
        
            
                
            
        

    
  Red as a rose - Hilary Wilde


  
    
       

    


    
      Elinor should have been enjoying every minute of her sea voyage and the prospect of her new life in Australia. All she could think of however, was how much she loved Kit Anderson, who, unfortunately, regarded her as a stupid little nuisance. Surely there must be something she could do to change his mind!
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CHAPTER ONE


  As SHE gazed up at the white liner towering above them, Elinor felt a strange new excitement. It was an adventure, after all. This thing she had dreaded and fought against—this upheaval to a new land. Everything would be all right, she was suddenly sure of it. This strange six-thousand-mile journey to Australia, to live with an aunt she had never seen—this leaving South Africa, the land of her birth, it was all for the best, she was convinced in that moment. It was almost too wonderful to be true—the sort of thing girls dreamed about, things that didn't happen to people like her sister and herself. Elinor turned to look at her sister and saw that Valerie's lovely face was radiant with happiness. From the beginning, this was what Valerie had wanted—and Elinor had fought it, convinced that Valerie was wrong—but now the two sisters, so totally different from one another, were agreeing, as Valerie turned to meet Elinor's gaze and then nodded wisely:


  "You're not sorry, Elinor? Tell me you're not sorry," Valerie said eagerly.


  Their hands clung for a moment. "No, Valerie," Elinor said, in her soft, hesitant voice. "I'm glad. Very, very glad."


  They were always being teased because they were so utterly different, and yet they loved one another dearly. Valerie, who was seventeen but looked far more sophisticated than her elder sister, had always


   


  found Elinor a tower of strength in times of trouble. Elinor, just twenty, always felt a sense of responsibility for Valerie. Their mother, who had died just two months before, had always said: "Elinor, you're the quiet reliable type—Valerie is so flighty that she needs you. You'll always look after her, won't you?" Elinor had promised gladly but the responsibility she consequently felt was often a burden. Valerie was indeed 'flighty'. She did the craziest things; made friends with most weird types of people, was completely unafraid, and was apt to think that at times Elinor was being 'stuffy'.


  They also looked so different that few people took them to be sisters. Elinor had an ethereal look. Not beautiful, not even pretty, but she had a gentleness about her mouth that was always conflicting with the firmness of her small chin. Her eyes held a look of compassion; she had dark eyes that seemed to fill her small face. Her dark hair was softly brushed and curled naturally round her head. A gentle person, you might think, but you could be wrong. Elinor had a strong character. She firmly believed in right and wrong, and was not afraid of expressing her displeasure if she thought it necessary.


  Now, as she smiled at her sister, she was thinking affectionately how very lovely Valerie was, standing there, her slanting green eyes dancing with excitement, her red-gold hair worn like a challenging banner, brushed up into designed untidiness. For once she was wearing simple clothes and her white blouse and green pleated skirt made her look quite


   


  young as also did the tremulous, vulnerable look she gave as she said breathlessly:


  "Is this really true, Elinor? Can this really be happening to us?"


  Even as Elinor laughed, she knew what Valerie meant. Their life for the last ten years since their father died had been so drab. They had been so short of money, so sad, for their mother was delicate and she never ceased to mourn her husband who had died on a fishing weekend. Their whole life had been revolving round the motif of sad memory; their mother had never let them forget the horror of that day when they first heard the news that he had been drowned.


  "Elinor—look . . ." Valerie said breathlessly, her hand closing like a vice round her sister's wrist.


  Obediently Elinor looked and it was as if her heart skipped a beat as she saw the man again. It was almost as if he was haunting her—only of course, he wasn't. Now he was striding through the crowd, head and shoulders above everyone else. He was extremely handsome . . . no wonder all the women turned to look at him.


  "He's gorgeous, isn't he . . . ?" Valerie whispered excitedly, and as Elinor turned to look at her, the older girl forgot her own interest in the man as she began to worry about her sister. Valerie's eyes were always roving, her warm smile embraced everyone within sight. Valerie was both a joy and an anxiety. She was not an easy girl to advise or guide for she resented every comment or suggestion. She was convinced she was old enough to look after herself.


   


  Indeed, she had even suggested that she far better qualified to do so than Elinor !


  Valerie had forgotten the handsome man already as she stared up at the ship. "Do hurry, Elinor—I just can't wait to get on board . . ."


  "We've got to see about our luggage and . . ." Elinor began, clutching the big white handbag tightly, for it contained everything they had of value—their passports, tickets, travellers' cheques. Now she looked at the crowds of people milling about in the big Customs shed.


  "You cope with that—" Valerie said excitedly. "I'm going on board—I want to find out where our cabin is . ."


  "Val—wait for me . . ." Elinor said quickly. The crowds were gathering round the gangway—the sun blazed down on a scene of noisy confusion. "You'll get lost . ." Elinor cried distractedly as she saw that Valerie was on her way.


  Through the crowd she caught a glimpse of Valerie's flushed angry face. "Oh, for Pete's sake, Elinor, stop fussing. I'm not a child. How can I get lost when I have our cabin number? See you later ... " With a last toss of her red head, she was off, weaving in and out of the people hurrying, obviously impatient to see the joys that lay ahead of them.


  Elinor watched the red head as long as she could see it, as Valerie sped up the gangway, and then it vanished from view.


  Turning with a small sigh, for she wished she could do as Valerie did, Elinor turned towards the crowded shed and again she saw the man. He was


   


  talking to another man whose back was turned so that Elinor could not see his face. Not that she was interested in him—she had eyes only for the tall, broad-shouldered man in the tropical pale-grey suit as she stared at his face that was a deep sun-tanned brown. How very fair his hair was—as if it had been bleached by the sun, and yet his eyes were dark. What a stubborn sort of chin he had and an arrogant way of holding his head. He had a mouth that could show disapproval very strongly as she well knew. Several times she had annoyed him and yet she still could not see what she could have done to offend him.


  Elinor took her place in the queue and waited her turn to be seen by the men in white uniform who were asking questions and examining papers. Finally it was her turn, she had to show travellers' cheques, pay dock charges and watch their luggage seized.


  "It will be taken to your cabin," a harassed official told her, and turned away immediately, leaving Elinor to watch rather worriedly as the suitcases were carted off. After all, everything they possessed in the world was in those cases. It made her realise how very little they possessed.


  She still had not recovered from the shock of knowing that they had all been living on such a small income. After the funeral, she had learned that, although they owed nothing, they possessed no money at all. Just her salary as typist in a solicitor's office and Valerie's even smaller salary as a clerk in a bank. The little money her mother had had vanished with her death. Elinor shivered despite the heat,


   


  remembering the cold desolate panic that had filled her. How could she earn enough for them to live on? How she would feed Valerie, who was slim as a wand but ate as much as any man, she did not know—nor how she could ever curb Valerie's wild ideas and her reckless friendships. In that moment, Elinor had been really afraid—afraid of the future and of how she could face it.


  Slowly now, she climbed the gangway to the ship, trying to forget those frightening days when she had faced the fact that they were alone in the world and practically penniless. It had been Valerie who had reminded them that they were not quite alone. That their father's family in England would help them.


  Again Elinor shivered. She had been torn in two—although she had been desperate, yet she had felt it was disloyal to her mother when she wrote that letter to England.


  Valerie had said she was mad—that it was disloyal to their father not to write. Elinor had been forced to admit that he would have wanted them to keep in touch with the family, for he had written regularly, sending them photos of the children, telling the girls about his family and his old home, promising to take them 'home' one day. But after his death, their mother, who had always disliked the English relations, had ceased to answer their letters, even returning them, marked 'Gone away, address unknown'. She had seemed to delight in doing it, making no attempt to hide her hatred of them. It had often puzzled Elinor—but Valerie had called it plain stupid and had said their father would have


   


  been furious about it. So, in the end, not knowing what else to do, Elinor had written to England and had an immediate reply, saying that her grandmother was dead but that her father's sister would write to her from Australia. Aunt Aggie's letter had soon followed, a warm loving letter saying how thrilled she was to hear from them, but she was longing to see them, and that they simply must go out to live with her. She had included two first class passages for them, and even sent them money for extra expenses and clothes.


  "It's like having a fairy godmother," Valerie had said excitedly.


  It was. Elinor could relax, could know their troubles were over. Best of all, that someone wanted them. And yet she still had the chill feeling of disloyalty to her mother. Yet what else could she have done? Maybe it was this mixture of feelings that had made her so fear the journey that lay ahead, so dread the last severance of the ties that bound her to the mother she had loved so deeply.


  At last she was on the ship and the mournful thoughts vanished as she hurried out on deck, gazing round her with wide eyes of delight. Somehow, it was all so clean and exciting. She looked up quickly at Table Mountain as the clouds rolled over the top of it and streamed down the sides. The city nestled at the foot of the mountain with the wide coast line stretching away on either side. The blue sea sparkled and danced in the sunshine as everyone leaned over the railing and waved down to the crowds gathering on the quay. Soon the ship would be sailing and they


   


  would be starting out on their great adventure . . .


  Again her heart seemed to skip a beat. There was that man! Now he was there, not far away, leaning on the rail and talking to a tall lovely girl. He was grave, his face concerned. She was nearly as tall as he, but slender, and elegantly dressed in a blue silk suit with a tall white hat and long kid gloves. It made Elinor feel her simple yellow frock was cheap and shoddy, her little white hat and carefully darned white gloves made her feel self-conscious. The lovely girl seemed to be annoyed for she was tapping her foot on the deck. The hat hid most of the girl's face, but Elinor caught a glimpse of golden hair . . . Was she his wife? Elinor wondered.


  Leaning against the rail, gazing blindly at the crowds below, Elinor wished that she need never have seen him . . . It had been queer—almost un-canny. Almost as if he knew she was near, he turned and she saw, in a hasty glance, that he was very angry indeed. He seemed to make a habit of it, she thought miserably, still writhing from the memory of his displeasure. There was a white line round his mouth and although she could not hear what he was saying, he gave an impression of controlled anger.


  Elinor moved away swiftly, afraid he might turn and find her staring at him. She did not want to have to meet those strange eyes again, to see that look of distaste, so she went to stand on the other side of the ship, gazing out at the dancing Indian ocean under the pale blue sky while a small white boat bobbed about on the waves like a small cork.


   


  It was strange the way that man seemed to appear in her life like a thread in a pattern. All in the last few days, too. The first time had been at the East African Pavilion in Johannesburg where their friends had given them a farewell party and everyone except Elinor was laughing and talking loudly. She had felt very blue for the next day they were leaving the Johannesburg. that had always been her home, and going to a strange land to live with strange people. She had been upset, too, about Max, a very young journalist, head over heels in love with Valerie and quite unable to accept the fact that Valerie did not want to settle down yet and get married. So that was why when Max, his dark handsome face alight with laughter but his eyes heavy with misery, had asked Elinor why she was so quiet, she had made an effort to become very gay, lifting her glass and calling a toast loudly: "Here's to our unknown future . . ."


  It had been a strange thing for her to do, for she was normally quiet and diffident, leaving it to Valerie to be the gay one, but that night she had wanted to cheer poor Max up and, in the very moment she spoke, she had looked across the room and had seen a man staring at her. A tall, impressive-looking man, immaculately dressed in a dark suit, with very fair hair and dark eyes and a strange look in them as he stared at her. And then—his mouth a thin line of distaste, he had turned away and she had felt absurdly hurt and dismayed. Had he thought she was making herself conspicuous?


  She had forgotten all about him afterwards. No, that was not quite the truth. That handsome sun-


   


  tanned face had stayed provocatively in her memory . She had wondered who he was, where he came from. He had looked so very different from the other men. But she had never expected to see him again.


  And then, they had met again on the train—if you could call it a meeting. She and Valerie had been walking down the dining-car as it rocked and jolted and she had been flung against a table and had found herself staring down into his dark eyes. He had lifted his thick fair brows and had not even smiled as she mumbled a hasty apology and almost fled down the dining-car to the safety of their compartment. Had he thought she had fallen against him deliberately? Her cheeks had flamed at the terrible thought. Could he imagine that she had tried to . . .


  Even the memory of it was disturbing enough so she began to walk along the deck. Maybe he would have gone by now. In any case, she simply had to make sure that their luggage was safely on board.


  Everyone round her was laughing and chatting, standing in little groups, waiting for the last minute call to leave the ship. As she hurried a little, seized by the fearful thought that she did not know what to do if the luggage was not there, she found herself remembering the third time she had met that man. It had been the worst time of all. It had been on the Blue Train, the fabulously luxurious train that ran between Johannesburg and Cape Town, and she and Valerie had loved it all, especially as the countryside got wilder and more beautiful. She had left Valerie painting her nails in their compartment and had gone to stand in the corridor, to gaze at the vast ranges of


   


  grey mountains, to look at the twisting curving railway line, seeing the notice that said Fifteen miles per hour and realising how very dangerous it must be for the train to crawl like this down the mountain side. Far, far below lay a deep green oasis of trees and green grass on which stood a group of white houses.


  For a moment her love for her country filled her and the thought of leaving it, perhaps forever, dismayed her and when she heard a footstep she said impulsively: "Oh, Val—isn't it lovely? How can we bear to leave it—the most beautiful country in all the world."


  "What absolute nonsense . . ." the deep drawling voice had said, and gave her the fright of her life. "Australia is every bit as beautiful."


  She could remember now how chilled she had felt as she swung round, startled, embarrassed to find herself staring at the handsome, arrogant man who was surveying her with amused, cold eyes.


  Her cheeks had burned. "I'm sorry . . . I . . I thought it was my sister."


  His thick fair brows had lifted again. "Indeed?" he had drawled. "It's the first time I've been mistaken for a girl."


  Her face had felt as if it was on fire. "I didn't see you. I . . . I heard a step and . . ."


  "Jumped to conclusions," he drawled. "Dangerous thing to do."


  How stern he looked. And yet she had had the uncomfortable feeling as well that he was amused, making fun of her. He looked so strong, so disapprov-


   


  ing, so unyielding. Yet he was very handsome. The most striking-looking man she had ever seen. She had struggled for composure, determined not to let him see how confused she felt.


  "You must admit it is beautiful . . ." she said, turning to look back through the window, at the lovely countryside, still uncomfortable under his gaze.


  "Of course I will admit it," he said, almost snapping the words. His fingers gripped the rail before them. "Have you ever been out of this country?" he asked unexpectedly.


  Startled, she shook her head, her mouth dry.


  He frowned. "Then what right have you to make such a sweeping statement?" he demanded.


  Now she was sure he was mocking her. Anger drove out fear so that she could answer him. "It was not meant as a sweeping statement," she said in a rather prim, and, she hoped, dignified voice, and then spoilt the whole effect by adding: "In any case, you've no right to lecture me and . ."


  How young and horribly naive it sounded, she thought miserably.


  One corner of his mouth had seemed to quirk. "I would like to point out to you that I did not start this conversation . . ." he said coldly. "You spoke to me first."


  Now as she stood on the deck, looking warily along in case he should still be there, Elinor could remember vividly the anger that had swept through her. She had opened her mouth and firmly closed it again, afraid she might say something childish she would


   


  later regret, uncomfortably aware that she was no match for this sophisticated man, and then she had brushed past him, almost running down the corridor, going into their compartment, sliding the door shut. Vividly she could remember Valerie looking out through a cloud of hair—she was passing the time by experimenting with a new hair style--and saying:


  "Anything worth looking at?"


  And Elinor had replied. "Nothing at all." And she had sat down, opening a book, hoping Valerie would not notice her trembling hands or ask her questions. Valerie would never have described that man as not worth looking at. What would Valerie have said? The girl was afraid of no one.


  With a sigh of relief—or was there a little disappointment mingled with it? Elinor saw that the man and lovely girl had vanished, so she could walk along freely. She went to the side of the boat and gazed over anxiously. Luggage was coming on board. Was theirs? Everything was noisy—cranes moving, people talking. Maybe the luggage was in the cabin—and where was Valerie? Elinor hurried below, past the purser's office, down the stairs. It was like a rabbit warren of doors with numbers on. At last she found theirs, , and opened the door. It was a pleasant cabin—but no luggage. And no Valerie . . .


  For a moment, she felt apprehensive. Where was Valerie? Suppose that Valerie had made one of her lightning friendships and wandered ashore, and then the ship sailed without her? What would her sister do . . . she had no money . . . she was so young. Elinor's hand pressed against her mouth, and she


   


  gazed around her wildly. Their luggage? What could have happened to it? Supposing it was lost—how could they manage without it? Luckily she had their passports and money with her, but . . .


  She gave one last quick cursory glance round the cabin, thinking how Valerie would delight in its luxurious fittings, and then she hurried back to the promenade deck, carefully searching for her sister, gazing into the empty drawing-room, the enormous lounge where groups of people were sitting, talking, back to the deck again, just as a deep voice came over the tannoy.


  She caught her breath with dismay. Everyone who was not sailing on the ship must go ashore. That meant they were sailing . . . A huge crane was slowly moving to lift away one gangway, and people began to hurry to the other. Near her were a young couple, clinging to one another. By the rail stood an elderly woman frankly weeping as she kissed two small children goodbye.


  Desperately Elinor stopped an officer who was passing. "Our luggage hasn't arrived . . ." she said anxiously, gazing up into a lean brown face and blue eyes which suddenly twinkled.


  "Don't worry," he said gravely. "It'll be in your cabin. We never lose luggage, only passengers."


  That only made it all much worse. Suppose Valerie .. .


  Elinor swung round and found herself gazing up into the face of the man she had hoped never to see again, the man she kept annoying, the man she could not forget.


   


  "Don't panic," he drawled, staring down at her. "There's no trouble that can't be put right."


  Again she had the irritating feeling that he was laughing at her. But in her fear for Valerie, she forgot to be nervous. "My sister . . ." she gasped. "She came on board before I did but I can't find her . . ."


  "Is your sister the girl who was with you on the train?" he asked, drawling his words. "The pretty one with red hair?" When she nodded, his face seemed to relax and he was nearly smiling. "She's safe, having a wonderful time. You'll find her in the verandah cafe . . ." He paused. "Is that all the trouble?"


  Elinor was so relieved about Valerie that for a moment she could not speak, so she shook her head. "Our . . . our luggage . . ."


  He smiled, then. It gave her quite a shock to see that stern unyielding face suddenly lit up by his smile. It made him look years younger.


  "Don't fuss. It'll be in your cabin. No need to panic . . ." he said and then lifted his hand as if in farewell and strode away towards the gangway.


  Elinor almost fell down the stairs to the cabin, in too great a hurry to wait for the lift. And there was the luggage. Just as he had said!


  She looked in the mirror. Her nose was shiny and her hair all blown about. What a sight she looked. What must he have thought of her after the beauty and elegance of the girl he had been talking to? Any-how he had gone ashore—he had just walked into her life and then walked out again.


   


  As she carefully brushed her hair, washed her face and then powdered her nose and outlined her mouth, she let herself think briefly—and for the last time—of the man. Who was he? What did he do? He spoke in a strange way. He did not seem to be a South African . . . Why worry—she would never see him again.


  In the corridor, she studied a plan of the ship and found out where the verandah café was. She stood in the doorway and stared round anxiously but there was no sign of Valerie. Could he have lied to her? Yet why should he? But he had noticed Valerie—had said she was pretty and had red hair . . .


  She walked past the tables and stood by the window above the swimming pool and looked down at it and, for a moment, forgot to be worried about Valerie, realising that she had fifteen days of luxury ahead of her. Good food, meeting people, having fun. It was like a dream come true—a dream made possible by Aunt Aggie's generosity. After all, she need not have paid for them to travel first class. Valerie had been excited, suggesting that perhaps Aunt Aggie was a millionairess—she had heard there were many in Australia. There had been a warmth in Aunt Aggie's letter, also a little wistfulness, for she had said she had no children and her husband was an invalid and that she was thrilled by the thought of having two nieces to love and look after. It was wonderful to know that Aunt Aggie wanted them—that she was not doing this out of a sense of duty. That would have been unbearable... Even so, Elinor wished she could lose this feeling of


   


  disloyalty to her mother—if only she could feel that her mother would approve of what they were doing. Yet what alternative had they?


  Elinor wandered along the decks, getting glimpses of cabins through open doors, looking in at the gymnasium, climbing to the boat deck, where already a few people were playing deck quoits. It was all so huge, so white, so exciting. But she simply must find Valerie . . .


  Rounding a corner, she walked slap-bang into her sister. Valerie's red hair was all wind-blown and she looked even lovelier than usual with her green eyes shining like stars and her cheeks rosy.


  Valerie grabbed Elinor's arm excitedly. "Darling —where have you been? I've been hunting the whole ship for you—I even began to wonder if you'd lost courage and left me stranded . . ." Her laugh was gay and happy. "Oh, Elinor, isn't this absolutely too wonderful for words? I just can't believe it's happening to us . . . And what do you think? I've seen the most exciting man in the whole world . . ." Her words tumbled eagerly out of her mouth. "He's just so wonderful—I could have swooned. No, honestly, darling, he really is the last word. Just to look at him makes me feel thrilled. Could it be love?"


  Elinor had to laugh. "Oh, Val, what a girl you are. Last week it was Max . . ."


  "But this is different . . ." Valerie said excitedly. "This is a man. Max was so young, much too young. Oh, Elinor, wait until you see him, but remember he's mine .. ."


   


  Elinor chuckled. "I'll remember . . ." As if it mattered. As if any man would look twice at her when there was someone like Valerie around. 'Why, look, even that stern, quick-to-anger stranger had noticed that Valerie was pretty and had red hair!


  There was a sudden blast from a tug and the two girls ran to the side of the ship to watch the two tugs easing the great ship out from its moorings.


  "You can feel it moving . . ." Valerie said excitedly, as the wind tugged and tore at their hair, wrapping their skirts tightly round their legs. They hurried over to the shore side. People were shouting. Coloured streamers were being flung down from the ship's side.


  "Look, Val . . ." Elinor said quickly, pointing to two small coloured boys who were fighting on the quay for the pennies the passengers were throwing down to them.


  "We're off . . ." Valerie cried, her face radiant. "Oh, Elinor, isn't it just too wonderful?"


  They stood by the rail, watching the coast slide away, looking up at the great mountain, its flat top hidden now by clouds. Elinor said a silent farewell to many things she loved dearly. She knew Valerie had no regrets at leaving, but then Valerie was very different, Valerie had not this desolate sense of disloyalty to their mother, this fear lest they be doing the wrong thing.


  "Elinor . . . let's go down to our cabin. I haven't seen it yet . . ." Valerie said eagerly.


  How soon Valerie lost interest in anything, Elinor thought. Valerie loved everything new. Would


   


  she always be like that when she fell in love? What was this 'handsome, wonderful man' like? Would he prove to be horribly unsuitable?


  In their cabin, Valerie swooped on a card, crying in dismay: "Oh, no, Elinor. We can't. It's out of the question . ."


  Elinor had put one of her suitcases on the bed to start to unpack.


  "What's wrong?" she asked cheerfully. Valerie always veered between the ecstatic and the dismayed.


  "They've given us first sitting in the dining salon. We can't . . . We simply must have second sitting, Elinor," Valerie said, her voice shocked.


  Elinor sat on the bed and stared at her sister. "I imagine we have to take what we're given," she said mildly. "After all, most people got on the boat in England."


  Valerie was standing, stiff as a poker. "We must change it," she said firmly.


  "Does it matter so much?" Elinor said, surprised.


  "Does it matter?" Valerie cried in a shocked ' voice. She curled up on one of the beds, hugging her knees. "Of course it matters. You meet all the wrong people at the first sitting. Darling, be an absolute angel and go down to the dining salon and have it changed. The Chief Steward is the man to see . . ."


  Elinor stared helplessly at her sister. "How do you know these things, Val?"


  Valerie waved her hand vaguely. "I've been talking. I've already made some nice friends on board . . ." There was the faintest hint of defiance in her voice and Elinor stifled a sigh. How had they


   


  drifted into such a relationship as the one Valerie always implied? Elinor had no desire to be the stern, . fun-destroying elder sister, yet sometimes Valerie . . .


  "I'll try to change the sitting if you like," Elinor said now, placatingly, trying to see Valerie's side of it, wanting to please her.


  Valerie nearly throttled her with a bear hug and then leapt back onto the bed again. "Angel girl," she said happily. "I knew I could count on you. Just smile sweetly and with that oddly pathetic little face of yours, you'll do the trick," she added.


  Her hand on the door knob, Elinor paused, looking puzzled. "Now, what exactly do you mean," she asked, "by my oddly pathetic little face?"


  Valerie was examining her nails carefully. "Golly, they need doing. What do I mean? Well, look in the glass . .. you'll see."


  Elinor obeyed. She stared at her reflection worriedly. What a horrible expression. She had no desire to look "pathetic".


  Could there be a more glamour-destroying word? She stared at her huge, rather mournful dark eyes, saw the way her mouth drooped at the corners, looked at her very ordinary hair style and saw how very drab she looked. It was not a happy face . . . certainly not . . . Glancing at Valerie, Elinor heard again that man's voice saying : "That pretty girl—the girl with red hair." How would he have described her? Elinor wondered. Surely—oh no, surely not—as "pathetic" !


  She forced herself to smile and saw that the smile had not reached her eyes. Well, she had nothing


   


  much to make her smile. Yet Valerie, no matter what happened, managed to be gay and laugh. Was it because they were so different—because Valerie could shrug off the day's troubles and hope for the best—or because Valerie had none of the responsibilities, because she could leave everything to her sister?


  Inconsistently irritated by her sister, Elinor suggested that Valerie do some unpacking while she was gone and then hurried away, telling herself she should be ashamed. Valerie was right, she was naturally the optimistic type, and being the younger, was perfectly entitled to leave things to Elinor.


  The Head Steward, apparently, was not available, and the Assistant Steward, very young, his cheeks flushed, his voice exasperated, told her patiently that he was sorry but the sittings could not be changed. There were a number of people worrying him to do it and he kept pointing out that most of the passengers had travelled from England and would object most strongly to changing their sitting.


  Feeling snubbed, Elinor looked round the large room at the tables that sparkled with glass and silver. After all, what did it matter? They would make friends at no matter what sitting they sat.


  Back in her cabin, she saw that Valerie had not started to unpack but was reading a letter. Valerie looked up when she heard her sister and there was an odd look on her face, as if she was not sure whether she should be pleased or sorry at what she was reading. "Look, Elinor . . ." she said, handing over the letter.


   


  The letter was written on the ship's headed note-paper. The writing was large—big letters sprawled across the page impatiently. The ink was heavy black and the words seemed to stand out.


  "Dear Miss Johnson,


  I have received a letter from my old friend, Aggie King, and she tells me that you and your sister are her nieces and are going to make her home yours. She asked me to keep an eye on you and see that you enjoy yourselves. As a qart, I would be pleased if you would come to my suite at about six o'clock for cocktails so that we may meet."


  It was signed C. Anderson.


  "But how kind of her . . ." Elinor said, a little startled.


  "Her?" Valerie asked. "I think it's a man." Elinor studied the letter again. "It could be . . . I suppose. I wonder what he is like."


  Valerie curled up on the bed and began to paint the nails of one hand, the tip of her tongue protruding through her lips as she concentrated.


  "Probably some elderly retired colonel," she said casually. "Or maybe a wealthy sheep-farmer . . ." she added, looking up, her eyes twinkling. "Bound to be pretty aged as he is a friend of Aunt Aggie's. If he is single, he might make you a good husband, Elinor . . ."


  "Thank you very much," Elinor said a little curtly. "I can find my own husband, thanks . . ."


   


  "I wonder . . ." Valerie mused. "You always look so scared when a man speaks to you."


  "I do not . . ." Elinor said indignantly and began to unpack, her hands unsteady. What was the matter with Valerie today? Saying such mean things. Or maybe she was trying to be helpful—trying to tell her sister things she ought to know. Pathetic look . . . always look scared when a man speaks to you. Was it true?


