looked
across at the three standing at the bar.

‘Noticed what?' he asked.
‘The way Romaine and Fay are with one another.’

'Oh, | see now whom you were talking about wheniypentioned the
word glaring. If you ask me, that's a mild desaoiptof the kind of
looks they give to one another.’

'l wonder what Luke is thinking?' mused Jancis:IliHet be pleased,
that's for sure!"

'‘Not be pleased?' from Robin in surprise. 'On thetrary, | should
iImagine he's wallowing in the adulation of two suobkautiful

females.' The sneer in his tone escaped Jancist wais vibrantly
accepted by Melanie's ear. She glanced at himtlsawitterness in
his eyes, heard him say, for her benefit only, tRerfirst time in her
life Romaine has competition. I'll wager she's heag boiling point

inside.’

Despite the fact that he had spoken almost inteaMels ear, Jancis
heard him and she twisted her head sharply, amxglession on her
face.



'You know Romaine very well, don't you, Robin?'
Silence as his eyes met those of Melanie.

‘Do you mind if | tell Jancis?' was his astonishimguest. And
without knowing it Melanie was shaking her headisTte took as an
assent and before Melanie had time to say anytteritad told Jancis
that he and Romaine had until recently intendeddary.

'You were engaged—and then broke it off?" Her sgldhce passed
from him to Melanie and then to Romaine. 'Yet yame here

together?' She just could not contain her curiogitgg she made no
apology for it. '‘Aren't you upset about the break?"

His lips curved in a sneer.
'I'm not upset about the break with Romaine; it's--
'‘Please, Robin," interrupted Melanie, 'you've saidugh.’

'I'm sorry, dear.' The look he gave her, contraggretful and pleading
for indulgence ... it was seen by Jancis, naturaly her puzzlement
increased.

‘A mystery,' she murmured, and then, 'Sorry. I'nida meddlesome,;
| told you this earlier, Melanie.’

'You must be very puzzled,' sighed Melanie,

'but--' She stopped, to stare at Fay and Romairee w their own
now, were quite plainly arguing with one anotheaxy vas cool and
arrogant, Romaine on the other hand was definitebted, her face
being flushed and her eyes flashing.

'So Luke left them to it," softly from Jancis. 'And wonder! He must
be painfully aware of everyone's amusement!'



Melanie frowned as she dwelt on this, and she weaslling her
earlier impression that Luke was not over- enthtisiabout going to
the dance. The impression was born from somethimgpde had
said, but at the time Melanie had not taken mudiceoHowever,
she was now wondering if Luke had brought the twis gnerely for
the sake of politeness.

'He'd no need to come,' Robin was saying, his vmieaking into her
thoughts. 'But he did, and he brought those twoijt'sohis own
look-out if he's embarrassed.’

Jancis frowned slightly.

'‘Luke has always put his guests before anythingpieself might
want. Both Fay and Romaine are his guests, aneftirerhis first
consideration would be for them, and if they wani@edome here
tonight he would feel obliged to bring them whetlier himself
wanted to come or not.'

Robin was not interested; he was brooding inwaadly it showed in
his expression. Melanie felt suddenly that the \&raround her was
oppressive and with a quick word of excuse shelkitis and Robin
together and went outside, into the clear, serebhebutiful night.

Here, away from the lights and chatter, she woirld folace ...

peace. And so she wandered farther into the daskofethe gardens
where the luxuriant vegetation blanketed the straiinthe orchestra
which had struck up again after the short interiRabin would be all

right with Jancis, decided Melanie, refusing tobdwar a sense of
guilt at leaving him like this. He and she woulchda together and
Melanie would not be missed.

Where was Luke? she wondered. She had taken algolo@round
the room, but there was no sign of him anywherehdjes he had
gone to the bar, or he might be on the veranddteaither side of the
building, taking a breath of fresh air.



