


A MAN LIKE
DAINTREE

Margaret Way



Steven Daintree had saved Andrea Swan-son's hfépa learning
that she was alone in the world, her memory goadydd taken her
back to his vast Queensland estate, Mokhana,sh#ifecovered.

So Andrea owed him a lot. All the same, did thaediim the right to
turn her life upside down? There was no denying Wiid attraction
that had sprung up between them -- but althoughr@amknew it was
love on her side, what about Steven Daintree? He avlaw unto
himself, dominating and self-assured, taking wreatanted -- and
why should he want Andrea when there was Gillian@®y to be
considered?

And how could Andrea think about the future, with without
Steven, until she had regained her memory of tk&?pa



CHAPTER|

SHE was alone. All alone in arain jungle,yet its beauty seemed to
compensate for all else. Forest giants ringed band, hurtling
straight up towards the cobalt chinks of light ifiesce competitive
battle for sun and supremacy, wreathed in parasies, the
strangling rope-like lianas that twisted and imM@med and made
bridgeways for a teeming nocturnal population.

She was lying on her back in the centre of a smol@éring of
luxuriant ferns and orchid-like growths of a peaulfantasy and
beauty; creamy and yellow-gold perfection specki@t bronze and
cerise and brown velvet. It was deathly still, sbshe could scarcely
breathe. Not a breeze pierced the thick canopeest burdened with
nesting birds, gorgeous with fleeting glimpsesaoar.

She swallowed weakly and gagged a little, reassoyetiat densely
blue patch of sky framed by the leaves. A straimgescent insect
with huge gauzy wings flitted along her arm. Shedtrto brush it
away but couldn't. Something was wrong with her,doat she was in
no pain, anaesthetized by shock. Her mind was catelglplacid, not
a ripple to corrugate its unquestioning surfaces 8ied to turn her
head, suffering an unexpected dizzying sense aigegrseeking to
pierce the high forest galleries its shadowy depibsit all seemed to
close in on her in a swirling, tangled mass of keinti green.

Red lights danced in front of her eyes and a fitrsmeeat broke out on
her face. Something warm trickled down her templslide sickly

along her cheek. Her eyes fastened, without haorog snake. Wwas

a snake, or perhaps even a python, enormously loagutifully

marked, gleaming, gliding in a sinuous trail alathg interlacing

lianas, festooned with red blossom. She had norieéning rendered
incapable of even a quiver of revulsion. The snak&inued on its
deadly business lost in a dazzle of moving greenery



The next time she came around it was to fear amg pgpanic that
grew in intensity until her mind reeled, disorideth terror-stricken.
Where was she? What was happening? Was she dakiwkarr in the
middle of some loathsome nightmare? Her mind judydentically,
out of control. The whole inky black night was gog round in a
spin, alive with rustlings and queer noises thadeaer hair stand on
end. Shadows came up to her to vanish again. At igh gave a
hoarse, melancholy call and she plunged up comvalisito sink
back in a stupor of pain, fighting to retain coosisiness. A ceaseless
hum dinned into her eardrums - mosquitoes. Milliarfsthem,
bombarding her tender skin with ravenous appefiee was a
flaming mass of pain, red-hot needles jabbing ih&satiny exposed
flesh.

"God! God!"

The tempo of pain increased in her hand, explogtiragdull red roar.
She turned her head frantically, uncontrollablygragating her
wound, losing consciousness until relapse drewidresr to a close.

This time she roused to a dream world. Great biflavouds sailed
above the tree-tops, changing from rose to gleamaoid. Shafts of
early morning sunlight streamed down the narrowsaglthe jungle,

colouring her world greeny-golden. Continuous ksalls carolled

from tree- top to tree-top, ringing the forest rdumlive with the

darting flashes of brilliant plumage; the flamecamson and scarlet,
deepest, unbelievable blue, bright yellow, and lgurphe banks of
orchid-like growths had a heavy, exotic perfumenadt soporific.

She felt better, or she imagined she felt bettat, ibexpressibly
weak.

She lay on her back for perhaps an hour or so thithseeming
indolence of physical malaise, watching the dapdeekle pattern of
sun and shade through the lustrous greenery. Slydddmng bird, a
blue crane, flashed into sight, winging low overe tkangled



shrubbery, leaving the echo of its strange, metahill. Her white
forenead pleated, losing something of its pathistgstia. A slow
excitement seemed to burn along her veins. A blaeec- a brolga!
Somewhere there must be water. Hope surged threeghumbed
body, a return of the priceless, enduring sping, will to live. Some
dreadful catastrophe had brought her to this pl&ie had no
recollection of what, no insidious questions claneouin her brain.
That way lay insanity. It would all come back, im&. She could die
a hundred deaths, yet live to die again in thisubkd, terrifying
place. Fate might have been less cruel.

A curly frond reached out to caress her face, ecngepngers that
touched her arm and shoulders. She looked dowry dat@nlength of
her body - a slender, finely boned body. She wasriwe a
sand-coloured shirt and cotton slacks, or they tmigite have been
sand- coloured. The right sleeve of her shirt heshldorn out, a great
rent at the knee of her slacks. She tried to faseight arm, wincing
with pain. It was very swollen a few inches abadwe wrist, but the
arm itself was not out of shape. She was certanethvere bones
broken.

In the next half hour she made numerous attemptgetoup and
finally stood swaying like a leaf in a storm. Indilde that it should
be so, but her strength had been taken from harg@ing to keep
her feet, she clutched out at a palm frond, onlyaee cut a ribbon of
blood along her palm. Pain sobered her, collechag swimming
senses. With a little courage she could defy tmglgi labyrinths,
cheat them of one more death. Somewhere there at@s.\8he must
find it. The brolga had shown her the way. Wates Wi - in the
desert, in the jungle. Along the waterways thers Wwape, perhaps
human habitation. The conviction grew in her thia¢ svould be
saved, without logic or reason, an intuitive thiBge was drained of
all emotion. There was no power in her to feel aimg - sorrow, fear,
only a stoic indifference, even to pain. A strayatmeof sunlight
caught the coppery sheen of a little gold medaliba wore round



her neck.St. Christophershe interpreted it, but not for many long
weeks afterwards could she remember who had giterher.



CHAPTERIII

WHAT drove him on? He didn't know. It was four days remce the
light aircraft had been reported missing, threeesithe scattered
wreck had been sighted. Two days since the chaemdins of the
young man had been brought in for burial. Thewas still missing
and this was wild bush, true rain jungle. She haariope in hell,
even if she was alive. Yet something kept at himyladued kind of
glow almost like a candle of hope. Maybe the gieldnhit. He
shrugged his powerful shoulders, more cynical t@npassionate, a
big man, hard, self- reliant, skin tanned to teaktfa tropical sun, his
jet black head uncovered.

If the girl was alive he would find her. He hadmich time for
women beyond their obvious accomplishments, bus tivas
suffering humanity. Besides, he knew the junglanfone did. He
had some grasp of its enormous complexities. He&hbborn on its
fringe; explored it during a boyhood spent in thevr-Never with
his father,Byameeas the myalls called hinone plenty white fella

Garth Daintree, one of the Gulf Country's real td&s; a beef cattle
pioneer. Now he, Steven Daintree, ran his own hemxsthe

neighbouring tablelands, adding to his father'ssgselection with
one of his own - Mokhana, a cattle station of therfe.

His palms were badly calloused and blistered froartkwwith the
machete. It was hard going even for him. He wipedsiveat from his
head and made a vow to himself; if he didn't fired by nightfall he
would have to give up. There were others in théd figith fewer
responsibilities. God alone knew if he was on ilgatrtrack, but it
was more than a calculated hunch. If the girl hadkaush sense at all
she would head for a strearHe knew them all. His dark face
hardened. But what if she had no sense at all?ddjwery probably,
and terrorised by the jungle. What was her namefte& that was it.
A silly, silky soft, feminine sort of name. One theexpect. Just
another pretty face hiding a yawning vacuity.



Andrea Swanson, aged twenty-two, on route fromidang to Cairns,
thirteen hundred miles away, with her fiance, Gotlden, one of the
sugarGoddens, with the wealth of a half a dozen pl@oratbehind

them. Twenty-two! Not much more than a kid. Hissetlied mouth

softened barely perceptibly. Twenty-two to histghsix. If she was

alive she'd have some grief-stricken months ahédekio Like the

boy's family. Irina Godden, the mother, had coléapehen the news
had been broken to her and was still under sedatich Godden, the
shrewd and hard-headed business man, had broken dobvan

interview he himself had called. He had other sgas, but this was
his youngest. There was no need now to rememberreiloéess

arguments with Irina, his wife, who had pampered iadulged and
was so foolishly proud of their playboy son. They was dead,
eighteen months older than the girl they had needr

Daintree released his blade and slashed at a lavuyer slicing it
downwards in one savage chop. He'd heard plenstasfes about
young Godden. None of them mattered now excepifttiet girl ran
true to type she wouldn't be able to fend for Héisatside of the
charmed circle of luxury and being, waited on hand foot. The
heavy shrub closed in on him and he manoeuvredvaigie avoiding
a snake that slithered apprehensively away froms\ued arm.

The jungle was a frightening place and she hadtspese nights in
it. If she was alive. He gave himself a few moments'iteesinen

hacked on with what might have seemed in another ankind of

desperation. He was covered in sweat, his armsksgesith blood

from jagged leaf cuts and thorn stabs but stanstjogrely on his feet
with forty-eight sleepless hours behind him.

In another hour he came down on the creek hisfaidd once called
Camp One. A gigantic eagle was soaring above reesting in
baffled rage. The hairs on the back of his necgkbed and stood up.
Something whispered to him fiercelyhis is it! This is itThe critical
moment had come. He was poised almost rigid, wipiregsweat



from his brow with the back of his hand, letting lelyes roam over
the musky, dank glade. His pent-up breath was &geh a harsh,
whistling sigh.

She was lying outstretched against a flat boultder,arms gently
floated open, one hand clutching a clump of whites|, her long
silvery fair hair trailing like sea silk in the sam. A ghostly light
enshrouded her, a kind of deathly trance. Her lyemas eerie,
heartbreaking. She looked like a beaten child, diteg hands and
feet, lacerated by the tearing thorns and clingimgs that had put
him through a living hell, and him with a macheké¢r face was
miraculously untouched, a gleaming alabaster, the lilies that
grew in profusion along the reed flats.

He felt a knife-thrust of bitterest defeat. Nauseaved in him and
into his mouth came an acrid taste. This was a dehdhe was not
alive at all, only a shell, a beautiful shell thzad only briefly
glimpsed life. The horror and the pity of it! Heutd have taken it
better had she been a man. Instinct alone guidebiddy in its swift,
Impeccable descent. He felt no weight, no grawatatibranches
whipping about his waist, flailing him, but he ne¥elt it.

He jerked to a halt under the weirdest illusior thr@e of her hands
seemed to clench and slowly unclench. He coulcheeethe wound

high up on her temple. Blood that had once oozesh fit had long

since matted to her pale hair. He moved towardsitéara dreadful

sure- ness, a deliberation of purpose that wasstakable. Mind, the
prime master, had taken over from his physicaltreado the shock
of discovery. The body would have to be taken b&tie was dead.
Young, beautiful. She had courage and had provdasuttnow she
was dead.

He bent over her. There was a lambent quality ¢ostitiny skin, a
gueerly greenish tinge. He wanted to leave heeat® with her lilies.
She looked barely more than a child with her winitecent brow. He



slipped a hand inside her shirt, feeling her sligtggast with an icy
chill off the skin. His hand lay over her heart anflash of triumph
turned his eyes glittery. The high badge of courages often
rewarded. The heartbeat was weak, but it was teefdy thudding,
the all-vital life force. He ran his badly blistdreands with exquisite
gentleness over her long, youthful limbs. One aras wertainly
broken. There were multiple minor injuries, savagesquito bites,
some on her legs already infected. The wound orhéad could be
bad. There was a tiny trickle of blood near her thabhat had him
worried because he didn't know for sure whereme&om. If it was
from her mouth it spoke of internal injury. He tbed his fingers to
both .sides of her soft mouth. No sign of blood¢hbut she had to be
treated at once.

He moved to the centre of the clearing and rembnecevolver from
its shoulder holster, sending a volley of shots ihie air - three for
dead, four for alive. The forest echoed and re-edhceverberating
for miles around, swirling the birds in frenzie&gwgl-coloured
masses, screeching their protests to the high heaseattering a
myriad spent blossoms like tongues of flame. lieat back the way
he had come he would reach the rescue party iméae vicinity
before they could get to hintf they could even find the trail. He
didn't want to shift her, but he had to risk it.efé was no place at all
for a chopper to set down.

He sheathed his revolver and turned back to thelgaredibly her
eyes were open, the soft translucent grey of a ddkwynThe quality
of their expression caught at some vulnerable spdim, one he
never knew he still had.

"Hello!" she said in a phantom voice that might iganat a breath,
leaving its tremulous echo floating on the air. k&t towards her
without speaking, his brooding gaze swept oventmey face. "Don't
leave me," she whispered. "lI've been ...atone!" Her tongue
touched her parched mouth.



He turned away to drench a handkerchief at thastrdeading her
face and mouth with moisture. His voice was a damnkiertone,
low-keyed, almost emotionless:

"You're safe, quite safe. | have you now."

She stared up at the hard planes of his face, gmethaby a
will-power far superior to her own. It was the farfea statue, carved
in bronze, a sombre, arrogant face, the cut ohtsérils, the curve of
the handsome mouth, hard and imperious. The eyesaw&hock, the
only moving thing in that dark, carved stiliness; hailliant
ever-changing blue-green.

"Promise me nothing will go wrong. Not now!" Sheaufint her way
out of the mist that was growing in front of heesydirectly holding
his jewelled glance.Canone exact promises from a statue?"

He had to bend his dark head to catch that strdittitge phrase
frightened by the extreme pallor of her face. Shghinthink him a
statue, but he had saved her life. Some time shddwieave to
remember it even if he wanted no thanks. A littermth seemed to
have seeped into her slight body. He cradled héisrarms easily,
taking her weight, scrupulously avoiding hurting Isavollen arm,
and thanked the gods the return route had beerdoditso many of
its tortures. This child had had enough. Her hdaskes lay still on
her cheeks. He bent his dark head over her fapeotect her white
skin from the sun and the heat, the inevitable @lsip some branch
would bring, the spray of leaves and twigs thaptiea the air. With
any luck she should live - live to make a fool andlave of some
weak-willed man. A woman's beauty, in its way, v@asinvincible
weapon.

In complete silence, intensely preoccupied, he niaslavay back
through the jungle, bearing his burden, to emergm fthe trees and
into the open savannah. Force Two of the rescuadsgreeted him



with waves and shouts, a uniform eagerness thateshs relief on
their tired, dark-stubbled faces. A light aircraitcled their heads
preparatory to land. He scarcely seemed aware edf dombined
clamour of congratulations for a superb physicat,fstanding guard
over the girl until the Flying Doctor Service puivan.

It took young Doctor Freedman from Tempe Downs Bésspital to
sum it up neatly with a certain wry grin:

"I guess a man like Daintree could do anything.afly rate he
reached her in time. She'll live!"

With her eyes tightly shut she could visualiseaefa remote, darkly
sculptured face, with a kind of hard perfectionigrike a statue.
Only the eyes were open, not shut. Not black as gt have
expected, but a coldly brilliant, blue-green, altrexguamarine. It was
a familiar yet utterly unfamiliar face. For thedibf her she couldn't
place it. An increasing panic grew in her and sinedf out her hand.

A firm cool hand clamped around her wrist. She gashuddering
start and opened her eyes. She was in a highwaed in a strange
room. It was light, airy, with sunlight streamingraugh open
windows, the sun-wind fluttering the curtains, ytetvas filled with
the unmistakable clinical odour of a hospital. Aochly,
pleasant-faced young woman dressed in a nursefsrmnwith a
white cap firmly anchored to her curls stood bedidebed. She was
holding her wrist to check the pulse rate. A srodene into her warm,
brown eyes.

"Awake, are you? How do you feel?"

"Wonderfull" The large grey eyes, faintly tilted #te corners,
roamed around the room with a look of mild interest



The older girl smiled. "Well, that's the sort ofsarer one might
expect from a heroin@Vonderful'llmagine!" She sounded as if she
was storing the word up for later retelling.