  Suddenly she thought of something. "Oh dear . . ." she began as she looked up in dismay. "We have to go to dinner at six-thirty .. . they refused to change the sitting. Said it was quite impossible."


  Valerie waved her hand about to dry it. "Maybe we'll get so bored, we'll be glad to have an excuse to get away," she said cheerfully. "Pity we can't be changed but thanks for trying, Elinor."


  "That's all right . . ." Elinor mumbled, bending over her unpacking. That was one of the sweet things about Val—she was always so grateful when you did anything to help her.


  "What shall we wear . . ?" Valerie said, starting on the other hand, her face absorbed in the task. "You never dress for dinner on your first night out, but then this is a cocktail party, so we must wear something a bit smart. Bless Aunt Aggie for sending us money for clothes. She must be quite a honey."


  "She seems very generous and kind . . ." Elinor commented, her voice muffled as she hung away the clothes. Even that seemed absurdly disloyal to her mother, who had hated all their father's relations.


   


  Why? They had been unkind to her, she had said. Very, very unkind.


  "I think I'll wash my hair," Valerie said suddenly. "It'll soon dry and it got pretty dirty on the train."


  Elinor hurried to finish the unpacking. She had a sudden longing to be out in the fresh air—to feel that they were finally going somewhere—to see the beautiful expanse of sea. "I'm going up on deck," she said.


  "Oh no . . ." Valerie cried. "I thought you'd set my hair for me."


  Elinor had to laugh. "Oh no, my girl. I've done your unpacking but there are limits."


  "Okay, you win," Valerie said cheerfully. "Just watch out on deck. You might run into a wolf."


  For a moment, Elinor did not understand and then she laughed. "Wolves need a certain amount of encouragement . . ."


  Valerie was rummaging in her sponge bag. "Then you'll be quite safe," she said. "That air of dignity of yours will keep them at bay."


  Elinor took the lift up to the promenade deck, chatting with the lift, boy who looked about twelve but was actually seventeen. She went to lean against the rail and gaze at the coast line they were following. The blue sea sparkled and danced, the wind whipped at her, tugging her hair into a mad disorder. What was it Val had said? That air of dignity will keep them at bay.


  Really, Val was being most disturbing that day. Who, at twenty, wanted to be "pathetic", "scared" or "dignified"? That was no way to live. Was it


   


  true? Maybe she had been a bit scared of that man—but then, she told herself, he was different. He was an older man, so very impressive, so frightening when his mouth tightened with anger, when his voice became icily cold. Oh, she must forget him . . .


  She gripped the rail, letting her body go with the movement of the ship. Was that why she had so few friends and Valerie so many? She had thought it was because she had worked in the same office for five years in Johannesburg and there was no one else there under the age of forty-nine. But then Val had made friends at the bank, she had gone to dancing classes and squash, she had gone skating and swimming. Or was it because Elinor had formed the habit of going straight home to be with her mother—for she had known that, to her mother, the day had stretched endlessly and with a desolate loneliness. Not that it had ever been a bind, for her mother's warm welcome had been reward enough. So she had no regrets—but suddenly she wished she found it easier to make friends . . .


  She walked round the deck, feeling lonely. Thinking that Valerie would have smiled at people and immediately got into conversation with then. If only she herself found it as easy . . .


  Rounding a corner, she met the wind full on'. Instinctively she ducked, pulling her head down, fighting the wind, and bumped into someone, who steadied her for a moment and then quickly pulled her behind a sheltering wall.


  She gazed up into the face of the man she could not forget . . .


   


  Gasping, she blurted out the first thing that came into her head.


  "I thought you'd gone ashore . . ." she said. "I didn't know you were sailing on this boat."


  He closed his eyes and sighed. "Ship," he said patiently. "Don't you know better than to call this a boat? It seems your education has been sadly neglected. I am sorry I did not tell you my plans. You did not ask me and I must confess, I did not think you would be interested." Again there was that odd quirk to the corner of his mouth as if he was trying not to, laugh. "As you once pointed out to me, it is none of your business."


  She stared at him helplessly. Why had they the power to irritate one another-so?


  Before she could find words, he went on: "I take it that your luggage arrived all right? And that pretty madcap sister of yours?" he asked, his voice suddenly warm and indulgent. "She was enjoying herself all right. It seems odd that you should be sisters. You are so completely unlike one another . . ." With that, he lifted his hand in the abrupt manner he had and walked away.


  Elinor stared after him, gasping a little. Breathless, with a strange anger, fighting the curious sensation of helplessness she always felt when near him,


  wondering why his words had sounded like an insult.


  She turned and hurried back to the cabin. It


  would be far better to set Valerie's hair than run the


  risk of another meeting with that man. How on


  earth was she going to avoid him on the voyage?


  She seemed doomed to bump into him and he always


   


  gave her the impression that he thought she was doing it on purpose!


  Val looked up as the door opened and she laid aside her book.


  "I guessed you'd repent," she said saucily. "I've got everything ready."


  Elinor began to laugh. "You're impossible!"


  Valerie's voice came muffled through the towel she was draping round her. "But nice, Elinor? Your impossible but nice sister?"


  As Elinor's hands began to rub the shampoo into red hair, she said in a mild voice, "Quite nice—in small doses."


  "You're a honey," Valerie said as Elinor's deft fingers twisted the soft red hair and imprisoned it with grips. "Your trouble is you're too gentle and kind, Elinor. You get imposed on. But all the same, I'm jolly glad you're as you are."


  Later they dressed and the ship was beginning to roll a little so that, even with the best will in the world, they got into one another's way.


  "We'll have to arrange a dressing rota," Val said as she struggled to get into the tight sheath green frock. "You first, of course, for I loathe getting up early."


  Elinor was brushing her own hair, trying to make the simple style look more sophisticated. She had chosen to wear a tangerine coloured shirt-waister and she added a pearl choker and ear-rings.


  The two girls surveyed one another carefully. "You look lovely," Elinor said warmly. It was true, too. Valerie, so tall and slim, with the lovely


   


  long legs models need, had chosen a dress that clung to her, but not too tightly. She had twisted a string of amber beads round her neck, a matching one round one arm.


  "Max—" Valerie said briefly as she touched the beads.


  For a moment, Elinor's face clouded. "Max made me promise on the train—when they all came to see us off—not to let you forget him."


  Valerie found it very amusing. "He hasn't a hope. He's far too young. Why won't men accept these things?"


  "I don't suppose it is easy for anyone to accept them," Elinor said thoughtfully. "It must be hardest of all for a man. Do I look all right?" she asked anxiously as she looked in the mirror, half-afraid of what Valerie might say.


  Valerie swung round and gave her a brief glance. "You look sweet," she said as she opened the door. "A perfect lady."


  Elinor caught her breath and then controlled her feelings quickly as she followed her sister. Valerie did not mean to be unkind. But who on earth wanted to look like "a perfect lady"? Was she really so dim, so drab? A lady—"dignified"—afraid of men—"pathetic"? Was that really the right description for a girl of twenty? There must be something very wrong with her if she really looked like that .. .


  They found Suite Three and for some reason Valerie stood a little behind Elinor and left it to her to knock on the door. It opened immediately as if


   


  someone had been standing on the other side, waiting for the knock.


  Elinor found herself staring up into the strangely dark eyes of a very blond, sun-tanned man. A pair of eyes that looked as surprised as her own must . . .


  "Are you Miss Johnson?" he drawled, opening the door wider, and then he looked past her and suddenly he was smiling, his whole face altering, becoming softer, friendlier, even pleased. "And this is your sister?"


  Valerie swept past Elinor who stood transfixed with horror. "Are you C. Anderson?" she asked gaily. "We thought you'd be an elderly sheep farmer or a retired Colonel . . ."


  Elinor stood, unnoticed, as the man shook Valerie warmly by the hand. He was even laughing. "I am a sheep farmer," he drawled. 'Whether elderly—or not."


  


  
CHAPTER TWO


  AFTERWARDS, ELINOR knew she must have automatically reacted, but she could never remember how she found her way to the deep comfortable armchair, holding a small glass of sherry in her hand, watching Valerie as she sat, curled up on the couch, turning to talk to Mr. Anderson easily as if she had known him all her life. Valerie's eyes shone excitedly, her cheeks were flushed as she leaned forward eagerly.


  Elinor, ignored by the others, took time to glance round curiously. As Valerie had said when the invitation arrived, you had to be wealthy to afford a suite. It was most luxuriously furnished with thick golden curtains, deep plum red carpet, huge deep chairs, great vases of flowers. There were many gladioli of different colours. They reminded her of the enormous bunch of pink gladioli Max had given Valerie at the station when he came to see them off on the Blue Train—and she would never forget the hurt look in his eyes as Valerie casually tossed the flowers on the seat, barely thanked him and then darted back on to the platform to chat with her friends. Valerie had soon forgotten him .. . Look at Valerie now, Elinor thought, as she observed her sister's eyes sparkling and her glorious red hair a delightful muddle when she leaned forward to say:


  "Christopher Anderson—what a mouthful of a name." She pulled a wry face that made her look prettier than ever. "What shall we call you?"


   


  "Mr. Anderson, of course," Elinor said very quickly.


  The big man turned to look at her, his face suddenly grave. "My friends call me Kit . . ." he drawled. There was a challenge in his dark eyes that she saw but could not understand.


  "Kit . . . that's sort of cute . . ." Valerie said, turning on the couch, kicking off her pointed, spindle-heeled shoes and wriggling her toes. "What we women suffer to be beautiful . . ." she said, and laughed up at the grave man whose face relaxed every time he looked at her.


  Then he glanced across at Elinor and there was a question in his eyes. She felt he was waiting for her to speak, expecting something of her. She plunged into the conversation. "You know our Aunt Aggie?"


  "I certainly do . . ." he drawled. "My word, I'll say I do. She's the nicest woman . . . You've never met her, I take it?"


  He came to offer Elinor a cigarette. When she refused, he looked vaguely surprised, and then jokingly scolded Valerie when she accepted one. Silently Elinor watched as he flicked his lighter—watched Val as she leant forward and held his hand steady and glanced up at him from under her long curling lashes. Elinor wondered why the little quirk showed again at the corner of Kit Anderson's mouth, for he spoke gravely as he leaned back in his corner of the couch and stared at her.


  "Your Aunt Aggie was my neighbour until three years ago," he drawled. "And a nicer neighbour no man could want. When I say neighbour—she was


   


  the nearest person, just on ninety miles away." He smiled as both girls gasped. "We farm in a big way here, you know. Anyhow, your uncle was taken ill so they sold their farm and now live outside Melbourne."


  "So we won't have to live on a farm . . ." Valerie began eagerly, pausing in her favourite occupation of blowing smoke rings.


  Kit smiled at her. "Don't you want to . . ." he began, but as the door opened, he looked up with a quick frown.


  What an air of arrogance he had, Elinor thought, as she watched him. His first reaction on being interrupted was one of annoyance. Was this man so used to people bowing and scraping before him? Had his wealth made him so proud that he thought he was different from other men? Did he expect everyone to hold their breath when he was near?


  Now he was standing, towering above the lean man who had entered the room, an amused look in his humorous face. The newcomer was not a handsome man, but very good-looking in a totally different way from Kit's good looks. He had an easy elegance, a quiet strength that was unmistakable. His hair was blond, he had very blue eyes. He was dressed in dark trousers, a white shirt and a scarlet cummerbund, and over his arm was a white jacket.


  "This is my cousin, Hugh Morgan . . ." Kit said


  formally. "Hugh—these girls are nieces of Aggie . . .


  She didn't know they existed until the other day."


  "Well, well . . ." Hugh Morgan said lightly.


  "To think that dear ugly old Aggie could be related


   


  to such beauties .. ." He smiled at Valerie and then turned to Elinor. "I wonder what you'll think of Australia."


  Before she could speak, Valerie answered. "I'm sure we shall love it if all Australian men are like you two."


  Elinor caught her breath but the two men merely laughed and even seemed flattered by the remark. It seemed strange to see Kit's disapproving face crease into laughter lines, his dark eyes dance as he looked at Valerie and then turned away to a table where there were bottles and glasses.


  Hugh immediately took Kit's place on the couch. "Although I'm his cousin," he said in his quiet slow way, "I don't live like Chrisopher. I don't like farm life. I'm from Sydney . . . now there is the most beautiful city in the world . . ."


  Kit gave him a glass. "Too packed with people--everyone rushing about madly, trying to make money," he drawled.


  Hugh's lean face was amused. "Hark at who's talking." He turned to Valerie, who was leaning forward, a strange look of amazement on her face. "Kit is what is known as a pastoralist. One of these multi-millionaires who play about with billions of sheep . . ."


  Kit was laughing. "Don't make it sound too easy, Hugh. Sheep mean work."


  "Nice work if you can get it," Hugh joked. "So our dear Aggie wrote and told you her nieces would be on the ship, did she?"


   


  Kit had swung a chair round and was straddling it, gazing into his glass. "I found the letter waiting for me on the ship. Pity I didn't know on the train," he added and startled Elinor by his direct look. "Aggie asked me to keep an eye on the girls. It seems it's the first time they have travelled."


  Elinor's cheeks were suddenly hot. "You mustn't let us be a nuisance," she began stiffly.


  Hugh nearly choked. Very carefully he put his glass on a small table and looked at Valerie and then at Elinor. "Somehow I don't think Kit would let you be a nuisance . . . but don't worry, as Kit's cousin, I shall deem it my duty to assist him in the arduous task of looking after Aunt Aggie's nieces," he said very pompously, his eyes twinkling.


  "But we don't need looking after," Elinor said indignantly.


  "I do—" Valerie said gaily. "I need it very badly. Poor Elinor goes nearly mad, looking after me. You see, Mummy asked her to take care of me so Elinor feels it her bounden duty . . ."


  Elinor's face felt as if it was on fire. "Please. Val . . ."


  Kit was staring at her. She did not know where to look. And then he suddenly said thoughtfully, "I think I shall call you Lady Kia . . ."


  Hugh burst out laughing but quickly clapped his hand to his mouth when Elinor turned to look at him, her eyes suspicious.


  "It's a compliment," he assured her. But she went on staring at him doubtfully so Kit said:


   


  "Of course it is a compliment." His voice was curt. "Lady Kia is a very dear friend of mine. At times I adore her—at other times I could cheerfully wring her neck."


  Valerie's sweet young laugh rang out. "Is that how Elinor affects you?" she asked, but at that moment, the door opened and they all turned to look at the tall, slim, beautiful girl Elinor had seen talking on the deck to Kit.


  Now the girl stared at them, her eyes puzzled as she glanced at the two girls. She was beautiful—her deep midnight blue frock rustled as she moved; at her neck and wrists sparkled diamonds.


  "Kit, you didn't tell me you had invited . . ." she began, her voice cool and haughty.


  Kit was by her side, being very polite, introducing her to the two girls. "This is my cousin, Alison Poole . . ."


  The girl frowned. "I'm not really your cousin, Kit."


  "Near enough as to make no odds," Hugh said calmly as he rose. "Alison just happened to be in South Africa at the same time as Kit and I, so we are travelling more or less together . . ."


  Elinor saw the way Alison tightened her mouth as she sat down, and Elinor wondered if she had imagined the slight emphasis Hugh had seemed to put on the word happened.


  They talked idly, Alison showing little interest in the fact that the girls were nieces of Aggie .. . indeed, she made them both feel that they were intruding and that she was surreptitiously watching


   


  the clock to see when they would go and leave her in peace and alone with the two men. It was as if the whole atmosphere of the room had changed. Valerie had hastily sat up, sliding her feet into her shoes. Kit had stopped laughing and looked rather sombre—even Hugh was talking in a subdued man-ner. It was just as one felt on a sunny day when a cloud hid the sun.


  Glancing at her wrist watch, Elinor saw a way of escape and jumped to her feet. "I'm afraid we must go . . . we are at the first sitting . . ."


  Even as she spoke, they heard the rhythmical chimes of the gong. Kit's face was bland. "No-- you're at the second sitting. I had it changed. You'll be at my table."


  Elinor stared at him, her cheeks hot again. "But I asked and . . ."


  Valerie laughed a little too shrilly. "Money can arrange anything."


  It was as if a shadow passed over Kit's face but he still smiled at Valerie. "It may seem so to you, at your age, but it can't buy everything. Not quite everything. Not happiness."


  "Happiness . . ." Alison Poole said impatiently, her fingers tapping on the arm of her chair, her eyes darting from Valerie's face to Elinor's. "Why do people make so much fuss about happiness? What is happiness, anyway? How could you define it? She shot the question at Elinor who had just sunk down into the armchair and whose legs dangled because the chair went too far back. She felt gawky and ill-at-ease, especially as the elegant cool girl looked at her.


   


  "Happiness?" Elinor echoed, trying hard to think of an intelligent answer and only able to think of the truth. "Surely happiness means being with the person you love."


  Alison's mouth curled a little. "How very charmingly put . . ." she sneered and turned to Valerie. "Do you agree with your sister?"


  Valerie looked startled. She had been talking to Hugh in a low earnest voice, her eyes fixed on his face. Now she looked at Alison and seemed, for once, to be at a loss for words. "H—happiness?" she asked. "I . . . well, I suppose to me being happy means having fun . . ."


  "Fun . . ." echoed Alison, her voice scornful.


  "Well, Alison . . ." Hugh asked, stepping into the silence and leaning forward to offer Alison a cigarette.


  Alison's mouth tightened. "I have never thought about it. Happiness comes from yourself. I have always been happy . . ."


  Kit rose. "Like another drink, Alison?" he drawled. "You don't know what you are talking about—" His voice was faintly scornful. "You are the unhappiest woman I know."


  Alison's face was suddenly very white. Her eyes blazed as she handed him her glass. "How can you say such a thing, Kit? It's not true . . ."


  He stood before her, staring down at her. "I've known you all my life, Alison," he said in his slow, amused voice. "I have never known you really enjoy anything. Not a beautiful sunset—a flower—a good book—a play. Always you find something


   


  wrong with it. You spend your entire time belittling things and people and complaining . . ."


  If Alison had been white before, now her face was scarlet. "Kit . . ."


  He sat down beside her, smiling a little. "Just think it over, Alison—" he said. There was a strange gentleness in his voice--it was almost a tenderness, Elinor thought, as she sat back and watched the little scene. Was he in love with Alison? She behaved towards him as if he was her property—in the way she had put her hand on his arm, the tone of her voice. Now she was looking quite upset as she stared at Kit who went on slowly in that fascinating drawl of his: "Listen to yourself, Alison, and see if you ever praise anything or anyone . . ." And then, quite quietly, he turned to Elinor and began to ask her questions as to why she and her aunt had never known of one another's existence.


  Again Valerie answered, not giving Elinor a chance. "It was our mother's fault . . ." Valerie said, leaning forward, clasping her hands, her red hair falling over one eye. How young Valerie looked, Elinor thought, how very young, especially next to Alison Poole, who was sitting back now, her face stiff with anger, her mouth a thin line. "You see, Daddy was an Englishman—one of the bad boys of the family," Valerie added with a gay little laugh. "He was sent out to South Africa to make good . . . and he married a South African girl. He took her back to England to meet his family and she hated it . . ."


   


  "Hated it?" Alison said very coldly. "What a queer thing."


  Elinor's cheeks burned. "It wasn't so queer when you realise that she was only seventeen and had never been away from home before—" she said quickly. "And they were all horrible to her—" she added, almost fiercely. "They didn't like her and they made it plain that she was not good enough for their son and . . ."


  Valerie chimed in. "I know Elinor doesn't agree with me but I think it was Mom's own fault. She was most frightfully sensitive and always imagined snubs and slights . .


  Kit spoke very quietly. "I can imagine that any young bride meeting her husband's people for the first time might be sensitive. If the rest of the family are anything like Aggie, I'm not in the least surprised your mother felt strange and unhappy . . ." He looked at Elinor and gave a small smile. It was the first time he had smiled at her. "Aggie is quite a character," he went on slowly. "She has the proverbial heart of gold but she barks and never bites. Even after twenty-five years in Australia she still looks and talks like a typical Englishwoman. She is blunt . . ."


  "I think she is extremely rude—" Alison said stiffly.


  Hugh chuckled. "She certainly spares no punches, but all the same, she is a honey and I am sure you girls will love her," he said reassuringly. "I think Kit is right and maybe your mother didn't understand the family sense of humour."


   


  Elinor had clasped her hands unconsciously. "It could have been that, I suppose. Mother was strange—once she had an idea, it became an obsession, and she was convinced the family hated her and she was too proud to give them a chance to snub her. I was ten years old when Daddy died and I can still remember the look on Mother's face when she wrote on the letters that came from England—Gone away, address unknown, and asked me to post them. I remember saying that we hadn't gone away, and she said that, to them, we had."


  "I think it was wrong of her," Valerie said bluntly, "and unkind. To them and to us, don't you, Kit?" She turned to him eagerly and Elinor saw the quick frown that flickered across Alison's face. "Dad was so proud of his family, Kit," Valerie went on. "He was always talking about when he would take us home to see them. Even I can remember that."


  Kit turned to Elinor. "Is that why you are so unhappy about going to Australia?" he asked gravely. "Because you feel it is disloyal to your mother?"


  Caught on the wrong foot by his unexpected understanding and the sympathy in his voice, Elinor's eyes filled with tears. "Yes . . ." she murmured, hoping he would not see the tears.


  "I think Mom was disloyal to Daddy," Valerie said quickly. "Oh—might as well talk to a stone wall—" she said, her voice exasperated. "Elinor is just like Mom. Once she gets an idea into her head. Look, there we were, Mom had died and we hadn't a


   


  penny in the world but what we earned and, dear knows, that was little enough. We didn't know what to do . . . we couldn't pay the rent of the flat—we were desperate. Yet when I said we should write to England for help, Elinor was about as stubborn as a mule," Valerie said fiercely. "What else could we do? Daddy would have wanted us to do it, so why


  .. Elinor talked a lot of tripe about pride and so on and how Mom would feel, but what I say is, one must eat and surely pride of that sort is very silly


  "You are, quite obviously, a realist," Hugh said lightly. "Some more sherry, Elinor? No? Val? Alison will, I know . . ." He took the glass and thin began to steer the conversation into lighter channels. Whether he did it by accident or design, Elinor did not know, but she was grateful for the chance it gave her to get herself under control again. Whenever she thought of her mother, she was filled with this feeling of desolation. She and her mother had always been so close. Sometimes it seemed to her that Valerie hardly missed their mother—but then Val had always been a little difficult, restless, defiant. In a way, Elinor sympathised with Valerie, for their mother had been very possessive and also intolerant, quick to dislike their friends, to discourage the girls making any. Elinor had accepted the situation because of her deep pity for her mother, always ailing, always unhappy, but Valerie had a different nature.


   


  The second gong sounded and the two girls went into the luxurious bedroom of the suite to tidy up. Valerie grabbed Elinor's arm.


  "Isn't he absolutely super—smooth . . . out of this world?" she whispered excitedly. "That's the man I was telling you about . . ."


  Elinor experienced a familiar feeling of apprehension. Was Valerie falling in love with Kit?


  "He knows it . . ." she said rather sourly. "So arrogant and . . ."


  Valerie looked startled. "I wouldn't call him arrogant . . ." she began, and stopped talking as Alison came to peer into the mirror, to pat her immaculately groomed golden hair, to look with cold indifference at the silent girls before she left them.


  There was quite a hum of excitement as they went into the dining salon, Elinor noticed. The stewards appeared from nowhere, fussing round Kit, shaking napkins, handing the beautifully decorated menus, hovering . . . So this was what happened when you were very wealthy, she thought, a little bitterly. Nice work if you can get it . . . Wasn't that what Hugh had said? How very different the two cousins were, she thought, looking at Kit's grim, unapproach-able face and then meeting Hugh's friendly twinkling eyes with an answering smile.


  The food was delicious and Valerie made no bones about enjoying it.


  "Isn't it scrumptious, Elinor?" she would say.


  Or : "Oh, boy—cap I really have a second helping?"


  The cool wine they drank with the meal was also


  very pleasant and Elinor found herself enjoying her-


   


  self very much indeed, especially as she was lucky enough to have Hugh next to her. He was so easy to talk to and he shared himself between the two sisters, keeping them amused, making them feel happy. Kit was silent and Alison had an aloof air as she played with a salad as if food bored her.


  After coffee in the lounge, there was dancing. Alison walked, her hand on Kit's sleeve, as she talked to him earnestly, enclosing them in a world of their own, shutting out Hugh and the two girls who followed them. Hugh was teasing them, making them promise to dance at least once with him before he lost them to younger, more handsome men.


  "I think you're handsome . . ." Valerie said in her outspoken way, and then she looked startled and almost afraid for a moment as her face coloured vividly.


  Hugh chuckled. "Thank you, Val—for those few kind words. I know I'm no Adonis . . . like my cousin Kit."


  "I think you're better looking than Kit . . ." Valerie said. "Don't you, Elinor?"


  Startled, Elinor stared at them and then at Hugh. In a way, Valerie was right. Kit was handsome in a vibrant, overwhelming way. Hugh had a more gentle face, lean, almost aristocratic. The sort of face she would have imagined that the Scarlet Pimpernel would have had, the hero of her childish readings.


  "Yes, I think you are," Elinor said slowly.


  "Well . .. well . . . I am covered with confusion : . ." Hugh joked as he led them to a table on the verandah café, the floor of which had been cleared for dancing.


  The small orchestra was tuning up, people were strolling in to find a table to sit at. Through the windows, they could see the ocean as the ship rolled very slightly.


  Elinor danced first with Hugh. "Sorry I'm not a Victor Silvester," he said cheerfully, "but I've got a gammy leg. Hurt it on a motor-bike when I was young and foolish."


  "It's hardly noticeable . . ." Elinor said. She had been nervous about dancing, for she had done very little, but Hugh was so easy—easy to talk to, easy to be with. You were not afraid with Hugh, somehow. "Is Alison Kit's cousin?"


  "In a way, but then, in a way, she isn't," Hugh said as he danced her round the floor. Not many couples were dancing yet. Kit was dancing with Valerie and Alison was talking, her face a white mask of annoyance, with a very good-looking tall officer. "It's all rather complicated," Hugh went on. "Kit's aunt married a man who was later divorced by her and he remarried and they had Alison. Well, when he and his wife were both killed in a car smash, Kit's aunt adopted Alison. I think she has always loved her husband and having Alison was like having a bit of him. Anyhow that was the way it was. So Alison isn't a blood cousin, if you know what I mean, but they've been brought up as cousins."


  "Why did she deny it, then?" Elinor asked curiously.


   


  Hugh chuckled. "You noticed that? Well, our dear Alison is afraid Kit's mother will trot out the old story about cousins not marrying . . ."


  Elinor felt as if her heart had stopped. "Are they engaged?"


  Hugh chuckled. "Well, they are and they aren't, if you know what I mean. Alison thinks they are but Kit just says nothing at all. If he is going to marry her, he'll do it in his own time and way. He's a dark horse, is Kit. Never can seem to tell what he's thinking about. His mother and Alison don't hit it off, at all. You'll like his mother. She's a dear . . ." his voice softened as he spoke.


  The dance was over and he took her back to the table. When Elinor was asked to dance by Kit, she went into his arms with mixed feelings. In spite of herself, she was apprehensive lest she dance badly or trip over his feet and yet she was conscious of a thrill, to feel his arms round her, the touch of his firm hand. She closed her eyes tightly as she danced, telling herself it was nonsense to feel like this about such a man . . . a man who was more or less engaged to be married . . .


  Kit danced stiffly but very well. Elinor found herself able to follow him without difficulty. Once he apologised.


  "I'm afraid I don't dance very well," he drawled in that arrogant way she was beginning to expect. "I don't get much practice, for I never go to dances if I can get out of it."


  She looked up at him. She had to look up a very long way.


   


  "You don't like dancing?" she asked.


  "On the farm I'm much too busy," he said curtly and she felt snubbed. "Now Hugh, he's different." he went on. "Hugh practically lives in night-clubs." His voice was tolerant, affectionate.