Finding a low rocky wall, she sat down, potentlyaagvof the solitude
which surrounded her. Close to lay the gardendaydnd them the
silent bushveld, dark, mysterious, intimate. Theelae was warm and
sweetly scented; it caressed her face and shoudahersousled her
long shining hair. Peace enveloped her and she kaestrange,
unexpected lift of spirit. Thoughts flitted aboutdaone second she
was deciding that she must soon be writing to Alissy, asking her
to send on clothes and other necessities whichvslid find in the
flat, and the next second she would be thinkingLake and
confusedly wondering whether or not he really waseted to one or
other of the beautiful girls he had brought to dlamce this evening.
Two of them--

Suddenly Melanie stiffened, jerking herself uprigintthe wall, her

ears alert. The glow of a cigarette pierced thieada of a nearby bush
and almost at once a slender figure appeared. Mpamevealed the

taut face of her sister who, arrested by the daskiew rising above
the wall, called out sharply,

'Who's there?'

'It's only me." Melanie's voice was low and slightinged with
annoyance. Romaine's company was the last she Wwautldesired.

'‘Oh—can | sit down?'
'Of course. You sound angry.'

‘That dreadful girl—Fay Champion! How dare she dadsp
possessive a manner with Luke? Just because she Hknmeyears
ago! Did you know she left him to go back to an ftdane of hers?'

‘Someone told you?'

'l overheard a conversation being carried on byesoithe local
people." Romaine took another draw at her cigabsttere tossing it



to the ground and healing it into the dust. 'l camagine Luke taking
her back after all this time." There was an unfemibreak in
Romaine's voice and it struck Melanie that shelyeghs suffering.
But whether it was pain that she suffered or thmihation of defeat
it was difficult to tell. 'Have you seen Luke?' edkRomaine
pettishly. 'He disappeared a while ago and | hagen him since. |
want to be taken home!'

'l have no idea where he is,' answered Melanidlguaavare that she
did not like at all the idea of Romaine's use efword 'home’'. This,
plus the manner in which she spoke of Luke, seemgile evidence
of the fact that she already considered Luke iora & possessive
light. It was as if she was thoroughly determinlealt the should be
hers. What Melanie did not know was that RomaioetHe first time

in her flirtatious career, was suffering the indigrof her beauty

being challenged, and in addition she had justrtakelefeat in her
skirmish with Luke's old flame. Both these circuamtes had
undermined her confidence and she found hersef psition she
was loath to accept. She had to take it out of soi@end her sister
just happened to be at hand. Yet she scarcely kmest she was
saying as, her temper enveloping her like a net frdnich there was
no escape, she made the wild and totally illogstalement,

‘This is all your fault, for changing your mind albdeaving!'

'‘My fault?' Melanieblinked at her, as well she might. 'What is m
fault, might | ask?' Her very calmness riled Roreain

‘You're so cool, and arrogant! You didn't used ¢olike this. You
were reduced to tears when | took Giles from yod,the same when
Robin and | fell in love. You hadn't the courageptd up even the
semblance of a fight! | hate you, Melanie! | hatelfor this way in
which you treat me!'



Pale but still composed in spite of this violenbwhof temper and
malice, Melanie returned quietly,

‘You're not yourself, Romaine. What's happened | ot
know—although | can take a guess. But you're tglkwidly, and in
a way which, by the morning, you'll regret. You-se@elanie got no
further; her words having added fuel to the firehef sister's wrath,
she felt herself reeling over the wall as Romaiskiking out
viciously, sent her sprawling backwards, her armd legs flying.
Automatically flinging one hand towards the growmdrealizing that
inevitably she must hit it, Melanie cried out abe twrist-bone
cracking, the pain shot excruciatingly right up hem to the
shoulder. 'Oh, what have you done to me?' She aspirgg with
pain, expecting Romaine, overcome by contrition andiety, to
come over the wall and help her up. But there vea€wven a sound to
reach her ears, much less any practical help, res,aom hanging
helplessly at her side, Melanie managed to geétddet.

Romaine had gone!