"A heroine? Not me," the girl said gravely. Shek@deep, slow
breath as if to clear her head of all its buttetfigughts.

"Well, | think so!" the little nurse protested. "And plerdl other
people tend to think the same way. Of course, Miinee brought
you in."

"Daintree?" The girl looked up at her with wide, riously
smouldering eyes.

"Yes, Steven Daintree. He owns Mokhana, you knogs ld big man
in our part of the world, as | expect you know. Nesvback, dear, and
I'll check the dressing on your head. That wassayrtaow. I'll try not
to hurt you."

"Don't worry!" A small smile glided across the @girmouth at some
private thought.

The nurse looked down at those, clean, finely bdeatlires, wishing

not for the first time that she was a cool blortkerything seemed to
happen to them. Not only the good things, of cau&ee grew

vaguely ashamed of her thoughts and smiled.

"Doctor Freedman will be looking in presently. Hglsite pleased
with your progress. | imagine he'll be wanting tové a little chat
with you. You've been out most of the time."

"A little chat? About what?"



"Oh, this and that," the nurse replied, purposéllgand. She stared
down at the girl with eyes that were anything bffthand, then
changed the subject to say brightly:

"What beautiful hair you've got! A true silver-gilthave a little niece
with hair like this, but | didn't think it survivechildhood. The funny
part is, her mother - my sister, you know - warttedall her Andrea.
But Bob, the father, that is, insisted on callihg fpoor little mite
Hilary, after his mother. Nance named the otherr.fdmagine
burdening a kid with a name like Hilary!" The gricgesounded in her
laughing voice.

The girl in the bed looked up at her apprehensiaétyost. "I rather
like it. Is thatmy name... Andrea?"

The-little nurse blinked. "Of course, dear. Whase@ Andrea
Swanson. Don't tell me you can't remember?"

"No, | can't!" The soft, musical voice fell almdkit.

"Well, never mind!" the nurse said bracingly. "Yseihad a bad time
of it, goodness knows. | expect it will all comeckhan a day or two."
A frown was gathering between her dark brows.

"l hope so!" the girl agreed quietly.

"Can you remember anything else?" the nurse askedaamoment
of consideration.

"I remember the man who found me!"

"Who wouldn't?" The gentle ministering hands wdmeast through.
Her deft, capable hands were behind her patieftindi her,
straightening her pillows.



"You know Mr. Daintree?" The blonde girl turned lerad catching
the other's deprecating grin.

"No, worse luck! I've seen him plenty of times, baan't actually say
I've met him. Steven Daintree moves in differemtles, | can tell
you. He's kind of inaccessible, to us mere morthlg, terribly

good-looking, if you like that kind of thing. Dadnd forbidding, and
those eyes! - the glitter of them is enough to giwa the shivers!"
She broke off, blushing a little, obviously regirggther outburst. The
girl seemed scarcely to have heard her tracing pag fingers over
the cast on her arm.

"Has he been to the hospital?"

"No, dear. He's gone back to Mokhana. That's Hitecstation. One
of the best in the State," she said proudly, ggtinicarious kick out
of it. "Dr. Freedman reports on your progress, ftgu understand.”

"Oh! " The girl's voice was suddenly faint and &f; completely
uninterested.

"And now you're drowsy," the nurse said sympatladiyic"l'll leave
you in peace. My name's Susan Harris, | expectlyioel'seeing a
good bit of me. Now have a little nap. Doctor Fr@ed is still doing
his rounds. Just lie back and relax."”

She gave a cheerful, professional little nod oftiesad and went out
of the room briskly, shutting the door.

Lie back and relax!She repeated the words soundlessly over a
over. They didn't seem to make much sense, noa fgirl whose
recollection of her life was an unsolved mystettye 8urned her head
into the pillow. It would be futile to lash out tdte. She breathed
deeply, long, slow breaths, until the sick, lostssgion passed. She
had come through all right. She had so much tohla@kful for.



Everything would come right, she repeated to hérgelgedly.
Daintree would tell her what she must do, as caliidpassionate as a
judge. He would tell her what she needed to kndve. \Bas sure of it
without knowing why. She was too tired to reasagsththings out.
For the first time a quiver of emotion touched Beft, sensuous
mouth. She sighed deeply, pressed back into thé moond of
pillows and closed her eyes.

A shadow fell across the bed. She opened her eypsyef all but

drowsy curiosity, a spasm of pain, seeing him &t fin profile: a

young man in a white coat studying a chart. He &ddick rather
unruly thatch of toffee- coloured hair, a nose thad certainly been
broken, an incisive mouth and a no-nonsense chenturhed and
smiled, and when the smile came full on he wastaacive man

with light blue eyes sparkling, his manner easy amdiffled.

"How goes it, Miss Swanson?" He didn't wait for kaswer but bent
over her, pressing down the skin under her eyesstarthg into her
pupils. "Any headache?"

"Yes, rather a bad one."

He flicked his cuff back over his wrist watch amibk her puke. It
was slow but not dangerously so. In his experiehee,behaviour
since she had been admitted had been abnormady. lictims of a
deep concussion were usually uninhibited, sometim
embarrassingly so, yet all this girl's recorded blngs centred
around her experience in the jungle and her redadies of Steven
Daintree. She was far too restrained and he coullgd gquess at her
normal temperamental pattern. He looked directlyestand she was
obliged to return his gaze.

"Nurse tells me you have a small problem?"



"I can't remember my name." She was surveying hith great
gravity out of her large grey eyes. Her intent-shasd complete
unconsciousness of herself underlined her beawtyfama moment
his normal processes of professional routine wermellyw arrested.
His reaction was purely masculine and aesthetie@ $As, he
concluded, in a blonde, remote way, the most beehutiuman
creature he had ever laid eyes on, the body aslgleat and faultless
as the face. Her grave eyes disturbed him and mmadspeak more
briskly than he intended.

"Do youwantto remember it?"
"Of course!"

"Then you will. Do you realise you were involvedarplane crash?
Light aircraft." He pulled up a chair and sat dolside the bed,
waiting for her answer.

She looked back at him with a semblance of shoskedrise and
winced a little. "It may seem odd, but | haven'ebeurious... of
anything!"

His eyes sharpened. "You have no recollection®f it

"None at all. It's as if my life began in the réomest, the trees and the
birds and the banks of orchids."

He had read a lot of this on her case sheet. He tife brows
together. "It's temporary amnesia, of course,"did guietly, "but |
don't want you to be frightened by a name. It'simgf, | promise, to
worry you. You just have to give yourself a littlme."

"How long?" she asked in a faintly weary abstracted.ton



"I can't say. | didn't consider this new developmdétow | must.
You've been through a bad time. We must be pafidre.extent of
the concussion was rather bad but the blow itselfi that serious -
no fractures, no sign of real damage, no deeparyirhelow. You
have a broken arm which should soon mend with yoce clean
bones. You're still in a state of shock to a careaitent. Sometimes
the mind seeks a refuge just as the body does."

Her eyes were uncanny, great shadowed pools of. lighat
happened to the others? The pilot, the passengers?"

"There were no other passengers,” he said sobb@hly yourself,
The pilot was killed."

"Oh, I'm so very sorry!" Her reaction was no mohart a quick
Instinctive compassion and regret. Her eyes wedelyifixed on his
face. "l suppose I'm lucky to be alive!"

"Very lucky!" he agreed with studied calm. "But fdaintree we'd all
but given up hope. You were a long way from theckage."

She flinched and his voice trailed away. He wadddtle for some
indications of disturbance, but none came. Sheav&sow princess
locked away in her ivory tower, with her still, paiace and silvery
hair.

"Do you want to hear a little about yourself, Aral?é he asked
gently.

"l suppose so!" A faint quiver of humour touched meouth. A
heartening sign. "My name is Andrea Swanson ..."

"... aged twenty-two," he took up. "You came oonhirEngland with
your parents when you were four years old andeskitti Melbourne.
Your mother died ten years later, then you and yatiner came up to



Queensland to a warmer climate. | understand yaiinef wasn't a
well man. He died less than six months ago. Hetsatithat you had
a good education. You teach English literature arsdory at a
well-known girls' school." He looked down at heranms serious
expression relaxed. He gave an encouraging smite 6f this mean
anything to you?"

She plucked at the top sheet rather distractetliy. sorry, but no."
She hesitated for a moment, then looked up at M@ould | see
myself? | don't even know what | look like!"

He was shocked by the stark fear in her eyes,itstrréal show of
emotion. He answered swiftly, warmly:

"Your face is unmarked. You're a beautiful girl,dkea, and you've
still got your English complexion. I'll get NurseaHis to bring you a
mirror. She can get you some cosmetics, whateuetige. Just tell
her."

She bowed her head. The sight of her own face mghther
memory, surely?

"l have no money, have I?" she asked rather heligles

He drew a deep breath almost of reprieve. "Thittsean taken care
of. We've had plenty of offers to look after yos aamatter of fact, but
we decided to accept the first."

"Mr. Daintree?" she asked, her voice a silverydhdraanging in the
warm air.

"Right in one!" he answered laconically, but foe thife of him he
couldn't manage a brighter tone. His mouth softeriélde expression
in her eyes. "l wouldn't worry about it, Andreae&n Daintree has
more of this world's possessions than he'll evedrie



"It's kind of him, all the same," she insisted.

"Kind?" He seemed to savour the word and find @#diequate. He
forced a smile. "It's certainly typical. A man likgaintree doesn't
leave strings untied. He found you, he'll see yowour feet." His

keen eyes did not miss her slight agitation. Tlaldn't be allowed.
"Now I'm going to give you something to make yoeefl. Complete
rest is what you need. Your brain is functioninge€uaormally except
for this defensive block it seems to have put llpput it this way -

you've survived an ordeal; now with adequate gsbdd food and
attention everything else should click into place."

Her mouth quivered, then was still. "I'll have ad&é your word for it.
Are you sure | don't need a psychiatrist insteaa d@dctor?"

He shook his head in sharp contradiction, sendigiek probing
look into her lake-coloured eyes. "Quite sure. Yeubeen badly
concussed and shocked, so something of this nistai altogether
unusual. Perhaps you'll wake up to find you've mivered
everything." He turned away for a moment, not wanto meet her
eyes, test her powers of belief. He came backtame swabbed her
arm. "Now this is only a pinprick. Close your eya@sd remember
you're safe and among friends."

She turned her head away from the needle, herdsyélittering
obediently as if she were already on the bordedingleep. "That's
what.hesaid," she murmured faintly. "You're safe. Quaées.

He stared down at the pure oval of her face, fgeliot compassion
but conflicting sensations that filled him with argeral sense of guilt
and irritation. He had some deep-seated concerthi®mgirl, some

niggling worry that he couldn't put a finger toré®tge, but she was
fast developing a psychological dependence on EBainthe harmful
delusion that he was some kind of saviour. Someimoler pitiful

need for reassurance he stood as a link betweepdastrand her



future. Whatever happened to her now was partly, -essentially -
what Daintree would dictate.

He had a sharp mental picture of the man. Proudeger. Powerful,
ambitious, completely self-orientated. Certain mtemwas forced to
concede, had the power to take hold of the minglinfagination.
Some link had been forged between Daintree andjithéy some
strange circumstance of fate. Even Daintree whebrbeght her in
appeared to have been shaken out of his monumealia and
indifference, though it was now firmly back in pégacThe doctor
passed a hand over his face almost wearily. It mwgmssible to
assess the result of this chance encounter. Arbamiree hung the
aura of dynamism, wordly success. He didn't likerttan, he was too
impersonal, but he had to admire his wholly adiri/ing brain.And
he was anything but tight-fisted with his "looseaobe”, as any
legitimate charity would have to acclaim. Whedsit that bothered
him? From all accounts, Daintree was no woman-hatgrhe was
said to regard them no higher than passing distrast Doctor
Freedman turned sharply towards the bed. This cimlth her
sensitive face and long delicate bones stood tdwré - badly.
Daintree was that kind of man. Any woman save driesoown kind
would do well to avoid him.

All at once tiredness attacked him, an odd sendawfess. For a
moment he considered withholding this new develagnii®m the
man, then decided against it. It would be unwisealy the least, at a
time when plans for a new wing were in the offihgany event he
wouldn't be able to hold the Goddens off for mdranta few days,
and by that time she might remember their son.&le @ funny deep
sigh of exasperation. Irina Godden would be a gmmbHe was not at
all sure this child could withstand the batterimgms of grief and
hysteria that Irina Godden might subject her toe Tdngled web of
fate! A fate that had deprived a spoilt, overingdalgvoman of her
beloved son, leaving her clinging to those last moi® that could
only be supplied by a stranger, a young woman, whenson had



loved and wanted to bring home. Lord knows it wiffscdlt enough
to remain completely emotionally detached fromghiEhimself.

He looked down at her face. It seemed cruel to awdler, but she
would have to be watched carefully from now ondoy further sign

of mental impairment. These head injuries weredthel, even when

they appeared to be superficially imposed. Sheddaleat and clean
and very young in her dreamless calm, her browslasttes darkly
emphatic against her white skin. She didn't loolalathe type he

imagined young Godden would have been interesteduh then

again, one could never tell about these things. \Bag beautiful

enough to ensnare any man.

A tap on the door broke into his speculations. ditedd with feigned
geniality to see Nurse Harris standing in the d@yrwith conscious
professional poise.

"Mr. Daintree on the line, sir!"

"His eyes seemed to look through and beyond hiésasething had
conquered all his attentions. Just as he thoughtight relay a
message to Daintree here was the man himself. Al there was
nothing else for it; a situation must not be allovte develop. Within
seconds he was his usual cool, unruffled self,ngiviNurse Harris
some" brief, concise instructions, walking along ffolished wood
corridor to his office at the end of the wing.

The voice on the telephone matched the man; denkreéd, direct,
diabolically self-assured.

"Daintree here! " It came over very crisp and distti Then it was his
turn, the faintest patch of colour staining hisaii®nes, put there by
the humiliating but probably erroneous impressibiat t Steven
Daintree had judged him and found him wanting asaa ... as a
medic. He fought his own mingled resentments andagked on a



professional routine, giving the facts and thegjsker-explaining, if
anything, but then that was the damnable effeanidee had on him -
almost, he thought, with a rush of self-disgudte lthe nervous
volubility of an inferiority complex.

Daintree cut through his wordy exposition.
"I'd like to see her!"

The doctor hesitated for a fraction of a secondngy to determine
whether there was a faintly hostile element inghestion. "Today?"

"Of course today!" The distinctive voice becamearifything, even
more distinct. "I've flown in especially for thatiqpose."

Damn the man! Freedman thought irritably. He seetogubssess a
prestige and authority that was entirely natural anmistakable.
Reacting perversely, he decided to argue the pomt "l don't think

that would be wise. Tomorrow, the day after, peshdpie sounded
vaguely pontifical even to his own ears, almosplesis to change
anything.

The line fairly crackled, electric with unconcealetpatience.

"Damn it all, Freedman, I'm not a relative! I'm maing to excite or
upset the girl. In the normal course of eventshédgprepared to defer
your judgement, but this case is different, espigcia view of this
new development. It has to be today. I'm sure ymletstand! " The
cool urbanity was back in the voice again, infléxibs honed steel.
Steven Daintree would be a hard man to toss undsr
circumstances. There was a cold, rigid pause aeédrinan was
forced into breaking it, feeling a certain dismaysstempt for his
own sensations, based as they were on emotiondogiot In all
fairness to the man, Daintree could be depended tgpknow how to
act in a sickroom. He became equally courteous.



"Very well then, as you wish, Mr. Daintree. We'lpect you this
afternoon."

"Thank you, Doctor." Steven Daintree hung up suawsl the last
word, leaving Freedman to yet another small cirsthis day-to-day
life. As usual he resolved it with a cigarette, lamgiwryly at thoughts
of possible lung damage but clinging to his selfidi®ns. He had no
other vices he would admit to. After a few momerif
thought-crowded contemplation he turned away tosteel cabinet
that held the recent X-ray photographs. He riffledugh them to the
letter S, then took out the girl's and held thentoughe light. Now that
he looked again there was a faint something whaalidcbe a very
fine frontal crack. Equally well it might not. Ansate, it wasn't
anything dangerous. The girl was maintaining herddmn - no,
improving it. She was quite rational. The temporamynesia was not
entirely unexpected. He would look in again on Iheflore Daintree
arrived.