  Valerie was swinging by them, laughing gaily, smiling provocatively up into the face of a young ship's officer. For a moment, Elinor frowned worriedly and Kit's arm tightened round her.


  "Surely," he drawled, "you're not worried about Val?"


  Elinor's cheeks were hot for a moment as she looked up at him defensively. "I am, sometimes. After all, I am responsible for her and she is so young and she does the silliest things without thinking . . ."


  He executed a neat turn, deftly avoiding a couple as they danced past. "So do you . . ." he said.


  Elinor was startled. "I do?"


  "Don't you?" he drawled. The music stopped and they were near the door that led to the deck. His hand on her arm, he led her out of the crowded café and to the cool deck. They leant on the rail and watched the shimmering water as it seemed to dance in the moonlight. "You speak to strange men on the train . . ." he drawled.


  Startled by the unexpected attack, she swung round to stare up at him. "I .. . honestly, I really thought on that train that it was Val . . ."


  He went on slowly: "You practically fall into their arms in dining-cars . . ."


  She looked at him sharply, wondering whether he was being funny. Or was he seriously blaming her?


   


  It was difficult to know, when a man had that dead-pan sort of face, when even the twinkle in his eyes that might give you a clue could not be seen because he was steadfastly staring at the water.


  "That was an accident," she said.


  "I'm not doubting you for a moment," he drawled in his maddening way. "But another man might have taken it for an invitation."


  "What nonsense!" she said, trying to sound indignant.


  "Seriously," he went on gravely, "I think you need protection far more than Valerie does. Her natural gaiety is its own protection and she loves life, is honest and without guile. Also her head is screwed on all right. No, Elinor, I don't think you need worry about your sister. I'm much more concerned about you . . ."


  "Me?" she cried. His remark really stung her. "Please, Mr. Anderson, don't worry about me. I am perfectly capable of looking after myself and I refuse to be a nuisance to you . . ."


  "You're wasting your breath arguing with me . . ." he said quietly, his drawl more apparent than ever as he took her arm. "I intend to keep an eye on you, make no mistake about that!"


  


  
CHAPTER THREE


  AT BREAKFAST next day, Elinor and Hugh were alone at their table. Hugh jumped to his feet when he saw her, his thin face friendly as he greeted her.


  "Kit has his breakfast in his cabin," he said cheerfully. "That poor mutt has been up writing letters since the crack of dawn. Who'd be a wealthy sheep-farmer!"


  Elinor carefully considered the menu and gave her order to the steward.


  "Orange juice and . . . and a cereal and then sauté kidneys."


  Hugh chuckled. "How nice to meet a girl who doesn't diet."


  "I'm lucky," Elinor told him honestly. "I don't have to."


  Hugh helped himself to marmalade. "The fair Alison has only black coffee and half a grapefruit. Is life worth living?"


  "I suppose it is," Elinor said thoughtfully, "when you are as beautiful as Alison."


  "Do you think Alison beautiful?" Hugh asked. "I find her much too cold and stiff. She always looks as if she has found a bad smell . . ."


  Elinor dissolved into laughter. Somehow Hugh made everything such fun. He went on: "Now I call your sister beautiful. Maybe not strictly but she has that air of vitality, of loving life . . ."


   


  "Yes, Val is lovely, I think," Elinor agreed warmly. "She is a darling."


  Hugh smiled: "I can see that. She's very young, isn't she?"


  "Seventeen .. ." Elinor said. "I think it's very young .. ." She sipped the coffee slowly. "Kit doesn't think so . . ." Somehow she always called him Kit in her mind but she found it almost impossible to call him that to his face. He had scolded her the night before for being unfriendly, had told her she must call him Kit or he would be offended.


  "Oh, Kit . . ." Hugh, shrugged as if Kit's opinion was unimportant. "I suppose Val is sleeping off last night's gaiety? She had a good time?"


  Elinor's eyes shone. "She enjoyed every moment of it—I had practically to drag her to bed."


  "And you?" Hugh's voice was suddenly grave.


  "Well, I did and . . I didn't . . ." Elinor said slowly, twiddling a fork on the shining white cloth to avoid looking at him. She thought of the evening after Kit had taken her back to the verandah café. Shortly afterwards he had vanished from the scene and although she had plenty of dancing partners she had missed him, and had been very conscious of the fact that Alison, too, had gone. She had thought of them together—of Kit taking Alison in his arms, kissing that beautiful, disdainful face . . . Now she looked up suddenly, meeting Hugh's enquiring look. "Hugh—why does Kit dislike me so?"


  He was very startled. "Kit—dislike you? What on earth gave you that idea?" he demanded sternly.


   


  Her cheeks were hot. "Nothing I do is ever right . . ." she said. "I do try not to annoy him but . . . well, last night, he told me I was very young and silly and that I needed looking after far more than Val . . . I certainly don't . . ." In spite of herself, the words rushed out indignantly as she saw Hugh beginning to smile. "I'm three years older than Val and I have been working since I was sixteen and . . . well, I can look after myself," she finished defiantly.


  Hugh folded his napkin slowly. "I think Kit is right. You do need someone to look after you. But in a loving way. You need someone to care what you do . .. to want your happiness."


  "I . . ." It was Elinor's turn to be caught off balance as she stared at him, not knowing quite what to say. "Oh, Hugh . . ." she gasped.


  Confused, she stood up hastily and almost ran from the dining-salon. Back in their cabin, Valerie was still asleep, clutching the pillow with both arms, her glorious red hair spread out fan-wise on the white pillow. Elinor went quietly to the mirror and frowned at her reflection. She did look "pathetic" . . . she made herself smile, and she still looked miserable. What was wrong with her?


  She was wearing a pink and white striped frock. Now, she swung a white cardigan over her shoulders before going up in the lift to the deck. She stepped outside and stood, gasping, at the sheer beauty of the blue sea which seemed to rise and fall before her as the ship gently rolled. She went to the rail, gazing ,down at the small white waves, feeling the sudden


   


  excitement fill her. This was her chance to enjoy herself—to forget responsibilities, to stop worrying about the future. She turned, leaning against the rail, surveying the broad deck, a friendly smile on her mouth, ready to speak to anyone . . . But no one seemed interested. Couples strode by her, mostly middle-aged, sombre-looking men and women striding round the deck solemnly as if they had a certain number of miles to be walked in a limited time. Children were racing round the empty swimming pool. Parents were grabbing the chairs available and arranging them in the sunshine. Groups of young people were playing deck games. But no one paid any attention to Elinor.


  She hesitated, knowing well that Valerie would have found a way of making friends. She would join a group casually, asking, "'What gives?" in her friendly voice. This was something Elinor could never do.


  She began to walk alone. At least she knew Kit was safely in his cabin writing letters. Why did a farmer have to write so many letters? She began to enjoy her walk, learning to balance herself as she corrected the roll of the ship. Kit certainly did not look like a business executive--he looked like a man who spent most of his life out of doors.


  But then Hugh didn't look like a business man, either. He looked gentle, more like a young Professor. What did he do? There was something of a mystery. Or maybe it had just been Alison being catty the night before when she accused Hugh of being a lazy good-for-nothing, preying off his cousin.


   


  How furious Kit had been—swinging round to tell tell Alison crossly that Hugh was invaluable to him, and Alison had merely smiled nastily. It had been an ugly awkward moment saved by Hugh himself, who had made a joke of it.


  What had Hugh meant, too, when he said that Alison was afraid Kit's mother would fight the marriage? Somehow you could not imagine a man like Kit asking his mother for permission to marry? He was a man accustomed to making his own decisions. He would not care what others thought. He was afraid of no one—he would know exactly what he wanted from life and go ahead like a bulldozer and get it . . .


  She paused by the rail to stare down at the blue sea. She had to smile as she tried to imagine Kit's reaction if she told him he was like a bulldozer. Would he be flattered—or insulted? He was so sure of himself . . . so conceited . . . No, that was not true. Kit was not conceited—it was just his self-assurance. He knew that he could get anything he wanted—no wonder he had that arrogant air . . .


  And yet—could he always get what he wanted? What was it he had said the night before? That money could not buy happiness? Was he unhappy, then? He was so good at hiding his feelings that it was hard to tell . . .


  She began walking again. She simply must stop thinking about Kit. Yet everywhere she looked, she seemed to see him. Tall, impressive, his vitality making the air throb with electricity for her. It was


   


  nonsense . . . in fact, it was worse. She was asking to be hurt . . .


  Was Kit in love with Alison? He did not treat her as you would expect a man in love to do . . . yet how could you tell? How would Kit behave if he was in love? He was so different from other men.


  There had been substance in the remarks Hugh had made at breakfast. Ever since her father's death, Elinor had been aware of a lack in her life. She had done the loving, the protecting, for her mother had made it so obvious that no one could replace their father in her life. She had leaned on Elinor, craved her company but only to talk about the wonderful man she had lost. She had never been interested in the girls' lives. Valerie had bitterly resented that but Elinor had learned to accept it.


  "Elinor . . ." a gay voice called, and. Elinor looked up to see Valerie walking towards her, her hand tucked through Kit's arm. Kit was wearing white shorts and shirt. He was looking genial and almost human, she thought, and then realised it was because Valerie was saying something to him. "They're choosing the Sports Committee, Elinor . . . come along, we must vote for them . . ." She brushed aside Elinor's half-audible protest and tucked her free hand through Elinor's arm. "Come on . .


  Elinor had no choice and inwardly she was rather pleased to find herself in the group again, for Alison and Hugh were waiting, and almost at once proceedings were under way to form the committee. No one except Valerie seemed very willing to serve


   


  on the committee, but her gay spirits made the little meeting amusing and Elinor found herself strenuously fighting the proposal that she should be on it and was more than chagrined to have Valerie say with affectionate exasperation:


  "Oh, don't let's bother poor Elinor. She prefers to sit and watch . . ."


  "While we do all the hard work?" Kit drawled, lifting those thick eyebrows of his quizzically as he glanced at Elinor. He and Hugh had been elected but Alison, too, had declined rather frostily.


  Valerie glanced at her mischievously. "I don't really blame you," she said cheerfully. "It means hard work as Kit says, and I expect you like to rest a lot . . ."


  Before Alison could speak, Hugh was seized with such a bad fit of coughing that everyone had to clap him on the back or rush to get him water and the moment had passed by the time he had recovered—but there was a twinkle in his blue eyes as he shook his head and said softly to Elinor: "That sister of yours!"


  Elinor's cheeks were hot. "Wasn't it rather rude?"


  "Do Alison the world of good—and of course, to you and Val she is an older woman. How she must hate it . . ." Hugh said quietly in nor's ear and then more loudly, "Now you and Alison must run along—we members of the committee have work to do . . ."


  Elinor almost regretted her decision not to serve on the committee as she followed the stiff back of


   


  Alison as they walked out of the room. But then she was glad again. Being on the committee would mean being a lot with Kit and giving him further opportunities to be annoyed by her.


  But she still seemed to see a lot of him for Valerie, Hugh and Kit all came in search of her when the meeting was over and insisted that she put her name down for all the different sports.


  "I shall be hopeless . . ." Elinor said miserably. "I'll only make a fool of myself . . ."


  For a moment Hugh and Valerie were talking to one another and Kit turned in his chair to look at the young face by his side.


  "Look, Elinor . . ." he said in the patient voice of a man dealing with a difficult child. "You have the wrong outlook entirely. No wonder you are a rabbit at most things. You must have faith in yourself. Faith can move mountains."


  Elinor swallowed. "But how do you have faith in yourself . . . ?"


  He considered her gravely, noting the quick way she flushed, the way her eyes would sparkle for a moment if she forgot herself, the sudden vanishing of that light, the retreat into herself. "Why are you so afraid?" he asked.


  "I'm afraid of making a fool of myself," she confessed.


  His eyebrows lifted. Elinor found herself clenching her fists, struggling to talk intelligently, wishing she was not always so tense when she was with him.


   


  "Would that matter so much?" he asked. "So long as you do your very best, does it matter what others think?"


  She gazed at him, staring into his dark eyes, trying to think, trying to find the right words.


  "I suppose it oughtn't to matter . . ." she said very slowly.


  "But it still does?"


  She nodded unhappily. She could see that he despised her. Kit would admire women who were capable, efficient, self-assured. Women like Alison . . . like Valerie . .


  "Maybe it's because Val is so good at everything . . ." Elinor confessed in a quiet voice.


  Kit frowned. "Now don't use Val as a scapegoat for your cowardice . . ." he said sharply.


  "Kit . . ." Valerie said in that moment. "We're going to see if we can have a game of table tennis. Coming?"


  Elinor half rose but Kit's hand was suddenly on her arm as he drawled, holding her prisoner. "We're in the midst of an important discussion, Val. You two go and get some practice. Keep the court for us —Elinor and I are going to play later."


  "Oh no . . ." Elinor murmured miserably.


  When they were alone, sitting in the sunshine, Kit turned to look at her. "Why are you scared of me?" he asked abruptly.


  She felt her face flame and was furious when he smiled.


  "Go on, Lady Kia . . ." he said. "I know you can't tell a lie . . ."


   


  "Why do you call me that?" she cried. "I hate


  it!"


  He chuckled. "If you knew the original Lady Kia, you would be honoured. But I'm not letting you wriggle out of this. Elinor, why are you scared of me?"


  It was a worried little voice that answered him. "Because I always seem to annoy you."


  Kit leaned forward, his handsome face worried. "Annoy me?"


  Elinor swallowed. "Yes—on the train and the ship . . . and even before that, at the restaurant in Jo'burg . . ."


  His face changed as he looked amused. "You saw me . . . ?"


  Blushing painfully, Elinor nodded. What must he think of her? "You were frowning as if I had angered you."


  "You were rather a noisy crowd . . ." he said slowly.


  "They were our friends . . . wishing us goodbye . . ." She was on the defensive at once. "Would you want us to sit around and weep?"


  Kit burst out laughing. "My dear child !"


  "I'm not a child . . . nor your dear . . ." Elinor burst out, unable to bear it any more, getting up and almost running down the deck.


  She heard his footsteps close behind her and when his hand closed like a vice round her wrist she stopped dead, unable to control the shiver that went through her. Kit stared down at her, his face suddenly blank.


   


  "You are afraid of me . . ." he said slowly, almost as if he had discovered something terrible.


  "You are . .. rather alarming . . ." Elinor said lightly, trying to joke.


  "I suppose I am . . ." he said and released her wrist.


  Without thinking, she began to rub it, longing for his hand to be on her arm again, remembering the thrill that had shot through her when he touched her.


  "Don't dramatise the situation . . ." Kit said coldly and she saw that, again, he was vexed with her. "I didn't hurt you all that much . . ."


  She stared at him in dismay and realised what her instinctive gesture must have looked like. "I didn't . . . you didn't . . ." she began.


  He was not listening. "I want you to meet my mother . . ." he said and led the way down to a lower deck. Meekly, she followed him.


  He led the way to where an elderly woman was sitting in the sunshine in a wheelchair. She turned an eager face as she saw them.


  "Why, Kit, my dear boy, and this is ..." she said warmly and held out a welcoming hand to Elinor.


  "This is Elinor, the eldest of Aggie's nieces . . ." Kit said and went to find chairs.


  Elinor gazed down curiously at the lined pale face that was smiling up at her. Mrs. Anderson had white hair, beautifully set, but her face was devoid of make-up and her grey eyes were gentle. "You'll love Aggie, my dear," she said softly. "And how happy


   


  Aggie will be to have you girls. She leads a lonely life in many ways for her husband is very ill. You'll be a great comfort to her."


  Kit had returned with the chairs. He grinned as he sat down and Elinor saw, with something of a shock, how very much he loved his mother.


  "This is the elder sister, as I said, Mother. The sensible one . . ." he began.


  Elinor's cheeks burned. "I didn't know you thought me sensible—" she was stung into saying.


  Kit chuckled. "Somehow I've got you all confused with the way I think."


  Elinor drew a deep breath. Of course he was joking—but oh, if he only knew how very confused she was. She was suddenly aware that Mrs. Anderson was looking puzzled. Perhaps Kit saw it also, for he stood up, patted his mother's hand.


  "Everything under control, Mother? Hip not hurting too badly?" He waited for her smiling reassurance. "Good—" he went on. "Now I'll leave you to get to know Elinor but I'll be back in half-anhour." He looked suddenly grim as he gazed at Elinor. "No running away, mind, for I shall track you down." He turned to his mother again. "I'm going to teach Elinor to play table-tennis . . ." he finished and was then gone, striding down the deck with long easy movements.


  Mrs. Anderson was quiet for a moment as they both gazed at the sea—and then she turned to the girl who was sitting so quietly, her hands folded tightly together, a strangely unhappy look on her young face.


  "Now tell me, dear child, the whole story. I've known Aggie for many years but she had no idea of your existence. I remember her talking sadly about her brother who had died in South Africa and that they had lost touch with the wife and children—that there had been a bad epidemic of diphtheria in Johannesburg and they had always feared the children had died in that. Tell me, why did you get in touch with her?" she asked gently. There was only friendliness in her questioning, Elinor realised, and she began to explain everything.


  Mrs. Anderson was a good listener. Elinor felt better by the time she had explained the situation.


  "My dear, you must not feel disloyal to your mother," Mrs. Anderson said gently. "I am sure you have done the right thing. Aggie is probably like her family—not easy to understand—and your mother was so very young and probably scared . . ."


  They had not heard Kit's approach. Now he loomed above them.


  "Like her daughter. Somehow we've got to cure that," he said almost curtly. "Come on, Elinor—the court, or rather table, is free. I'm going to teach you to play well . . . I'm going to teach you a lot of things," he added sternly.


  Elinor followed him.


  


  
CHAPTER FOUR


  KIT HAD said he would teach her to play table tennis well and he was undoubtedly a man of his word. Elinor felt she had never run so much in her life before as he played with her, giving her difficult shots to practise, handing out praise when deserved.


  "It was a funny thing," she remarked later to Hugh. They had put two chairs in front of the gymnasium and near the swimming pool. From the open window, they could hear the light-hearted laugh Valerie kept giving as she played a swift game with Kit. "I'in afraid I'm inclined to do silly things when I'm playing with Kit," Elinor said. "It never seems to worry Val if she does anything wrong . . ."


  The sun was beating down on them. The blue sea sparkled. Children were diving into the swimming pool, parents hovering anxiously round the smaller ones who wanted to do the same.


  Hugh turned his lean, good-looking face towards Elinor. His smile was kind. "You try too hard," he said.


  Elinor frowned a little. "Maybe I do . . . now when I play with you . . ."


  "You play a good game," Hugh told her. "It's only when you are with Kit that you flap and start doing silly things."


  "I know . . ." Elinor spread out her hands on her lap and stared at them. It was all very well for Hugh to talk.


   


  "Why are you scared of Kit?" Hugh asked abruptly.


  Elinor sat up suddenly and stared at him, her eyes wide. Was it so easy to read her thoughts? She saw that Hugh was smiling, as if amused.


  "I'm . . ." She began to deny it fiercely, but what was the good? "He's . . . he's . . ." She hunted for the right words. "I don't know, Hugh," she admitted miserably and knew that it was not the truth. She knew why she was afraid of Kit. It was because she so badly wanted him to like and admire her .. .


  "Lazy good-for-nothings . . ." Valerie teased and Elinor looked up and saw Valerie standing before them, her hand carelessly swinging in Kit's. Valerie was flushed, her red hair disordered, but her face was alight with excitement. "I beat him . . . just think of that, Elinor," Valerie said eagerly and accepted, with a quick smile, Hugh's chair. The two men sat down on the deck, clasping their knees.


  "And I didn't let her . . ." Kit said suddenly, quirking an eyebrow quizzically at Elinor.


  She felt her face flame. It was just what she had been thinking! It seemed as if everyone could read her thoughts.


  "Oh, Lady Kia . . ." Kit said in that slow drawl she knew so well, now. "Don't look like that. One day you'll beat me . . ."


  "He's good, Elinor . . ." Valerie put in, "but he has a weakness . . ."


  "Like all men . . ." Kit drawled, laughing as he looked at the excited pretty girl.


   


  Elinor stared down at her fingers, afraid if she met his eyes that he would read her thoughts. It was hard to imagine Kit with any weakness. He always seemed so strong, so self-assured . . .


  Valerie jumped to her feet. Sometimes Elinor wondered if Valerie ever sat still these days. She seemed to have been wound up to be so excited and afraid to lose a moment that she could not be still.


  "Come on, you two .. ." she said to the men. "We've got a committee meeting, remember? See you later, Elinor . . ."


  Elinor felt rather bleak when they went off together and she was left alone. The children were squealing in excitement as the water was slowly drained out of the pool and even the tiny ones could play in a few inches of .water.


  She stood up and began to walk along the deck, balancing herself as she walked, adjusting herself to the slight roll. How beautiful it all was—the blue sea sparkling in the sun, stretching away to the far distant horizon. It was her own fault she was not with the others. It was inconsistent and downright stupid to feel they had neglected her. She could have been on the committee. It was her own fault .. .


  She found a vacant chair on a quiet part of the deck. She could see the blue water reflected in the lounge window. From the decks above, drifted the laughter of people practising for the sports. She ought to go up and practise . . .


  Kit had told her she should not be little herself. He said people judged you on your own valuation. Well, how did she value herself . . . ?


   


  First—she knew she was not pretty. Not like Val . . . nor beautiful with Alison's perfect features. But Hugh had told her that she should wear bright colours because she had a perfect skin And the longest curliest dark lashes he had ever seen. Was he just being kind or . . . ?


  She stood up abruptly. That was just the sort of thought she must not have. It was a defeatist attitude, as Kit called it. She must believe that she was pretty and then she would be . . . she must believe she could play games well . . .


  She hurried up the steep staircase to the upper deck. In a few moments, she found herself part of a group.


  "Answer to our prayer—" a fat jolly young man said cheerfully. "We needed a fourth."


  It was quite a shock to Elinor when the afternoon ended and she realised how swiftly the time had flown. She had thoroughly enjoyed the games, discovering that she could play quite well . . . being part of a group and liking it. It was what she needed, practising—and also mixing with others. She must overcome her shyness, must try to be like Val . . .


  Valerie was in the cabin when Elinor reached it. Valerie was already changed into a slim green sheath frock. "Where on earth did you vanish?" she asked Elinor, leaning forward to gaze at her face in the mirror.


  "I was playing deck quoits," Elinor said, looking at her watch, gathering her things for it was nearly time for her bath.


   


  "See you in Kit's room later . . ." Valerie said, her hand on the door. "We're all meeting there for drinks . . ." and then she was gone.


  Again, Elinor had to fight her shyness, as when she had bathed and dressed carefully in a deep carmine-coloured frock, she made her way to Kit's luxurious suite. It was her own fault but she was outside the little group—Valerie, Kit and Hugh made a threesome, into which they kindly admitted Elinor.. .


  But the welcome she got reassured her a little. Both Hugh and Kit hurried to greet her, fussed over her until she was settled in a chair.


  "Where did you get to this afternoon?" Kit asked.


  "She was playing on the boat deck . . ." Valerie said cheerfully. "We fussed for nothing . . ."


  "Fussed?" Elinor repeated slowly, looking puzzled.


  Hugh smiled. "You just vanished. After the committee meeting, we went back to find you and you had gone."


  "You see, Elinor .. ." Valerie said, holding Kit's hand steady as he lighted her cigarette for her, "Kit was worried about you. He was afraid you'd gone down to your cabin in miserable loneliness . . ." She laughed but the words had a sting for Elinor.


  Her cheeks were hot as she answered. "I thought I needed some practice so I went up on the boat deck. We played quoits most of the time . . ."


   


  "I knew you'd be all right," Valerie said lightly. "I said to them, leave Elinor to enjoy herself in her own way—even if we do think it is a rather funny way


  Before Elinor could say anything, the door opened and Mrs. Anderson, in her chair, was wheeled in by a tall, blonde girl in nurse's uniform, who smiled at Kit and then left them. Kit went to greet his mother and wheeled her to a space near Elinor.


  In a few moments, Elinor and the older woman were deep in conversation. Elinor liked Mrs. Anderson more each time she met her but, at the same time, her ears vainly sought to overhear what the other three were talking about. Even as she told Mrs. Anderson about life in Johannesburg and how beautiful Pretoria was in jacaranda time, Elinor was wondering what Valerie could have said to make Hugh and Kit laugh so much. It was almost a relief when Alison came to join them, causing the hilarious conversation to die down, bringing her usual dampener on the scene. Elinor noticed how deftly Hugh took control of the conversation, making it more general, including Elinor and Mrs. Anderson in it.


  It was quite a relief when the dinner gong sounded and the nurse appeared to fetch Mrs. Anderson who preferred to eat in her own cabin.


  "Why does Alison always look so disapproving?" Elinor asked Hugh as they walked down the corridor together. Kit and Valerie had led the way, with Alison walking close behind, talking to Kit, deliberately ignoring Valerie.


   


  Hugh chuckled. "I think she was born with that expression . . ." he said and tucked his hand under Elinor's arm. "Don't let it worry you."


  "I won't . ." Elinor promised, but it 'was a hard promise to keep.


  All through dinner, Alison talked, dominating the conversation, telling them about the trips round the world she had made, about a ffight to Central Africa once to go on a big game hunting trip, about the last time she was in London and was presented to the Queen. All the time, she kept making tiny jabs at the other two girls, implying that they had led a very narrow life, that they must envy her. Elinor noticed how very quiet Kit was. How thin his mouth looked, the ominous white line around it. With whom was he angry?


  After coffee in the lounge, they all played Ilouseyhousey' and Elinor found herself enjoying the game, although at first she had been nervous lest she could not play it. The evening flashed by and when they went down to their cabins, she. realised how very much she was enjoying the voyage.


  It was like being transported to fairyland. Nothing seemed quite real. Maybe it was the luxury—the wonderful food—the music—the beautiful sea—the friendliness of the people—the amusements . . . Maybe it was the fact that for two weeks they were enclosed in this little world with no outside distractions, no need to set the alarm to call. you in the morning, no need to hurry to work, worrying lest. it rain and ruin your only decent pair


   


  of shoes, no standing in a bus, no eating sandwiches for lunch. She felt like a new person . . .


  The days began to slip by—each one as wonderful as the last.


  "It's done you good . . ." Kit said one evening, as he strolled along the deck with her. "I told you I'd teach you to enjoy yourself . . ." he added.


  Elinor caught her breath. The moon was reflected in the dark water, a shimmering pathway. Distant music made a perfect background—a romantic background, she thought wistfully.


  "I am enjoying myself," she said rather flatly, aware that he was staring down at her curiously.


  "There's still something wrong . . ." Kit said very slowly. "Something worrying you, Elinor. What is it?"


  She turned her head away so that he should not see her face. Wrong with her? There was only one little thing that was wrong with her. He would be horrified if he knew. But it was not his fault that she had fallen hopelessly in love with this big impressive man.


  "There is nothing wrong . . ." she said softly, tightening her mouth.


  "You can be as stubborn as a mule .. ." Kit said, but he sounded amused rather than cross. "You and Mother get on well, don't you?"


  This was a safe topic of conversation so she snatched at it.


  "I think she is a darling . . ." They stood by the rail, watching the water dancing.


   


  There was silence. Apart from the distant sounds of music and laughter, it was very still. They might have been completely alone. Kit's arm brushed hers as they stood side by side and she wondered if he could hear the pounding of her heart. It was wonderful to be out here alone with him, and yet so fruitless. For she knew that, to Kit, she was just a girl he had been asked to look after, a girl he was sorry for and intended to help. He never saw her as a pretty girl—nor had he the affection for her that he plainly showed to Valerie. Yet she had tried so hard to make him like her, Elinor thought unhappily. She had sat, happily listening for hours, as his mother told her about him, about his youth, his favourite colours—and then Elinor had worn those colours, buying fresh cardigans from the ship's shop. She had learned what subjects he liked to discuss, had even got his mother to tell her about the large sheep station he owned and had gathered a little knowledge about sheep so that she could talk to him intelligently.