Thoroughly shaken by the fall, and suffering frdmock, Melanie sat
down again. But the pain was too much to bear,iaradidition the
bone was displaced and a swelling beginning toalissround it. She
rose unsteadily to her feet, and it was just dtrii@ment that another
figure appeared, a tall lithe figure which she kreawwvell.

‘Melanie ... what are you doing out here all onryoun?'

'I—I came for a stroll--' Tears were streaming ddven face and she
turned from him, ashamed of the little access tf@ty which was
affecting her. 'l wanted to be quiet for a few nesJ'

To her surprise Luke laughed—a harsh laugh yet cdgih
amusement for all that.



'Funny thing, so did I--' He broke off as, a stApain shooting along

her arm, Melanie uttered a little sobbing moan. aiMhwrong?' His

eyes scanned her face as she turned. 'Are youH#-saw, then, the
arm which she had now brought up and was holdiaghagher chest,
the other hand beneath the wrist, supporting ihdhave you done?'
He stepped closer, his tone changing, his attitade of deep

concern. She lifted her eyes in the moonlight aeadséw the tears
glistening on her lashes.

'l fell off the wall, and I think I've broken my vgt.' Her voice faltered
and another little moan escaped her. 'lt's dreydpalinful, Luke. It
needs some sort of treatment, | think.'

He had hold of the wrist and his strong fingerdopish causing her to
flinch.

'‘Hospital treatment,’ he decided. 'Come, I'll ta&a in the car.’

Once she was seated on the driver's side Luke damtenow how
she had managed to fall off the wall. He was dgwjuickly out of
the Club grounds and his eyes were staring straigéad.

'l just fell," she replied. "You know how thesentig happen.’
'No," he said, 'l don't.’

A trifle put out by this brusque remark, she founedself at a loss for
words. And after a moment or two Luke repeatedjbisstion.

'l toppled backwards,' she explained. 'And natyralit out a hand to
save myself.'

'l see.' He sounded as if he did not see at dllhdmore was said and
within a few minutes the hospital was reached auielslid the car to

a standstill under a brilliantly lighted canopyextling over the front

entrance of the building.



An hour later they both emerged, Melanie's arm sedan plaster up
to the elbow.

'Six weeks!" she exclaimed, not for the first timi¢ll seem an
eternity.’

'I'm sure it will," he agreed readily. 'Howevercatuld have been a lot
worse; you could have fallen on your head.'

She nodded and said yes, she had already thougtdtof
‘At least with this there'll not be any after-etietshe added.
'For which we must be grateful.’

We--And there was in his voice something which lset nerves
tingling and her senses alert.

On arriving back at the Club he stopped the caeuadatlump of trees
but made no attempt to get out.

'l don't expect you want to go back in there?'did.s

‘No—Dbut Robin will be wondering what's happenedn so | shall
have to go back in.’

‘Shall | speak to Robin for you?'
'If you don't mind.'

He left the car and Melanie sat back, relieved thatdoctor had
given her something for the pain. Vaguely she woedlevhat was
Luke's intention, but her mind felt too druggeddeal with such a
guestion. However, on his return he stated firrnbt the was taking
her home.



'‘But what about Romaine and Fay?' she asked.
'‘Robin will bring them home when the dance finishes
Melanie said without thinking, '‘Romaine wants toneohome now.'

Luke had already started the car and he continoatbse it from
under the trees.

'‘She does? How do you know that?' Cool tones bgecdvith
curiosity.

'‘She told me, earlier on, that she wanted to benthlome.'
‘Earlier? Then why didn't she mention this to me?'
"You weren't about.'

'So she told you after | had left the hall?' Thewas almost at the
high gate and even as he spoke Luke was turnintpithe road. The
lights were being left behind and after the towrswhkirted nothing
but the dark veld lay around them, with driftingngpses of native
huts or trees or kopjes appearing, highlightedh®y rhoon's silver
rays as they pierced the thin cloud layer.

It was some time before he received an answestquestion since it
was now occurring to Melanie that she was nealegpoint where

she might have to give away the fact that the acdidvas caused by
her sister.