As it happened he was tied up with a veritable e@pid of casualties
for the rest of the day, anything from snakebitd&ally jaundiced
babies. Nurse Harris found herself with the prydeof escortinghe
Steven Daintree along to the east wing and theaf@ivooms that
opened off the polished wood corridor. Daintree e@sscious of the
little darting feminine glances that came his wayyao withdraw
every time he turned his head, but otherwise hemn@awas as
sweetly professional as a nurse in a T.V. seriexldserved with a
certain tolerant contempt.

He had no time for the coy female manoeuvres. Sanghbout the
whole Swanson business was gnawing at him likeching joint.
Irina Godden had already contacted him twice tmkham for the
part he had played in the girl's rescue, takingamngely proprietorial
line more fitting to a close relative than a viltsianger. She seemec



all set to transfer a crushing mother love. Ah yiellvas none of his
business. The sooner the girl was on her feet atedta look after
herself the better. Perhaps she'd be glad of ariesg ticket with the
Goddens since she had no money herself, no faroily since her
father died. He shrugged his powerful shouldersatrmn rejection.
He was far too busy for this kind of thing. As hedhexplained to
Freedman, he wasn't a relative. The girl had nionctan him even if
he had saved her life.

Inside Room 8B the patient was sleeping, her faceet into the
pillows. Those fine bones he remembered had a tdothiselled
impersonality. It wasn't a face at all but a vacamatsk of beauty,
empty and forlorn. Something stirred in him, makimign turn on the
little nurse. He looked a very, very formidable man

"You might tell Dr. Freedman I'm here! "

She stared up at him, startled by his arrested mewg and flushed
at his tone, thoroughly disconcerted.

"Why, certainly, Mr. Daintree! "

Slavery is abolished, Steven Daintree, she thougWardly ruffled
by the glitter off those uncanny eyes. This waerapete reversal of
their positionsShewas the one connected with the hospital, even
he had endowed a ward that was named after hisrfath

He read her thoughts easily. "It's quite all righyrse," he said
smoothly, and she flushed anew at his sudden tamsfg white
smile. He moved to the door with her with lithe @ga"No fuss, no
bother. Just run along and report.”

"Certainly, Mr. Daintree,” she repeated rather thieasly,
wondering if everyone he came in contact with tihexlline. She was
flushed to the point of her starched white collBinese men they



thought they could use their strength and persign@ibend you to
anything! She shuddered a little. Steven Daintreéghtnbe a
strikingly handsome man, but he would give a worhall! One

didn't need to be an expert to see that. Inwatdbstdred, outwardly
serious, she made her way back along the cormdoollecting she
should have remained with her patient, but Dr. ¢hneendid say he
wanted to be informed of the great man's arrival.

Inside Room 8 Daintree looked down at the sleeping His eyes
were searching, not liking what he saw, althoughhwiothing
concrete to go on but a feeling. He narrowed hisseggainst the
reflected glare of the sun that turned her ash-¢alid to a living
shield. He turned away to adjust the blinds, thewed back and sat
down on the white wooden chair, moving it nearerkikd.

A spasm of pain seemed to move across those atitufes. She
reached up a fumbling hand to the dressing on &a&d.hHe caught it
and put it firmly aside.

"Don'tdothat! " she said with painful emphasis.

Her eyes were firmly closed, the lashes denselglhemh He tried to
withdraw his hand, but her fingers were locked @ dwn, with
surprising strength. He looked down at that patédpnched hand with
its long tapering fingers and fine, oval-shapedsnand his thoughts
were disrupted by an increasing aura of uneasiti@sgaint prickles
of awareness akin to those moments of danger waierak out game
hunting on the tidal estuaries. There was somethirang here, a
warning antenna. Yet why should he think it? Freaalsreport was
reassuring enough, discounting the amnesia bvasn't the first time
he had heard of a temporary memory block. He exdhe faintest
pressure of his own and the girl relaxed her fragtip. Her lips
parted and her eyes flew open.



"Oh, it's you!" she said with difficulty, touchirtge tip of her tongue
to her mouth. Her eyes were enormous, shimmerkesglaf pain and
tension, silvery grey. The fixed stare left them &s slowly
refocused.

"How are you?" he asked quietly.

Her eyes seemed drawn to him fascinated, starilgrats though
there was a special rhythm, a meaning to his featur feel dreadful.
My head aches!"

"I know."

She was as engrossed as a child. Her hair was drvagkiseverely
from her face, exposing the bone structure, with profound
assurance of beauty. His eyes flickered over hifiabt, inscrutable,
a turbulent blue- green.

"Please stay with me. Please. | lost you." Her hagidened on his

and she gave the faintest moving smile, like alltst youth in the

world. She seemed a little delirious, this waitiefaster, as she tried
to drag herself up. His hands shifted with exqaisttength to the fine
bones of her shoulders, pressing her gently baoktlire pillows.

"It's all right, little one, I'm here. | won't gavay. Lie still."

She subsided, solaced, her eyes glazing a littleoag)h overlaid by a
fine film.

"Hold my hand. Can you? Don't go away!" She seethadkful to
have an existence at all as long as their handg yeened and
inseparable. He caught her agitated fingers wighawn. His skin
was as dark as a native's, lean and strong adengile fragility. It
was a curious sensation, almost a vast irratignddaving this child



look at him with such trusting acceptance. Womeim'tiusually look
at him with those eyes.

Her body was curved towards him, hovering deligatel the last
edge of fragility, sighing in relief against therttdnand that held her.
He clamped down on the thoughts that invaded hasl.he

"Tell me your name."

"Andrea, isn't it?" Her voice fell low, almost rahny. "My head
aches, abominably."” She shivered suddenly. "I't ill

"Do you know where you are, Andrea?" he persisted.

"In hospital. Does it matter?" Her voice was staytio slur and this
prompted him to say with a gentleness not usulirm

"No, it doesn't really matter at all. Lie quietly."

He changed his own position slightly after a clgseutiny of her
face, the sinking eyelids.

Her voice surprised him, suddenly sharpening. "Dgol™

"I've no such intention. I'm here and I'm stayingls tone, curiously
harsh, had the effect of soothing her. Her lashesbled on her
shining porcelain cheeks.

Where the hell was Freedman? He didn't like thesdious drowsy
state. His other hand found her pulse. It was sk, wasn'tit? The
time had come for a second opinion. He knew enalghut head
Injuries to expect almost anything. His mind shauday from the
possible dangersie'dtaken enough to find her. She wasn't going
die on him now. Characteristically his face hardete a granite
impassivity. Steven Daintree was a man temperarentasuited to
accepting defeat or failure.



He turned his dark head sharply as Luke Freedmpaaapd at the
door, walking noiselessly on his rubber- soled shoe

"Afternoon, Daintree. Sorry | got tied up. A hedtiay all round."

Steven Daintree got to his feet, a lean, powerfolijyt man, his dark
face undeniably autocratic, demanding some quiskvars.

"Something tells me this girl is heading for troeblThat's your
department. You'd better alert me. | want to beyda meet it before
it arrives!"

Immediately hostility was in the air, live and dtlieg with tension.

"Oh, come now!" Freedman tried to speak calmly,sctous of his
own swift rise in blood pressure. "Her chart's blegpot right up to the
minute. She's holding her condition. Of course,ydu're not
satisfied..." he broke off, mortified and affronted

"Oh, be your age, man!" Daintree bit off the wosadwvagely. "Haul
down the flag. A second opinion never hurt anyone!"

Luke Freedman reached for the pulse chart, gragpgkmiously with
himself. Why should he allow Daintree to panic hirh® all
probability this would turn out to be a perfecttyagghtforward case.
He couldn't afford to get his hackles up. It wasnidae, in a way,
who had swung his appointment for him, over a molcer man.
There was nothing in the chart to alarm him, thoiigfad been kept
at two-hourly instead of hourly intervals. He leaméer the bed.

"Andrea, how are you?"

He spoke loudly, almost in her ear, but she digaitt at all. He tried
again and finally sank his fingers into the sadsfi of her upper arm.

"Andrea, wake up!"



She opened her eyes then with no real accommodattire pupils.
She frowned and refocused her gaze, passing fromtdiDaintree,
who stood at his shoulder more like a mentor thavisdor, he
thought with uncontrollable resentment, feelingyvertuch on the
defensive as he sometimes used to in his studeyg déh a
particular tutor.

There were footsteps along the corridor and Nurseisipaused on
the threshold, her round face sensitive to thegihgrtension, the
grouping of the tableau, the air of constraint estwthe two men.

"How long has she been like this?" Doctor Freedmatdenly asked,
his voice rising.

Over the pleasant round face spread a look ofauundignation.

"Well, really, Doctor, she's been quite all righto trouble at all -
quite lucid between sleeping bouts."

He took the inert wrist on the top sheet. The pwsas slow, much
slower than the last entry. In fact it had beerinfgl since late
morning, combined with a rising temperature. Inaaal pressure
now seemed likely. He swallowed dryly, an unpleashagnosis
being forced home on him. He turned to the tallamiee with the
air of a man forced under fire to take orders ftomenemy.

"She could need neuro-surgery, and soon. We hawerfacilities or
the know-how."

A muscle moved along Daintree's lean cheek. "ThabWw.l was just
waiting for you to confirm it." He lapsed into abrapt silence as
though to keep a restraint on his tongue.

Freedman nibbled savagely on his underlip. Haulrdtdve flag, he
had said. Well, he'd have to. Daintree had alctihrenections, money



to burn. Sturm was their man and he was priéeylhe was hundreds
of miles away. He jerked irritably, his hands cleggogether in a
knuckle- whitening grip.

"The man I'd recommend is Guy Sturm of St. Vineeriife has his
department there, his own theatre, his own teaecessary for his
kind of work. His fees are astronomical where taggmt can afford
them. Aside from that how do we get her there ? "

Daintree made a sharp impatient sound. "Leavdahat. We'll have
to fly her out, of course. You'll go with her?" ldbot Freedman a
piercingly bright glance from under his dark flayibrows.

"Of course. Could you arrange to fly me back? Mwami can take
over in my absence."

"That can be arranged. | take it you'll contact®twhile | line up the
transport?"

Freedman nodded shortly. "Leave that part to th@uit in a priority
call now. If there's bleeding going on inside headh, which now
seems likely, an operation is inevitable. Twelvdaiarteen hours at
the most."

Daintree crossed to the door with spare, econonmualements.
"You can expect me to line up a charter flight \witthe hour. She'll
want something bigger, more comfortable than whedn provide.
Will you be ready to move?"

Freedman almost whistled. Within the hour! The raes about to
start, but on it depended a girl's life. Daintreekied implacable,
transfixing him with a brilliant stare. He glanceideways at Nurse
Harris who almost had her mouth open.



"That will do, Nurse," he said sharply. "You migignd Matron to

me." He looked past her stiffly retreating figuoeDaintree. How in

God's name had he come into all of this? The m@irsaithority were

being taken right out of his hands. Something albaihtree would

always give him the psychological advantage, thatoas rather

frightening detachment. Even when he looked agthé¢here was no

softening, no hint of compassion in that austen@lydsome face. He
knew to a hair's breath that Daintree had waited enough for his
answer.

“In an hour,"” he said curtly. "I'll be ready. Depenpon it. And
Daintree ..." he waited until the other man swunigyiaf lightning
glance over his shoulder ... "thank you!"

The blue-green eyes held a look that was hardéoaret. "Forget it,"
he said crisply. "We've both got a job to do!"



CHAPTER 11

IN the changing room he reached for the familiarghinthe mask,
the cap, and the gown. It was a privilege to bawadld to sit in on the
operation - Sturm was very particular about whoralleved into his
theatre - yet somehow he was sick to the pit oktomach. Familiar
smells wafted in to him from the ante-room, remigphim this was a
race against time. It was so unwise to become emaity involved

with a patient. It laid one open to self- exacddrat

The door behind him opened and Guy Sturm walkeddry, spare in
the light, tight-fitting gear he wore under his gowle was a tall man
in fine physical condition with a silver halo of ihagFreedman
considered appropriate and bright, hard blue ejdesrceful, rather
temperamental man with the reputation of possesaitgngue as
sharp and unerring as his scalpel. In his studays,d~reedman had
cause to circulate many stories of the great mam@waess in that
direction, not always to Sturm's credit.

"All set, Freedman?" The voice was the acid dragviédmembered.
"Not suffering from the nervous bellyaches, | hopeu always were
lily-livered. Time is passing and a great deal to. dPatient's
respiration rate is falling. A damn fool nurse diére was nearly
blabbing her head off about cutting all that ‘gong® hair. A very
silly young woman even as young women go. Can'¢etiwo much
of them, eh? They don't make all that much sense!"

Freedman returned the pebbled blue gaze and stoogever his
helpless animosity. These brilliant, sarcastic sygave him a pain in
the neck.

"Hopeless, the lot of them!" Sturm was saying, igiis silence for
agreement. The mobile mouth curved down in hiserlengly face.
"Unobjective and sentimental. Barely a one wortking to, | assure
you. With all humbleness, | can't think how | ewsarried, except for



my sons." His eyes fell on Freedman's set facem&m handy
sometimes, eh, Freedman? As | expect you- know."

Freedman lifted his head, obliged to return that pr what it was
worth. Who knew, the temperamental old devil miglke it into his
head to throw him out. No one could deny that Guyr8 was a very
able man, in fact no one had ever had the temeritip such a thing,
but Freedman was of the opinion that a little & ¢ineat man went a
long way. To be taken a small dose only, like oacgear. He
reflected rather waspishly that Grace Sturm alwejexred to herself
as "the duffer" for reasons one had scarcely tegae

They both turned as the door opened and Theatter Sisnounced
very briskly:

"All set, sir!"

Sturm produced a pair of glasses and poked thetimeolridge of his
nose.

"No need to yell, girl! This isn't a football matak it?"

Theatre Sister stood her ground, answering bravelyasn't aware
that Iwasyelling, sir! "

"Bunkum! " said the great man rudely. He swerved anbjected
Freedman to a close scrutiny as though he hadjostyhoticed his
existence. "You look a bit green, my boy. No calbe nervous. All
things being equal I'll pull your little ewe lambund in under the
hour, wouldn't you say, Sister? If a job's wortimdoit's worth doing
well!"

With a smile on his face he prepared to walk ouhefroom, pausing
as he passed Theatre Sister, respectfully backadsaghe door, to
jab her with a long finger, bending on her a stagty lascivious grin.



"What you need is more fun in your spare time,&jsthe suggested.

"You might be right, sir,"” she smiled slightly. "Bufather doubt it!"
She was wearing a good-tempered common sense bkelge and
Freedman gave her a second glance. She was attracia way; a
calm, intelligent, young woman with curious gredmpwn eyes, but
they couldn't compare with a clear, shining grey,ttought rather
distractedly.

"What do you say, Freedman?" Sturm's eyes felliom h
"I'm sorry, sir, I've rather lost the thread of wiae were saying."

"It would appear so," Sturm replied coldly. "You'very jumpy,
aren't you? Never made a surgeon, like | told yanerve at all."

"Quite, sir!" They fell into line behind him. "l da say it's my fault.”
>

"l agree! " Sturm threw a sour smile over his sdeul "Well, come
along. Let someone else take the responsibilityn-ih excellent
form."

Theatre Sister threw Freedman a sympathetic smdded her Chief
get ahead of them.

"No false modesty abolim! " she said lightly.

Freedman frowned moodily. "I'd say he was just aldbe most
arrogant old prima donna I've ever come across!"

Her voice was suddenly cool and casual. "Well, avall in favour of
him around here." She was once more part of tha,tear loyalty
asserting itself. "The nice, admirable things dahitays go along
with brilliance, you know."



"That may well be," he retorted mildly enough. "Wdmm | to expect
uniformity?"

She glimpsed the weariness and anxiety in his ayddier own eyes
softened. "l can see you're worried, Doctor, but koow as well as |
do she's in the best possible hands. Now let's.§o |

His eyes were diverted to the narrow, sheeted gbtonthe table.
Not even a human outline could be detected. Scaibipe masked
and gowned, Sturm approached the table. Insidetthbatre his
demeanour underwent a startling change. He wasonget the
silver-haired prima donna but a big, clever mamprsmely rational,
with the fires of brilliance and dedication burnibgghtly out of his
blue eyes, the beautiful hands that moved witheidikie delicacy
and precision.