  But he never gave her a chance to do so. If she tried to be serious, he would look amused and she would find herself losing the words, saying stupid things, and that tolerant, exasperated look would come on his face and she would give up, knowing it was hopeless trying to impress him.


  Now it suddenly seemed to her that she must be boring him, that he was longing for an excuse to return to the dancing.


  "Will your mother ever walk again?" she asked, saying the first thing that came into her head.


   


  "Of course she will—" he said, almost curtly, and she sighed inwardly, for again she had said the wrong thing.


  "She says .. . she says that the doctors believe she will be better once she is at home . . ." Elinor struggled on.


  "Of course she will," Kit said, still curtly, as if it was a stupid remark to have made.


  They were silent again. Mrs. Anderson had told her how she had fallen while visiting friends in South Africa, how she had lain months in hospital, had seen specialist after specialist, and no one seemed to know why the hip bone would not heal. In the end, they had decided she should go home to Australia. It might be that she was unhappy, there . . . that in Australia, she would feel more relaxed. Mrs. Anderson had told Elinor how lonely and unhappy she had been, how she fussed herself over making the long journey alone—for she was not allowed to travel by air—and how thankful she had been when Kit had cabled that he was flying across to fetch her and had booked their passages. Apparently Hugh had come out from England on this ship and it was purely by chance that he had joined them—but Alison . . . that had been quite different. Alison had learned that Kit was fetching his mother and had flown to Zanzibar to visit an old school friend and neither Kit nor his mother had known of her whereabouts until they had discovered she was returning on the same ship with them. Mrs. Anderson did not like Alison, Elinor had learned, but she seemed resigned to the fact that eventually Alison and Kit


   


  would marry. As Mrs. Anderson said, they had known one another all their lives, shared the same interests. In addition, Alison owned a large sheep station nearby and she would undoubtedly make him a good wife. The trouble was that Kit was a man who liked to take his time and Alison was impatient. Nearly thirty-four, Alison wanted to get married as soon as possible. Natural enough, but . . . and Mrs. Anderson had sighed. She supposed it was all right if Kit loved Alison, but he was a man not given to confidences and it was hard to tell. If only she could be sure Alison would make him happy ...


  Elinor gave a quick sideways glance at Kit's grave profile. He was staring at the water, his mouth composed, his face relaxed..


  "You like Hugh, don't you?" Kit asked abruptly. "Oh yes . ." Elinor said quickly. "He's so kind and . . ."


  "I'm not?" His hands were on her shoulders. She shivered for a moment as he turned her to face him and then she looked up at him. "Is that it?" Kit asked sternly.


  She was glad it was too dark for him to see her eyes. "You can be kind, too," she said.


  "H'm . . .'.' he grunted and abruptly released her. "I'm glad to hear that. I must be improving . . ." There was an oddly bitter note in his voice. Unexpectedly he explained, "It's not very pleasant, Elinor, to know that I frighten you."


  "Oh, you don't . . ." she told him earnestly. "Not anymore."


   


  "Really?" he sounded amused for a moment. "Why ever not?"


  "I think," she said slowly, "that I have learned that Hugh is right—and that your bark is worse than your bite . . ."


  "Hugh said that, did he?" There was a strange note in Kit's voice. "Kind of him. So I bark a lot?"


  Elinor laughed uneasily. It was difficult to know how to take Kit's moods. "Well, you do rather jump down people's throats, especially if they do something silly."


  "Surely the remedy is not to do anything silly . . ." Kit said and now his voice was cool with displeasure. "We'd better go back inside . . ."


  She found herself following him meekly, aware that once again she had annoyed him.


  Everyone was dancing as they went inside, and Kit turned to her, but Elinor pretended she had not noticed and deliberately walked past him, going back to their table close to the window. The music ceased and as Valerie and Hugh came off the floor, Elinor smiled up at Hugh and indicated the chair by her side.


  Obediently Hugh sat down, his eyes a little curious as she 'began to talk to him in an unusually animated manner, but if he was surprised, he hid it well and, for the rest of the evening, Elinor devoted herself to Hugh, being polite but distant to Kit, hardening her heart as she noticed the way Valerie seized the opportunity to have Kit to herself and made him dance every dance. Alison had found herself a tall, good-looking man who was, she had


   


  told them haughtily, a diplomat visiting Australia. He was handsome in a dark foreign way, Elinor thought, and he had the same cold smile and hard eyes that she saw in Alison's face.


  Dancing with Hugh, Elinor asked abruptly, "Is Kit in love with Alison?"


  Hugh held her a little way away from him and stared down at her. "Not to my knowledge. Why?"


  She hesitated. "Only . . . only his mother seems to think they will marry."


  Hugh looked amused. "Kit's mother is aware of Alison's ruthless determination to marry Kit—what Kit thinks about it is no one's business. Personally I don't think Kit will marry Alison—I think he has other ideas . . ." There was a strange smile on Hugh's mouth.


  Something made Elinor glance across the crowded floor. Valerie was dancing with Kit and he was smiling down at her . . . His usually stern face had a new expression on it—a tender expression. A loving expression?


  Down in their cabin, as the two girls undressed for the night, Elinor was startled when Valerie suddenly said in an oddly strained voice:


  "What was the idea tonight, Elinor?"


  "Idea?" Elinor said, bewildered, as she slipped into shortie pyjamas.


  "Yes—making a beeline for him, like that. It was


  pretty obvious," she added rather scornfully. "Obvious . . . ?" Elinor echoed, still puzzled. She saw that Valerie's eyes were accusing.


  "You're in love with Hugh," Valerie said.


   


  "I am not .. ." Elinor began indignantly. She paused. She was afraid that Valerie's sharp eyes might recognise that she was in love with Kit. Valerie had a queer sense of humour—if she knew the truth, she was quite capable of making a joke of it, of even blurting it out one day to Kit himself. "I like Hugh very much .. ." Elinor said firmly, getting into her bed, pulling the clothes up to her chin. "He is a very kind man."


  "Kind . .. ?" Valerie said as she switched off the light. "He can be very cruel . . ." she said and then there was silence.


  It was a strange thing for Valerie to say.


  


  
CHAPTER FIVE


  As THE great liner moved majestically on its journey of six thousand miles, those aboard seemed to be shuffled about until they fell into small groups and settled down. It was a strangely unreal life, Elinor felt, and yet an exciting one. Or it would have been had it not been for her love for Kit, which she was trying so hard to overcome.


  Ever since the night when Valerie had accused her of chasing Hugh, the little party had seemed to move around and find fresh partners. Where, before, Kit had divided his attention between the two sisters, and his cousin Hugh had done the same, now it seemed automatically to fall into place that Hugh and Elinor were paired off while Kit and Valerie seemed content to be together. No longer did Kit insist on Elinor practising for long hours; now, he seemed almost indifferent. Now it was Hugh who practised with Elinor, Hugh who praised her, taught her to mix easily and have a good time. Now it was Hugh who was always looking for Elinor, always looking after her, too. It would have been very pleasant for she was not only fond of Hugh but completely at ease with him. The great difficulty was that her feelings for Kit were not so easy to kill.


  She tried everything. She listened to his mother talking about his life, hunting for something to dislike Kit for . . . She watched him, trying to find


   


  something she could pounce on and feel that he was someone just not worth becoming involved with.


  She tried being logical. After all, she knew nothing about him—and yet she felt that she knew all about him. You didn't just meet a man and automatically fall in love. (Didn't you? her other self enquired sarcastically.) There were lots of things about Kit to be disliked—his arrogance . . . only it wasn't real arrogance, it was because he was so sure of himself. His quick temper, habit of jumping to conclusions . . . but was she any better herself? His air of amused tolerance when one did something stupid—No matter how hard she tried, she would still find herself dreaming about him, picturing his great sheep station, the sun blazing down, the groups of huge trees throwing pools of dark shade on the green grass—the long white house Mrs. Anderson had described so well—his fiery red stallion that no one else could ride—his red sports car—his garden where, hard as it was to believe, Kit spent many hours, even showing his flowers at the local Agricultural Show each year. It was a thrilling wonderful Kit that grew in Elinor's mind as every day she sat talking to Mrs. Anderson. But more than that was the fact that he was always there—how could you stop thinking about a man you saw all the time? She found it almost impossible not to look at him, the stern profile, the sudden softening of his whole face when he smiled—those dark eyes that could suddenly blaze—the deep drawling voice that could make her heart seem to turn over .. .


   


  Alison and her diplomat had joined the small circle and Elinor found him pleasant with a rather dry humour. When Kit danced with Alison, Elinor usually found herself dancing with Alison's diplomat and he seemed a pleasant friendly man—so much so that she began to be ashamed of the quick judgement she had made of him.


  One morning Elinor was on deck watching the children playing with the pink and green balloons that had been left over from the dance the night before. The balloons floated out over the sea and Elinor was laughing at the children's faces as they watched their precious trophies float away from them.


  "Come and have a game of table tennis . . ." a deep drawling voice said in Elinor's ear.


  Her face was hot as she swung round to see Kit smiling down at her. She had not heard him approach. For a big man, he was very light on his feet. He was wearing blue shorts and a white shirt. Whatever Kit wore, she thought, looked right on him. Now she noticed that a tiny wisp of hair was standing up on the top of his head. Her hand ached to smooth it down. What would he say if she did? She could imagine his amazment—his irritation. She could think of no reason to refuse so she followed him.


  The young gym instructor in a white jersey and black trousers was helping Valerie vault. Valerie's flushed face was alight with happiness as she welcomed them.


   


  "I'm going . . . to be . . . just so fit . . ." she said breathlessly.


  Kit smiled. "You're determined to beat me in the finals!"


  "Too right I am . . ." Valerie said gaily and put her head on one side cheekily. "See, I'm practising my, Australian."


  Kit was handing Elinor a bat but he smiled. "My word, you are . . ." he said.


  "Discovered Kit's weakness yet, Elinor?" Valerie called laughingly.


  "Not yet . . ." Elinor said, gripping the handle of the bat firmly.


  "I wonder if you ever will . . ." Kit said quietly as he passed her the balls, for she had won the toss.


  Startled she looked up at him and straight into his eyes. For a moment, their eyes seemed to cling. Was there a challenge in his? If so, why was he challenging her?


  "I'm not sure that I want to . . ." she said in as casual a voice as she could muster.


  "You're a very bad liar, Elinor," Kit told her quietly-and his face was amused. "Your service . . ."


  She was trembling a little as she served two faults. The next serve was a perfect one and, as she concentrated on the game and forced herself to forget Kit, Elinor began to play well. It was a close game. Even though she lost the set, she saw the respect in Kit's eyes as they finished.


  "You really have improved . . ." he said. Defiantly she looked at him. "Hugh has been coaching me," she told him.


   


  His mouth seemed to harden. "Hugh is an excellent coach," he said almost curtly.


  They went outside to sip iced bouillon as they sat on green and white striped chairs outside in the sun. The swimming pool was crowded, the chairs round it filled with parents keeping an eye on offspring.


  "It can't be much of a holiday . . ." Kit said thoughtfully, "bringing children for a voyage like this. Of course, a lot of people are emigrating to Australia. I wonder what yoU will think of my country."


  "I like what your mother tells me about it," Elinor said.


  Kit gave her an amused glance. "I'm afraid your life with Aggie won't be much like that. They live just outside a city whereas we live miles from anywhere or anyone."


  "Alison is your nearest neighbour, isn't she?" Elinor asked him, watching his face carefully, wondering if he would betray anything.


  "Alison? Oh yes, when she's at home, which isn't often, and when she is, she is usually over at our place . . ." he said.


  He said it as if it was only natural that Alison


  should practically live on his station. She reminded


  herself that they had been brought up more or less


  together. "Does she like country life?" Elinor asked.


  Kit chuckled. "She pretends she does. Actually


  Alison is only really happy in a big city like Paris or


  New York. She cannot stand Sydney, and she calls


  it a small-town-trying-to-be-a-city, much to Hugh's


   


  annoyance. He thinks Sydney is the finest place in the world."


  -"And you . . . ?" Elinor asked.


  "I like the country," Kit said simply.


  "I've . . . we've never lived in the country," she admitted slowly.


  Kit chuckled again. "So I gather from Val. She was greatly relieved when she found your Aunt Aggie didn't live on a station . . . Country life is the best —the only life. Room to breathe, to move around. In cities there are always so many people, all rushing about madly trying to earn money."


  "Money can be important . . ." Elinor told him, frowning a little. "It's easy enough to despise it when you've got plenty."


  He looked startled. Perhaps he was surprised at her taking him up, she thought. "You may have something there," he said slowly in his deep drawling voice. "I've always had enough."


  And we never have, Elinor thought quickly, remembering the long years of careful living, of trying to balance an unbalanceable budget, trying to make a pound stretch, trying to . . . Oh, why think about it? Those days were over.


  "It was awful when my mother died and we had nothing," she told him.


  "Valerie doesn't seem to have worried about it," Kit said unexpectedly. "She said you got into what she calls a 'flap'."


  Elinor's cheeks burned suddenly. "I was the one who had to flap . . ." she said indignantly. "One of us had to worry . . ."


   


  "You are the elder . . ." Kit pointed out smoothly. Why was he staring at her like that so oddly? "And Val was the one who thought of writing to your father's family."


  "I . . ." Suddenly Elinor felt very tired. To Kit, it seemed, Valerie was perfect. She might be young and foolish, she might be catty, at times, but Kit could forgive it all. For a moment, her eyes stung with unshed tears. "Yes, she did. I would never have thought of it," she admitted. "Even then, I didn't like it."


  "You know . . ." Kit said slowly, "I think you did the right thing. Even if you had been able to keep yourselves comfortably, I still think it was right to get in touch with them. After all, Elinor, supposing you had a son who went overseas and married, wouldn't you long to hear about him and his children? And if he died, wouldn't that make his children even more precious to you? I don't blame your mother for not writing, though I think it was a pity . . ." He paused. Elinor's eyes were blazing with anger.


  "That's generous of you," she said, her voice shaking. "What right have you to judge? So my mother was jealous and possessive and she didn't want to share us—but what right have we to judge her? You're far too fond of doing that . . . you don't know the whole story . . . we shall never know it, but Mother must have had a reason for hating them so and . . . and . .. Anyhow it's none of your business . . ." Her voice trembled. "You're so . . . so beastly smug . . ." she said


   


  almost violently and, feeling the tears horribly near, hastily got up and almost ran down the deck and down to her cabin.


  She flung herself down on her bed and let the tears have their way.


  The gong chimed for the Second Lunch and she had to bathe her eyes hastily in cold water to hide their redness. Even so, she felt very conspicuous as she slipped into her seat, the last at her table. She felt every eye was on her but no one commented as she ordered her lunch.


  That evening the Captain invited them to a cocktail party. He was a heavily-built, charming man who spoke politely to everyone but who was obviously only doing his duty and to Elinor, at least, it was a relief when they could leave him. She wondered why Valerie was so excited, hanging on to Kit's arm, talking eagerly. As they walked away, Elinor met Alison's cool thoughtful gaze and, for no reason at all, felt her cheeks burning.


  "Now what's wrong, Lady Kia?" Hugh asked in her ear.


  Startled, Elinor stared at him. No one but Kit had ever called her that. "N-nothing . . ."


  "Yes, there is," he said. "Alison looked at you and you went bright red. Why?"


  "I don't know . . ." Elinor said.


  As if he saw she would not tell him, Hugh went on: "How are you getting on in your heats? Soon be the finals for the sports."


  "I've got two to play tomorrow . . ." Elinor told him.


   


  He smiled at her approvingly. "You've done very well. Aren't you pleased with yourself?"


  Impulsively, Elinor laid her hand on his sleeve. "I owe it all to your coaching and encouragement," she said warmly, her small pale face suddenly glowing, her eyes bright.


  Hugh put his hand over hers and held it tightly for a moment. "You have been a delightful pupil . . ." he said smilingly.


  Something made Elinor turn her head and she saw Kit staring at them, a strange look on his face. And then the tall man with the arrogant walk looked away, speaking to Valerie, but not before Elinor had seen the ominous white line of anger round Kit's mouth.


  They were dancing that evening when Alison stopped Elinor on her way back to the table with Hugh. "Where is your sister?" Alison demanded.


  She looked very beautiful, her classic features cold and unfriendly, but her slim body elegant in a softly-pleated white silk frock.


  "Val . . . ?" Elinor was taken aback. She looked round vaguely. "She was around just now..


  Hugh's hand was warm on her arm. "She and Kit went out on deck," he said, something mischievous in his voice.


  "I know," Alison said coldly. "But that was three-quarters of an hour ago."


  "There is a full moon—maybe they find it attractive . . ." Hugh suggested, a smile flickering round his mouth.


   


  Alison frowned and turned away. Alone, Hugh and Elinor sat down and he offered her a cigarette. Elinor managed to talk but every nerve in her body felt tense, as if she was waiting for something. It was silly to feel like this but . . . Hadn't she often gone on deck with Kit while they talked? It meant nothing. Why, then, was Alison so angry? Why had she looked almost frightened?


  It was nearly twenty minutes later and Elinor, still watching for Valerie and Kit but trying to hide the fact from Hugh, was quite relieved when he left her, murmuring an excuse about getting cigarettes. Almost as if she had been waiting for the moment, Alison walked across the room and sat in Hugh's place.


  Her face was cold as she stared at Elinor, her voice low arid tense.


  "Is your sister aware that Kit and I are going to be married?" she asked.


  Elinor caught her breath. So it was true! "I . . ." she began but Alison gave her no chance.


  Alison's icy-cold fingers closed round Elinor's wrist like a clamp as she said in a low fierce voice, "Your sister is a child and Kit is being kind to her, but I don't want her to get hurt. He forgets that, even at seventeen, a girl today is a woman. You have had such drab unhappy lives that he enjoys making Valerie happy—he has told me so and I understand perfectly, but . . . and this is up to you—will you make sure that your sister does not get any stupid ideas about Kit falling in love with her?"


   


  Elinor's mouth was dry. "I . . . I don't think Val would . . ."


  Alison laughed—a harsh unamused sound. "I'm quite certain she would. Your sister may be young but her head is screwed on all right. She is looking for a rich husband and here is Kit, all ready and waiting, so she thinks. But she is wrong. He is mine. Make no mistake . . ." Her violent voice was suddenly quieter. "You don't want your sister to be hurt, do you? Then make it plain to her that Kit is mine . . ."


  At that moment, Hugh and the diplomat walked up and Alison's face changed instantly. "Ah .. . Nicholas . . . I've been wondering where you were?


   


  Elinor was dancing with Hugh when they saw Kit and Valerie returning. Valerie's face was flushed with excitement, she was talking to Kit, who was listening with a tolerant smile.


  When they went back to their table, Hugh and Elinor were greeted by Val's excited voice. "Just think—we have been up on the bridge with the Captain . . . it was just too wonderful, and Kit...


  Elinor heard little more. A wave of relief was flooding her. So Valerie and Kit had been out on the deck . . . She paused in her thoughts. Her mind boggled at the thought of Valerie in Kit's arms .. . of Kit's mouth closing over Valerie's . . . Yet Alison had thought .. .


  "Dance this with me, Elinor . . ." Kit said, in his usual arrogant way.


   


  Elinor, jolted abruptly from her thoughts, looked up into his face and found herself, the next moment, circling the floor in his arms. She half-closed her eyes. Kit danced beautifully. She liked to enjoy it wholeheartedly—she hated to talk to him when they danced, for she had to watch her words, guard her expression.


  "Must you always lool so bored when you dance with me?" Kit asked explosively.


  Startled, Elinor opened her eyes very wide—her pale face suddenly red with embarrassment. "I'm not bored . . ."


  "Then why go to sleep?" he demanded.


  "I . . . I . . ." Elinor wondered how to tell him without giving herself away. "I love dancing and . . . and I hate talking when I dance."


  "You talk to Hugh when you dance with him . . ." Kit pointed out.


  "I . . ." She did not know what to say.


  Suddenly he had stopped dancing, had her firmly by the arm, was opening the door to the deck. "I want to talk to you . . ." he said grimly.


  She had no choice. Out on the dark deck, she waited for what he was going to say.


  


  
CHAPTER SIX


  ELINOR DID not know what she expected Kit to say. She thought vaguely that he must be going to scold her for speaking so rudely to him—for daring to call him smug, but she was completely amazed when he abruptly said to her:


  "Have you forgotten Max?"


  She turned to face him, startled. The great expanse of ocean shimmered in the moonlight. They were standing in a corner, sheltered from the wind, not very brightly lighted and she could not see the expression on his face.


  "Max?" she echoed.


  "Yes—Max . . ." Kit said sternly. "You promised not to forget him—remember?"


  Elinor gripped the rail with her hands, still puzzled. And then she remembered and felt ashamed because she had so soon forgotten him. Max—the journalist who was in love with Valerie, Max who had brought Val the lovely flowers at which she had barely looked; Max with whom Valerie was so impatient because he would not take No for an answer.


  "Your memory appears to be conveniently short . . ." Kit was saying, his drawl intensified. "I was on the train and chanced to see Max giving you those flowers and I also heard you promise him that you would not forget him . . ."


  Elinor began to speak and then paused. "I didn't see you."


   


  "Of course not," Kit said coldly. "You were engrossed in the young man. He seemed to be very


  upset about something . . . The same man with whom you were sitting in the restaurant the night before we left Johannesburg . . . Don't," he said impatiently, "try to deny it. Valerie was telling me about him—that he is desperately in love with you and that you are, unofficially, engaged."


  "Val said . . ." Elinor gasped. "Val .. ." It could not be true. Why, Valerie would not lie like that . . . There must be some mistake.


  "Yes. Look, Elinor . . ." Kit continued, his voice warmer. "I know you are very young and that this strange unnatural life on board ship encourages romances, but do you think it is fair . . . now, be honest .. . is it fair to encourage Hugh as you are doing when you are already promised to another man?"


  Elinor drew a long breath. "Hugh . . . ? Why . . . wh-what . . ."


  Kit's hand was warm on hers for a moment. "Hugh is not only my cousin but . . . Look, Hugh and I are very close to one another and I don't want him to get hurt. You are deliberately encouraging him and yet you . . ."


  With a quick furious movement, Elinor withdrew her hand from his clasp. "Are you mad?" she said, her voice shaking. "Hugh is not in love with me nor am I encouraging him. Besides Max is . . ."


  "Six thousand miles away," Kit commented drily.


  A door opened and a shaft of light shone out. "Kit . . . Kit!" Valerie called excitedly. "They're having a dancing competition right away—you promised to be my partner . . ."


  "We're coming . ." Kit called. In a lower voice, he spoke to Elinor. "You're a sensible girl. Please think about what I've said. Hugh is too nice to be wilfully hurt . . ."


  Elinor was still shivering with anger as she followed him indoors. In a moment, she was with Hugh who insisted that they, also, enter the competition.


  "We might get the booby prize . . ." he said, his lean good-looking face alight with amusement. "But it'll be fun."


  Fun! It was sheer purgatory to Elinor, as she danced in his arms. How dared Kit . . . how .. . The tears were horribly near for a moment. How he must despise her. Why had Valerie led him to believe that it was Elinor Max loved . . . ? How could he think that she was encouraging Hugh? Elinor wondered miserably. She looked up into his lean face and he smiled at her . . . but she was sure there was nothing but friendship in that smile. He never held her hand, never tried to kiss her . . . Kit must be wrong, be imagining things .. .


  It was a gay party with lots of laughter, and finally ended up with a sing-song, but all the time Elinor was unhappily conscious of Kit's watchful eyes and it made her feel very self-conscious with Hugh. Watching Valerie dancing with Kit, Elinor was suddenly afraid for her. Was Val in love with


   


  him? Was that why she had pretended that Max was in love with Elinor? If so, then poor Val was going to be badly hurt. Somehow she must warn her . . . tell her that Kit and Alison were going to be married one day.


  They were very late going down to their cabin and Valerie was not in the mood to talk.


  "Oh, Elinor—there's always tomorrow . . ." she said in the middle of a yawn as she undressed.


  "I never see you alone in the day," Elinor said. Suddenly she lost her patience. "Why did you tell Kit I was engaged to Max?" she demanded.


  Valerie yawned again, stretching slim arms above her red head.


  "I didn't . . . he jumped to conclusions and I didn't bother to correct him,'' she said, smiling sleepily.


  "But . . . but . . ." Elinor drew a deep breath. Valerie was always so maddeningly plausible. "Look, it isn't true . . ."


  "So what?" Valerie slid into bed. "I didn't want Kit to think I was tied up at all with Max . . . Kit is a frightful stickler for conventions, you know, and loyalty and all that sort of thing. I knew it didn't matter to you what Kit thought—for you can't bear the sight of him. That's obvious."


  Elinor stared at her quickly. Was Valerie being


  sarcastic? Surely anyone could see the truth? She


  was suddenly relieved. Valerie really meant it. Then


  no one, least of all Kit, could have guessed her secret.


  "Don't look like that—so smug . . ." Valerie


  said crossly. "Just like a cat with a plate of cream.


   


  We all see what you are going to do . . . you're going to marry Hugh, aren't you . . . ? Don't deny it . .. I can see it on your face, Elinor .. ." Her voice rose angrily. Then she slid into the bed still deeper, pulling the sheet up over her head. "Well, if you're going to marry Hugh, I shall marry Kit. He's quite nice and very wealthy—not many girls can manage to grab a man like that . . ."


  Elinor pulled back the sheet quickly and looked down at her sister, startled to see tears in Valerie's eyes. "Val—Kit is going to marry Alison . . ."


  "That'll be the day . . ." Val began angrily.


  "No—I mean it. His mother told me so . . Elinor went on. She sat on the edge of her bed, her face anxious. "Val dear. Don't fall in love with Kit . . ."


  "Who said anything about love?" Valerie said. "I'm going to marry him."


  "Val .. . Alison spoke to me tonight. She is afraid you'll fall in love with him and get hurt. She told me definitely that they are going to be married," Elinor said earnestly:


  There was a strange look on Valerie's face. "They don't behave like a .. . well, I'm sure they're not in love . . ." she said, her voice hesitant.


  "They've known one another all their lives—their sheep stations are next door to one another . . ." Elinor went on.


  Valerie sat up, hugging her knees, resting her chin on them, her eyes very green. "You mean, it's a sort of marriage of convenience?"


   


  "I don't know," Elinor said wearily. "I only know that Kit's mother doesn't like Alison but she seems to accept the fact that Kit will marry whom he · likes, and if he has chosen Alison .. . Apparently Alison has all the right qualities for a wealthy pastoralist's wife and . . ."


  "Their sheep stations will be combined and both will benefit . . ." Valerie finished bitterly. "What hope have girls like us to grab rich husbands, Elinor, when there are women like Alison who can buy a man?"


  Elinor's cheeks burned. "Kit would never be bought . . ."


  Valerie laughed, a short hard bitter sound. "I wonder. He wouldn't put it like that—probably call it expansion or some such word, but it all boils down to the same thing. Rich marries rich—if you have money, you get more."


  "Val . . . in any case, you wouldn't marry Kit if you didn't love him, would you?" Elinor asked worriedly. She looked at her sister. Why had Val that unhappy bitter look on her face, why was her mouth so sad? It wasn't like Val .. .


  "Wouldn't I?" Valerie asked and put out a hand to switch off the light. "I'm tired . . ."