‘Yes, it was after you had left the hall.'

'‘How long after?' Luke was acting rather strangsgty thought, since
it would appear that he was probing far too deepqly the matter.

'l didn't take much notice of the time."



For a while there was silence between them, witkelsitting in the
most casual pose, hands lightly resting on theristgaevheel, eyes
ahead. The light of the headlamps threw into rehefbright white
bungalows which were now appearing, scattered ilgraith the
hillside or along the roadside. Bushes and smglses came and
went, living for a bright illuminated moment befarelting back into
the slumbering darkness of the landscape; moththéyhundred
fluttered before the headlight glare, like snowdiakvrapped in fine
gold leaf. And in the vast dark vault of the skymgriad stars
twinkled, clear and blue as the purest diamonds.

Having reached a particularly lonely place in tbad Luke turned

off; the car rocked drunkenly on a rutted and stivpagk and even as
Melanie opened her mouth to ask what this was l@utthe car

dragged to a stop and the brakes were applied.

'‘Don't speak,’ was his first command as, reachmda snapped on
the interior light.'I'm doing the talking, and as I'm in no mood fo
subtleties I'll come straight to the point—or pgrbid should say,
points, since there are several which | shall bupgFirst, | want to
know exactly what happened when you fell off thatl@

'Is it important, Luke?' This stopping of the carzpled her, as did
Luke's manner, for although it was calm, unruffletie had the
strange impression that there was an unfamiliazgeass within him;
she also had the impression that it would not takey much
provocation to make him lose his temper. In fadr Question
brought an impatient intake of his breath and biseywas sharp and
short as he replied,

'l wouldn't otherwise have asked it, since I'm mpo&any mood to
waste words!"Do you mind telling me what thislisshout?’

He turned in his seat, and looked narrowly at Eenotions stirred
and she lowered her lashes, automatically fingetireghard white



ridge of plaster that covered her wrist and reacigdd down to the
knuckle bones. -

‘A few moments before | came upon you out thetb@Club gardens
Romaine ran past me; so great was her hurry tleatigin't see me,
and she was muttering to herself something thahced like "It

serves her right". She came from the directiorhefwall." A pause
ensued as he gave Melanie the opportunity of cortintgenbut a

silence pervaded the car as she sought vainly dodswvhich would

shield her sister. 'l suggest that it was then #ie told you she
wanted to go home?' Again no sound from Melanierendontinued,
'‘She had something to do with the fall." It wastaesnent, but
Melanie automatically shook her head and said shddwather not
talk about it, whereupon he nodded perceptivelytatther that her
reticence was adequately revealing.

"You and she had quarrelled, that was obvious fremmutterings. It
was also obvious that she was in a temper andngir suspect that
Romaine in a temper would stop at nothing. Andaalth you won't
speak, | know that in some way she was respongiblgour fall—I
knew it almost at once, but naturally | was far enooncerned with
the matter of getting you to hospital than in wagtprecious time
analysing the situation.' He looked sideways atmating her pallor,
and a frown crossed his face. 'Either she hit byba deliberately or
she gave you a push that caused you to lose ydamds Are you
going to tell me-What the quarrel was about?'

'It was more an argument than a quarrel,' she aadihe uttered an
exasperated sigh.

‘Very well! Point two,' he said abruptly, his swethange of subject
giving her a jolt, 'might cause you a little emlaasment. But should
it also cause you to shrink away and tuck younsédfthat armoured
shell which you manage always to keep handy, tlespite the fact
that you've broken your wrist | shall give you sdinngg that'll make



you tingle for a week —and sitting down more thdittie difficult!
Impatience mingled with the hint of anger in hisic&y but
amusement was also there ... and the note thated/drar he was
guite ready to carry out his threat. 'Point two |&hée, is: what were
you doing allowing Robin to make love to you liket?' Just as he
expected she blushed hotly, but she was prudengénuot to 'shrink
away ... into that armoured shell—'

'He wasn't making love to me—I mean,' she amendedoting the
swift and sceptical raising of his eyebrows, 'iswawhat it appeared
to be.'