Pressed back against the wall, well clear of thvaise had things to
do, Freedman found himself in an almost oppresstiygor of nerves
and inactivity. The anaesthetist, a friend froneintdays, sat on his
low stool at the side of the table, stethoscog@dears, making tiny
marks on his chart. All eyes were glued on Stusteady, precise
hands. There was no sound at all except the vditdeecsurgeon at
intervals and finally his long-drawn sigh as thia tsteel encountered
its objective, the blood clot it had been seekihuigpund the theatre
swept an inaudible ripple of relief and triumph. tM&anders, the
anaesthetist, gave him a half wink.

The human being under the green twill cover, impery to pain,
suddenly came to life.

"Take the sheet off me! Take it off. I'm suffocagini

A faint smile came into Sturm's blue eyes. "Albimod time, my dear.
Diathermy, Sister!"



The young voice wore on, sometimes clear, sometigagbled -

nothing that made much sense, more a helplessiaeaitt the

condition she found herself in. Only once did shie @loud when the
inevitable pain came, the suturing of the scalpg #ren Freedman
found himself swallowing hard and convulsively, hals dragging
into his palms. Then it was over and they weraltifther with great
gentleness and care from the table on to the batdhhd been
wheeled in.

Sturm stepped back from the table while TheatreeSghipped off
his mask. "She'll do!" he said with immense satisém. "Now I'll
have a chat to our man, Daintree. Panic-proof, dhat You might
take a few lessons from him, Doctor." Sturm couloint any
conversation to correction, but Freedman ignorealt tbbvious
jibe.-Why wouldn't Sturm admire Daintree? These dhar
self-controlled men counted such things a virtueeylwere stripped
of their theatre gear within minutes and walkingrg the empty
corridor to where Daintree was waiting, Sturm dlighahead as
befitting his position, Freedman a few paces behindither
concealing their gratification.

Steven Daintree advanced on Sturm, one hand extefalee and
quality stamped all over him, in the set of hischaad shoulders, the
strong structure of his face with its emphatic dinBemperament and
character Freedman was prepared to concede, atilllgidn't like
the man. Sturm obviously did, shaking the youngan'mmhand and
warmly accepting his thanks and congratulationstdel with his
own success, he was moved to be generous.

"Freedman here did a good job on the diagnosiwak very well
spotted.”

Freedman, meeting Daintree's glinting, blue-greamreg suddenly
blushed.



"I made no contribution at all."

"Come now, Doctor,” Sturm remonstrated, but waseaaly

motioning Daintree towards his office. Freedmanused himself
briefly on the pretext of having a word with Matirlers before he
left the hospital for his private rooms.

"Join us as soon as you can, my boy!" Sturm threev bis shoulder
with pseudo-friendliness. "Interesting case! I'kelito discuss it
further.”

Freedman inclined his head no more than politelg. Whs no
boot-licker, not yet anyway. Even so he had toesnidr his laudable
stand was wasted on Sturm. ,, Already the greathmadriurned back
to Daintree to say amicably:

"l understand you brought her in, my dear chapl. melabout it."

See how the big wheels love one another! Freedimaunght with
unaccustomed irony. Better Daintree than himselfy Gturm had
the reputation for being able to talk the hind &ffa donkey. He
walked away down the corridor, making a conscidfsrteto pull
himself together. He was growing cynical, proneligenchantment.
For the past few days he hadn't been at all hilmselfe like a change
of personality, so much so that he was forced badkimself, able to
recognize clearly for the first time in himselfr@esking envy, a fear
of being patronised by men of a bolder, more irtiiai stamp than
himself. The thought gave him a chilling discomfetich made him
anxious to escape the big, impersonal hospital vw&htop-flight
resident specialists, for his own home ground winerevas known
and respected for what he was: a capable, hardigp@ P. with no
pretensions to brilliance like nine out of ten of fellows. Pursuing
the truth, one had to face up to it. He was rurthefmill, but in that
estimate, like most sensitive people, he was hardmself.



Matt Sanders was hanging about near the lifts, $1ahdved deep in
his pockets, just like the old days. They spenteagant ten minutes
talking over old times; the interesting, the cortdbte, the

sometimes hilarious things that had happened ta,ttieen in a better
frame of mind, Freedman approached Ward Sisteskavlhere they
had taken his patient.

He found the room easily, not going in, but stagdnotside the door
looking through the porthole glass windows. She lyagy quietly,
her breathing easy, the composition of her faceradt by its
attendant bandages.

Poor little girl! Poor little Andrea! He almost freed the words aloud.
She had come through a bad time of it and therestilaa long way
to go. With a certain wry humour he recalled Starodld-blooded
commentary on the cutting of her long, beautifur.h@rust a man
like Sturm to see through to essentials. Like thel'nurse" he would
probably have found himself, if not "blabbing" lahst upset at such
a work of destruction.

Ward Sister had followed him up, wondering at hasitation outside
the door. She was a warmly pretty woman in heryehiities with a
straight, direct gaze that still managed to be gerahd
compassionate.

"Anything wrong, Doctor?"

"No, Sister,” he smiled slightly. "She looks so @=fal, | won't
disturb her. I just thought I'd see how she was."

"l understand it was a fine job Mr. Sturm did omeshe prompted
him gently.

"Quite in keeping with his reputation,” he agreathaut surprise and
a certain lack of reverence.



She allowed herself to smile outright. She had graxsed to Guy
Sturm as a controversial subject. The eminent surgmllected
enemies like some men made friends.

"Theatre Sister had the good idea of making a swidt Miss

Swanson's hair," she supplied, adroitly changirey shbject. "We
thought she could have it made up into a shortumtg her own hair
grows through. That colour would be almost impdssib duplicate
in any case." A smile hovered around her mouth;hed her eyes.
"Appearances are important to us girls, Doctor!"

His lingering resentment disappeared with that peeted
information.

"Of course, what a good idea!" he said rathersshie "I'd never have
thought of it myself."

"That figures, Doctor," she smiled at this masaulrevelation, her
eyes lighting up with amusement. He suddenly foumichself
laughing and she offered quite genuinely:

"As a matter of fact, | could attend to it mysdlhe lass that lives
next door to me runs her own hairdressing saloa's3found to know
the best person to handle the job. I'd be pleased it after all that
child's been through."

"That's very kind of you, Sister," he said quietlym sure she'll be
most grateful.”

"No trouble at all, Doctor." She was watching hecd rather
quizzically and he turned his profile with the diggfing sense that
she realised, intuitively, that his interest wagenhan professional.
He allowed himself only one more glance throughsimall circular

window at that calm, pale face. It was entirelyotwless beneath its
bandages except for the thick dark lashes thdidayspread fans on



her cheeks. One thing was certain, their pathsdvonalss again, even
if he had to move mountains to effect it!

Summer was running out fast. The banks of hydraanges ran the
full length of the hospital gardens were turningnirtheir dense blue
and pink to a speckled rust and the last of therder blue bells of
the jacarandas had fallen.

Andrea lay back in her deck-chair on the side wd#aaletting the
afternoon breeze play through the newly emergeding)) silky soft
tendrils and lovelocks that clung to her scalp badlered her fine,
high forehead like a very small child's. It waseatle breeze and she
was as fragile and frail as a butterfly outspraadhie sunshine. In
another ten days she was due for discharge. WeaPtHer progress
had been slow, much slower than had been anticiphté this was
attributed to a combination of factors that haegiip against her.

For the past week she had been feeling strongeeri self, but all

the other summers of her life prior to her accideadl gone into
oblivion. The driving longing of the early daysrecovery had been
replaced by a quietly desperate resignation, thaayhetimes, in
dreams, her suppressed subconscious gained goldeng tricks of

total unreality, fragments and visions that mustehaome from

another life, closing over her head like flood- @rafThese were the
nightmares, but Night Sister was always there, adhan her

shoulder, a soothing, matter- of-fact voice: "Arajravake up!"

bringing her out of it. At those times, Night Sistsas Andrea's
favourite woman in the whole wide world.

Sunlight fell in a warm, golden glow across hertskyelids. Steven
promised to come today - something to grip hardarna person
without direction. It was only the third visit inany long weeks, but
that seemed momentarily irrelevant. He was a busn rand



Mokhana was hundreds of miles away. Beneath het gantleness a
slow excitement was gathering. He pulled her irhsaustrange way.
She had only to think of him ... for she remembesgdctly each

detail of his appearance.

Abruptly she sat forward and looked down at hestsrimore fragile
than ever, but the broken bones had healed. Shiel Wwawe to school
herself to careful composure, but the thought eirge him set up
some physical compulsion impossible to control.hBps it was
nerves that made the strong young pump of her Isearn faster?
There was a soft footfall behind her and she turhed face
expectantly over her shoulder, her large grey epestal clear.

It wasn't Steven, but a woman. A woman, moreovemers own
physical type - blonde and slender, light-eyedhwitperlative skin.
Almost a fragile person, small- boned, small-hippleer legs long
and smooth; an elegant, expensively dressed wontanpale hair
wrapped around her head like a ballet dancer. Angdeg her age at
about thirty-eight, when in fact she was considigrablder.
Unaccountably she felt her nape prickle and hes eyent blank.
God, was this hellish period of forgetfulness eteeend? Did she
know this woman looking at her so expectantly?

"Andrea! " the woman said, confirming her fearsr see betrayed
her apprehension and she gripped the sides ofhiaar toghtly. Her
mouth felt as though it had dried up and tensioa maunting in her
until it was a bewildering pain.

llYeS?ll

The pale blue eyes were roaming all over her ha&ahg stock of the
ash-blonde tendrils as short and silky as swansdmaking her feel
extremely self-conscious in a way no one had eveecven at the
beginning. There was a curious glint of suppress@itement about
those eyes that shifted to probe the contours iofdoe so piquantly



at odds with the "small boy" hair. She was seaghom something,
but for what? There was a desolate, lonesome lodke pale blue
depths like cold water breaking against rocks.

"Irina Godden!" the woman introduced herself at,lasther jerkily
for someone of her expected poise. "I'm sorryttisth you, my dear.
Were you expecting someone?" One hand fluttereithéocorridor
beyond them, as smooth and silkily preserved ag trdt of a
wealthy woman with household staff could be.

An incredibly swift play of emotion crossed Andseéace, then it
was composed again, grave and remote like a pgintiNirs.
Godden, of course!" The pilot's name had been Gudéerhaps this
was his wife ?

"Please sit down!" She shifted her own positiogtgly, indicating
the chair beside her with a gesture of friendshgt tvas more than
mere greeting. The woman took it with a certainstem, a
shock-absorber tautness to the long line of hek.lf8loce was unable
to relax in the warm, scented ambience of thateyolfternoon and
Andrea knew by instinct that she was deeply upsetvaould in turn
inflict her own kind of chaos. The pale eyes weoklimg hers with
intensity, almost it could be believed, on the ecofitears.

"I'm glad we can talk at last, my dear," she saidkily. "I've no

intention of rocking the boat, if that's what tleyafraid of, and I've
been ill myself. There are justso many things | tnkuasw." Her voice
cracked, strangely bitter, making Andrea feel uimess and pity all
mingled at once. She found her voice impulsively.

"Please allow me to say how deeply sorry | am, /@dden. | know
how you must be feeling!"

"Sorry!" The pale head jerked up almost fiercely afndrea had
difficulty not recoiling. It was that kind of a ngsnse she couldn't



have been mistaken. The pale eyes narrowed. "Tdatlenge word
to choose when you're speaking of Carl... my son!"

"Your son?" That harsh outcry had made Andrea'st hgap. Her
whole body seemed to flicker. "I'm sorry, | hadidea. | thought
perhaps it might have been your husband."

For a moment Irina Godden looked almost bewilderqdite
genuinely shocked, then her brows drew togetherhangale eyes
glinted startlingly sinister. "Whais this, my dear? You're quite
rational, aren't you?"

"l hope so! " Andrea heard her own voice, slightly but shaking a
little. She could search and recall and probe im.v@ihere was
nothing. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Godden," she said agtien added by way
of explanation, "You don't know, obviously. | cam&@member

anything that happened to me before the accidesthihy. Not my

father, my life or my friends. Not even your sdm &0 very sorry. It's
inadequate, | know, but the best word | can thifk o

Irina Godden jerked off one of her rings and thitdtack on her
finger, almost blinded by the incipient blue fire.

"Good God!" she said tonelessly. "Why wasn't | ¥8ld
Andrea turned her head. "Is it important?"

The older woman sighed deeply. "My dearest chifdcaurse it's
important. You wer@ngagedo my son, the fiancee he was bringin
home. All | have left."

Andrea stared back at her until the pupils of hersehad dilated,
encroaching on the irises shining like sovereiNs!"

"Can't you remember at all?" Irina Godden persifiexdely.



"No! "It had to be said. No! No! she wanted to seneher denials to
the whole world. Her head was beginning to thumfhwa tension
headaches as bad as they had ever been.

Irina Godden's light eyes glittered. She bent fodnalittle, her lips
parted. She seemed almost breathless. Andrea feluaccouldn't
withstand that avid gaze. She fixed her own eyedhenscarlet
poppies in the garden, dancing in a shimmering.haze

"So this is what they've been keeping from me,'allder woman said
bitterly. "Putting me off endlessly, endlessly. Bt any more!" Her
head swung back with a certain purpose. "You nakuhd care of,
my child, but you have youth on your side. Youthresilient.

Amnesia doesn't kill, it's a strictly temporary abdity. | may have
lost a son, but the girl he loved has been sparedet - a beautiful
girl, as | might have known. Carl inherited histaetic sense from
me."

Andrea felt the trembling shock of it right throudier nervous
system. She lay back in her chair, hopelessly tededVhat more
was there to uncover? A fiancee? Her body wasitaitréor she felt

she had never been in love in her life. Never =s&red by a man,
until. .. She sighed painfully. This woman wouldreeunderstand.
For the first time she appeared to relax. Irina d&dbegan to talk,
slowly and softly at first, then gathering momentwith frightening

speed.

She spoke of Carl's childhood, proud and happyllesatmn. Carl
had always been special. Carl as a student, cam@heisclever, Carl as
a young man; all the girls who had loved him, noha of them good
enough; the dreams that they both had cherishedndr that were
forever jettisoned. It hurt so to go back over plast, but she must!
Her voice droned on, self-sufficient unto itselihieSvas oblivious to
Andrea's funny little moan of blind frustration. tBshe was too far
gone to have heeded it even if she had.



Andrea sat there wanting to cry, a burning pairhén chest. She
looked trapped and at bay like a small wild creatyet she was
determined she wouldn't cry. Her eyes remainedifoethat point in
the garden, a vivid spray of hope. Always at theklad her mind she
nurtured the belief that she would remember evergthll at once. It
would all come back to her, miraculously.

"Carl?" she whispered the name aloud painfully gfiolby, clutching
at straws in the wind.

Irina grasped her shoulder, the long fingers bitmdper eyes lighting
with incredulous joy. "You remember!"

Andrea forced herself to meet those strange eyawellle of pain
struck into her chest. "No. I'm sorry. | hope amgdé Wishing and
longing, and always this total blank."

The fingers tightened on her shoulder. "You're Igimlg to me, are
you, for some reason? Girls have been known to dferd this.
Believe me, I'll find out!"

Andrea sat there, stunned by the look on the wanfang, the hard
voice compressed and dry. Her mind searched falhyti@imlessly,

for something that might mean something to this wonShe hadn't
felt anything like this before, yet she understadith horror what this
woman might be feeling.

"Answer me!" Irina Godden suddenly shook her harthat her head
snapped back on her slender neck.

"Mrs. Godden!" The voice was icy, cutting acrossshocked silence
like a knife, causing Irina Godden to turn in sudddarm. She
jumped to her feet, her face severe, tight withcgrdtion of trouble,
for she had awaited her opportunity coming along tkeranda
without permission, entirely unannounced. Anothesman she



might have subdued with the force of her husbameath and social
standing, but Steven Daintree was beyond her dom@immgant and
supremely sur®f himself, just like his father had been.