  Elinor lay in bed, wide awake. The suppressed roar of the air conditioning filled the cabin. The ship was still rolling very slightly and it was a strange sensation. Was poor Val already head over heels in love with Kit? It would not be surprising. How could any girl resist him? Elinor closed her eyes tightly—seeing in her mind that tall, broad-shoulder-


   


  ed, powerfully-built man with the stern mouth and the suddenly kind eyes. Kit was everything a girl dreamed about. Strong, handsome, strange, tender, exciting . . . and yet so comforting. It would be wonderful to be loved by a man like that—someone on whom you could lean, someone you could trust implicitly, someone who would understand. What a wonderful life you could have . . . Mrs. Anderson had told her enough about the homestead for her to be able to imagine it . . . the long white building with the verandah that ran round three sides of it, the lofty cool rooms, the beautiful gardens. Funny to imagine Kit in a garden—his powerful brown hands tenderly handling seedlings, pruning roses. It was roses that were his favourite flowers, Mrs. Anderson had said. Imagine being married to Kit—having, say, four children. They would be able to afford ponies for the children., What fun it would be. Kit was talking of having a swimming-pool built, his mother had said. He entertained a lot—took a prominent part in local politics.


  Elinor let out a long sigh and buried the dream. Kit needed the right kind of wife; a girl who knew the local customs, was friends with everyone. No wonder he had chosen Alison.


  In the morning, Elinor was late for breakfast on purpose. She wanted to work out for herself how she was to treat Hugh. she could not bear to encourage him—though she was sure both Kit and Valerie were quite wrong. Hugh locked upon her as a friend and nothing else. Valerie was still asleep when Elinor left the cabin, her gorgeous red hair a cloud of colour


   


  on the white pillow, her relaxed face very young.


  Hurrying down to the dining salon, Elinor found herself praying that Valerie would not get hurt. Unrequited love was such pain. And no matter how hard you tried to be sensible, how you fought to overcome it, it seemed almost impossible to cure yourself of loving the wrong man.


  Hugh had finished so she had the table to herself. It seemed funny to be sitting alone at the table which was usually so alive with talk and laughter. There was a dark pretty girl alone at the next table and somehow they drifted into conversation.


  "My husband and I take it in turns to eat . . ." she told Elinor cheerfully. "We've two small brats and it's quite impossible to leave them."


  "It must be very difficult," Elinor sympathised. "Spoil a lot of your fun . . ."


  The girl—she must have been about Elinor's age —laughed.


  "Oh, well, if you will have children you have to expect your life to be different. It's just that—sometimes . . ." A cloud came over her pretty face. "Sometimes it spoils things . . ."


  They parted at the door, the girl to go to her cabin presumably, and Elinor to take the lift up to the boat deck. She found a quiet corner in a sort of V-shaped alcove, sheltered on one side by a canvas sheet and under the shadow of one of the huge striped fawn and black funnels. She clutched the book that was to be her camouflage if anyone came looking for her—but she hoped no one would. She had played the last of the heats for the sports and


   


  was not in the finals, but Hugh had said she had done very well. Alison was in the finals and so was Valerie, and Elinor was hoping that everyone that morning would be far too busy to miss her.


  It was all so very, very beautiful. Perhaps it was too much to ask for happiness, too. Yet she was happy, in a way—apart from this hopeless emotional involvement with Kit. She did not think she was really the kind of girl a man like Kit loved. She could well imagine him admiring Alison's cool beauty, appreciating her poise, her elegant charm—or even falling for Valerie's young vivacity, her naturalness, her gaiety. But as to falling for a pathetic-looking .. . afraid-of-men, dignified girl of twenty . . . Valerie's casual words still stung. It was funny how many things Valerie said hurt—and yet Valerie would be shocked if she knew it.


  She heard voices and ducked down behind her book. How stupid could she be! She had forgotten that they would be coming to play deck croquet just in front of her. She looked round the book and saw with relief that none of their party was there and she quickly got up and slipped 'down the stairs and joined the crowded deck chairs round the swimming pool. She was lucky enough to find a chair and she put it in the middle of a crowd of people, hoping that if she was looked for, they would not find her.


  It was very hot here for it was sheltered. Girls lay around in swimsuits—men were sprawled lazily, their brown bodies glistening from swimming. Two people had brightly striped sunshades attached to their chairs. It was a gay scene and yet noisy with the


   


  children screaming with excitement or squabbling with one another.


  A small two-year-old trotted in front of Elinor, wearing a minute white bikini—she tripped and fell flat, letting out a howl of anguish. As Elinor picked her up, she recognised a voice.


  "Oh, Sally, girl will you never learn?"


  Elinor looked round and found herself gazing at the pretty girl she had talked to at breakfast. "This one of yours?" Elinor asked.


  The girl laughed. "The eldest .. . and most trouble. She won't keep still . . ."


  Elinor took her chair and sat next to the girl, whose name was Petula Keet. She met the husband, a pleasant, very young man with a harassed look and gleaming black hair. It was rather nice, Elinor thought, to sit and talk to them and she would be safe if Hugh came to look for her.


  Petula laughed in answer to a question as to where they were going.


  "Australia . . . to discover a grand new life . . ." she said, a note of bitterness in her voice.


  Sam Keet spoke quickly. "Petula is feeling a bit glum—we lived near her family and she's missing them."


  The pretty girl gave him a quick look. "I'll be all right once we get there, Sam. It's just that we had such a lovely life and . . ."


  "I know—but we'll get that in Australia," Sam said slowly. "There's sure to be a lot of dancing there . . ."


   


  They told Elinor that, before the babies arrived, they had been professional ballroom dancers. "I had the loveliest dresses. . . ." Petula said, her eyes shining. "We could afford them, then . . ." The baby in the pram beside her began to cry and Petula with a quick murmur of apology to Elinor lifted the baby and hurried away with her.


  "Time for feeding . . ." Sam explained with a friendly grin. He had the small Sally standing between his knees, playing with the thin bracelet round his wrist. "I'm afraid this is rather tough for Petula . . ." he went on. "She's only just twenty and when we first decided to come out here, we were both thrilled with the thought of the voyage. The trouble is we have to stay with the kids at night or else we take it in turns to go up, but that's not much fun. I think Petula misses the dancing, too. I know I do .. ." he said wistfully.


  Elinor had a wonderful idea. Impulsively she put her hand on his arm. "Sam . . . look. There'll be a dance tomorrow night. You and Petula go and I'll baby-sit for you."


  He stared at her, his face excited and then it sobered. "I couldn't let you. You want to have fun, too."


  "No . . . no, I don't," Elinor assured him quickly. "I . . . I .. ." She could feel her cheeks burning. "Look, I'd be glad of the chance to avoid some . . . someone . . ." She blushed still more as he looked at her with an understanding smile.


  "A lover's tiff . . . ?" he teased.


  "In a way," she admitted.


   


  "Well . . . I . . . I don't know what to say . . ." Sam told her. "It's most frightfully good of you. The kids won't wake up—they rarely do . . . we won't be late."


  "Be as late as you like," Elinor told him cheerfully. "Enjoy yourselves . . ."


  She looked up, feeling a strange sensation and saw that Kit was standing outside the gymnasium, gazing at her, frowning a little. Immediately she turned to Sam and began to talk to him eagerly—sure she was talking a lot of nonsense because of the bewildered look on his face, but determined to show Kit that she would talk to whom she liked . . .


  Kit had gone before Petula and the now sleepy baby returned. Petula's delight and gratitude when she heard Elinor's offer made Elinor feel a little ashamed, for it would be no hardship to skip the dance. Somehow she must avoid Hugh without mak-ing it too conspicuous. As soon as she could, she left the couple and found her way to the deck where she knew Mrs. Anderson always sat in the sunshine in her chair.


  Mrs. Anderson laid down her book and smiled warmly. "Nice to see you, child. It is good of you to spare me so much time . . ." she said.


  Elinor blushed. "I like talking to you," she said, again a little ashamed because people would read good intentions into her selfish actions. "I love to hear about your home and what it's like in Australia."


  "Do you think you are going to like it, living there?" Mrs. Anderson asked, her faded blue eyes interested.


   


  "I think . . . so," Elinor said slowly. "At first I didn't want to come at all but now . . . I'm beginning to see I shouldn't have let myself be prejudiced."


  "That's a long word for a very young woman . . ." a drawling, amused voice interrupted.


  "Oh . . ." Elinor cried, startled, turning to stare up at the tall man who had come to join them so quietly. "I didn't hear you."


  "Should I blow a whistle or sound a horn to announce my arrival?" Kit asked slowly, fetching himself a chair and joining them. "You jumped like a startled rabbit."


  "Well . . . well, I wasn't thinking about you and . . ." Elinor began.


  Kit's thick fair eyebrows were lifted quizzically. "Indeed? I am hurt. What have you been up to this morning? We couldn't find you anywhere and then . . ."


  "You saw me . . ." Elinor said, meeting his eyes defiantly. "I have other friends, you know," she said stiffly, clenching her hands tightly.


  "Children . . . children !" Mrs. Anderson interrupted, laughing at them. "Are you both trying to pick a quarrel? We were talking about Australia, Kit darling. I was asking Elinor if she thought she would be happy."


  Kit's eyes were hard as he gazed at Elinor. "I doubt if she'll stay there long . . ." he said, and then, as if in answer to Elinor's startled look, added: "She'll probably be going back to South Africa before long . . ."


   


  She caught her breath. What did he mean? And then she remembered Max—and his belief that she was unofficially engaged to Max. Now was the time to put him right.


  "I'm not . . ." she began and then stopped. It was a little difficult. As good as calling Valerie a liar. He would be sure to ask why Valerie had let him believe it in the first place and then . . . "I'm sure I shall love Australia . . ." she said firmly.


  "That is a typically foolish remark to make," Kit told her coldly, bending to tuck his mother's rug in more firmly round her. "Cool wind this side of the ship." He turned to Elinor, his face cold. "How can you know that you will love a country you have never seen?"


  Elinor could see that Mrs. Anderson was puzzled and a little distressed. Could she, too, sense the tension between them. Elinor wondered. For a moment, she hated Kit. Why was he so quick to judge others, to expect them to conform to the pattern he believed in?


  Mrs. Anderson plunged into the breach, obviously trying to avert a quarrel. "I think Elinor will make some lucky man a very good wife, Kit . . ." She laughed but there was a thread of gravity in her voice as she went on. "Why don't you marry her, Kit? I'd love her for a daughter-in-law."


  There was an appalled silence. Elinor, startled into silence, hardly dared to breathe. She could feel her cheeks flaming as Kit gazed at her, a strange smile on his mouth.


   


  "That's quite an idea, Mother. What do you say, Lady Kia . . .?" he asked quietly, just as the uniformed nurse suddenly appeared and said that it was nearly time for lunch.


  Left alone for a moment, Elinor gazed up into Kit's amused face. She knew what he was thinking and she hated, him for it. He was thinking she was looking for a wealthy husband.


  "If you were the last man in the world, Kit . . ." she said, her voice trembling with anger and pain, "I would not marry you."


  


  
CHAPTER SEVEN


  As SOON as she had spoken, she regretted the words. It was a lie, too. She turned and hurried away, only to have Kit follow close behind her, saying in an amused voice:


  "Chance is a fine thing, you know."


  She could not bear it. She turned to go to the lift, forgot the high step, tripped and fell flat on her face. For a moment she lay there, stunned, and then she felt Kit's powerful but gentle hands lifting her up and she gazed up at him through tear-filled eyes.


  "Tut . . . tut . . ." he drawled. "Temper al-ways meets its own reward."


  "Oh, you . . . you . . ." She found herself stuttering. Somehow she wrenched herself free and hurried to the lift and down to the shelter of her cabin.


  Suddenly the great ship was like a prison. There was no way to avoid Kit—and to add to the difficulties, lately he had seemed to be deliberately baiting her, trying to make her angry, amused when he succeeded. If only he would leave her alone.


  Kit was very formal and polite during lunch,. but several times Elinor caught him staring at her, a strange look in his dark eyes. Was he amused? If only . . . if only . . . She must try to forget those useless words and find a plan. She would just be very formal herself and pretend not to notice the way he was watching her. Deliberately she set out to be friendly to Alison, asking about life in Australia,


   


  Alison's hobbies. Rather to her surprise, Alison was friendly in turn and so it was quite simple when the meal was over and they went up to the lounge for coffee, for Elinor to walk by Alison's side and even sit by her, and the others were soon engrossed in a conversation of their own.


  "Australia is very beautiful," Alison told her, "but it is an entirely different way of life. Whether you will settle down happily or not depends on how well you adjust yourself. Aggie—with whom you will live—is near a city and so you will not have the loneliness many girls hate so much on a station."


  "You don't mind it?" Elinor asked, trying not to crane to listen to what the others were discussing so animatedly.


  Alison laughed. It was a strange laugh, Elinor. thought. It had no amusement in it, no happiness. What was it Kit had said that first day? That Alison was the unhappiest women he knew, that she never enjoyed or praised anything.


  "I don't stay there long enough to get bored or lonely," Alison said. "My ideal way of living is just to go back for short holidays. Kit and I have a stud of racehorses, which is a sideline of course—sheep are our mainstay—but the horses are interesting and often pay good dividends . . ." She smiled thinly. "In Australia, you know, we are keen race-goers. I don't suppose you have ever been to one . . ."


  "No;" Elinor admitted.


  A warm hand touched her shoulder and stayed there. It was Hugh.


   


  "Then stay away, Elinor . . ." he said in his friendly manner. "It becomes like a drug. You should see Alison during a race . . . it's quite a sight."


  Two flags of colour waved in Alison's cheeks. "What do you mean—a sight?" she asked icily.


  Hugh chuckled. "My dear Alison—you have eyes and ears for nothing but the race and if you lose any money on it . . . whew . . . one daren't speak to you for hours!"


  "It's not true . . ." Alison said indignantly.


  "Isn't it?" Kit chimed in, his voice amused. "Be honest, Alison. You're a menace on the racecourse, isn't she, Hugh?"


  "My word! and how" Hugh chuckled. "She loses all her money and then proceeds to lose ours . . ."


  Elinor sat very quietly in the chair, tense under Hugh's hand that remained on her shoulder. What a little group they were—what memories they shared. Racecourses, training horses . . . the very way Alison spoke about Kit and the station proved that she was certain that it was almost her home already.


  "What shall we do . . . ?" Valerie said suddenly, impatient because she was out of the conversation, Elinor thought. So Valerie also noticed how naturally the three—Kit, Hugh and Alison—mixed, with experiences no one else could share. "Let's play deck quoits . . ."


  "I don't think Elinor is speaking to me . . ." Kit drawled, his eyes amused as he watched the colour flame up in Elinor's pale cheeks. How frail she looked at times and yet she had a quick temper. "Are you, Lady Kia?" he asked.


   


  Elinor looked at him very quickly. "Of course I am . . ." she said lightly. "I was mad with you but not mad enough to send you to Coventry." She was proud of the laugh she managed. "But count me out for quoits. I've a headache and am going down to my cabin . . ."


  "Then how about you, Alison, or are you still talking politics with your pet diplomat?" Hugh asked.


  "He is a very interesting man," Alison returned with dignity. "It is pleasant, sometimes, to have an opportunity to talk to an intellectual."


  "I bet it is . . ." Hugh chuckled. "After boring pastoralists and stockbrokers . . . Come on, Al . . ." he said suddenly. "Climb down from your high horse —it must be cold way up there—and mix with the hoi polloi. Do you good to play with rabbits, for a change . . ."


  Elinor left them hurriedly while they still argued whether or not it was too hot to play. They had not tried to stop her going—they would not miss her. - Alone in her cabin, she stared bleakly before her. She could have been up in the sunshine, close to Kit, hearing his voice, watching every now and then the way his dark eyes changed colour, just . . .


  That night she had her dinner sent to the cabin. She was so mixed-up that she felt she could not face Kit's amused eyes.


  The days were slipping by, she realised the next morning, as she and Hugh stood on the deck watching a great white albatross wheeling over the ship,


   


  swooping down to float for a while on the waves, then flying low across the water.


  "An albatross . . ." she said excitedly. "Isn't that good luck?"


  Hugh laughed. "It's supposed to be bad luck if you kill it, so maybe it's good luck if you don't . . ."


  She was conscious that he had turned to stare at her. She stared at the deep aquamarine-blue sea that stretched away into the distance, flecked with Chinese-white waves. There were small clouds in the great blue sky. From behind them drifted the laughter of children, voices.


  "Not much longer—we're more than half-way to Australia . . ." Hugh said and there was a wistful note in his voice.


  Elinor was startled. "Are we really?" She turned to stare in dismay. That meant that soon—very soon—Kit would go out of her life. Oh, no doubt they would meet again, but how differently. When he visited her Aunt Aggie—or when the two sisters went to his wedding, because Alison had told her the day before that they must come and stay with them when she and Kit were married. It would be quite different from here—here, where they were sort of marooned . . . sort of away from the world and its various distractions. Here there was nothing to do but eat and enjoy yourself. Once ashore, Kit would be working hard, would forget this voyage. She herself would never forget it.


  "Elinor, you're an honest little soul," Hugh began, his voice teasing but his eyes, she saw, grave. "What have I done to offend you two girls?"


   


  "Offend us .. . ?" Elinor repeated. "I don't understand . . ."


  He smiled ruefully. "I'm no Adonis like Kit but I do have a way with girls . . ." He smiled again. "At least, I like to think so, but somewhere or other, I seem to have stepped off with the wrong foot. Val is very friendly and all that in public but when she is alone with me, she is positively . . ." He hesitated. "Well, offhand. She acts as if she couldn't get away fast enough. As if she can't bear to be with me."


  "Oh, Hugh . .. aren't you imagining it?" Elinor said quickly. "I think she likes you .. . we've never discussed you .. ."


  "You're not much better yourself, Elinor," he went on. "The last few days you've behaved as if I might be poison ivy. You run away all the time . . . hide." He laughed but he didn't sound as if he meant it. "Not playing hard to get, are you?" he teased.


  "Why, Hugh . . ." Elinor stared at him in dismay. "I . . . I .. ." She could see that while he was making a joke of it, he was actually hurt. Impulsively she put her hand on his warm brown arm. "Hugh—I'll tell you the truth. I don't know about Val but I like you very much indeed." Her cheeks were hot as she paused. "The reason I . . . why these last few days I've . . ."


  "Go on . . ." he said gently.


  "I don't know how to tell you . . ." Elinor tried again. "You see, Hugh, Kit told me to stop encouraging you . . ."


  Her cheeks flamed again.


   


  Hugh frowned. "Kit said . . . that?"


  She nodded unhappily. "He said you were too nice to be hurt wilfully. Those were his very words. He said I was encouraging you . . ."


  "You were not," Hugh said indignantly. "You were just being a nice friendly girl . . ."


  Relief flooded her. "Oh, Hugh, I'm so glad. I've been so worried . . ." she gasped.


  His hand closed over hers. "Kit must be .. . mad." He looked suddenly thoughtful. "Now I understand. Look, Elinor, just go on being your natural self. I promise I won't be hurt by you. In any case . . ." he added ruefully, "it's too late . ."


  Elinor's eyes searched his face. Her soft, dark-brown, curly hair was blown about by the wind. In her pale face, her eyes looked enormous.


  "Oh, Hugh, you're in love . . ." she said. "And ... and have things gone wrong?"


  He smiled at her, squeezing her fingers. "No—not really. I think they just appear to have gone wrong, but actually, I'm feeling a great deal more hopeful . . . Ah, here they come . . ." he added hastily, leaving his hand on hers, as Kit and Valerie joined them. Elinor often wondered how it happened that Valerie always made her first appearance in the morning accompanied by Kit—and somehow she had always thought it happened by chance. Now, for the first time, she wondered. Did Valerie go to his suite and literally drag him away from his business letters? Or had they an arrangement whereby they met at the same time each morning? She felt suddenly


   


  desolate, and wondered how she would bear it if Kit became her brother-in-law.


  The day passed like all the others. There was nothing to do and yet plenty to do. In the wonderful sunshine they swam and sun-bathed, and then either chatted idly or summoned enough energy to play quoits or croquet on the boat deck. The hours floated by, seemingly endless, but always it came as a shock to Elinor when it was time to go to dress for dinner.


  That evening as she left the drawing-room where they had all been having tea, she was startled when Kit suddenly said: "Don't forget there's dancing tonight, Elinor. Save me the first dance . . ."


  It was the first time he had said anything like that to her. She stood very still, staring at him, feeling as usual the colour mounting in her cheeks, waiting tensely to hear him call her 'Lady Kia'. But for once he looked at her gravely, no glint of teasing or anger in his eyes. She was about to accept when she remembered that she had promised to baby-sit.


  In her disappointment and embarrassment, she was abrupt.


  "I'm sorry but I'm not dancing tonight. I have other plans . . ." she said and turned away quickly, not waiting for his reply.


  All through dinner, Valerie teased her. "What other plans, Elinor?" she kept asking. "Found yourself a new boy friend?"


  Very aware that the others were looking at her, Elinor refused to answer, merely saying: "It's my own affair."


   


  Half-way through dinner, Sam Keet stopped by their table. He smiled at Elinor and bent down over her shoulder, saying quietly—and yet loud enough for the others to hear: "Okay about tonight?"


  Elinor nodded and smiled into his eyes. "Yes—quite okay," she said.


  Sam hesitated, his eyes roving over the others. "Look, if you regret your promise it's not too late . . ."


  Elinor laughed. "Oh, Sam, a promise is a promise and I'm not regretting it . . ."


  There was a stillness about the table after he had gone. Elinor was aware that everyone was waiting for her to explain. Why should she? Cheeks hot, she solemnly ate, determined to make someone ask her a question if they could not control their curiosity.


  "Who's the handsome one, Elinor?" Valerie asked at last.


  Elinor smiled at her very sweetly. "A friend of mine. His name's Sam Keet."


  "Where did you meet him?" Kit asked, his voice stern.


  Elinor laughed outright. "My dear Kit . . ." she said airily. "Where do we meet everyone on the ship? At the swimming-pool, of course. Don't you remember . . ." she went on, half-scared and yet determined to stand up to him. "You saw me talking to him yesterday . . ."


  "He's smooth," Valerie said excitedly. "Why didn't you tell me about him?"


  Elinor might have said "Because he is happily" married" but she decided to say nothing. It wouldn't


   


  hurt Kit to know that she could be independent and look after herself. He was inclined to be a great deal too bossy . . .


  As they went up to coffee in the lounge, Kit caught her by the arm and held her back so that he could speak to her quietly.


  "Elinor . . . won't you introduce that man to us?"


  Startled, she looked up at him. "Why, if you want me to . . ." she began meekly and then drew a deep breath. Kit was not her lord and master, he had no right to judge her friends. She thrust out her small chin defiantly and glared at him. "I'll ask Sam if he'd like to meet you . . ." she told him.


  Kit's mouth was a thin line. "I think it would be best, Elinor. After all, I am responsible for your well-being . . ."


  "Oh, for . . ." Elinor began and controlled herself with an effort. "Look, Kit," she, said very patiently, "I'm not a child. I know just what I am doing . . ."


  He gave her a queer look. "I sincerely hope you do . . ." he said, releasing her arm and walking away from her.


  


  
CHAPTER EIGHT


  IT SEEMED a long endless evening to Elinor, curled up on Petula's bed, pretending to read but all the time thinking about the dancing up in the verandah cafe. She wondered what had made Kit ask her for the first dance like that. Usually he danced first with Val or Alison. If only she had not promised Sam and Petula that she would baby-sit for them . . . but she had promised and it meant so much to them.


  The babies were sweet and as good as gold. Sally, looking so angelic, was curled up into a ball, her thumb in her mouth; the baby had the faint flush of sleep on her cheek.


  She must have dozed off, for she awoke suddenly when the door opened and there was Petula beaming down on her.


  "Have they been good?" Petula whispered as Elinor hastily stood up, smoothing her crumpled blue frock.


  "Not a sound . . ." Elinor whispered. "Enjoy yourself ?"


  "Oh, it was just heavenly," Petula whispered back. "Just like old times. I can't thank you enough . . ."


  "That's all right. I'll . . . I'll baby-sit another time if you like . . ." Elinor volunteered, moved by the happiness on the other girl's face.


  "You really are an angel . . ." Petula said softly.


   


  Back in her cabin Elinor had just undressed and got into bed when the door flew open and in came Valerie. Valerie's eyes were shining excitedly.


  "Oh, Elinor—you've missed so much fun," she said eagerly.


  Elinor's heart sank. "The dance was good . . . ?"


  Valerie waved an airy hand. "Oh, we didn't dance. One can dance any night. No—we had a party. It was terrific, Elinor . . ." She was stripping off her tight sheath frock as she spoke, rolling down her stockings, tossing them in the air and catching them. "Oh, Elinor, it was fun. We acted charades and had a grand time. Even Alison managed to unbend and played one of Cinderella's ugly sisters . . ." Valerie laughed. "I wish you could have seen her . . . she really can act."


  "I take it you were Cinderella . . . ?" Elinor asked.


  Valerie exploded with laughter. "That's the fun of it . . . Kit was Cinderella and Hugh the Prince." "And you?"


  "Oh, I was on the other side. There was that nice Third Officer and Alison's stuffy diplomat, who is really fun when he gets going . . ." Valerie said, sliding into bed, switching off the light. "The best · evening of the voyage so far . .


  A little pang of misery shot through Elinor. Yet what alternative had she had? And they hadn't even missed her.


  From the darkness came Valerie's chuckle. "Really, Elinor, Kit was fussing like a mother hen about you. He kept going back to the dancing to see


   


  where you were, but he couldn't find you. Where have you been?"


  "Reading . . ." Elinor said truthfully.


  Valerie laughed. "Reading! Tell that to the marines!"


  They were silent for a while and then Valerie said: "Could you guarantee to wake me at half-past five, Elinor?"


  "Half-past five!" Elinor echoed. "What on earth . . ."


  "I'm watching the sunrise with someone . . ." Valerie told her airily. She switched on the bedside light. "Lend me your alarm clock, Elinor. This is a very important date . . ." she finished and chuckled as she wound and set the clock. "'Night . . ."


  Again in the darkness, Elinor lay and pondered. Val, who loved her bed and who, when given her chance as on this trip, never got up before ten o'clock, was getting up at five-thirty. Was it for Kit . . .?


  When Elinor awoke in the morning, she saw Valerie's empty bed and knew that either she herself must have been sleeping heavily when the alarm went off or Valerie must have switched it off very quickly, for she had heard nothing.


  She was alone at breakfast. There was no sign even of Hugh. She wandered round the decks, wondering where everyone had vanished, and then she saw Kit . . . he was standing, feet apart, hands clasped loosely behind his back as he gazed, frowning, at the beautiful blue water. Elinor's hand flew to her


   


  mouth for he turned round suddenly as if feeling her eyes upon him.


  "Good morning . . ." he drawled with that touch of formality he occasionally used. He was wearing a white sports shirt and white shorts and his brown face under the bleached sun-kissed hair was grave. "I wondered where you girls had got to . . ."


  "I thought . . ." Elinor said, moving to his side, "Val was with you."


  Kit lifted one fair eyebrow in that maddening way he had. "Indeed . . . what made you think that?"


  "Well . . ." Elinor hesitated. She did not like to point out that Val and Kit usually appeared on deck together in the mornings as though they had met by arrangement. "She set the alarm for five-thirty . . ." Elinor went on, gazing up into his stern face, "and said she was getting up to see the sunrise . ."


  "A most laudable desire . ." Kit drawled sarcastically, "But not with me. The sunrises here are nothing compared to ours in Australia."


  "You told me not to be narrow-minded about my country . . ." Elinor pointed out, "but you and Hugh are always talking of Australia as if it is the only country worth living in . . ."


  Kit's stern face relaxed and his eyes twinkled.


  "Well, it is, Lady Kia . . ." He paused to watch the


  effect of his teasing words as the pretty colour


  flooded her cheeks. "But I stand corrected. Doubtless you have wonderful sunrises in South Africa."


  "We certainly do . . ." Elinor told him warmly.


  "Wonderful ones . . . only . . ." she went on with


   


  her usual honesty, "I haven't seen many of them for I never got up very early."


  "I see the sunrise every day," Kit said. "I never grow tired of looking at it. Well . . ." He looked at his watch. "I've some work to do. You quite happy?"