'‘Really?' with a further lift of his brows. It l&ed perfectly plain to
me.'

'l don't understand what this is all about?' she sapatiently. 'I'm
very tired, Luke, and would like to go to bed.’

‘Avoiding the issue again! Melanie, don't, | begyoti, goad me any
more! You know darned well what this is all abowtbuld | bring
you here, and sit and talk like this, if there wasomething
important afoot? Open your eyes, girl, and see wbat ought to
have seen long ago—before that sister of yours ¢aokiag into our
affairs, convincing you that she could take me fy@mu!' He was in a
temper now, but Melanie, having fully absorbed whathad been
saying, knew no fear of that temper; on the coptridue very fact of
its existence brought an onrush of pleasurableasiens such as she
had known prior to the appearance on the scenewifaihe, when,
her friendship with Luke being strengthened eveay,dMelanie
allowed into her consciousness glimpses of a hfympye with him,
here in this beautiful country.

'‘Luke," she faltered at last as she heard his antpige of breath as
his patience began to run out, 'are you t-tellirggthat we—you and



l—can--' She got no further because of the tiglemeser throat and
the fact that no words of affection, even, had éehis lips.

'Yes,' he snapped, 'that's exactly what | am tgliou!'
'Oh...

‘And perhaps you'll now tell me why you were allog/iRobin to
make love to you!

'He wasn't, Luke. We were saying goodbye.'

‘You--I' He stared at her. 'What, then, were yoinglavith him this
evening?'

'His train doesn't leave Rayneburg until early tonom morning, so

he asked if he could take me to the dance.' Sheegdasgearching his
face for some sign of softness, but all she sawantgght unreadable
mask and she added hurriedly, 'It was all over rieef® arrived in

Rayneburg, Luke. | knew | could never take him back

'‘Because... ?'
She hesitated, but only for a moment.

'‘Because I'd begun to care for you,' she answémgays and the next
second she was in his arms and his mouth had fbendender,
quivering lips. The kiss was long, and gentle, sth@n at length he
drew away his arms remained about her.

'l was so sure—before those two arrived. But then gncased
yourself almost immediately and | began to wondeyou were
despising yourself—for the discovery that you stifinted Robin.’

‘There were so many misunderstandings,' she wiedparrning her
face to his, inviting a kiss. He took her lips agdout this time there



was less gentleness in the pressure of his moutiei@ Ardency and
desire were no longer held back. 'You see, how lvtasknow that
you loved me?' Although it suddenly struck her thehad not as yet
mentioned love, she knew there was no need forsvord

‘There were numerous signs which, had you not bea@bsessed by
the conviction that Romaine held some sort of magwer over

men, would have flashed out at you like a beacora dreadland.

What about when | gave you that shaking?'

She blushed and said, 'What about it?'

'‘Wasn't that proof and enough that | cared? It bapd as a result of
your telling me that you weren't marrying Robineafiall. You
remember?'

Remember-- She was not likely to forget that shgkina hurry!

'‘Well," she returned plaintively, 'one would scéycéake such
treatment as a demonstration of love!'

He laughed heartily and said,

'l don't expect it seemed to be one at the timehbad you thought to
ask yourself why | should have acted so, you'd ltavee up with the
one and only answer: | was so relieved by yourestaht that you
weren't intending to marry Robin that | just hagbtmish you for my
previous sufferings--'

‘Sufferings!'

'It might interest you to know, my girl, that | waémost out of my
mind, believing that you'd marry him, acceptingsethbest!

'I must admit,' mused Melanie after recollectiod bame rushing in,
'that | recall being somewhat puzzled by your anged | recall also



that | related it to the fault of Romaine's notrigetotally successful
regarding her plans for you and her--' She stoppéidt was too late.
Luke was nodding and his eyes had taken on thatyténve.