He loomed tall and strikingly handsome in the damrwgiving the
oddest impression of some powerful black panthdeddo strike.
Irina Godden gave a quiver of fright, losing cohtrbthe situation,
shaking her head with a small gasp.

"You startled me, Mr. Daintree!"

She looked more than startled, Andrea thought cagch shade of
the woman's fright. Hdid look so terribly formidable, yet her throat
was rippling with a crazy kind of relief, for nowe short nightmare
was over. Irina Godden was standing her groundithgoéppalled to
her very roots, but Andrea was free of that fixattde.

"That was obvious!" he returned curtly, his britidblue-green gaze
moving over Andrea. "Are you all right?"

She nodded her head without speaking, but it walseak in her face;
the dangerous frailty, fear, astonishment, a drdadfcertainty. The
warm scented air brushed her face and she puthapéto find her
cheeks burning hot.

"You might have at least told me she was suffefrogn loss of
memory!" Irina Godden hurled at him, her voice a&neg, finning to
aggression, as she made a desperate effort to hvtkaadvantage
from him.

He was entirely unmoved by her outburst, betrayioge of his own
feelings beyond a superficial scrutiny of her face.

"My dear Mrs. Godden, it wasn't my place to relaydfea's medical
condition. Her doctors considered it inadvisabledafront her with



too many issues at once. Her physical progresbdesslow enough,
God knows. You might have realised this. | takgat've put her
completely in the picture!"

"I have! " Tiny points of triumph flared in her eye

His mouth thinned. "On reflection do you consideattwas wise?"
He pressed the point swiftly. "You might take timed to look at her
properly - the eyes mostly. A hunted doe might\ozcative."

She ran her tongue along her lips to gain precsae®nds. Some
sub-stratum of her mind was conscious of thosemouos troubled
eyes, the curious fragility. Because of it she aleflended herself,
passionately, angrily.

"I'm here by design, Mr. Daintree, not by accident.

"And quite without permission!" He cut the grourrdr under her
feet.

She flushed alarmingly. "Had | need of an excusarit only to take
Andrea home with me whenever she's ready. My orgia vg to make
things up to her!"

Smotherer, more likely, he thought with ironic perceptidudging
by her brittle, strung-up manner Irina Godden waadmng for some
kind of breakdown. The girl might at least be spateat. Out of the
corner of his eyes he could see she had goneyrigfitl] lying back in

her deckchair and looking fragile enough to be kaibke.

He gave a brief smile, attractive and calculating.

"That is very kind of you, Mrs. Godden, and I'm esuAndrea
appreciates your thoughtfulness and generositythHaufact is she's
already accepted my aunt's invitation to convalescklokhana."



They were looking hard at each other - he, supextgposed with a
sort of vibrancy about him, eyes brilliant like asaharge of
electricity, she, flushed yet dangerous, a womarequal to
withstanding rebuffs of any kind.

"So another little problem is solved, is it?" shsked, her voice
suddenly dripping saccharine. "lt's common knowéedthat
invitations to Mokhana are few and far betweenesiyigur mother's
day, unless it's a senator or a visiting dignitaryvhatever. You're
very cavalier all of a sudden!"

"Any objection?" he asked positively.

"Every objection, Mr. Daintree. How do you imagiuu can get me
to agree to this ?"

"By appealing to your better nature, perhaps," mdesl without
amusement. "To be honest, Mrs. Godden, | didn'tiseeayour
permission was in any way relevant. It may welthe Andrea might
wish to visit you some time in the future, but fmw .. let's say she's
committed to convalescing on Mokhana. As a matténterest I've
just been discussing it with Guy Sturm."

"Don't try me, Mr. Daintree," she said with barelgntrolled fury.
That dark handsome face with its trace of coldresbdisdain was
one she would dearly have liked to hit out at beeatimade her feel
stupid and weak; a foolish, excitable woman.

His mouth was touched with satirdlr{y you! That was hardly my
intention!" He swung his imperious dark head towatte girl.
"Andrea?"

She knew exactly what she had to say as cleailyreshad handed
her a set of instructions. Her face was white anaireed and she
spoke her words as if she had just learnt them.



"It was kind of you to think of me, Mrs. Goddengddndo appreciate
it, but it's as Steven told you, I've accepted ihigtation to visit
Mokhana."

"Steven?'lrina Godden grabbed at the operative word. Hex light
brown eyebrows shot upwards and she gave a tinklaughter,
delicately insinuating and very unpleasant.

"You're making a mistake, my dear, a bad one. Btitllhave a week
or so to prove it to you. | want you to understafwdgrea, you have
an obligation to me as Carl's mother. He would haaated you to
come home with me, be part of the family now youehaone of your
own. | need your comfort. You're beautiful and@ylayou would fit

in well. Try thinking about it and you'll know I'mght. There are
things | must know about my son's last months, Gets, last
moments. It's tearing my heart out. Can't you ustded?"

"Of course | can!" Andrea shivered, unable to pextetthe recesses
of her own mind but able quite clearly to see thmnan's dilemma.

"Please don't distress yourself, Mrs. Godden, butmust see | can't
help you however much | want to. | can't even meyself. Please be
patient. As soon as | can remember anything ahadut ... about...

Carl," she stumbled, and hurried on, "I'll tell ydypromise!"

Irina Godden seemed wholly consumed by anguisht Yg&uwen?
When? When will that be?" The evidence was therdeemmworking
mouth, the over-bright eyes.

"Obviously she can't say," Steven Daintree saidthfu

A blind resentment took hold of her miritHe's not your answer!"
she said harshly, not understanding her fear of imfess it was his
height and strength, that dark vitality.

"I owe him my life!" the girl said quietly.



"You owe him nothing! "

Steven Daintree broke in again. "l agree!" he sambothly, using
one of his dominating gestures arousing anger witkéort for his
own ends. "Nevertheless she will be accepting nspitality."

Irina felt a shoot of anger rip through her. "We#ke, Mr. Daintree."
She pushed her chair awkwardly aside. "l have atads of my own
to play, ones you don't know about." There was alldmesitation and
her eyes moved to Andrea. "I'll be back with mylbargl. He's very
like Carl, you know. We'll take you away and getiyeell soon." She
suddenly looked her age, tired and distraughtail gee why my son
loved you. You reminded him of me. | was a beaoty at your age."
Her voice froze with dislike. "Good day, Mr. Daiedy, | suppose you
have a system of your own that you adhere to?"

"l do, and it works, Mrs. Godden," he replied sugpv8he tilted her
fair head in a savage but unconscious gesture sijration and
swept away along the veranda, leaving the lingefiang trace of her
expensive perfume.

"Spare me women!" Steven murmured laconically. UAflg as
Impressions, but God help you when you're confinigth the
details! "

Her eyes slipped over the hard planes of his fadet's rather cruel,
Steven!"

"But | amcruel, little one. Didn't you know?"

The frail cord of tension snapped between them.satiked with her
eyes. "l don't think so! "



Abruptly he beat a soundless little rhythm on thekbof the chair,
then lowered himself into it. "You're a babe - &dd&und in a rain
forest!"

"Perhaps, but | feel sorry for that woman all thens."

The face that regarded her was no longer impersdingre was a
hint of anger in those brilliant, ever changingey&ou'd feel a lot
sorrier for yourself if | allowed her to gobble yayp." His eyes
pinned her to the chair. "Do you want to fall irthviher plan?"

"You know | don't!" She bent her shining head.
"Well then!"

Something caused her to plough on. She turnedduer dlong the
chair and studied that dark, imperious profile.

"Perhaps she was right and | do have a respongitoliher because
of... because ..."

He jerked his chair back and got up, towering dwar She followed
the line of his powerful shoulders with her eyes.

"My dear child, grow up!" he said forcibly. "Irin@dodden has gone
through life recognising no other rights but hemowt best she's a
chronic seeker of her own self-interests. In a feanths' time when
you're more her weight you can tackle her agéiyou still want to!"
He allowed himself to look back at her. The palm skas flawless,
translucent like alabaster, but the fine bone sinecwvas too near the
skin. There were hollows under her cheekbones;ean delicate
throat. He made a rapid gesture”," almost of tiatg and she looked
up at him with her shadowed tip-tilted eyes.

"Were you really discussing me with Mr. Sturm?"



He smiled slightly. "No, as a matter of fact | jusitssed him. It was
his second in command | was speaking to." "So # avée, then?"

It was difficult to tell, but she fancied she sas mouth soften.

"Don't work yourself up into anything, little onl@.ten days' time I'm
taking you back to Mokhana. You don't have to dbiag but put
some flesh on those bones and grow out your hair."

She felt troubled by that lightning glance but ngethnot to put up a
hand to her head. "Is it so very terrible?"

He returned her gaze very coolly, composed andslee

"Terrible? No. It's rather touching and unexpecéed a damned
good defence."

"l don't understand you!"

"Of course you don'tl " He narrowed his eyes ara slurmured in
confusion:

"Oh, Steven!"

"What's wrong? It was an innocent enough remarkuldConean
almost anything." His eyes flicked over her faddoW you ever got
mixed up with young Godden I'll never know!"

She shook her head. "Doséaythat! I'm the one who might never
know. At least that would be nearer the truth."

He leant back against the rail, hard and leanh&aitiful cloth of his
jacket sheened by the sun. "Don't worry, little 6bnke said
consolingly. "It will all come back, though | dogiive a damn if you
never remember."



"Steven!" She felt a shock of pain tilting her héadook up at him.
She could almost feel his features tauten.

"Why shouldn't your life begin in a rain forest s good a place as
any to be re-born."

"You talk in riddles," she said plaintively, lookjraway from the
merciless gleam in his eyes. "Tell me about Mokhgaar aunt. Will
she really want me there?"

He gave a trace of a smile, coming back to sitdeelser. "First of all,

Andrea, Mokhana belongs to me. The invitation fragnaunt was by
way of camouflage, though she'll be pleased to eveécany guest of
mine. Mokhana has been my aunt's home for very ngaays now.

She is my father's only sister, and she was aste@o him as she
now is to me."

She traced the tips of her fingers over her ch&@hie never married?"

"No, though she might have done any number of tirBég's still a
handsome woman and well into her fifties."

"And Mokhana?" she prompted gently.

"Mokhana, my child, is the pattern of my life!" Heoked at her
sidelong and she wondered that his voice couldobeasessing. He
smiled slightly and looked ahead again. "I have ealifig of

strangeness almost any place ,else. It's the famaifid the beautiful.
It's mine and I'm tied to it as surely as with aaioh Do you

understand a man's need for possession, littl&?faun

"I think | do!"

He didn't appear to agree. He reached for a cigaaatid lit it,
smoking quietly beside her, his brilliant eyes lthifsed like a cat's.



"In the mornings you look out at the indigo linetbe ranges. By
afternoon they're smoky blue, lost in a heat habeere are
waterholes everywhere sheeted with lotus lilies,ammps and
billabongs, lakes and lagoons as clear as your. @yesbird life is
fantastic; black swans, pelicans, herons and téask and white
ibis, cranes, wild duck and magpie geese in théomd. I've even
seen the grey, scarlet-capped brolgas stalkinditles of grazing
cattle."

"Mokhanal!lt sounds beautiful,” she said, seeing it throhigheyes.

"Aboriginal, of course. A place where the brolgacdes." He eased
his long length back into the chair, his skin veliark against the
frosty line of his collar. "My father bought theginal selection with

the gold his father left him from a fairly rich k& at Charters
Towers. That was in the early days before he was@da One has to
offer a decent home to a bride." His voice seemedghtiergo some
curious change, but he continued without furthemment. "I've

added to the property, made a lot of improvememthé¢ house and
the run that could never have been attempted hdfdras character.
| think you'll like it, but probably the groundsdi®f all. On Mokhana
we have every kind of ornamental tree you can tbinkan avenue of
poincianas that people come miles to see, Africalip ttrees,

tamarind, most of the tropical palms, cassias,tgigaand mango
trees, frangipani, hibiscus and bougainvillea,afrse. The halvillia
with its long golden flowers, scores of bauhiniasl @ jacaranda in
front of the house."

"Your mother had a hand in it, it seems ?"
"She did. She was interested enough at the begjrinin

"Did she die, Steven?" she asked tentatively.



In the polished teak of his face his eyes wereegtdrtling. "You got
there in no time," he said a little brutally. "Ndtle one, she didn't
die. She just cleared off and left us when | wasualeleven. She's
made another life for herself. She's a sculptréssome merit, |

understand.”

"l see," she said quietly.
"You don't see at all. How could you?" he said abyu

"Tell me some more about Mokhana," she pleaded it her eyes
huge and intense. "You're different then."

"Am |?" Something appeared to amuse him, for hipression
lightened. "All right then, anything to keep thabk out of your eyes.
For a long time now I've been experimenting witlwnigpes of

pastures and grazing methods. They've paid offurately for me
and the industry. We run a lot of Zebus, Brahm&asita Gertrudis
up north. British breeds don't do so well in theptcs, not in the
heavy rainfall regions, and we're inundated in\ti/et. This year |
expect to spend a lot of money clearing the ramedpbalong my
north-eastern border. It'll take a lot of capibalt it will be worth it in

the long run." He turned to look at her. "Want &ahanymore?"

She moistened her mouth with the tip of her tonyO¢ course!"
"Even you have tricks, little witch! Conscious arconscious?"
“I'm only interested, Steven!"

Something in the quality of his expression madeheart leap in her
breast. He seemed about to say something hurtitistopped, his
smile hard and provoking:



"One should never lose sight of the red light,"dagd cryptically,
then relaxed again. "From your recollections ofridue forest you'll
know the North is quite different from the resttbé continent. The
Tropic of Capricorn changes everything. The wha@adkscape
changes. You're slap bang in the midst of lushaasdsbrilliance, a
flowering wilderness - the sea, and the jungle ctirgefields as far as
the eye can see, the cattle lands that spread fomtkthe ranges
through the Gulf to the Territory, the teeming wile,
crocodile-infested rivers. Even the Reef, the Gr@aaal, is only a
stone's throw away by our lights."

The ReeflSomething slipped through her mind and out agked
faraway beam from a lighthouse. "The Barrier Reéef she said
strangely.

He turned to look at her, his eyes narrowing over. HYes, the
Barrier Reef, Andrea. A continuous coral rampaniing almost the
distance from London to Leningrad."

"Yes, of course." She was shaking her head raiptdssly.

His voice was quite matter-of-fact. "You'll seagain even if you've
seen it before - one of the great natural wondetiseoworld. In fact,
if we can steer clear of the Godden clan I'll taie on a tour through
the canefields, hundreds of miles when your immntedwsorld is
bounded by high walls of rich green cane, a coflattand the red
ochre earth. You might even see a canefield figedight. If you do
it's a spectacle you're not likely to forget, anergwhere in the air
the heavy sweet smell of molasses." Somehow heesktninfuse a
world of excitement and expectation into his voice,her alone.

"Why are you doing this for me, Steven?" she inieted a little
desperately.



He turned his head, his dark face saturnine. "l'tdsibh around
analysing my motives, little one. | judbthings. | leave all the rest to
you women. You seem to love all the soul-searching,whys and
the wherefores. Thrive on it!"

To her horror she felt her eyelids brimming. Freaty she
swallowed on the salt taste of them, but a teaas$igdd on to her
cheek.

"Damn, damn!" She went to put up a hand, but he beato it and
brushed away the tear with the tips of his fingers.

"You poor little scrap. I'm sorry! Now you've madee feel a
miserable beast!"

She smiled at the inflection in his voice as he mhéwer to, but she
took a long time before" replying, still quiverifrpm the touch of his
hand. Then quite simply she said:

"You're very good to me, Steven."

"You're not afraid of words, then?" The old ironyasvback in his
voice again, unexpectedly devastating.

"Are you?" she asked, surprising herself.

"Perhaps | won't always treat you gently," he edatie question.
"Have you thought of that ?"

She coloured, her breathing urgent and deepehébtd turned his
head. "Oh, what the devil! Let's talk of sometheige!" He began
reminiscing with odd bits and pieces, snatchesaodanic humour
that made her want to laugh and cry at the same {lilme afternoon
wore on with a quality of bliss, yet unerringly streew this was only
an interlude. Perhaps it was true what they séigdpineone saved



your life you were in their debt for evermore. Simy knew with a
great certainty that always and for ever she woaldy the memory

of that moment in the jungle when she opened hes apd looked up
at him and knew herself safe.