  "Of course . . ." Elinor said, but she watched him walk down the ueck with his deceptively slow strides that yet covered the ground with considerable speed and thought miserably that she could not even keep him by her side for ten minutes.


  'Where was Valerie, then? And Hugh? Could they be together?


  But Valerie wasn't with Hugh for, looking into the writing-room where golden squirrels nibbled away at nuts on the silver-panelled walls, Elinor saw Hugh engrossed in writing letters. He looked up and smiled at her so she went quietly to his side and asked him if he had seen Valerie.


  He shook his head. "No, I came straight here after breakfast." He looked at his watch and his lean face was amused. "Is she up yet?"


  Elinor nodded. "She got up at five-thirty to watch the sun rise."


  Hugh whistled softly and earned a disapproving look from a plump white-haired woman sitting opposite him. "Doesn't sound like Val . . ." Hugh said. He looked into Elinor's troubled eyes. "Why, you're worried . . ."


  She blushed. "I know it's silly—Kit says I fuss, but . . ."


   


  Hugh nodded. "I know, but I don't think there's anything to worry about, Elinor. I've three more letters to get off and then I'll come and help you look for her. Just relax meanwhile . . ."


  She tried to obey him, but it wasn't easy. For no rhyme or reason she was worried. She wandered all over the decks, looking for Valerie, but there was no sign of her at all.


  "She must be somewhere—" Kit pointed out impatiently when he met her wandering around and asked her why she looked so worried. He frowned. "You really do fuss about her, Elinor. Try to leave her alone."


  "It's easy enough for you to talk . . ." Elinor said, furious with him. "She isn't your sister."


  Kit smiled. "I'd be proud of such a pretty sister . . ." He looked grave. "You're not thinking she might have fallen overboard?"


  Elinor had not been thinking that but now that Kit had suggested it, Elinor was afraid. Her hand flew to her mouth agitatedly. "Oh, Kit . . .".


  "Oh, really, Elinor . . ." he said. "Be your age. You'll probably find her down in your cabin."


  "I never thought of looking there . . ." Elinor said, startled.


  Kit smiled. "Why not simply say you never thought . . ." he drawled. "You just get into a panic and flap wildly."


  "I am not flapping wildly . . ." Elinor said indignantly and turned and hurried down to her cabin.


  Valerie was there, curled up on her bed, sobbing her heart out.


   


  "Val . . ." Elinor said in dismay. "What's happened?"


  At first Valerie would not talk. She sobbed noisily into a damp hankie. But at last she looked at Elinor, her mouth trembling.


  "I . . . I owe thirty-five pounds," she said and burst into tears again.


  "Thirty-five pounds!" Elinor echoed, horrified. "But Val—how did you . . ."


  "Oh, it all began as fun and then . . ." Val dabbed at her eyes vainly. "Oh, Elinor, I am sorry, really I am, but I only have seven pounds left and .. . and I've simply got to pay it and . . ."


  Valerie made a great effort, blew her nose and dried her eyes, and stared at Elinor unhappily. "I simply must have the money . . ."


  "But . . . but we haven't got it . . ." Elinor said. She unlocked the suitcase where she kept her passport and travellers' cheques and rifled through them. "I can let you have twenty pounds, Val, but . . . but I must keep something for tips and . . . and suppose Aunt Aggie wasn't at the ship to meet us, we must have some money in hand."


  "We need another eight pounds . . ." Val said, wringing her hands together miserably.


  "But Val—you must tell me . . ." Elinor said. "How can you owe all that money?"


  Valerie's face changed. It became sullen, her mouth pouting. "Now I suppose you'll go all big-sister and lecture me . . ." she said rebelliously. "The truth is I was an absolute idiot, Elinor. This—this morning, we watched the sunrise and then .. .


   


  then we went along to someone's cabin and had coffee and they suggested a game of cards and when I tried to get out of it, well . . ." She laughed uneasily. "Elinor—you know how one hates to look . . . I said I hadn't the money and they said it didn't matter, play for fun . . . they'd stake me and then . . ."


  "Then when you lost, they didn't," Elinor said dryly.


  "You're not mad?" Valerie asked, her voice surprised.


  Elinor bent and kissed her quickly. "Of course not," she said reassuringly. "I know what you mean. One hates to . . . to . . ." She laughed uneasily. "But Val darling, I just don't know where to get the money."


  Valerie was washing her eyes in cold water. "We only need eight pounds," she said almost cheerfully: "Only !" Elinor echoed.


  Valerie was making-up her face now. "You'll find a way, Elinor," she said happily. "I know you will. Kit will lend it to you . . ."


  "Kit !" Elinor cried in horror. I couldn't ask him . . ."


  "Who else?" Valerie asked. "He can afford it."


  Elinor drew a long deep breath. "You ask him."


  "Me?" Valerie said. "I couldn't . . . I mean, he'd be furious with . . . with those people. He'd probably go to the captain and make a scene. You are nearly of age, darling . . ." Valerie suddenly smiled. "I know you'll find a way . . ." she said and opened the door, closing it behind her.


   


  Elinor sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the place where, such a short time before, Valerie had lain, sobbing her heart out. And already Valerie had shelved her problem on to someone else's shoulders, and lost her misery and gone off to enjoy herself, leaving Elinor to worry at the thought of asking Kit . . .


  It was easy to understand why Valerie could not ask Kit—if she loved him. Kit would be angry; Valerie was right. And Kit angry was rather terrifying.


  The lunch gong sounded. Elinor dragged reluctant legs down to the dining salon. Valerie was already there with Kit and Hugh, chattering away.


  "So you found her?" Kit said. "Was she in the cabin?"


  Elinor looked at him miserably. "Yes."


  "So I was right?" he said cheerfully.


  "As usual" she said bitterly and saw the quick, annoyed look on his face. Well, perhaps it was rude, but you got tired of Kit always being right—and knowing it.


  She ate in sullen silence, hearing Valerie's birdlike voice chattering away. How could Valerie be so cheerful—so completely free from the despair and fear that had chilled her? Was it simply because she knew she no longer had to solve the problem? Yet was it good for Valerie always to be able to hand her troubles to her sister? Elinor wondered if she ought to make Valerie ask Kit herself . .


  She looked at them quickly. Kit was smiling indulgently at Valerie, who was being very silly, teasing


   


  him, fluttering her lashes, and then Valerie looked at Elinor and smiled.


  "You missed a lot of fun last night, Elinor. Where were you really?" She turned to Kit, laying her hand on his. "What do you think, Kit—" she said, laughing. "Elinor swears she was reading . ."


  Elinor felt her cheeks burn. "I was reading," she said stubbornly.


  "Well, you weren't in our cabin . . ." Valerie told her. "I went down several times to see, for Kit was worried about you."


  "I was reading," Elinor said again and, looking at Kit, saw that he did not believe her.


  She wondered how she was going to ask Kit for the money. How could she make an opportunity? It would not be easy. They would have to be somewhere alone—where no one could interrupt.


  Her chance came that evening. They were dancing and Kit asked her to dance. Once round the room, she allowed herself to enjoy being in his arms and then she looked up at him, unaware of the fear and unhappiness that showed so plainly in her eyes. "Kit—I must talk to you . . ." she said desperately.


  He hid any surprise he might have felt. "On deck? It's a bit chilly—for the wind has got up . . ."


  So he didn't want to be alone with her, she thought. 'I'm sorry, Kit," she said again, "but it's urgent."


  Dressing for dinner, Valerie had been suddenly very white-faced. "Elinor," she had said miserably, "I simply must pay that money soon. He . . . he keeps pestering me."


   


  "Who is he?" Elinor had asked, but Valerie had refused to tell her.


  "I'll have nothing more to do with him," Valerie had said almost violently. "He seemed so nice and he's so . . . so . . ."


  "It's urgent . . ." Elinor said desperately, looking at Kit.


  "We'll go to my suite and have some coffee . . ." he said, taking her arm and walking with her.


  They passed Valerie, dancing in Hugh's arms. Valerie's eyes met Elinor's . . . Elinor -saw how frightened Valerie was, for all her show of gaiety.


  Kit waited for Elinor to speak. They sat silently, sipping hot coffee, while Elinor rehearsed words and phrases and discarded them.


  Finally she blurted out. "Could you lend me ten pounds? I'll pay you back as soon as I get a job and . . ."


  Kit's wallet was in his hand. Slowly he counted out ten pound notes.


  "Spending money at the shop?" he teased and watched the colour in her cheeks rising. "Didn't Aggie give you any money for such things? Not like her to be mingy."


  "She's . . . she's been terribly generous . . ." Elinor said quickly. "It . . . it's just that I need the money and . . ."


  Kit's face changed. It became stern. "You've been gambling . . ." he accused. Her cheeks burned painfully as she stared at-him. "You young idiot . . ." he said slowly. "You think you're so capable,


   


  you fuss about Val and she's got ten times more sense than you . . ."


  Elinor buttoned her mouth. The words longed to be spilled. Why should she always be blamed? But if Val loved him .. .


  "I've supposed you'd have sense enough not to play with the crowd that gamble," Kit drawled on. "I suppose it started with cards and you were told it was just a game—and then you put on a pound and so on. How much did you lose?" he suddenly rapped at her.


  "Thirty-five pounds .. ." she said miserably.


  "My word . . ." he drawled. "Of all the idiots!"


  The crass injustice of it stung her. She faced him. "Is it any worse than betting on horses?" she said defiantly.


  To her amazement, Kit's face relaxed. "Touché . . ." he said almost gaily. "All right, Elinor, just write it off as experience gained. I'm willing to bet you'll never play cards again."


  "Never .. ." Elinor said with feeling. She thrust the notes in her bag. "Kit—I can't thank you enough . . ."


  "Forget it .. ." he said cheerfully and stood up. Elinor felt as if she had been dismissed. "I'll pay you back . . ." she promised.


  He smiled at it. "All right—if it'll make you feel


  any better but if you don't, it won't break me . . ."


  He took her back to the verandah café. Valerie


  was talking very fast to Hugh. Her eyes sought


  Elinor's and there was a look of desperation in them.


  Elinor very slightly nodded her head and caught


   


  Hugh staring at her, and then saw the relief in Val's eyes.


  It was near the end of the evening that Kit, who had left them for some time to talk to an old friend, travelling on the ship, suddenly stood in front of Elinor. "Dance," he said curtly.


  Startled by his reappearance, a little guilty, for she had just—surreptitiously, under the table—handed Val the rest of the money she needed, Elinor stood up.


  They danced in silence for a while and then Kit drawled:


  "I hate to have to tell you this, Elinor, but it's something you ought to know. You remember that man . . ."


  "What man?" Elinor asked, wondering why he looked so stern.


  "Last night—the man you were with, I presume, though you insist you were reading . . ." Kit said sarcastically.


  "Oh—" Elinor understood. "You mean Sam . ."


  "Is that his name? Well, Elinor, that man is


  married." Kit told her, looking down at her gravely. "I know he is," Elinor said, a little puzzled. "You . . . know . . . he . . . is," Kit drawled. She saw the thin white line she dreaded so much


  appearing round his mouth and she wondered what


  she had done to offend him, this time.


  "Of course I know Sam is married . . ." she said, staring anxiously at Kit. "Does it matter?"


  


  
CHAPTER NINE


  BEFORE KIT could speak, someone tapped him on the


  shoulder and, with barely-hidden annoyance, he gave


  way to Elinor's next partner, Val's jolly Third Officer.


  The plump cheerful young man twirled Elinor round until she was quite giddy and then he slowed up. "Did I rescue you in time?" he asked.


  Puzzled, she looked at him. "Did I need rescuing?" she asked.


  He grinned. "Your sister seemed to think so al said Kit was probably tearing a strip off you and you needed help. He looked a bit grim," he said cheerfully, as the music stopped. As he walked back to the table with her, he grinned again. "Anyhow the ogre seems to have vanished."


  It was true, and for the rest of the evening, Kit did not appear again.


  In bed that night, Valerie demanded to be told all. "Was Kit very mad—what did he say?" she asked.


  Elinor described the scene as carefully as she could. "He said I was an idiot but he didn't seem to be really mad," she admitted. "Not as mad as I expected him to be. He said I needn't pay him back . . ."


  "Good-oh . . ." Valerie said cheerfully. "Now I'm out of that mess . ."


  Elinor was startled by Valerie's emphasis on the one word.


   


  "You're not in another mess, are you?" she asked anxiously.


  "Of course not . . ." Valerie said quickly. With just a little too much emphasis? Elinor wondered worriedly. Valerie went on pettishly: "I suppose I'll never live this down. You'll always be reminding me of what a silly thing I did. You should have been a school marm, Elinor. You never let sleeping dogs lie."


  "I'm sorry but . . ." Elinor began, really worried now as she gazed at her sister's angry face. What other mess could Valerie be in? "Val . . ." Elinor began again, more firmly this time. "I absolutely refuse—and I mean it this time—to ask Kit for more money . . ."


  Val laughed unsteadily. "Money . . . we won't need any more money once we get to Aunt Aggie's. Hugh was telling me she has even more money than Kit and we shall be her heirs . .. or heiresses, I suppose . . ." She yawned and got into bed. "Why do you always want to talk at night when I'm tired?" she asked crossly.


  Feeling that Valerie had somehow neatly sidestepped any awkward questions, Elinor got into bed, switched off her light and shut her eyes.


  But sleep was far away. Why had Kit looked like that? Why had he repeated her words with that strange look round his mouth? What did it matter if Sam was married .. .


  But of course, it would matter, to Kit, she realised with a shock. He thought she was friends with Sam—might even be having a little romance


   


  with him. Of course, Kit did not know she was merely baby-sitting . . .


  She wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. She seemed fated to appear at her worst in Kit's eyes. Flirting with a married man and being so offhand about it ; gambling away thirty-five pounds and expecting help to repay it . . . What must he think of her?


  Dreading another lecture and afraid she might lose her temper and tell him the truth, thus involving Valerie and proving her to be a liar, she decided to keep out of Kit's way the next day.


  It proved easier than she had expected and with her usual inconsistency where Kit was concerned, she felt out of things and vaguely hurt, and even resentful as a result. It must have been arranged the night of the charades when she had been baby-sitting, but Kit, Hugh, Alison and Val were all part of a group who were going to dress up as Henry the Eighth and his wives for the Fancy Dress Ball soon to be held. They all disappeared in Kit's suite and they were laughing a lot, buying masses of crepe paper, and it was all very hush-hush and Elinor was obviously not wanted.


  Rather downcast, she sought out Mrs. Anderson and, as usual, got a warm welcome. Mrs. Anderson's cheeks were no longer so pale; she seemed much more cheerful.


  "Yes, my dear," she said in answer to Elinor's enquiry about her health. "I feel a different woman. I even stood for a little while today . . ." She beamed. "I hear you are all having a wonderful


   


  time. Kit was telling me last night how much he liked you . . ."


  "Kit said that?" Elinor almost gasped. A warm glow of happiness spread through her.


  Mrs. Anderson smiled. "Yes, my dear. He said that you were two of the nicest girls he had met and he was sure Aggie will be very happy to have you. . ."


  Some of Elinor's elation left her. She was just one of the girls.


  Mrs. Anderson's long thin white hands were folded idly in her lap.


  "This is a strange life, isn't it, my dear? All day long in which to do nothing. So very different from our life at home," she said thoughtfully. "Kit was saying the same thing last night. I sleep badly and he often drops in to see how I am in the small hours when life seems so very depressing. He is longing to get back to the station and down to work. He works very hard . . ." she went on proudly. She frowned suddenly. "You know, Elinor., I was rather troubled last night. When Kit came in, he was in a bad temper. I can always tell. After a while, he seemed to get over it but then he said to me that he thought it was time he settled down and got married and what did I think. I told him it was a matter he must decide . . . that all I wanted was for him to be happy."


  "And what did he say?" Elinor asked, her eyes enormous in her small pale face.


  "He told me that he had chosen the girl he was to marry—that I knew and approved of her—that he


   


  had thought very carefully . . ." Mrs. Anderson said.


  "And . . . and the girl's name?" Elinor asked breathlessly.


  Mrs. Anderson shook her head. "He refused to tell me. He said I would know all in good time. That when we got back to the station, I would know. Elinor . . ." she went on and her voice was troubled. "I'm afraid he means Alison . . ."


  Elinor swallowed. "I think he does . . . She . . . she will make him a good wife . . ."


  "Good wife!" Mrs. Anderson snorted a little. "What man wants a good wife? He wants a woman , warm, loving, a woman who thinks he is wonderful. Alison has no heart, no warmth. I pray that Kit will not marry her, but I am very afraid he will. He always was one to choose the practical solution and she is the practical answer . . ."


  When she left Mrs. Anderson, Elinor bumped into Alison on the promenade deck. The chairs were all on the sheltered side of the ship, which was rolling slightly in the rough seas. Alison hesitated and then paused.


  "You'll wear fancy dress, won't you?" she asked. "I . . . I haven't thought about it . . ." Elinor admitted.


  "I've left them all sewing. You should see Kit . . ." Alison said, laughing. "He is going to be Henry the Eighth and will need his clothes padded. I'm glad he is enjoying himself . . ." Alison went on in her cool voice. "He gets little recreation on the station, works much too hard, and it may be a long


   


  time before we go on a voyage again." She turned away and then looked back. "If you don't want the bother of making a costume, Elinor, I've got one you might, like. You'll have to shorten it a lot .. . you're very short, aren't you, but it would suit you perfectly."


  "That's kind of you, Alison . . ." Elinor began, not wanting to wear anything of Alison's and yet not sure how to refuse. "What is it?"


  Alison smiled. "A Quaker's costume. I've never worn it. Somehow it didn't look right on me . . ." She smiled again and walked on.


  Elinor drew a long deep breath. A Quaker. It would suit her, would it . . . ? Doubtless, it was Kit's idea--or even Valerie's. Why should she wear a drab unexciting costume when the others .. .


  Walking rapidly, she bumped into someone and saw it was Petula Keet, holding small Sally by the hand. It gave her an idea.


  "Petula," Elinor said before she could regret it, "I could baby-sit tonight if you like . . . They'll be dancing . . ." She was rewarded by the radiance of Petula's smile.


  "You are a darling. Sam will be thrilled . . ." Petula said excitedly.


  Elinor decided to tell no one what she was going to do. After coffee in the lounge that night, she disappeared quietly. Perhaps no one noticed her going but she was settled in the Keet's cabin at last, with several packages of bright scarlet crepe paper on her lap and an old black blouse. She had a whole evening in which to sew—not even Valerie would know she was going to the Fancy Dress Ball as a


  gipsy. 'Why should she go as a drab Quaker . . . ?


  The dress was finished and she was trying it on when Petula returned.


  "It suits you beautifully . . ." Petula hissed in her usual whisper when the babies were sleeping. "Look—I've got some nice chunky necklaces and bracelets."


  "I don't want my sister to know . . ." Elinor explained. "Could I leave the costume here?"


  "Of course . . ." Petula told her warmly. "We had a lovely evening, thanks to you . . ."


  Hurrying back to her cabin, Elinor felt absurdly elated. For a whole evening she had been engrossed in something and had not thought about Kit. At least, not much. Just to wonder now and then what sort of married life he would have with Alison. Alison had stated plainly that she did not intend to be buried alive on the station, she would expect an overseas trip every other year and frequent visits to Melbourne for the races. Perhaps that was what Kit would like . . .


  "Elinor, where have you been . . ." a deep voice demanded angrily.


  Kit was outside Elinor's cabin door as she got there.


  He caught her arm roughly. "I've been looking everywhere for you . . ."


  "You haven't got to keep tabs on me . . ." she told him. "I've been with . . ."


  "Not Sam Keet this time . . ." Kit said significantly. "I saw him dancing with his wife. Who was


   


  it this time . . . and why didn't you tell us? We've been searching the ship for you . . ."


  "Oh, please, Kit. As you once said to me about Valerie, be your age. What harm could come to me?"


  Elinor said crossly. "I wish you would stop snooping


  "Look," he said angrily. "Listen to me, young woman. Your aunt asked me to look after you and I intend to do so. Tomorrow I shall expect an explanation and an apology . . ." With that he strode off.


  Quivering with anger, Elinor went into her cabin and saw that Valerie was just starting to undress. Valerie looked up, smiling.


  "You just missed Kit. He walked down with me to see if you were here. He's pretty mad . . ." she said cheerfully.


  "I know," Elinor said grimly. "I saw him." An apology, if you please, she thought angrily. For what?


  "You had him really worried," Valerie went on. "I think he thought you might have been gambling again . . ." She chuckled. "Poor Elinor. I have given you a bad name in Kit's eyes, haven't I? Just as well you didn't fall for him . . ."


  If only she hadn't fallen for him, Elinor thought miserably, as she went to bed. If only she could hate him wholeheartedly—or despise him. Anything but this helpless love—this breathlessness she felt when he was near—this longing to touch him, to smooth down that wisp of hair, to love him. If only . . .


  But the following day, the only person who referred to her absence was Hugh. "We were a bit


   


  worried," he admitted as they walked round the deck, doing their daily 'mile'. "By the way," he went on, "I'm terribly sorry you're out of the Henry the Eighth group. It was all arranged that night of the charades, but I hate you being out of it."


  Elinor smiled at him. "It's all right, Hugh, really it is. I've got a costume."


  "So Alison said. She's lent you one, hasn't she? She said it was most suitable for you," Hugh went on.


  Elinor's cheeks burned for a moment. "Did she? Yes, I think it will be," she added, smiling a little aware of Hugh's curious glance but refusing to allay his curiosity.


  "It's the children's Fancy Dress party this afternoon," Hugh remarked as they completed another circle of the deck. They paused to look at the water. Small black objects were diving and jumping out of the water.


  "Hugh . . . look!" Elinor cried.


  "Porpoises . . ." Hugh said.


  They watched them in silence as the sleek black animals cavorted in the water. Standing side by side, their shoulders touching, they were not aware of Kit and Valerie until they were standing beside them. Then both Hugh and Elinor were startled. Perhaps they showed it, for on both Kit's as well as Valerie's face was a look of apology.


  "I didn't mean to break up anything . . ." Kit drawled, his eyes cold as he looked at Elinor. "But we've got to have a dress rehearsal, Hugh. Mrs. Pomfret—she's being kind enough to do the sewing


   


  of the costumes—" Kit explained formally to Elinor "is afraid they may not fit . . ."


  "Sorry I've got to go . . ." Hugh said, smiling at Elinor, patting her hand lightly.


  Alone, Elinor turned back to watch the porpoises. What a lovely time they were having in that beautiful blue sea.


  Later she went down to her cabin to tidy up before lunch. As she opened the door, she saw Valerie sprawled out over her bed, sobbing bitterly.


  For a frightened second, Elinor was afraid. How could she ask Kit for more money . . . and then she went inside and closed the door.


  "Val . .. Val darling, what is it?" she asked.


  Val shook her head. Her voice came through her hair that was untidily rumpled, hanging over her face. "I'm in love with someone . . ." Valerie sobbed, "and he doesn't know I exist . . ."


  The relief that flooded Elinor was breathtaking. If that was all. Her legs feeling weak, Elinor sat down on her bed and leaned forward.


  "But Val darling, you knew all along that he was going to marry Alison . . ."


  "He is not . . ." Valerie began and then sat up, her face flushed and wet. "It's Kit who is going to marry Alison."


  Elinor caught her breath. "I thought we were talking about Kit. Isn't it Kit you're in love with:"


  "Kit?" Valerie's voice was scornful. "Kit is good fun but he's much too stuffy. Nothing romantic about Kit . . ."


   


  Elinor stared at her. Valerie must be mad. To Elinor, Kit was the most romantic .. .


  "Then who do you love, Val?" Elinor asked slowly.


  Valerie threw her a look of hatred. "You know very well. You knew I liked him from the beginning and you've deliberately stolen him . . ."


  "Val—what are you talking about? Who do you mean . . . ?" Elinor asked, thinking for a wild moment that perhaps Valerie meant the ship's Third Officer.


  "Hugh . . ." Valerie said dramatically. "I love Hugh and you know what you've done to me? You've broken my heart. You stole him and now he has eyes only for you . . ."


  "Val—you're wrong . . . Hugh and I are just friends, honestly," Elinor said.


  Valerie stared at her. "And you don't want to marry him?"


  Elinor tried to laugh. "Of course not!"


  "Lift your hand and swear . . ." Valerie was half laughing, half crying.


  Smiling, Elinor obeyed. "I swear that I am not in love with Hugh—nor is Hugh in love with me . .


  She was nearly knocked over by Valerie's bear-hug. "Oh, how wonderful!" Valerie gasped. "I was sure he was in love with you. Oh, Elinor, you're so sweet to me. First you get that money I had to have and now you . . ."


  "Say that Hugh doesn't love me . . . ?" Elinor said, laughing. "Oh, Val—what a child you are. First it was Max and then . . ."


   


  "It was never Max—" Valerie said. "It was Hugh from the first moment."


  "Then why are you always so cool and casual with him?" Elinor asked.


  Valerie drew a long breath. "Because . . . because . . . I couldn't bear to have him think I was chasing him and then . . . then when I thought he and you . . ."


  She jumped up, stretching her arms high above her head. "Oh, isn't life wonderful .. . absolutely wonderful . . ."


  She began to sing as she washed her face and made-up. Elinor watched her, amused, tender, thinking for the thousandth time how quickly Valerie's moods changed. Now she was so sure she would win Hugh's love . . .


  , But would she?


  At lunch time, Elinor seized her chance to study Hugh's face. It was a mobile face, lean, handsome, full of humour. His face was amused when he spoke to Valerie, carefully composed if he spoke to Alison, and warm and friendly when he spoke to Elinor herself. She noticed also that Valerie was not behaving any differently; still very gay, making Kit laugh, ignoring Hugh. What did Valerie propose to do, Elinor wondered. Perhaps she could learn a few things from her young sister!


  They watched the children parading for the Fancy Dress competition. All sorts of ingenious costumes, tiny angels, ballerinas, Hawaiian dancers with string skirts. Then came a small snowball, holding Petula Keet's hand. Sam followed close


   


  behind, the baby on his shoulder, another little white


  snowball. Seeing Elinor standing with her friends,


  Sam waved and called: "Thanks a lot, Elinor . . ."


  "What is he thanking you for?" Valerie asked at once.


  Without thinking, Elinor told the truth. "I baby-sat for them twice . . ."


  "You what?" Kit asked.


  Startled, Elinor looked up at him and realised she had given away her secret. She gave a little shrug. "They were professional ballroom dancers before they had the babies and settled down," she explained "They missed dancing terribly because they couldn't leave the children so . . . so I said I'd baby-sit for them."


  "And I thought . . ." Kit drawled slowly.


  Elinor smiled at him and could not resist the opportunity. "You always jump to conclusions, don't you, Kit?"


  She watched the white line form around his mouth and waited for his reply. When it came it was devastating.


  "Rather childish to be so mysterious about it . . ." he drawled. "And not your style. You're the quiet simple type."


  


  
CHAPTER TEN


  ELINOR REMEMBERED the unkind words as she dressed in Petula's cabin for the Fancy Dress Ball. She wondered whether Kit would say the costume was unsuitable, that she would make a better Quaker than a gypsy . . . would perhaps make one of his typical remarks . . .


  She put her hands worriedly to her hair which she brushed vigorously so that it stood out round her face. It seemed that, in the last weeks, she had meekly accepted more insults than she had ever had in her life. Though, to be honest, they had not been meant as such. But to be told you are pathetic-looking, that you are dignified—a quiet simple girl—afraid of men . . .


  Elinor gazed at her reflection. The black bodice fitted her slim form closely, the layers of scarlet pleated paper stood out around her. Petula had lent her black stockings and high-heeled shoes. Great chunky gold jewellery adorned Elinor's neck and arms. Her eyes shone excitedly, her cheeks glowed.


  "I don't look like me at all . . ." she said in a surprised voice.