‘She tried, didn't she? I've never been so borédteiwhole of my life.

| had to tolerate her in my home, firstly becaus®doctor said she
must not be moved, and then, later, because shgouasister. | just
hoped that she would take one or more of the nunsenmts | gave
her and leave. She became a nuisance to me artgivithat! invited
Fay to stay with me.' He paused, and he and Mejasiisat quietly in
the car, potently aware of each other's nearnadspfathe peace and
silence of the bush around them. Shrubs and treesefl dark
silhouettes against the purple sky; in the distédheerague outline of
the mountains reared up to merge with the cloucticabove them.
The silence seemed to widen before being brokémles murmured
reflectively, 'So Romaine actually admitted thaingfs were not
going her way?"

'Yes, and that's why she was so anxious for meawel.' Once again
she realized she had said too much. Luke's eyesed]i but he
refrained from comment, reverting to what he hirfhbkatl said.

'If she admitted that things weren't going her wagn why did you
keep up that defensive attitude?'

'‘Because | believed she would get what she want#tkiend--'

'Stupid child! My little one, you'll be lucky if ypescape my wrath!'
But in contrast to his forceful threat his arms evgentle as he drew
her to his breast, taking infinite care not to touner injured hand.
'‘What am | to do with you?' he asked with tendeoton. 'For the
moment, | can think only of this--" His lips, stgprand cool and
masterfully possessive, claimed hers and held dagtive for a long
long moment. '‘Dearest Melanie, | love you--' Anotbiience, and so
Melanie never voiced what she had intended voicitigat-she



naturally felt convinced of Romaine's success Witlkke simply
because she had been so successful with both &iésRobin.
Anyway, what did all this matter—this unhappine$she past? It
had been a prelude to this magic realm of true & friendship in
which she now found herself.

‘Little one,' he murmured close to her cheek, &leae several minor
guestions that need clearing up between us, buteybred and need
to be put to bed--'

'‘Put!" she ejaculated, drawing away from him likeightened child.
'‘Not put, dear Luke!

'Put,' he said inexorably, gently tapping the gasou're minus a
right hand, my love.'

'Yes, but--'

'‘No buts! Obedience, little one! This is one of fingt things my wife
must learn!'

'I'm not your wife--'

You will be within a week-- No, my love, no argunte. | know what
you're going to say: you can't get married withryatm in plaster.
Well, we shall see!

Melanie had to laugh, a happy, carefree laugh #Hwmed to
fascinate him.

'How I've wanted to hear you laugh like that,' heds'My dearest
sweetheart, | hope | shall always make you happy.'

‘There's no doubt about that," was her fervenineégr as she lifted
her hand to touch his lean brown cheek. 'Haved klve you?' she
asked with shy hesitancy.



‘No, dear, you haven't,' he grinned, and she gaethar laugh.
‘Then I'll say it now. | love you, dear, dear Luke.

He kissed her then, and caressed her face anablerand lifted her
hand to his lips in a gesture that savoured of lyana

"What about Deborah?' Melanie was saying as theyiraged their
journey home a few minutes later.

‘Kevin will have to make other arrangements—judtasvould have
done had you not appeared on the scene. Thereilmmediate
problem, as she can remain with us until Kevinmetpwhich will be
before Christmas, so it won't be long now.'

'He'll be able to get a nanny for her?'

'‘Probably. However, she's used to being with hddga-there's been
only the two of them since her mother died. Andmy case, she'll be
going to school very soon after Christmas.' He pdwsd then, 'Fay
and Romaine will be told to leave immediately, thloui rather think
they won't need any telling when we inform them,batakfast
tomorrow morning, that you and | are engaged tmbgied.'

‘Married--' Melanie repeated slowly. 'l can't beéat I' The lights of
the homestead suddenly appeared through the tweegling and

moving with the stirring of the foliage. 'We're heynbreathed
Melanie, and Luke turned then and smiled tenderhea But he said
nothing until the car had crunched to a halt anthdu switched off
the headlights.

‘Yes, home, my Melanie. We're home ... together--'