CHAPTER IV

TEN days later Andrea flew into the startlingly befutsunset of the
tropics, looking down at Mokhana for the first tintiespread out in a
great curve inland from the rugged line of the emgrape-blue,
densely forested, rearing dramatically againssiyeof crimson and
gold. Great flights of wild geese flew beneath themmging on
towards their homes in the swamps and the verdhogh
willow-hung billabongs. On their eastern border thg rain forest
with its narrow, boulder-choked chasms, all butemgirable with its
forest giants, lawyer vines, tree ferns and tangledergrowth; its
ancient cages of rock drawings, the legacy of sprmaitive tribe.
Seen from the sky it was an awesome sight and Andnevered
involuntarily, marvelling that she had ever comée @lut alive.

From the moment Steven's lean, strong hands hauclexc her
narrow rib cage and lifted her into his pristineit@hred and gold
striped Piper Comanche she had felt no fear, naddoé reliving a
nightmare, only a curious calm sense of homeconidegeath them
thousands of head of Mokhana stock grazed on theloamy flats
and everywhere was the circular silver glitteralds and lagoons the
metallic threads of waterways that crisscrossedrtime beautiful,
mysterious places, where the brolga danced itesettual ballet,
and the pelican built her nest.

They had flown over a thousand miles along thet¢coaging in over
the islands of jade, that threaded the purplisk-pampants of coral,
plunging a hundred fathoms to the ocean bed. It m@ascribably
beautiful, the gemstone facets of the sea, aquaradth and
turquoise, almond green shallows, the ruffle off sand the
blindingly white boomerang beaches of the coralllsate an
experience so lyrical in quality that for once Asaput the past out
of her mind. She was beyond heartache, beyond pamly
excitement was as keen as a razor's edge.



The hinterland was a checkerboard of luminoushegreanefields
and richly red freshly ploughed fields, of pineapplantations and
pawpaw groves, of majestic acres of mango treesy flaw over the
dairylands and on to the land of the beef cattié @ue crocodile.
Mokhana, Steven's home! It was like looking dowrs@me small
isolated settlement nestling in the valley. The Bst@ad was set back
on a crest surrounded by the home gardens andeanpirimeter
several much smaller buildings.

The landing strip ran out, a length of red ribbefoe them, quite a
few miles from the first of the outlying building$hen they were
coming in! Only once as they were losing altitudemang down

quickly in a brisk cross wind did Andrea know aritde moment of

fear; fear that held her in thrall until Stevenisce, hard to the point
of curtness, brought her right out of it.

"Relax, child! Nothing in this wide world is goirtig hurt you!"

She stopped her convulsive swallowing and lay adiler seat with
her eyes closed, not even opening them when thels/heuched
down with a slight shudder and the speed of theradirslackened off
abruptly until finally the engines cut and the deslfadows of the
hangar fell across her eyelids. She heard his faiodly amused, a
little impatient:

"You can open your eyes now, little one. We'relmnground!"

“I'm nervous!" she said involuntarily. Her eyes wex soft, cloud
grey, smiling but still faintly troubled.

"There's no need to be!" he said briefly, his madotiched with the
ghost of a smile, "unless it's of me!"

He got up and opened out the door of the planeyging lightly to
the ground and holding up his hands for her. Skia'tdmean to



tremble, but she did, her breathing suddenly difticShe slipped
quickly away from him and walked out into the dgik. Clouds rose
in a sweep of fire across the horizon, tippingttiktops of the trees,
sunset red and gold, flaming wherever you lookedials lush, vital
country, thickly grassed with sweet, fattening lagid and grasses in
a vivid shade of green.

The air was warm with a special clarity, bright-tysarrots wheeled
overhead and a butcher bird called from the shpdgerbarks that
lined the strip. Andrea's eyes were drawn to aasimon-coloured
station wagon with a cream top parked in the slodidecarport that
adjoined the hangar. Bougainvillea climbed likeidiant parasite all
over its sides and roof and spilled on to the hgnigailing heavy
drifts of mauve and crimson blossom. Steven loo#edn at her
small, entranced face.

"Go and sit in the car, it's not locked. I'll gey gear out."

She smiled at him and walked away, moving like racéa, her body
held high up in the small of her back, wonderingvitan earth she
would ever have managed without him, for it hadrb8&ven who,
weeks ago, had gone to her small flat, paid oftiddance of her rent
and collected all of her worldly possessions thamehow,
pathetically, seemed to fit into four brand-newtcases. He had even
found time to call on the headmistress of her forsahool and had
quite a conversation with her, none of which hayetl to Andrea
beyond a letter of sympathy and comfort from thedfsind a huge
sheaf of flowers signed by a whole list of unknadentities. Only a
latent sense of humour saved her from breaking dowancrying.

For weeks now, Steven had been the colour and shhpeer

existence. Stripped of everything, with nothinggmember, nothing
to cling to, she only half realised her utter defste on him. She
opened the door of the car and slipped into the s&are tired than
she cared to admit. She wound down her window, lgmemed across



to do the same on the driver's side. The eveniagdarwas a soothing
balm on her temples. She rested her head agagndetp upholstery,
content to wait for Steven.

He didn't take long, loading her cases into thekhacthe station
wagon. Then he came around to the driver's sidesettigéd his long
length into the vehicle beside her. He looked abgutfor a moment,
then leant across her to the glovebox to searclheukeys. Briefly
his eyes slipped over the soft, rather melanchefuby of her face. If
it hadn't been for the imperious cut of his moutie snight have
thought there was a certain tenderness in his glaBat it wasn't
tenderness and she didn't know what it was.

They went like the wind. His dark profile was withicexpression,
remote even, with all the chiselled splendour dfead on a coin.
Great spherical clumps of pampas grass waved sjhasr spears in
greeting and a lagoon flashed by, a shimmeringomijsiloating
beautiful violet- blue waterlilies. The warm, sceshtbreeze and the
speed of the vehicle were combining to act as aat®n her. Her
eyelids were heavy, drooping, despite all her &fon absorb her
surroundings. She let them fall for a brief respitel her face took on
the quality of a soft dream.

About a mile from the house he pulled over on toghassy verge and
cut the engine. He remained still for a moment ehihe wheel, his
glance on her quiet face, then in a dark undert@ngaid her name:

"Andrea!"

The breeze from the open window had fluffed out shert silky
strands of her hair until it formed a shining aaraund her small
proud head. The last rays of the sun, glintingugtothe window, lay
in a gold bar across her delicate throat. He rejlea¢r name and she
awakened at once, her head lifting swiftly, theooolof her eyes



intensifying. She met his gaze and colour crepeuheér skin making
it less porcelain-like, warmer.

"I'm sorry, | must have drifted off."

His mouth twisted in amused exasperation. "Youterly fantastic,
child!"

"Oh.. .-how is that?"

"You don't awaken like most people - with langusleepy-eyed.
More like a doe in a forest ready to spring up awdy at the slightest
sound. Fully awake, head raised warily, wide, adgds!"

"l suppose it's true, if you say so!" From the ¢paiflity of her
expression she was in no way disturbed by his camnier smile
deepened, slowly, irresistibly.

Into his eyes came an odd expression. She lookek a&him,
suddenly helpless as though she was being pitchad first into a
bottomless snowdrift. She wasn't in any way hutt she was
trembling.

"Steven?" her voice had some faint melody runnimgugh it. "Why
do you look at me like that?"

"Why should | not?" He looked down his straight@as her. "This is
my land and you're my ... responsibility! "

“I'm sorry!"

"Being sorry has nothing to do with it," he saidosithly. "That's just
the way it is. | knew almost from the first secdaid eyes on you I'd
have you on my hands."



She looked away across the open savannahs, feigrergst in the
dappled leaf patterns. "I could have made otheangements, |
suppose."

"You could have made nothing of the kind, and ddmitk | don't
know about Nick Godden's visit!" He touched herathwith a hard
finger, turning her head back to him. "Whether ike It or not, we're
linked together for a time. You're going to get masid strong on
Mokhana and I'm going to see to it."

She tilted her chin up and away from him with hiestishow of spirit.

“I'm not an infant, Steven, to be cosseted and pudatied this way
and that ... be a good child and I'll buy you ag-cceam... I'm a
woman!"

"What rot!" He laughed outright with a mixture afep cynicism and
a certain wry amusement. "You're half girl-childjfrwitch | brought
out of the forest."

"Thank you, Mr. Daintree! " She showed him the smdxposed
nape of her neck. "My hawill grow out again, you know!"

"How fascinating, but | wouldn't try and speed bp process if |
were you!" There was a mysterious, untameable dongeto the

depths of his eyes, a turbulent sea- change: Shewtle afraid of
those eyes. The thought entered her brain and ereand on. She
moved her shoulders fretfully in some bewildermdeagling shat-
teringly aware of him. There was & cool sensudiityhis face she"
had never noticed before. Or maybe it was the alilight of his

mood. He changed so rapidly.

"You're not being very helpful!'” she managed at las



He gave a brief laugh. "I guess | wasn't trying!luvorow, Andrea,
nothing ever turns out quite the way we plan, thosgme moments
do have the power to change our lives. This menasy of yours
won't last for ever. Things will come back, bit by. or all at once.
I'm only a thread in the overall pattern.”

"A gleaming one!" she said as the thought swept her

There was a faint violence in the way he turnedh@nand her eyes
went huge.

"You persist in seeing me as someone iat, cast in the heroic
mould. I'm no knight in shining armour, little orlecan be damnable
at times. Remember i\ndthis! Play it easily in the next few months
content to take things as they come. Don't be tedat tire yourself
out prematurely. Keep a brake on all those youtafabtions, and |
can tell by your eyes and your mouth you have rtiwaia your share
of them." He subjected her to a long scrutiny. '\du remember, |
wonder?"

"Do you expect me to forget?" she asked softly.
"l expect nothing from any woman!"
"No, | can see that!"

His head was turned away from her, upflung, dak amogant. It
was an intensely male face, hard and alert, vdfyceatained. Yes,
Steven could be a damnable man, she was forceontede, yet a
flicker of humour touched her mouth.

"l apologise for seeing some good in you, Mr. Daat’ she said
silkily. "Knowing whatl don't,youhave every right to chastise me!"

Softly he turned on her. "You contrary little wriett



"You can't have it both ways." Her eyes were dajpemher pale,
oval face. "You're heartless, Stevandyou'll live to a ripe old age,
but what's in the future if you don't marry and é&ahildren?"

"Did | say | would not?" He lifted one eyebrow witlark insolence.
"l could be thinking of that very thing right now!"

She drew in her breath, being swept down a corrdibr no end.
"Pity the woman!" The words came to her in a stogriiash.
"Just as you like!" he rejoined suavely.

As quickly as she was critical she was contriteking of all he had
done for her. "Oh, please, Steven," she said geittidn't mean...
you're getting me all wrong!"

"I'm getting you allright!" he said very crisply indeed, "though there
are a few things about yourself you don't realiste"leant forward
and switched on the ignition, not taking his eyf#sher. They were
puregreen!All trace of blue had been washed out of them. Blia
hand to her throat and tore her eyes away from kimowing a swift
thrust of warning. What idiocy was this? He hadrbeght to advise
her to put a curb on her emotions. He was crualway, but he was
honest, more absolute than she could ever be. I&tillvas Steven! It
became necessary to say something at once.

"Il try not to bother you while I'm here," sheidaher voice edged
with sweet submission.

"Oh, come now, you improbable child!" his glanceipged across
her and back to the road again. "Isn't that ratln@necessarily
desperate? Besides, how do you propose to accdnipliShe fact is,
you do bother me! You're too damned young and defenceldss

baby cap of curls and the trace of a scar shovwirgugh! The devil



IS, how to handle you..." he broke off in a low,.ls®d™" voice. "Now
for God's sake let's stop all this foolish chit{chlust remember to
give in to me on every point and you'll be all tigh

"You're too single-minded!" she smiled, and thees\gsome special
magic in the way it showed up her teeth and hertmand her eyes.

"Perhaps | am." He gave her a jewelled, sideloagag. "Don't you
think it unwise to capture so much of my attention?

"Damn you, Steven!" She over-reacted to that magkimonic,
speculative stare.

"That's more like it!" he jeered lightly. "Now loadut the window
like a good girl and you'll see some concrete ewideof my
much-maligned single-mindedness. Go on," thereavsadt taunt to
his voice, "there's nothing at all to worry about!"

She looked away from that saturnine dark face sbgplainly gave
the lie to his words. The short twilight was segtin muting the glory
of the sky. Soon it would turn to a soft purpleeyhvere approaching
a wide, pebbled drive that coiled in a circle amwan avenue of
scarlet- blossoming poinciana, the most beautitd bf the tropics.
She caught her breath and said quickly:

"Oh, please slow down!"

His low laugh touched her ears and the needle @dgyack to
cruising speed. If her life wasn't as untouched asw fall of snow
she would have said it was the most spectaculseway she had
ever seen in her life. The feathery, magnificemtdehtrees created a
natural arch heavily festooned with flowers. Vasteads of lawn
slipped away on either side and right up to theskouidere was a
more forceful symbol of Steven's reported wealth!



It loomed up ahead, gleaming white; a two-storiedti@l section
flanked on either side by single wings, with a l@xgjuisite wrought
iron lace balustrade running the full length of theranda of the
centre section. The drive arched before the haugese itself in the
winding lane of towering trees. Garden strips hugidpe front of the
house bright with massed colour, the heady perfushéise tropics,
and a beautiful jacaranda, its blossom spent, datewhthe central
bed, ringed round with luxuriant ferns and speckiless.

Steven drew abreast of the house and pulled up.

"This is it, little one. Welcome to Mokhana!" Hetgmt and walked
around to her side of the car to help her out. Thalked up to the
front of the house to where a golden subdued tighte from an old
colonial brass-bound carriage lamp of amber gkass,matched the
floor-to-ceiling glass panels on either side of ti@ssive cedar door.
The door was open, and they stepped into an emrtfaadtthat was a
largish room in itself, hung with three impressgim canvases that
threw waves of colour about the walls with gemligarity. A
lustrous cedar cabinet with fine carvings on thawdrs and legs
stood against one wall holding a copper urn full b&fautiful,
saffron-coloured lilies from the garden, with lamgils of tiny bronze
leaves that touched and were reflected in a caruadeau that hung
above it, decorated in gold leaf.

The gleaming parqueted floor was partially covebyda cream
hand-woven wool rug decorated with elegant browahtdack motifs
and a runner of the same design carpeted the atattvat sprang up
from the centre of the hallway and wound itselbitite upper reaches
of the next floor. Lights suddenly blossomed abdhem, a
shadowless, deeply radiant illumination, comingnfrthe striking
modernistic light fitting of amber glass that madhthe one that
flared over the stairs.



Andrea looked up, unashamedly admiring, then héardhe first
time a voice she was to come to know well.

"Steven darling, you're back! A good trip, | hope?"

Andrea tensed and looked towards the top of thesstawas odd,
but the voice gave her a flick of pain like the d@htdob in her head
wound.

A woman stood at the head of the stairs, the lggaincing off her
coal-black head, silvered, almost theatrically uite naturally, in
narrow silver wings over the temples. She bore @otiqular
resemblance to Steven beyond the fact that shealVasd dark and
she had his stunning self-assurance.

Steven looked up, the amber glow sheening his fdaek

"Hello, my dear. We're a little earlier than | amated, but all to the
good. A tail wind! This is Andrea, of course. My #uHelena,
Andrea!"

Helena Daintree came on down the stairs, a tallregrt of woman
dressed in a very plain but beautifully cut hostges/n in heavy
topaz silk. She gave Andrea her hand, subjectimgda piercing,
dark-eyed scrutiny, then she gave a faint smile.

"But really, darling, you were quite right! Shetgch a child, and so
fragile! Welcome to Mokhana, my dear."

Andrea took all this with absolute gravity, knowifudl well that she
would never in a lifetime come close to this cootlgerved woman.
"How do you do, Miss Daintree," she answered pgli@th a quick

exchange of courtesies. "It was very kind of yohd&ve me!"