  Petula laughed. "You look very nice indeed . . ." she said reassuringly.


  Elinor took her place in the procession that had to march past the judges. The dining-room had been gaily decorated with red, white and blue streamers and paper decorations hanging from the ceiling.


   


  Everyone had been given a funny cap. Kit looked comical in a policeman's helmet. They had had a hilarious dinner, Kit and Elinor being very formal and polite to one another.


  No one had changed until after dinner, for most of the costumes were carefully kept secrets. In the lounge there was a wonderful buffet table decorated in red and white with a crown in the centre above a swan. How hard the staff must have worked to prepare everything, she had thought.


  Now, as the procession formed, everyone was laughing and joking and staring at one another curiously. They would have to march past the judges as they sat in a gaily decorated verandah cafe, balloons hanging from the ceiling.


  Looking round her, Elinor found it hard to recognise faces. There was a man in a white toga with a gold belt and sandals . . . There were three witches—a huge pink elephant formed obviously by a husband and wife who were quarrelling softly, Nell Gwyn, charwomen galore, and then Elinor, her eyes hidden by the black mask she had made, saw the Henry the Eighth group. She gasped a little. How well the costumes had been made . . . Kit, enormous in his costume, his cheeks puffed out, his face made-up, moved heavily, followed by his wives, one of them bearing her 'head' on her arm.


  They were quite close to Elinor and it was amusing to hear them talking about her.


  "I don't see her anywhere . . ." Alison was saying, looking very regal indeed.


   


  "I suppose she is coming . ." Hugh said worriedly. He made a quite presentable-looking `queen'.


  Elinor could see the quick look Valerie gave him. "She said she was," Valerie said.


  "I lent her a costume . . ." Alison put in. "A very pretty one . . ."


  Oh, it had been pretty enough. A demure grey dress, a great white collar. Something that would suit her, Elinor thought rebelliously.


  As the procession began slowly to move, Elinor kept close behind a Sheikh in flowing white robes. The six judges were seated behind a table, making notes. As Elinor walked by the table, she rattled the small tambourine Petula had lent her, and swirled her full skirts .. .


  Much later when the prizes were announced, Elinor was amazed to find she had won third prize. The Henry the Eighth group had won first group prize and, as the names were called out, and Elinor took off her mask, she smiled at the astonished faces of her friends.


  "I thought you were coming as a Quaker . . ." Kit said, his face looking strange and almost frightening in its disguise. Elinor lifted her small chin and smiled at him. "I thought I would surprise you!"


  "You might have told me," Alison put in coldly. "Someone else might have liked to borrow my costume . . ."


  "You look lovely, Elinor darling," Valerie said eagerly. "I think you were clever to make it. I hadn't an idea. When did you do it . . .?"


   


  "When I was baby-sitting .. ." Elinor said.


  "Good for you," Hugh told her and took her arm. Elinor saw the quick shadow flit across Valerie's face and felt sorry for her. She smiled at her sister and tried to reassure her, but Valerie turned away, her shoulders drooping a little.


  It was a very gay, enjoyable evening. Most of the uncomfortable costumes were soon discarded and Kit returned, his handsome self, immaculate in his white jacket and black trousers, his face ironical as he saw that Elinor had kept her costume on.


  "You look .. quite different . . ." he told her as they danced.


  It might have been the glass of champagne Hugh had insisted on her drinking to celebrate their prize winning, or the knowledge that she looked pretty for once, but she had courage enough to smile up into his dark eyes and say: "Is it an improvement?" saucily.


  He danced for a moment in silence and then drawled: "In some ways, yes. You look . . . alive."


  She tried to hide her dismay. "Don't I always look alive?" she asked in a voice that was meant to be gay.


  "No . . ." he said, after he had considered .the question. "You usually look either scared or confused or worried about something. Tonight you look as if you are enjoying life . . ."


  "I am," she told him, and her gaiety was real this time. She let herself relax in his arms, giving herself up to the joy of dancing with him, pushing aside her worries about Val's happiness, her own unhappiness


   


  at knowing the wonderful voyage was drawing to an end and soon ,she would be thousands of miles away from Kit. Would he ever remember her, she wondered.


  When they joined the others, Elinor noticed that Valerie, sitting next to Hugh, was looking rather bleak. Alison was speaking in her clear arrogant voice, looking as elegant and regal as the queen she represented:


  "Of course Hugh is right . . . gambling is a mug's game . . ." she said.


  Hugh was putting out his cigarette, leaning forward to do it.


  "It seems so senseless to me—but then betting on horses does, too . . ." he said slowly.


  "That is quite different," Alison told him. "You breed horses to race—you know their ancestry, you train them . .. It's not just like throwing down cards—there is skill attached .. ."


  "So there is in playing cards," Kit drawled. He glanced at Elinor and, for a moment, a warm, sweet smile flashed across his face. "I'm sure we've all, at some time or other, lost money at cards until we became wise enough to leave them alone."


  Elinor realised with a shock that Kit was trying to reassure her, comfort her, 'save her face'. She flashed him a quick grateful smile for, after all, he believed she was the one to be so foolish as to lose all that money—and then she looked at Valerie's unusually downcast features and, for a moment, felt sick with anxiety. Was Val going to be hurt . . . badly hurt?


   


  Now Hugh was dancing with Valerie—he was always very pleasant to her sister, but he did treat her as a very young girl, Elinor realised. Was that all Valerie was to him, she wondered. What hope had Valerie of making Hugh love her . . . ? Probably Hugh had a girl he loved in Sydney . . .


  "Shall we dance?" Kit asked and Elinor came back to her surroundings with a start, seeing that Alison was dancing with her diplomat. Elinor met Kit's amused eyes. "Where were you?" he asked.


  She blushed. "I was thinking about Val . . ." she admitted.


  As they circled the floor, he frowned down at her. "Don't you think you fuss about Val too much?" he asked in what was, for him, a gentle voice. "Val is well able to take care of herself . . ."


  Elinor looked away quickly, unable to hide the little smile that came before she could stop it. If only Kit knew . . . He was always praising Val's common sense and ability to take care of herself. If he knew that it was Val who had lost thirty-five pounds, Val who was in another 'mess' but would not talk about it.


  "Your mother is much better . . ." Elinor said, trying to steer Kit away from the subject of Valerie. "She tells me she can stand, now."


  "Yes, the voyage has done her good—" Again the little note. of formality had crept into Kit's voice, putting a great distance between them, even though she was in his arms, held close to his heart, his chin brushing her hair. "I want to thank you, Elinor . . ." he went on stiffly, "for being so good to her,


   


  spending so much of your time talking to her. It is very good of you . . ."


  Startled, she looked up at him, her pale face with its shining dark eyes and gentle mouth. "But I enjoy it, Kit," she said earnestly. "She's given me a wonderful impression of your home life and . . ."


  "Bored you to tears with details of my past


  . . . ?" he drawled, looking down at her with amused eyes.


  "I wasn't in the least bored . . ." she began indignantly and then stopped, uncomfortably aware that her cheeks must be scarlet. Had she given herself away?


  "That's kind of you, Lady Kia . . ." he said softly.


  Her eyes sparkled. "Why must you call me that?" she said angrily.


  "It's a compliment," he told her, laughing at her. "Suits you down to the ground."


  "Who is this Lady Kia?" she asked.


  "A lady I am extremely fond of . . . a lady who has won me fame . . . in a small way," Kit told her, his face even more amused. "One day I'll introduce you to her . . ." he promised. "My mother is very fond of you . . ." he went on, his voice changing again.


  "I am very fond of her," Elinor told him. "Good . . . so it's mutual," he said and she saw that he was laughing at her.


  Elinor had been in bed for nearly an hour before Valerie joined her in the cabin. "We lost you, Val . . ." Elinor said, putting down her book, for she


   


  had been trying to read and not worry about Val's disappearance.


  Valerie's face was desperate. "Oh, Elinor, I'm in trouble .. ." she said, going to sit on Elinor's bed, twisting her hankie between nervous fingers. "That man . . . the one I . . . I lost the money, too .. . he's . he's been pestering me to play again and..


  "You haven't !" Elinor said in a horrified voice.


  The ship was rolling a little and the air conditioning suddenly seemed very loud. It was as if they were boxed up together and fear filled the cabin. She couldn't ask Kit again . . . she wouldn't .. .


  "Of course I haven't . . ." Valerie said crossly. "Do let me finish . . ."


  Elinor felt the relief flooding her. She relaxed. "I'm sorry. Go on . . ."


  "Well, he thinks it a sort of joke. He knows Hugh and . . . he says he'll tell him I was the one to lose the money and not you, and then . . ." Valerie's eyes were suddenly huge with misery, "Hugh will despise me. Not only for losing the money but for letting you do my dirty work. He's always saying people should shoulder their own responsibilities and stand on their own feet .. . and he says you spoil me shockingly and . . . I can't bear it if Tim . . ."


  "Tim?" Eleanor said quietly. "Is that the man's name?"


  Valerie nodded miserably. "Tim Harcourt .. . he's very handsome and smooth and I was flattered . . . he asked me to watch the sun rise with him and


   


  it seemed quite an adventure somehow . . . he's the kind of man that makes you feel he thinks you are wonderful . . . but I hate him . . ." she ended fiercely.


  Elinor was trying to think. "But how did he know I got the money?"


  "I told him . . ." Valerie said unhappily. "At first I was quite desperate—I told him I couldn't possibly pay him . . . and he said that I could get the money from Kit but that maybe it wouldn't be a wise thing, for Kit might cut up rough—on account of my age and . . . and he said it might be unpleasant and I would look an awful fool and .. . and then I said I'd ask you to get it . . . and he . . . he said that was a good idea . . ."


  "Having planted the idea in your mind," Elinor said.


  Valerie stared at her. "Of course . . that's what he did . . ."


  Elinor sighed. "Not a very nice type, obviously. So what is he trying to do, now ?"


  Valerie shivered. "He thinks it's terribly funny . . . he says he'll tell Hugh that you got the money for me and then . . . Hugh will despise me and . . ." Her lower lip began to quiver.


  Elinor put her hand on her sister's. "But ValHugh isn't like that. Hugh would understand. We all do silly things when we're young. Kit understood . . ."


  "You don't know Hugh . ." Valerie said desperately. "He's got ideals and he's terribly conventional and . . . It won't be the losing the money


   


  so much as my being a coward . . ." She covered her face with her hands and rocked herself. "I can't bear it . . . to have Hugh despise me . . ."


  It all seemed very melodramatic but Elinor knew herself how easy it was for things to get out of their proper perspective when one loves someone. On an impulse, she said:


  "Suppose I speak to Tim . . . ?"


  Valerie lowered her hands and stared at her. "Elinor . . . would you?" she breathed. And then her face clouded again. "But what would you say?"


  "I don't know . . ." Elinor confessed, suddenly regretting her impulsive words. "I'll think of something but . . . hut I still think it would be better to tell Hugh yourself, and then Tim can't hurt you."


  "Oh, I couldn't . . ." Valerie said with a terrible earnestness. "You see, he's just beginning to see me, Elinor. I've been talking to him tonight—about Sydney and his life there and . . . and for once, he treated me like an adult and not a spoilt brat and . . . and if he finds out . . ." Her eyes filled with -tears.


  "All right," Elinor said, stifling a sigh. "I'll speak to Tim tomorrow."


  It was easier said than done. Although she kept an eye out for Mr. Harcourt the following day, it was not until the evening when they were all dancing that Elinor saw him. Still not sure what she was going to say to him, yet feeling she must seize her opportunity, Elinor managed to pass him by casually and pause and say, rather nervously: "You are Mr. Harcourt?"


   


  The handsome, dark-haired man with the narrow shifty-looking eyes stared at her. "Yes, I am Tim Harcourt, Miss Johnson."


  "I want to speak to you . . . alone," Elinor said and went scarlet as he looked at her with a smile and said significantly:


  "That will be a pleasure."


  "Shall we go to the drawing-room?" Elinor suggested. "At this time, it is usually empty."


  "I am at your disposal . . ." he said with another unpleasant smile.


  As he followed her to the drawing-room, a small but luxuriously-furnished room, with light beige wooden panelling and fawn carpet, Elinor racked her brains as to what to say to him. He spoke first.


  "You want me to arrange a game for you?" he asked. His voice, to her, was very insolent.


  She felt her cheeks grow hot. "I most certainly do not," she said indignantly, anger giving her the necessary courage. "I want you to stop persecuting my sister."


  "Persecuting?" he said. "That's a strong word. She has no sense of humour."


  "You have a strange one if you call it that . . ." Elinor said angrily. "First of all you rob her of all that money . . ."


  "Please . . ." he said, his voice sharp, his hand on her arm. "That is a lie. There was no cheating. You should thank me for teaching your sister a lesson. She will never gamble again . . ." His smile was unkind.


   


  "You . .. you knew we couldn't afford it .. ." Elinor said. "It was wrong of you to encourage her."


  "My dear girl, she needed no encouragement . . ." Tim Harcourt said smoothly. "As for being able to afford it—I already knew about your wealthy aunt . .


  It was a waste of time talking to him. She only felt grubby and humiliated as a result. "Please . . ." she said earnestly. "Please don't tell anyone that it was Valerie who lost that money . . ."


  "Why not? I think it's a good joke. Of course if it was made worth my while to keep my mouth shut . . ." he said, still smiling. She was not sure if he was serious or teasing her.


  "Is . . . is this blackmail?" she asked, her voice unsteady.


  He put his arms round her suddenly, tilted back her chin with a rough hand. "Not in, money, my dear girl, but there are other ways .. " he said, and kissed her.


  The next moment he had been jerked away from her and thrown back on to a couch. Elinor stood there, shivering, staring at Kit . . . a Kit who was angrier than she had ever seen him.


  "Go down to your cabin, Elinor . . ." he said curtly. "I'll deal with this."


  Tim Harcourt was standing up—rubbing his shoulder gingerly, an ugly look on his face. Elinor was suddenly frightened.


  "Please . . . please, Kit . . ." she said, clutching his arm, hanging on to it. "He didn't hurt me . . ."


   


  She could feel him shivering as he tried to control his anger.'


  "Haven't you caused trouble enough?" he asked Tim Harcourt. "Do you know that this girl is a minor? That she is only just twenty? I could make trouble for you if I liked to . . . already people are beginning to know about your methods . . ."


  "Kit . . . it's all right, honestly, it is . . ." Elinor pleaded, still afraid as the two men stood, glaring at one another. Kit, legs apart, head lowered like a bull about to charge; Tim Harcourt, still rubbing his shoulder, his eyes suddenly wary.


  "I was only trying to kiss her . . ." Tim Harcourt said in a sulky voice.


  "A likely story—" Kit drawled. He had stopped shivering and Elinor could see he had himself under control now. "Are you sure' you were not persuading her to play cards?"


  "It wasn't . . ." Tim began and Elinor, seeing that he meant to tell Kit the truth, tugged at Kit's arm . . .


  "Please . . . Kit . . . I don't feel too well . . ." she said, leaning against him, half-closing her eyes.


  She felt him put his arm around her, help her out of the room and out on to the cool deck. The moonlit sea met the starlit sky and as she sat down, the horizon seemed to vanish and then appear again. The roar of wind down the ventilators filled the air—they could hear the distant strains of music . . .


  "Are you all right now?" Kit asked sharply.


  Elinor opened her eyes and stared at him.


   


  "You're not a very good actress," he drawled. "What was that man about to tell me? Something I'm not to know?"


  His hands were hard on her shoulders, gripping them, as he shook her none too gently. "I'm tired of your extraordinary behaviour, Elinor . . ." he told her as he released her. "I must say I am disappointed in you. I thought you were a nice girl—decent, honest. Instead you lie to me--you gamble money that isn't yours.—you break your word to a decent young man who loves you—and get involved with that kind of type I nearly thrashed."


  He pulled her to her feet, gripping her arms, so that she was very close to him, very aware of his anger.


  "Now . . ." he said, his mouth a thin line. "You're not leaving this deck until you tell me the truth."


   


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


   


  How LONG they stood there, glaring at one another, Elinor never knew, for at that moment, there came the click-clack of high heels along the deck and suddenly Valerie was there, holding Kit's arm, her pretty face flushed and apologetic. Hugh came along behind her, an inscrutable look on his handsome face.


  "Kit . .. it wasn't Elinor," Valerie said.


  Kit's hands fell away from Elinor's arms. He turned to look down at Valerie—Valerie, who, Elinor thought as she stared at her, looked prettier than ever with her flushed cheeks and shining eyes, and the corn-yellow frock that swirled as she walked.


  "Kit . . ." Valerie said. "I was the one who gambled . . ."


  There was a sudden silence. Elinor caught her breath and then Valerie turned to her. "It's all right, Elinor . . ." Valerie said. "When I saw your face when you spoke to . . . to Tim, and I knew you hated doing it then . .. then I grew up .. . When Kit followed you, I knew I had to tell the truth.


   


  "She told me," Hugh said and his voice was indulgent. "The poor kid was scared to tell you, Kit."


  Kit rubbed his hand over his face as if suddenly weary. "Afraid of me?" he said slowly. "I thought only Elinor saw me as an ogre. I wasn't cross, Val . . . I understood. We all do silly things when we are young—that's the way we learn."


   


  "I know . . ." Val said eagerly. "That's what Elinor said. She said you were wonderfully understanding. But I was scared. You see . . . you see . . . Aunt Aggie asked you to look after us and I knew you'd be mad at me . . . and I am rather young in your eyes, and I was afraid . . . afraid you'd go all grown-up and stern and stop me from having fun . . ." Her voice died out unhappily.


  It was all Elinor could do to hide a smile. What a little actress Val was—the plain truth being, of course, that she had not wanted Hugh to have a poor opinion of her.


  "So Elinor took the blame . . ." Kit said slowly. He turned to look at the slight girl standing so quietly by his side, her face calm. "You certainly fooled me . . ." he said bitterly.


  "Anyhow it's all over now . . ." Hugh said calmly, "so we can forget it. Valerie has owned up and been forgiven . . . let's go back and enjoy ourselves. Coming, Valerie . . . ?" he said, turning to the girl with a smile.


  Valerie smiled back and Elinor wondered that Hugh was too blind to see the love in her eyes. At least, he did not seem to be angry or disillusioned. Indeed, his voice was warmer to Valerie than it had ever been before.


  "We'll follow you . . ." Kit said curtly, his hand suddenly round Elinor's wrist. In silence, they watched Hugh and Valerie walk down the deck, going through the door into the verandah cafe. Then Kit turned to her, still holding her hand. "It seems I owe you an apology, Elinor . . ." he said gravely.


   


  "I wonder in how many other ways I have misjudged you."


  She was trembling suddenly—breathless because he was so near to her, because of the feel of his hand on hers, because it seemed to her that never had they been so close.


  "It's all right, Kit . . ." she said, unaware that her voice was listless and unhappy. "It wasn't your fault."


  He let go her wrist and they walked silently back to the dancing. Valerie and Hugh were dancing and laughing . . . and Elinor was conscious that Kit was staring down at her worriedly. She suddenly wanted to laugh hysterically—to tell him the truth. He always believed the worst of her. That was what he thought of her—that she was capable of anything. Did he think now that she was jealous of her own sister—simply because Hugh was dancing with Val?


  She was sound asleep that night when Valerie crept into the cabin, but Elinor awoke and asked sleepily how she was.


  "Oh, fine . . . just fine .. ." Valerie's voice lilted happily. "I'm making progress, Elinor darling. Hugh's been absolutely sweet to me tonight. Maybe confessing my foolishness made him respect me and see that I am really grown-up . . ."


  In the darkness, Elinor smiled. Would Valerie ever really grow up?


  The days were slipping by so fast. Very soon they would reach Perth and the end of the voyage as far as Kit was concerned, for he and his mother were


   


  landing there, together with Alison, and would fly home. Once again it was as if the great ship had shaken herself and reshuffled the small groups of people. Now Valerie and Hugh were together all the time—Elinor found herself dancing mostly with the Third Officer, and somehow Kit and Alison seemed drawn together.


  There was nothing definite about it—the group still was a group, but it seemed to Elinor as if she was rarely alone with Kit these days, and whenever she saw him he was usually with Alison. And one afternoon, when she was sitting alone on the boat-deck, it was a shock when Alison came along. pulling a chair and sitting down by her side with a smile.


  "Everyone seems to have vanished," Alison said in a friendly voice. She looked very beautiful—her gleaming golden hair immaculate under an invisible net—her skin glowing with health, her eyes bright as she smiled at Elinor. "I expect most people are starting to pack. Luckily my aunt's nurse kindly offered to pack for me so I'm let off that horrible job . . ."


  There was a long silence. The roar of the ventilators filled the air. A few seagulls came swooping


  down out of the blue sky. The sea was rough—


  flecked with white waves, and the ship rolled slightly.


  Alison stretched her arms above her head and


  then folded them behind it, her golden hair lovely on


  the green sleeves of her loose jersey. She wore a


  beautifully pleated white skirt that even Elinor


  recognised as being very expensive. "I see you spoke


  to your sister about' Kit . . ." Alison went on,


   


  tilting her head as if to watch the white seagul’s overhead. "For she has transferred her affections to Hugh . . ." Elinor stiffened. but Alison went on, her voice indulgent. "What a child she is—pretty but oh, so vulnerable. I hope Hugh won't hurt her. If ever there was a confirmed bachelor, Hugh is one," she said slowly.


  "I can imagine it . . ." Elinor said guardedly.


  "Rather," Alison went on cheerfully. "He has a wonderful penthouse in Sydney, scores of beautiful girl friends, and a good time. He spends quite a lot of time with us—on the station. He handles all Kit's book work. You might not think it to look at Hugh, but he is a very clever accountant. He works—when he feels like it . . ." she said with a smile, "for a big firm of stockbrokers in Sydney. Actually he is a partner so he is more or less his own master. He has a very good life—why get married?" she asked lightly.


  "I suppose . . ." Elinor said very slowly, "if he fell in love . . ."


  "My dear . . ." Alison said, "he does that with monotonous regularity, but he's never serious. Now he is so very different from Kit . . ." her voice changed, taking on a proud, almost possessive note. "Kit will marry when the right time comes. I've always known that and have been prepared to wait for him." She moved, sitting upright, turning to stare at Elinor, her hands clasped in her lap. "You know, Elinor, we've loved one another for years but the right time has only just come. I'm restless and Kit is devoted to his work, but somehow things have dovetailed now and it's the right moment. Isn't


  '


  it wonderful she said, her voice serene. "I was wondering if you and Valerie would like to be my bridesmaids?"


  "How nice of you to ask us . . ." Elinor said a little stiffly. "Have you fixed the date yet?"


  "It will be the first thing we do when we get home . . ." Alison said happily. "Probably marry in three months' time. I've got some of my trousseau already. There will be crowds of people at the wedding, of course. Kit is very well-known. I'd prefer a city wedding, but I know he will want us to go to the funny little church near the station that we have always attended."


  "And . . . when you are married," Elinor said, "will you be able to settle down on the station?"


  Alison's laugh rang out. "Of course not. I don't intend to . . ." she added complacently. "It's time Kit had a manager for the station—he can well afford a dozen managers—so that we can lead our own life. I know I'll be able to make Kit understand my point of view. We'll go to other countries and study their methods of sheep and horse-rearing and Kit will be happy and I will enjoy myself . . ."


  "If you have children . . ." Elinor said with difficulty, "it won't be so easy."


  Alison laughed. "Oh, we shan't have any for a few years and then I intend to have two, a boy and a girl. We'll have a good nurse—probably a Norland nurse sent out from England—and I'll still be free . . ." Her voice changed. "I suppose when you marry your Max, you'll settle down in a small suburban villa in England and do all your own work


   


  and manage a horde of babies, too. You're the type of girl who has a big family and enjoys being a martyr . . ."


  "I am not .. ." Elinor began indignantly. But it was partly true. She wanted at least four children.


  Alison stood up. "You've as little sense of humour as your sister," she told Elinor. She paused, staring down at her. "By the way, don't go spreading the news around about Kit and me, will you? We want to keep it a secret until the engagement is announced."


  "I won't tell anyone," Elinor promised.


  When Alison left her and she was alone, Elinor held up the book as a shield and stared at the blurred print. Would Kit be happy if he married Alison? Alison's idea of a marriage was a selfish one. The other girl had never once said anything about Kit's happiness. Would Kit enjoy a life, rushing round the world with Alison?


  But would he do it if he didn't want to? Somehow it was impossible to imagine a man like Kit meekly obeying his wife's whims. Why, there was something about him so strong, so vital . . . you felt his strength when he just entered a room. He would not obey any woman . . . Then what would happen? Would Alison nag him . . . or leave him .. ?


  Elinor stood up, the wind tugging at her hair, wrapping her blue skirt round her legs as she battled her way against it, down the steep staircase and along to Mrs. Anderson's cabin.


  There were trunks on the bed,. suitcases on the floor, all half-packed. The warm welcome smile Elinor


   


  got from the woman sitting in an armchair made it easier for Elinor to go in for a chat.


  "My dear, I am glad to see you. Patricia .. . that's the nice girl who is nursing me, or rather . . ." she laughed, "has been looking after me, has gone to meet her boy friend. Romance is in the air . . ." Mrs. Anderson went on. "Pat came with me from South Africa, because she wanted a chance to see the world, and now she has fallen in love and got engaged. Such a nice boy, too . . ." Mrs. Anderson's face was quite excited, her eyes bright. "I do love a good romance, dear, and Pat has told me about this so that I have followed it every step of the way. She'll be settling in Australia so I'm very happy for her . . ."


  Mrs. Anderson fingered the pearls around her neck and gazed at the quiet girl. "What have you been doing this morning, Elinor?" she asked. "You don't need to start packing yet for you're going on to Melbourne, of course."


  "No, I don't need to start yet . ." Elinor said dully. Not that it would take long, in any case, for she and Valerie had not got very much. "Mrs. Anderson . . ." she said suddenly, finding courage at last. "Do you think Alison loves Kit?"


  Mrs. Anderson looked at her thoughtfully. "I think she loves him as much as she is capable of loving anyone."


  Elinor's eyes widened. "But is that enough?" she asked.


  "I imagine Kit thinks so," Mrs. Anderson said drily. "He has known her all his life—he knows just


   


  how egotistical and selfish she is. I suppose he's prepared to accept this . . . what made you ask?"


  "Well . . . I . . . we . . . Alison has just been talking to me. About their marriage . . ." Elinor began, her hand flying in dismay to her mouth. "Oh, I promised not to mention it," she said, really distressed.


  Mrs. Anderson looked suddenly tired. "I won't repeat it, Elinor. What did she say?"


  "Just that Kit and she had . . . had an understanding for years that when the right time came, they would marry. She says it has come now, that when they get home, they would probably marry in three months' time . . ." Elinor said.


  Mrs. Anderson sighed. "And Kit has said nothing tome..."


  "They want to keep it a secret until the engagement is announced officially," Elinor said quickly.


  "I see . . ." Mrs. Anderon said slowly. "Go on."


  "Well . . ." Elinor hesitated. "She asked us to be her bridesmaids and said she'd prefer a city wedding but Kit would want it in the little church nearby..."


  "She is right there. Kit would," Mrs. Anderson said.


  "Then . . . she was talking about their life afterwards," Elinor went on. "She said Kit would get a manager and they would travel all over the world, studying other methods of sheep rearing and . . ."


   


  "Subjects in which she is so very interested," Mrs. Anderson said with the first sarcasm Elinor had ever heard from her.


  "She wants to travel, she said . . ." Elinor went on. "But would Kit be happy?" she asked earnestly, leaning forward, her rumpled hair falling round her small flushed earnest face. "Kit is a fine man, Mrs. Anderson. He deserves happiness. I don't think Alison loves him at all—she just wants a husband


   


  "Alison is an ambitious young woman, Elinor," Mrs. Anderson told her. "Kit has a great future. Apart from his wealth, he is highly thought of in our own district, interested in politics, in expanding the local industries. Alison's land adjoins us and the two combined would make a very wealthy station indeed. I don't think for a moment that she wants to marry Kit, the man . . . but she does want to marry Kit, the important wealthy pastoralist, if you know what I mean?"


  "In other words, if Kit went broke tomorrow, Alison wouldn't be interested?" Elinor asked, shocked. "But that isn't love. Now if I loved . . ."


  Mrs. Anderson leant forward and touched Elinor's hand lightly.


  "My dear, lucky the man you love. Kit has told me about your young man, Max . . ." she went on gently. "Dear, why not encourage him to come out to Australia to settle? It would make Aggie so very happy to have you near her and you could visit us and . . ."


   


  Perish the thought, Elinor thought unhappily. This wretched Max—how he dogged her footsteps.


  "I don't know . . ." she said evasively. "I just don't know . . ."


  "My dear," Mrs. Anderon said gently. "Don't let yourself be muddled by the atmosphere on board ship. Here you have so many other things to think of that probably Max seems very vague and remote, someone in the dim past. But shipboard flirtations rarely mean anything. It is an unnatural atmosphere —you are apt to make ordinary men into heroes .. . see them through rose-coloured glasses . . ." she went on kindly. "Once you are ashore and far from them, you'll remember your Max and realise how much you love him . . ."


  Before she could answer, Elinor was relieved to see the nurse, Pat, come hurrying in, her eyes shining like stars. "Sorry I was so long, Mrs. Anderson. Time for your medicine . . ." she said.


  Elinor seized her opportunity, murmuring goodbye and going out to the deserted windy deck. Already the atmosphere on the ship was changing. The old carefree intimate relationship was gone. Now people were packing, thinking about their homes and other things.


  She leaned against the railing, watching the sea . . . feeling the cold wind on her cheeks. Had that been a tactful reminder from Mrs. Anderson that she had made it obvious that she was in love with Kit . . . ?


  "Cable for you . . ." Kit said as he approached and she, startled, looked up to see him holding out


   


  something for her. "From England," he said, his voice significant.


  Elinor held it as if it might bite her. "It might not be for me . . ."


  "It says Miss Johnson . . . and if it was for Valerie, it would say Miss V. Johnson . . ." Kit said, his voice cool and amused. "I must say you behave very strangely when you get cables. Do you always look so scared?"


  She flung him an annoyed glance. "I am not scared. Just wondering who could be cabling me from England."


  "Then open it and find out," he suggested.


  She obeyed and stared at the words.


  GOT WONDERFUL JOB LONDON AND ROUND WORLD SUGGEST YOU COME WITH ME DARLING NO MATTER WHAT HAPPENS WILL ALWAYS LOVE AND ADORE YOU MAX.


  "It's from Max . . ." Elinor said weakly. The paper fluttered in her hand and a sudden gust of wind tore it from her fingers and blew it along the deck.


  As Kit chased it, Elinor was thinking fast. She must tell Valerie . . . Valerie had always wanted to see the world. Maybe this would make her realise that she loved Max .. .


  Kit gave her back the cable, his face stern. "What does he want?"


  Elinor stood, her back to the rail, the wind blowing her hair over her face. "He has a job going round the world . . . he's a journalist . . ."


   


  "And wants you to go with him?" Kit asked. "Why not?"


  "Because . . . because . . ." Elinor turned and faced the great expanse of ocean blindly. "I don't…


  "Look, Elinor," Kit said slowly. "Don't be confused by this voyage. The impossible seems possible on board . . ." He sounded almost wistful. "But in a few days we shall land and then all these fantastic dreams will vanish and your feet will be firmly on the


  earth. If you love Max . . ."


  "But I don't," Elinor said violently, unable to bear any more, turning to look up at him.


  "Then why did you encourage him?" Kit asked, his voice cold. "A man needs some encouragement . . ."


  It was true. Valerie had certainly made use of Max and his small sports car and his company. Valerie's gay manner and friendly intimate way could easily have made him believe she loved him.


  "How can you know if you love anyone unless you see a lot of them?" Elinor said desperately. "If you're going to call that encouragement . . ."


  "It depends on how you behave," Kit told her sternly. "You've only changed since you've been on board. Hugh . . ."


  "Has nothing at all to do with it . . ." Elinor told him, her eyes shining with tears of frustration. "I was never for a moment in love with Hugh, nor was he with me. We were simply good friends. He's a dear and so very easy to get on with. He isn't con-


   


  ceited and arrogant and bossy and . . ." she paused for a breath.


  "Like me?" Kit asked in an ominously quiet tone.


  She glared at him. "Yes, like you. You're so sure of yourself that you think you can kick other people around. You're smug . .. smug . . ." She stopped, biting her lip, trying not to cry. In a moment, she had her voice under control. "Kit . . ." she went on, her voice shaking very slightly. "Marriage is most terribly important. It's for keeps. You've got to be sure. It's not enough to marry a person because you share the same interests, because it seems sensible . ." This was her chance, she realised, and she was seizing it. She gazed up at him, her flushed face earnest, her wind-tossed curls in pretty confusion, her eyes brave. "You must be sure that you can make that person happy. It isn't enough to be happy yourself—loving someone means carying for them, wanting them to . . . to .. ."


  "Be happy," Kit supplied the words coldly. "What is all this leading up to, Elinor?"


  For a moment she was tempted to tell him the truth. That she was terribly worried about him—that all she cared about was his happiness—that she knew he could never be happy with a selfish woman like Alison. She longed to tell him that she loved him—that if they hadn't a penny or a sheep in the world, she would still love him. That if he was her husband, she would spend her days loving him, caring for him, cooking his favourite dishes, darning his socks ..


   


  "Elinor . . ." Valerie cried excitedly. She came running down the deck, her hand in Hugh's. "I hear you've had a cable . . . Is it from Max?"


  Elinor swallowed back all her words she had so nearly said—words that perhaps it was better they be left unsaid, for poor Kit would have been horribly embarrassed to learn that she was so hopelessly in love with him.


  "Yes," she said simply, holding out the cable to Valerie.


  Valerie read it quickly—her face changing, her eyes excited. She looked up. "But how wonderful, Elinor . . ." she said. And added "For you."


  


  
CHAPTER TWELVE


  IT WAS the 'Derby' that night and everyone was very gay. Valerie was Hugh's jockey and Alison was Kit's. In the verandah cafe, a green 'field' was laid. There were wooden horses and the jockeys wore coloured hats.


  Elinor had not time to feel left out for she had plenty of partners. But inside her, she felt dead. The voyage was nearly over. Soon they would reach Perth, and Kit and his mother would go ashore, and the next time she saw him, it would probably be at his wedding.


  Again, Valerie was much later than Elinor in going down to the cabin ; again, Elinor awoke to see Valerie's eyes shining, and hearing her say how happy she was, that Hugh was quite different, now . . .


  Elinor was afraid all the same. Alison's words about Hugh's frequent falling in and out of love worried her. She tried to warn Valerie but was laughed at.


  "Hugh isn't like that," Valerie said with complete assurance. "When Hugh falls in love, it will be forever. I'm just trying to make him fall for me."


  "Val . . ." Elinor said earnestly. "Why did you say that . . . about me? I mean, when you read Max's cable, why did you say it would be wonderful for me?"


  Valerie looked at her surprised. "I mean it, Elinor. You're going to feel rather out of things if I


   


  marry Hugh, and I was wondering why you didn't take over Max . . ." She looked even more surprised at Elinor's gasp of dismay. "I'm serious, Elinor. You always did like Max a lot. Why, you met him first—it was only through you that I met him at all. I know he admired you—tremendously. And you do like him . . . look how you used to praise him to me, tell me what a kind person he was . . ."


  "But, Val . . . that's not reason enough for marrying a man," Elinor said.


  "Look, Elinor . . ." Valerie said earnestly. "You'll write to Max for me, won't you? Tell him I'm glad about his job but . . ."


  "No, I will not," Elinor said violently, turning to escape from the cabin. "Do your own dirty work for once," she said before she slammed the door.


  And then it was suddenly the last day. That night there was to be a wonderful party—a party to out-party all others, the ship's Third Officer told Elinor. Already the rooms were being decorated in readiness for this party, which was called "Landfall Night."


  Elinor wandered over the ship miserably. You could feel the excitement in the air as land approached. People were exchanging names and addresses, vowing they would keep in touch with one another, talking of the future, what they planned to do. The weather was chilly, the water rough, the ship rolling. For the first time since they had left South Africa, Elinor dreaded the future. Supposing she and Aunt Aggie did not like one another, supposing Hugh broke Valerie's heart .. .


   


  It was funny how, if you think of a person, you often hear from them, for suddenly Hugh was there, by her side, leaning over the rail, watching the flying fish round the sides of the ship.


  "Elinor . . . I want to talk to you," Hugh said gravely. His handsome face looked worried. He took her arm and led her away to a secluded corner of the deck, pulling two chairs close together, settling her in one. "Elinor—I want your opinion. Your honest opinion . . ."


  Puzzled, she stared at him. "Yes . . . ?"


  "Do you think I'm too old to marry Val?" he asked earnestly. Even as Elinor was gasping, as she tried to grasp the wonderful fact that he loved Valerie, he went on. "I'm nearly thirty-five, Elinor, and she is only seventeen. I'm afraid I'm too old . . . She says I'm not . . . that age isn't important. But she is so very young, Elinor." He leaned forward and took her hands in his, holding them tightly. "I love her very much, Elinor. I won't rush her. Are you very surprised?"


  She was honest. "I am rather. You see, I had been told you fall in and out of love rather often and . . . and it seemed too wonderful to be true that you could love Val . . ."


  He stared at her. "You don't mind?"


  She smiled. "I'm absolutely thrilled, Hugh. I know Val loves you very much—she was afraid you . . ."


  "Didn't?" Hugh said. He laughed. "I'm afraid I deliberately kept her guessing. Val is a difficult girl, Elinor. I needn't tell you that. Things she gets too


   


  easily, she doesn't want. That's why I always treated her as a rather sweet child while she wanted me to treat her as a woman."


  "Hugh—how clever of you .. ." Elinor gasped.


  "I wanted to be quite, quite sure . . . I'm not rushing her into this, Elinor. I shall insist on a six months' engagement and give us both time to know -one another . . ." he told her. "How are you going to like having me for a brother-in-law?" he teased.


  "I couldn't ask for a nicer one," Elinor told him, her eyes shining, "Oh, Hugh, I am so happy," she said earnestly. "Val needs someone like you—someone old enough to guide her but young enough to have fun with . . ."


  "We're announcing it tonight—if that is all right with you?" Hugh went on. "And . . ." He hesitated. "Would you be very hurt if I steal Val from you tomorrow? I want to take her home to meet my people. We can fly quite quickly from Perth—it seems silly to waste time going on to Sydney by ship and then flying back."


  "Of course I don't mind," Elinor said stoutly, but inwardly she felt a great desolation, knowing that she was to be really and truly alone for the last part of the journey.


  Down in the cabin, however, she hugged Valerie warmly.


  "Darling, I'm so glad for you," Elinor said. "It's wonderful .. ."


  "Isn't it?" Valerie said, her face radiant. Then she thought of something and put her hand on Elinor's arm. "Elinor—you will be an angel and


   


  write to Max for me, won't you?" she said appealingly.


  What could Elinor say to such a question at such a time?


  Up in the pretty little writing-room with its unusual walls, she wrote the difficult letter.


  "I am most terribly sorry, Max," she finished. "I know how hurt you must be. Valerie asks me to tell you how sorry she is, but she is sure you will understand. It would be a terrible thing to marry a man you did not love, simply because he asked you to


  . . Hugh is a good man and kind, Max, and they will be engaged six months so that Val can be really sure, this time."


  It was with great relief that she sealed the envelope and went down to the purser's office to post it.


  The Landfall Party was a great success and if some of the gay revellers were hiding sore hearts, they were well hidden. Elinor danced with Hugh and Kit and the diplomat and the ship's Third Officer and with many others. She laughed and joined in the singing and it seemed as if the evening would pass off all right and without any unpleasantness at all, until the moment when Kit led her out of the verandah cafe and on to the wind-blown deck.


  Elinor's hands flew to her hair instantly. It had become a mop. His arm round her, he guided her to a corner, sheltered from the wind. It was dark and chilly and his arm stayed round her shoulders.


   


  "Elinor . .. I must know," he said urgently. "In a moment, Hugh and Valerie are going to annouce their engagement. You are sure you don't mind? You weren't in love with Hugh?"


  She could not see his face but the warmth of his arm seemed to burn her back. She let herself lean against it for a moment. Then she drew herself away stiffly.


  "What good can you do if I was in love with him?" she asked defiantly. "In any case, Kit, I keep telling you that I was never in love with Hugh."


  "If only I could believe that . . ." From the darkness, Kit's voice came. He sounded worried. "I don't want you to be hurt," he said simply.


  "Nothing that Hugh can do could hurt me . . ." she managed to say.


  "And Max . .. ?" he asked.


  "Oh, please, Kit .. . why must you always harp on Max?" she said irritably. She was suddenly very near to tears. What would happen if she told him the truth? If she said that he himself was the only man she loved.


  She could bear it no longer. "We'll miss the announcement if we don't go back . . ." she said and turned towards the café door. Kit was close behind her. As the door opened and a wave of bright lights, noise and music hit them, she glanced up into his face and wondered at the strained unhappy look she saw there—and then she forgot it as she saw Valerie waving to them excitedly.


  After Hugh had made the announcement, there was champagne all round. Mrs. Anderson had been


   


  brought up for the occasion and she smiled and beat time to the music with her hand.


  "The doctor says I'll soon be dancing again . . ." she said, laughing to Elinor. "Imagine it, at my age!"


  "I bags the first dance, Mother . . ." Kit said, smiling at her.


  "And I the second," Hugh chimed in. "What do you think of my future bride?" he asked proudly, holding Valerie's hand tightly.


  "I think she's charming," Mrs. Anderon said warmly. "And that you are a very lucky man. I only wish . . ." she added wistfully, "Valerie, that your nice sister could have fallen in love with my son. I should have loved her for a daughter-in-law . . ."


  For a moment there was an appalled silence and Elinor's cheeks were the colour of red peonies as she looked wildly round her for escape.


  "Unfortunately she didn't . . ." Kit said smoothly and the music began so that he could hold out his arms to Elinor and sweep her out on to the floor.


  "I am sorry Mother had to make such a remark," he said stiffly as they danced. "I'm afraid it embarrassed you."


  Elinor kept her eyes downcast, unaware that her long dark curly lashes on her now pale cheeks were very lovely. Her mouth trembled a little. She looked very young and vulnerable. "I'm afraid it embarrassed you .. ." she murmured.


  "I'm used to my mother . . ." he said and tried to laugh.


   


  "Kit . . ." Elinor looked up at him, her eyes wide and appealing. "Please don't talk . .. let's just dance . . ."


  He looked first startled and then annoyed. "All right," he said.


  In silence they danced. Elinor kept her eyes closed, giving herself up entirely to the dance, knowing that this might be the last time she would ever be in his arms . . . there was a choking lump in her throat as she faced the truth.


  As soon as it was over, she slipped away down below to her cabin, hastily undressing, sliding into bed. The ship was rolling rather heavily and she wondered if, after they left Perth, it would be rough as she had been told it sometimes was. She was awake when Valerie came to bed but she pretended to be asleep. She felt that she could not bear it if Valerie wanted to talk about Hugh and how wonderful he was .. .


  In the morning, they had to be up early. At six-thirty in the lounge, they queued to go through to the immigration officials who sat in the verandah café to stamp passports and take the cards. Valerie and Elinor had gazed at the big freighters they were passing as the ship moved majestically in towards Fremantle. The sun was very bright in the blue sky, the water calm and peaceful-looking. The town itself looked very white and clean.


  At breakfast, Hugh, Valerie and Elinor were alone.


  "I hate to leave you like this, Elinor," Valerie said worriedly.


   


  Elinor smiled at her. Even the dining-salon felt cold and unfriendly ; an atmosphere of departure hung in the air. "I'll be all right."


  "You could have come with us," Hugh said. "Mother would love to see you but . . ."


  "Aunt Aggie . . ." Elinor finished for him with a smile. "She'll be expecting us and . . . and we couldn't disappoint her . . ."


  "You will be all right?" Valerie persisted. Elinor laughed. "Of course I'll be all right. Haven't I got your Third Officer?"


  They were still laughing when Kit appeared. He looked stern and aloof. "Elinor--we're just leaving. Do you want to say goodbye to my mother?"


  "Of course." Elinor was on her feet, dismayed with the realisation that in moments Kit would have gone . . .


  She kissed Mrs. Anderson warmly. The rather wistful-eyed woman was in her wheelchair, clutching her handbag. "Dear girl," she said, "I do hope you'll be all right. I hate to think of you all alone on the ship . . ."


  "You know what I mean . . ." Mrs. Anderson looked as if she wanted to say something more and then gave a quick nervous glance at Kit's cold face as he waited. "So this is goodbye, Elinor . . . No, au revoir . . ." she said hastily. "So soon as Aggie can spare you, you must come and visit us . . ."


  "Thank you, I'd love to . . ." Elinor said stiffly. "Where is Alison? I didn't say goodbye to her."


  "She's gone on . . . We're meeting her at the airport," Kit said curtly.


   


  Pat, the nurse, began to push the wheelchair. Kit held out his hand to Elinor. All round them there were people. The dock was crowded with cars and people and already the great cranes were moving slowly.


  Elinor's hand felt very small in Kit's firm grasp.


  "Goodbye, Elinor," he said gravely. "I hope things will sort themselves out all right for you."


  "Goodbye, Kit . . ." she said solemnly and heard her voice thicken perilously. "I hope . . . hope you and Alison are very happy . . ." she said and wrenched her hand free, turning blindly and almost falling down the staircase to the safety of her cabin.


  But she was not alone for long, for Valerie and Hugh arrived, to collect Valerie's luggage, to insist that Elinor must go ashore, Hugh buying her ticket for a bus trip round the city, and there was only time for one last bear-hug from Valerie, and a warm kiss from Hugh .. .


  "We'll be seeing you soon. I can only keep Valerie for two weeks at home for I have to be back in Sydney at my job," Hugh explained. "See you soon, Elinor . . ."


  Elinor stood on the ship's deck, watching them run down the gangway, seeing the way Hugh looked after Valerie, how he helped her into the taxi—and a cold desolation swept over her.


  Now she was really alone .. .


  Rather than spend a day by herself on board, she went on the bus trip, trying to find interest in the town, admiring the great beaches, the beautiful river, the very white clean-looking houses. She was back


   


  on board soon after lunch, having seen the Swan River, the beautiful, unusual War Memorial and the truly amazing University. It was a lovely town, but she was not in the mood to enjoy anything at that moment.


  Alone in her cabin, it seemed empty. All signs of Val's untidiness had gone, and with it the warmth of her companionship. Elinor tried to read but her eyes smarted with unshed tears and so, in the end, she let herself lie there, gazing miserably at the ceiling, trying to face the lonely life that lay ahead of her . . .


  There was a knock on the door and, as it opened, Elinor hastily sat up, her hands smoothing her rumpled hair.


  It was the stewardess, carrying a large cellophane sheaf of flowers.


  "For you," the short plump woman said with a smile.


  Surprised, Elinor took the flowers in her arms. Who would send her flowers? There were a dozen roses—a most beautiful shade of red. Could they be from Hugh? It was the sort of kind, nice thought he would have—especially as he had felt rather guilty because she was being left on her own.


  And then she saw that there was an envelope attached to the sheaf and her heart seemed to stand still as she recognised the large sprawling writing.


  Kit!


  Her hands trembling, she opened the envelope and drew out a single strip of paper.


  Kit wrote without any conventional opening.


   


  "What made you think I was going to marry Alison? I've never heard such nonsense in my life. Your imagination works 'too hard. What made you dream up such an idiotic idea? Alison and I have grown up together, we're cousins, more like brother and sister. There has never been any talk, or idea, of such a thing . . ."


  As she read, Elinor's knees seemed to crumple, so she sank down on the bed, trying to take in the meaning of Kit's words. He wasn't in love with Alison—, he was not going to marry her . . . not even for 'practical' reasons.


  She read on:


  "I hope you like the roses. They are called Lady Kia. Now you know why I nicknamed you that! Your cheeks are this colour when you blush—which is quite often? I've won three first prizes at agricultural shows with these roses of mine, you see, I was paying you a compliment and not insulting you as you always thought! You were jumping to conclusions, as usual."


  Elinor was half—laughing, half-crying. How typical of Kit was the letter. She lifted the roses to her cheek and gazed in the mirror at her reflection. Were her cheeks really this lovely shade when she blushed? And why had Kit noticed . . . it meant, then, that he had seen her!


  There was not much more in the note but she read it hungrily.


   


  "I'm sorry this is such a short scrawl but I am doing it at the airport and sending it to a friend of mine in Perth, who grows my roses. I wish . . ."


  Kit had written something here but he had crossed it out, and crossed it out again, so that, though Elinor tried to read what was written under the thick lines, she could not see. Then he had finished:


  "I hope you and Max will be very happy." And it was signed simply—Kit.


  Elinor's eyes were filled with stupid tears as she read it. So he was still sure that she would—if she was an honourable girl—marry Max. She read—and re-read—the letter again and again. It seemed to bring Kit closer to her.


  If only she had known Alison was lying . . . if she had known Kit was free.


  But what would she have done? Could she have done anything? She so badly lacked Valerie's frank open approach to things.


  The gong sounded for the first dinner . . . She would have to bath and change.


  The stewardess had brought her a long glass vase


  and, tenderly, Elinor arranged the beautiful roses in


  it. The cabin seemed full of their fragrance and


  somehow it was as if she was dressing to meet Kit .. .


  It was something of an anti-climax to go down to


  the dining-salon and find all strangers at her table.


  But they were a friendly lot and soon they had all


  exchanged names. But all the time, Elinor found


   


  herself stupidly but hopefully glancing towards the door .. .


  There was a dance that evening and Elinor was not short of partners, Valerie's Third Officer -being one of them. He said wistfully that life on the ship wasn't the same without the others . . . and Elinor agreed fervently.


  She slipped down to her cabin early, thankful that no one had been given Valerie's bed. She had the cabin to herself, so that she could lie on the bed and read Kit's letter again and again.


  The weather was getting cold and rough as they had said it might be through the Bight. The cabin seemed to tilt so that she was almost afraid of falling out of bed.


  She had a bad night, with recurring nightmares. She did not feel sea-sick, but then, neither did she feel her usual self. She ate little breakfast, hurrying up to the deck, huddled in her warm duffle coat, a red scarf tied over her hair. She lurched as the ship rolled, found herself almost walking up hill one moment and then running down the deck the next. It was the strangest feeling. The sea was rough, spattered with white waves. She could see the coastline clearly. If only the ship would hurry—hurry . . . Every moment on it made her remember Kit so vividly.


  How different it all was. Gone was the glamour, the warm sunshine, the holiday spirit. Everyone looked miserable, huddled in warm clothes, crowding the lounge and verandah café for hot drinks.


   


  She stood near the rail, gripping it tightly, the cold wind biting her face. How different the voyage might have been had she known that Kit was free . . . that Alison was lying . . . that there was no marriage planned. Had she known Alison was lying . . .


  And then, suddenly, as if a veil had been lifted, she knew something. If Kit had known that she was free . . . if Kit had not thought she was in love with Max . . . promised to him ... would he have behaved differently?


  She drew a long breath, seeing again Kit's stern face as he reminded her of Max and of Max's love for her .. .


  If Kit had known that it was Valerie who Max had loved .. .


  She turned to hurry below, almost falling down the stairs. She knew what she must do. There had been too many misunderstandings, too much hiding of the truth. Hugh would have to learn in the end that it was Valerie whom Max had loved—but Hugh would understand, and forgive Val's little deception. Probably Val had told him the truth already.


  Loyalty to Val had seemed all-important—but wasn't there also loyalty due to Kit? And to herself? Suddenly she knew that she must be as honest as Kit had been. He had told her there was nothing between him and Alison. Now the least she could do in return was to tell him that she was free—the rest depended on Kit. He might not, be interested but . . .


  It was not easy to find the right words. In the end, she wrote simply :


   


  Max Valerie's stop never mine stop love Elinor.


  After she had sent the cable and gone back to her cabin, she was uncertain again. Should she have left out the word love? Was that a little too . . . ? Should she have cabled at all? Was it just waste of time? Would Kit merely be amused? .


  How slowly the days dragged, Elinor thought, as she paced the decks or spent the time with the Keets, who were going on to Sydney. She found some comfort in the sweetness of small Sally and the baby, telling Sam and Petula to leave the infants with her and spend the time enjoying themselves. It helped to see their pleasure in being free for a little while—and it made the long evenings pass when she spent them in the Keets' cabin, watching the sleeping children and letting herself indulge in day dreams


  They were her babies and she was just putting them to bed, waiting for the sound of Kit's footsteps in the hall. Then she would leap to her feet, run to welcome him with arms wide open, and then she would find his slippers and make him sit down in the most comfortable chair, and she would pour him out a drink, and put his pouch and pipe by his side and . . .


  Then about this stage, she would let out a long


  sigh and tell herself that she would only get hurt if


  she went on weaving such foolish, impossible dreams.


  At last they were near the end of the wearisome


  lonely days and, as Melbourne approached, she


  hurried up to be on the deck. She stood in the cold


  wind, hardly seeing the people around her, gazing


   


  the white buildings that gradually became easier


  to see. There, ahead of her, lay the background of tier new life. Hope dies hard and she wondered if there might be a letter from Kit—or a telegram .. .


  The breakfast gong sounded, so she hurried down, though she was not hungry. All the food tasted like sawdust and she was trembling a little. What would Aunt Aggie be like? Would she come on board—or would Elinor have to make her own way to the address Aunt Aggie had sent? Aunt Aggie was a typical Englishwoman, they had said. Elinor


  L was not sure what that meant or what she would look like. Gruff. Blunt. Kind. Surely no woman who could write such a warm loving letter could be anything but nice?


  She realised that they must have docked, for the boat was no longer moving. She must go up and see if Aunt Aggie .. .


  Hastily she tipped the stewards and walked out of the dining salon into the vestibule beyond and, as she did, a man stood up from where he had been sitting on one of the couches.


  It was as if time stood still as she stared at him.


  He was just as she had remembered .. . so tall, so broad-shouldered, so very impressive. He was wearing a dark suit and, in his hand, was a wide-brimmed hat. She was surprised to see that his dark eyes were almost anxious as he came to meet her.


  "Elinor . . ." he drawled.


  "Kit!" she gasped, meeting him half-way, gazing up at him with wide, wondering eyes, as if unable to believe the truth of what she saw.


  "Thank you for the cable," he said awkwardly.


   


  "Thank you for the roses," she said at the same time.


  For a moment they stared at one another silently.


  "Maybe . . ." Kit began, and it was the first time she had known him to be unsure of himself. "Maybe we got off on the wrong foot, as Val would say, but . . . but perhaps we could start all over again?" he asked, almost timidly.


  Elinor wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. Dear, darling Kit--that he could be uncertain--that he could fail to know how much she loved him.


  "Is it really necessary?" she asked in a whisper, the words rushing out. "We've wasted so much time already . . ." she added, and felt her cheeks burning.


  He laughed suddenly. "You're right . . ." he drawled in his fascinating way. "Too much." And then he was putting his arms round her, drawing her towards him, as he added softly: "Let's not waste any more time, now .. ."


  She stood in the warm circle of his arms, lifting her mouth for his first kiss. Her eyes were like stars, her face radiant with happiness. They forgot other people; it was as if they were completely alone in the world. Just the two of them. And that was the wonderful part of it—it would always be like that. Just the two of them . . .


  "I love you, Lady Kia . . ." Kit said softly and kissed her again.


  "Oh, Kit darling . . ." was all Elinor could say, but her shining eyes finished the sentence for her.


   


  THE END
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