"Steven's idea, child," Helena Daintree pointed with a quick,
secretive little glance at her nephew, "but nalyrdlm only too
pleased to do what | can. You look very tired, that's only to be
expected." She turned her sleek head, the darksmawising like
coals. "Steven, there are one or two things thatl y@ur immediate
attention. | wouldn't bother you, but | don't thitiley can wait. I've
left a list under the paperweight on your desktdke Andrea out to
her room and settle her in." She turned to look Anidrea's pale face,
the grey eyes tender and translucent but undensiagiowed.

Steven broke in on his aunt as though he had didg begun to
concentrate. "Out?" he queried rather tautly. "Véhieaive you put
her, then?"

"Why, the guest suite, dear!" Helena Daintree shef, own voice
faintly incredulous. "She'll be completely privateith everything
she could need to hand!"

Steven clamped down on a small sound of annoy&ahtald Netta
expressly to prepare the Almond Room."

With an almost physical act of will Helena Daintrémok the
correction. "Yes, | know, dear, but..."

"Much the better idea!" Steven assured her. "Seg tgould you,

Helena? The guest wing is far too isolated. | deatit Andrea there.
She's not nearly well enough to be on her own.c8lud call out in

the night or anything and not a damn soul to heat'h

"Well, of course, my dear." Helena Daintree gavaiat laugh that
could have been a gasp under different circumsgaricgust didn't
realise how very frail she is."

"No harm done," Steven answered evenly. "The raokept aired in
any case. You might take Andrea up and I'll bripgher things in a



moment. | suppose I'd better leave a message wettdfman. Andrea
might need a check-up from time to time."

Andrea found that her fingers were curled tightipiher palms. Her
mind was blurring with tiredness, a wealth of nempressions, and
her scant colour had faded. Steven dropped a hard bn to her
shoulder and she raised her face with a look dfdvéwal, yet she
yearned and yearned for the hard wall of his streng

"You'd better go up to your room, child," he saithwaint violence.
"You look desperately tired all of a sudden. Wdikkpense with
dinner for tonight. A tray in your room, then anlgaight, perhaps a
sedative. It was an over-long trip, | know, butdnted to get you here
as soon as possible!"

The vibrating warmth of him was communicated to teough his
fingertips unconsciously caressing her collarbddlee fought the
wildest impulse to let herself go completely lingmast him. To be
swept up into those hard, strong arms, to loologee Steven's face,
the aquamarine glitter of his strange, light eyes.

"Well, come along, then, dear!" Helena Daintreengoted in her dry,
precise voice, her dark eyes very keen and watch¥idu've had

quite an experience one way or the other. It'sijopbssible to cope
with too many things at once!"

Steven smiled briefly down on her, then he was gateding
through the hallway towards his study, and Andrea Veft feeling
marooned on a high plateau with his aunt.

"I hope you'll be happy here, Andrea,” she saidloWwing the
direction of Andrea's gaze, her own stare shrewdtl assessing. "
believe you had rather a time of it with the Godsdenhey were
anxious to have you?"



"Yes, they were." Andrea found herself looking avirayn that dark,
guesting glance, but found the nerve to add: "Bevé&h wouldn't
hear of it!"

"Men always think they know best!" was Helena's wars

accompanied by a tight-lipped smile that plainlged she, herself,
knew much better. With sudden clarity Andrea realighat her
proposed convalescence on Mokhana was decidedlyHet#na

Daintree's decision, though she would have hadvisdom not to

veto the suggestion. She came back to earth tathealder woman
saying:

"However, you can always put things right when y@ualble. After
all, I quite see Irina Godden's point of view, eVfeshe is a neurotic,
over-indulged woman. Yowereher son's fiancee!"

Rather desperately now and a shade curtly, Andreanared:

"If you don't mind, Miss Daintree, many things da@xist for me any
more, and | find trying to discuss them particylatistressing when
I'm tired."

For a moment Helena Daintree looked decidedly tddeak by this
unexpected show of spirit. Something flickered &r Imight-dark
eyes, then she was all contrition, a state of b#nagsat oddly on her.
"But of course, my dear. How thoughtless of melv8tedidwarn
me\"

She let that peculiar statement trail up in thealowing Andrea to
draw any conclusion she liked, then turned andthedway up the
stairs along a cool, wide corridor of pale wallsl dighted cornices
glowing down on what was almost an art gallery. 8one in the
house was quite obviously a collector. Was it Stege his aunt?
Probably both, Andrea concluded.



Much as she wanted to stand and stare, and taim¢bewilderment
she was familiar with one particular style, she @asn more anxious
to get to her room.

Just let me get there! she thought rather fevarishivould be a relief
to be on her own. There was no need to pretendfdimel Helena
Daintree overpowering. Perhaps tomorrow she coelchbre able to
cope with this tall, rather coldly imperious woma&mthe meantime
there was nothing to be afraid of, nothing to huet. Not with

Steven!

Helena Daintree paused before a pale green doaitdetin a darker
shade, then opened it with a swift burst of deaisio

"Here we are!" she said briskly. "I hope you likeTio some tastes,
not mine, it's the most beautiful room in the housean't pretend to
agree. It was Vivienne's - Steven's mother's. de £xactly. Not

mine, as I've said, though I've often wanted teraii to bring it more

into keeping with my own style which | feel is appriately elegant
but functional. This room quite clearlynet !"

Andrea could only agree. She touched a reverentotdlee deeply
piled white carpet.

"I've had it treated, of course,"” Helena Daintraigl slryly, glancing
downwards. "Such a hopeless colour, neverthel&ist"stood back
and allowed Andrea to precede her into the room.

At first, Andrea couldn't conceive of anything mdvely, not
-realising at first that there was no place foranrm a room such as
this. It was, quite startlingly, a feminine shrimehaven and a refuge.
There was no place at all for a husband or a ssoall She was only
conscious of almond green drapes at the windovesshieer central
fall of white lace, the matching quilted almond gnmesilk of the
bedspread; of exquisite period furniture of blossmrcolours in a



watercolour, the damasked wall paper, two deep (s
upholstered in varietoned silks of blue and greadow antique table
set with precious knick-knacks, a slim bookcasal against the
window wall, a delicate writing desk with a headaofmall boy cast
in bronze and small collection of family portraits.

"It's quite beautiful,” she said almost dreamilydait was! Finished
right down to the last detail.

"l thought you might say that!" Helena Daintreentained, and her
dry voice seemed to carry a wasp's sting. "Cestatid more your
style than mine. The intensely feminine conceptiosuyppose. Not
everyone's cup of tea!" She let her glance pass theeroom with
total disinterest, then she walked towards thereeasftthe room with
the wary tread of a cat.

"There's a walk-in wardrobe beyond this mirroredrdoShe moved
to open it out, indicating the light switch withit¥ou'll have plenty

of room for your things, as you can see. The batnris at the end of
the hall on the same side as this. You'll havd&oeswith me. Steven
has his own suite, of course. If you're anythikg ime you'll like to

spread out. | do have such a collection of jars kxtwns and

whatnot. You could in that case use the guest,distgopose, if you'd
like to put out your own things."

Andrea nodded her head, taking the hint easilyekklDaintree
wasn't the kind of woman to share anything withcar®} Even in the
midst of her tiredness she spared a thought fadelfiecting Vivienne
who had sought another life. Perhaps she had beemdo it? Who
would know, and she was too exhausted to specutatas almost
iImpossible to imagine the kind of woman who coulc Ifor any
length of time in harmony with Helena Daintree,asd she was a
complete doormat. Aware that she was tensed andethseness led
to headaches, she tried to relax again.



"If you're quite all right now, my dear," the oldgoman said affably,
"Il go to Steven. He may need me!" Behind thaayous smile some
faint struggle was taking place. "Tomorrow, wheru'ye feeling

rested, we'll go on a tour of the house," she psethi "It's rather
large, as you can see, but we do have a lot dbvssto put up from
time to time. Quite without notice, usually.

They just fly in, on business, mostly, and the somsal overseas
visitor wished on us by the powers that be! "

As if it were of no consequence she added casublhtjl tomorrow,
then, my dear. Sleep well! I'll send one of thésgip with your tray.
We have quite a big staff and all of them well anigad. Two of our
girls wait at table, two others help Sam Tong, caok, in the
kitchen. There's a great deal of baking requireketp the stockmen
supplied with scones and cakes and whatnots fork@snolhen
there's the laundry, the housework and the vegegdriden to look
after. They're very well trained, even if | do smymyself! "

Andrea didn't need that light emphasis. She cowdtl see Helena
Daintree was admirably suited to training peoplee $nanaged a
faint answering smile that held, had she knowraitptally adult

perception; an awareness of the older woman's paligo and its

demands.

"Il be quite happy in this beautiful room. Thagku once again,
Miss Daintree!" "Don't mention it, my dear. Just getter soon!" She
was gone with a swirl of her heavy silken skirtgl dndrea sank
down on the bed for a moment, smiling with a certary

amusement. What Helena Daintree should have sadtiva sooner
the better! but perhaps the gracious hostess couddily allow such
a sledgehammer approach. In any case, if one veglkand sensitive
it didn't seem to matter over-much. The messagdheasame. It was
difficult to become enthusiastic about such a réoaplrina Godden,



at least, really wanted her! But always and for¢here was Steven.
He had made the decision and she had obeyed.

There was a tap at the door and the momentum othwerghts
dropped away. She called "Come in!" and the doened to reveal a
pert, dusky-skinned young wo-

man in a neat blue button-through dress with imraelcollar and
cuffs.

"Evenin’, miss! I'm Netta!" She smiled, displayipgrfect, even,
white teeth. "Would you like me to unpack for yod@u're tired, |
expect.”

"Are my cases there, Netta?" Andrea asked, haffgisom the bed.

"Yes, miss, just outside the door. Mr. Tong broutji@m up. Mr.
Steven said!"

"That's very kind of you, Netta," Andrea smiledneeying a quality
of warmth and appreciation that made the colourddag ever her
friend.

"No trouble at all, miss," Netta said sweetly. "Fmighty quick.And
neat! Don't I have to be!" A kind of merry, rachalmour was evident
in every line of her pretty young face, the gloskck eyes startlingly
white- ringed. She spun on her heel, injecting aagrdeal of
breathtaking energy into bringing in the cases bgeone and
propping them up beside the bed.

"Now you just take a seat over there and I'll toack the bed. Seems
a shame to mess it up, don't it? Pretty enoughafdream or the
pictures or something!" Her small face screwed"ltpbelonged to
Miss Vivienne, so old Minna says, and she knowshiang! But
that was a pretty desperate situation, as | uraletst



Andrea struggled up from the bed and into an arimchar interest
fairly caught.

"What was, Netta?"

Nettia turned, not even having to consider. "Whysswivienne,"

she said urgently, her soft voice rising. "Sne jysand left ‘em, but
that was a long time ago." She looked at Andrea mare burst of
speculation. "You a friend of Mr. Steve's?"

"l hope so! " Andrea smiled.

Netta folded her arms snugly across her chestxpe& you are,
‘cause he wanted you to have the Almond Room aattsthis]" She
looked towards Andrea earnestly. "No one, but ne, aallowed in
here. Even herself, the missus, that is!"

"Well, I like it! " Andrea said suddenly.

Netta laughed and with deft movements had theegusilk spread
neatly folded along the end of the bed. She flippadk the pale
green satin-bound blankets to reveal flower-spggercale sheets
and matching pillow cases, doing a series of thafere confronting
Andrea with a serene grin, her liquid eyes gleaming

"See? Made it up jus' like Mr. Steve said! " Sheseal for effect.
"He's the boss around here. What do you think?"

Andrea shook her head. "l guess so! " she saidlywdhlkn she began
to laugh in soft, muffled gurgles which drew foNletta's approving
grin. Netta was now energetically striding back &odh from the
opened suitcases to the bureau and the adjoiniigimavardrobe,
humming a snatch of an outdated tune. She benticlo yp a
nightgown, a misty froth of sea-jade, and it wapassible not to
smile at the expression on her face. She ran ad &nger across a



filmy fold, then placed it at the head of the bed the pillow,
arranging a matching lace-bordered peignoir medicslly beside it.
The choice taken out of her hands, Andrea sat éackling she must
wear it.

Netta was silent a moment, mulling something otheen she called
over her shoulder, respect deepening her voice.

"You sure have a lot of money, miss," she assedexdhutly pleased
with herself and her deductions. "Even Miss Heldoa't have no
better than this. Why, something like this coulckma girl flip!"

Andrea burst out laughing at the absurdity of iheasion. For a long
time she stared at the nightgown with the puzzlng certain

conviction that she had never indulged in suchxgeesive item in
her life. Indeed half of the clothes Netta carrtedand fro were
arousing much the same sensations in her as ira.NEfte little

coloured girl worked on, oblivious to Andrea's tgbtful stares, a
look of great satisfaction on her face, makingdélitinconsciously
humorous comments on this and that, running heef carefully
and lovingly over the materials that made a sensampeal to her.
Finally she disappeared into the wardrobe to packyathe empty
suitcases.

"Somethin' delicious coming up in about ten minliteke promised,
reappearing. "You'll be crazy about Mr. Tong's aogkilt's really out
of sight! In fact, | expect you'll get fat. You ddudo with a little meat
on them bones. You look like the dawn wind blew yopuffing
right at your heels!" She turned a perfectly misgbus face over her
shoulder and walked to the door.

"Evenin', Miss Andrea. Anything | can do for yowuyjust sing out!"

Andrea lay back in the armchair, her grey eyes thoms with
laughter. Netta had had an exhilarating effect ar. HFFrom



somewhere in the house came the tranquil, melodibuse of a
clock. She lay back, her eyes closing.

As Netta had promised, the light meal when it @diwas not only
delicious but beautifully presented, but Andreanidherself picking
at the creamed chicken and mushrooms, the tinyegdddown potato
balls, the small portion of tossed salad, for apgre@es only. Her
appetite seemed to have deserted her and it walkl dll of the
fabled Mr. Tong's resources to coax it back ag&he dipped her
spoon into the chilled fruit cocktail, finding th@ineapple
unexpectedly flavoured with brandy. To her surpske finished it,
leaving only the maraschino cherry.

Afterwards the house seemed very quiet and fordhatnight she
decided to run her bath in Helena's private sanetitmits adjoining
dressing room; all mirrors, natural timber fittingsd ceramic wall
tiles in opaline tints. She avoided stepping onphke, lovely rugs
that were scattered on the floor, letting her eyaader over a vast
collection of jars; the cleansing creams, the deams, the night
cream, the eye creams, the vitamin- enriched cretimasnounds of
expensive soap in hanging baskets, the squat §attle tall bottles,
the black bottles and the crystal bottles contginvath salts and
various oils. It just could have been a displaynteuat one of the-
better stores, Andrea reflected, a little surpriged Helena Daintree
was included among the ranks of women for whomepwedion of
their good looks had developed into a career.

She didn't linger over her bath as she would hi&ed ito but reached
for the huge, velvety towel, one of two Netta h&tpd in her room.
She looked up absently and caught sight of hersétie wall-to-wall

mirror opposite; the ashen blonde hair featheriag oy around her
head, one white arm raised to hold the envelopmngk She looked
all eyes, much too thin, the slim girl's body dtélunted by fragility.
She shrugged a delicate shoulder and withdrew heicat,



examining eyes from her reflection. Miracles didriappen
overnight. She was lucky to have escaped withifeer |

Once back in her room she found it difficult totkeetiown. Her heart
and her brain were too keyed up. She felt shaghrialone. She
wandered over to the writing desk and picked up sheall,
over-shaped portraits one by one.

A faint secret essence clung to this room, to ttgbotographs, as if
the young Vivienne must once have attached a lonpbrtance to
them. Two of the photographs were old-fashionetflystposed
studies of a man and a woman in Court dress, lgokuitably
elegant; the third was undeniably the small bogy&n, his happy,
carefree face showing the promise of the man toecdinwas a
first-rate piece of photography and she held ieftong time. The last
could only have been Garth Daintree, a little av@h, a great deal
more of his sister in those lean, dark featureslodked a hard man,
Andrea thought, even among men of legendary hasdhes hevas
handsome. She put the photograph back on the pieslng it with
the same fastidious care Steven's mother might staoen.

"Poor Vivienne!" she said to herself, knowing itsheer heart, not her
head, that prompted her. She glanced down at shé&éan, the small

bronze head, noticing for the first time the cutha profile. Her heart
rocked and she picked it up, warming the cold beoagainst her
hand. How indescribably precious! The face of iremme, of

childhood - of Steven. There was a knock on the dod her heart
seemed to give a great bound so that it flutterglat up into her

throat.

"Andrea!"

She heard his voice, quiet but implacable. Fotitbef her she was
unable to answer, held in the grip of some nercking emotion.
Then, just as some measure of release came theéhtdmust open the



door, looking across the intervening space, his gtering under
the lids.

"Good God, child, you might have answered!" Hisceowas a
mixture of anxiety, a faint bewilderment and somasperation. He
held a glass of water and a phial of tablets irhhaisd.

Ordinarily she would have answered him, but at thament she
seemed stunned and silent, holding the small brbeael between
her breasts, her shoulders pale and tender sligatiy;

"What's the matter?" He came to her and held heppioag her
shoulders with a fierce kind of necessity, a hardume of tenderness
and violence. She stared up at him helplessly, wime weak
feeling, a deep inner trembling, half ache, haffging, creeping,
stealthily, robber-like through her veins.

"Andrea, answer me!" He shook her slightly and @asne reserve of
will power kept her poised away from him when &k svanted to do
was lay her head against his chest and hear théhsdfof his heart.
His face seemed all angled planes and shadowsyass brilliantly
alive, sending her swirling down a racing streanjagfyed currents
and submerged rocks. She could never, never duitttly with
Steven. Everything about him, his physical aurs personality, was
making that impossible.

Her head was tilted back, the light glinting on hair, probing the
sea-green robe, its fragility covering yet revaalime ivory curve of a
shoulder, the narrow taut waist, the tilt of a lsteble gave a muffled
exclamation and looked down at her hands, grippigigtly on the
bronze head against all other temptations.

"Well, well! Don't tell me this little thing has lalthat much
significance?" There was a hard, mocking, quabtyis voice that
hurt her, cutting close to her heart.



"It's you, isn't it?" she said with soft poignan®§o question but a
statement, her face turned towards him.

"l was never quite certain!"

She felt the tension in him, but his tone, thetfamnic smile, the set
of his dark head, were barbs to taunt her.

"Oh yes, it's you!" she repeated firmly. "Thereigrele world of love
in this little head."

"I prefer to call it professional expertise,” hadsaurtly, more to
himself than to her. "A facility only! "

"That's cruel, Steven!" She traced a gentle finger the tender
young profile.

"Cruel as the truth often is," he said flatly anithaut warmth.

"You'll never get me to agree!" She lifted her hdaat eyes suddenly
sparkling like crystal chips.

His smile hardened. "So ethereal a creature to shditle spirit!"
That dark insolence was back on him. She tried pealk, but
suddenly, startlingly, could not.

He took the bronze from her hands, gripped withhsoervous
intensity and placed it behind them on the desler@hkvere shadows
in the hollows of her cheeks, beneath her largagieyes, her hair
curling like silvery wood shavings about her sniedad.

"You should be in bed," he said harshly. "The wiidg's been too
much for you. Get in, like a good girl, and I'lvgiyou your tablet.”

His dark head was bent over her. She seemed bdweipless,
captive, and he suddenly swung her up into his acredling her



head. The sweet heady scents of the garden dtiftedgh the open
windows and they were alone, isolated, sheafetienmuted quiet.
She relaxed against him, filled with an exhausted kf sweetness,
making no protest as the peignoir whispered offdmeulders. Then
she was lying back in the bed and he was placiadlthy folds over

the end of the bed.

"It's not mine, is it?" she asked with a soft, btfty sigh.
"Well, it's notminé" He wheeled, a dry note in his voice.

She lifted a pale hand across her eyes. "l knesulidn't have bought
one half of those things! "

He came to stand beside the bed, with a look ofodiny
concentration. "You had precious little left of yoown. Whatever
you travelled with was lost in the wreckage. Whiaeevould you
have had me do ? "

He sounded faintly harassed and she looked us g¢Wwel-coloured
eyes.

"“I'm terribly in your debt, aren't |, Steven? Haogssdly so!"

"You little fool!" His voice flicked at her like avhip. The light was
behind his dark head and powerful shoulders givimg a look of
turbulent vitality, almost menace.

"It would be so easy to hate you!" she breathedglges narrowing
defensively at the sight of him.

"How are you going to convince me of that?"

"l can't answer that!" Her suddenly impassionect@dietrayed her
agitation.



"Why? Are you afraid?"

It was intolerable to have him so near and soviayarom her.

"No, no! of course not! I... I... just don't know."

"Then I'll help you find out!" he said grimly. "$tquite simple really."

Her heart was a bright trapped bird beating futikgainst its cage.
She couldn't turn her face away even if he woulkeh@ermitted her
to do so. She could only stare up at him, memayitiiat dark face,
the combination of line and feature and colour,dkact blue-green
of his eyes. She was drugged, almost drowningsineage dreamlike
fantasy with the queer feeling of having lookedbitihat face so
many, many times before. There was no one elseSkikeen. There
never would be .again. She was entirely quiesbentface betraying
her emotions, defeated by her own intensely fereiniature.

He made some brief, muffled exclamation, then |l@dehis head
abruptly, darkly, vividly handsome, and she cloked eyes against
him, giving herself up to the tumultuous shock igfrnouth. Her own
mouth was parting under that wild, fierce presstire,bewildering,
questing intensity. She was sinking, sinking intcsaft, purple
darkness where her mind and her heart seemed essi@ions apart.

Time and place lost all meaning, there was no leganything, only
a shattering, never-to-be-borne excitement thed®ohthe night ...
and Steven. Her pale hands were locked behind dasl,hbut she
didn't know it until he jerked his head back witlursning force,
leaving her bereft, holding down her wrists implalga

"l didn't bring you out of one jungle to get irttas|" he said brutally.
"It's senseless, and it won't happen again!"



The colour raced under her pale translucent skiuo, 'it won't,
because | won't be here long enough!" She trietirtmgle up with a
flash of the girl she had been before pain and elahgd catapulted
into her life, but he held her 'back against his,aa lick of flame in
his eyes, giving her fair warning not to challehga.

"There's no way at all you'll leave Mokhana beflosay so," he said
tautly, "even if my own damned idea has boomerargeahe."

The strangeness of his voice made her wary. Hes egee as huge
and velvety as a faun, a soft almond blossom blamm her
cheekbones.

“Let me go, Steven," she said much too reasondbd's say good
night, please!"

"Oh, let's say good night by all means," he mimicker. "Do you
think it a joke, the way you react to a man?"

"Why are you so kind, then so ... brutal to me® damanded, and
drew a single, indrawn breath.

His dark brows shot up. "Because I'that kind of a man.
Demoralizing, | know, but I did warn you!" He sowtbgrim, his
eyes scanning the narrow outline of her body.

"Oh, please, Steven!" she said on a soft protestust be alone."

"Il leave you alone, don't worry, but don't wagtaur time trying to
run away from me."

"On my honour!" she said, her soft mouth still puysfrom the
pressure of his. "Nothing's real, is it?" she askbdr voice
overwrought like a child's. "l don't know what to dny more!" Her
carefully hidden excitement was showing in the dgref colour in



her eyes, her cheeks, her mouth, the nightgowmdalbff her
shoulder more innocent than seductive becauseaétider hollows.

Unaccountably his face lost its hard, watchful loakd his mouth
twisted faintly.

"Such melodrama! You'll be good, that's all!"

He looked so careless and mocking that her heawdun her breast.
She stared back at him, excitement rising like wwateng the whole
length of her from her feet to the top of her headove and a hate
and a fury! For yes, sHevedhim with a force that was shocking tc
her. A whole world of insanity when Steven had remah of such
cloying sentimentality. He had no need of the emdutove of a
woman. Not with that arrogant cut of the mouth #r&l nostrils, the
jewelled flash of his eyes, the imperious set sfttead.

The air was electric between them and they wereakipg in
undertones.

"Damn you, Steven!" she gasped, her voice pitchevea the wild
beating of her heart. "My only hope is that somenaa puts you
through hell!" Her eyes were shimmering in her lgvushed face
and his eyes narrowed dangerously:

"Why don't you find the courage to try yourself2 poaded her.
"After all, you've made a good start! "

She drew back from the glitter of his eyes, so lgdbdilliant that it
hurt her to look at him. He suddenly caught henchkissing her
parted, throbbing mouth, a brief contact so diffieérm quality, a
tender punishment, not a tyranny, that her eydsdfivith tears,
diamond bright.



"Life's terrible, isn't it, little one, now that yoe withdrawing from
your dream world?"

She threw herself over on her face, shutting aiphysical presence,
the frightening delight that it gave her, but hasxt touched the nape
of her neck, like a brand on her skin.

"That won't help. Come on, turn around and be briaxely want you
to take your tablet," he said mockingly.

He was no longer the same and she was free toback to him.
"You're making things hard for me," she said plagily.

"I know!" The laugh sounded in his voice and he whathe back of
her, helping her, though she could have managextleShe took
the glass and her hand trembled.

v "l don't want to be brave. | don't want to betamg! " she said like
an overwrought child.

"You do\' He handed her the tablet and watched her swailllpw
making a wry face. "You want to be a good, swe#e girl, | just
know it!" His eyes slid over her face and her thraad it was
suddenly unbearable not to turn back into his arms.

"For you, Steven," she said with faint bitterness, "I copldmise
anything!"

His voice was carefully controlled, a shade caubitiit his eyes fairly
blazed.

"When you're fit enough I'll let you say that agadmything is likely
to come of it!"

The blood rushed to her head, but he was gonehstiyuick, lithe
tread, walking to the door shutting it on her wathalf savage:



"Good night, little one, sleep well and give alatlemotionalism a
rest!”

She was alone at last, left with the memory of ¢hosoments of
excitement and exultation when his mouth had mareter own.



CHAPTER YV

THE weeks drifted by, relaxed and lazy in the heatexwtica of the
tropics. Though Steven allowed her to do verydijttle saw to it that
she was never bored. She could read. She couldnake sun for a
short period, then back to the cushioned loungeh s striped

awning in the shade of the giant tamarinds. Shddcati Netta

accompanied her, swim in the far end of the Pirlik Lagoon, but
never on her own, for Steven appeared to regard dsera

semi-precious incompetent, or as she put it tolenself ... an idiot
relation. With a brief flash of white teeth in arkladevastating face
he denied it. She was to be watched, that wasuatl] she was
completely well. Netta was a delightful and endsgarcompanion
and she was by far the most intelligent and retiablall the girls.

Steven's attitude, Andrea found, hovered drasyichktween a
conscientious big brother and wildly unsettlingmghses of the man,
Steven. Those moments, increasingly rare, made/ eésswe in her
body scream for release, arousing a torrent ofyanarions that just
as suddenly he went out of his way to crush. It wadeliberate
manoeuvre, for he told her she was as transpaoehtm as the
delicate tracery of blue veins under her skin.

He was kind. He was considerate. He was maddeniegwas
Steven, inflicting pleasure and pain of a kind. 8dmes when he
was able, he took her out for short trips aboutpitogperty or called
down on her when she went swimming with Netta, @jes
approving the fine gleam of pale gold that overlagd satiny skin.

Each morning she breakfasted in bed whether séé itlor not, filled
in her day pleasantly, made a creditable attemmtigpose of an
invariably excellent dinner, for Steven watched lier a hawk, then
she retired early. That was the pattern of evegy dad a new one
began like the other. If she sometimes fell promeanguishes or
reticences Steven was able to bring her out oilit aword or a lift of



his dark brows, for he seemed to be continuallyth@nlookout for
some such disturbances. The great thing was, lte she was
regaining her strength and natural vitality, and Isad put on a few
much- needed pounds of body weight.

Her relationship with Helena Daintree continued aad begun, with

a carefully maintained courtesy on both sides. &rmuld be no
question of a little warmth being injected into tituation, for the

older woman made it plain, without words, that mehsthing was

required. Andrea was Steven's guest, and her lnvee@votion to her
nephew-was quite obviously deeply embedded. On dhkisount

Andrea had the certain feeling that she was tadrand treated to
the best Mokhana could offer, which was, in a neitsl very great
deal. And so life went on with every physical comfand the

stimulation of an environment that was strangeetiqg toubly so, for
she had no clear recollection of another.

Yet there were compensations galore! The beaukaikhana, after
the Wet, was breathtaking! Partly arising from bmg#liance of the

sun and the sky, the lush greens of the grasslaémnelslieek, prime
cattle with their glistening hides, the tropicallesmlour of the
blossoming trees and flowers and partly from thergitontours of
the smoky blue to indigo ranges, the strange atitheorain forest
that loomed over their boundaries. The bird lif,twas fantastic
and drew Andrea's attention as it did everyone fthm city, for

Mokhana was para-

dise! Great flocks of budgerigar took to the skaerkening the sun,
wheeling and diving in formation over the still weg of the lakes and
lagoons and the silent billabongs, a blinding sheéremerald
glinting off breasts and wings. There were ros& gialahs in almost
equal numbers, black cockatoos with red, iridestahtfeathers, the
white cockatoos with their singular sulphur crests,legions of tiny
jewelled finches, and the opal-tinted parrots aondkéets, the



waterfowl without number, the eagles and hawks thiatled the
cloudless intense blue of the skies.

Before long Andrea found she had developed an unyoalnservation
that surprised and delighted Netta, who by heritagel long
experience had the closest communion with nature,cauld read
every sign like the lines on her hand. From thaldiAndrea
progressed to the tropical flora, intrigued bylbeauty and profusion
of the floating lotus blooms, waxy bursts of ivorolet blue and
palest pink and the native orchids with their gegitic fascination.
Steven,, though anything but insensitive to theubeaf his great
selection, because he was born to it and took ges for granted,
spent most of his day on practicalities and thedhesh and one
problems besetting a huge station. So the weekslwesith nothing
to disturb the easy harmony he seemed bent on anamy. If
Andrea yearned for a more demanding relationstiggph Mokhana
was still full of flavour.

About a month later when she was out with Nettaoone ' "of the
short walkabouts Steven permitted, Dr. Freedmaweatifor a short
visit. Seeing the Cessna fly in and more or legeettng some such
visit, Andrea left Netta collecting wild honey anthde her way back
to the house' hurrying in the heat, something 3Stdvad always
stressed she was not to. She wasn't surprised ladbkt when the jeep
ground to a halt beside her and he swung out migrdip tightly
between his teeth.

There was a moment of dead silence while his gjitigance flashed
over her with hard watchfulness, noting the swafilex action of
tilting her head and squaring her shoulders.

"Aha, aha!" she said flippantly, the pupils of regres dilating, "I
suppose I'm in for a lecture?"



"Aha, aha, indeed! " he caught the point of hemgiher, spinning it
into the jeep like a doll. "A typical schoolgirl aetion. Where in
sweet hell is your hat?"

Stoically she kept her head tilted up to him. "H®no need to get
agitated. | never freckle!"

"Freckle!" he broke in, malicious and mocking. "Such a sifleceis
purely coincidental. I'm talking about sunstroke!"

"Oh, really, Steven," she managed, low-voiced. "Simes- you act
like a great watchdog ready to pounce!"

"What do you expect?" he clipped out the syllablé®rought you
out here to look after you and that's still my miten, seeing you can't
look after yourself. Surely Netta had the sensenéke you take a
hat?"

"Shedid!" she said despairingly. "It's full of boronia, asnatter of
fact. | was going to dry out the petals. | just xaped to look up and
see the Cessna come in, so | hurried."

He made a jeering sound, his brilliant gaze downrigpstile. "The
Cessna, why not? I'll accept that. After all, it every day your
boy-friend comes calling."

"What boy-friend?" she demanded, her eyes suddgraykling in
contrast to their usual soft shimmer.

He studied her in silence for a moment - the silgglt head, the
palest gold skin tints, the apricot flush of sumtsphigh up on her
cheekbones. "I do believe he'll find a change in.y€rom a snow
maiden to a silver blonde, kissed by the sun. idedbably want to do
the same himself," he added cynically, "but yowttdr warn him off
in advance. There's nothing doing in that diredtion



She looked away from the carved mockery of his,ldark features.
"l thought one was supposed to fall in with what ttoctor ordered! "

"Not in this case, little one," he said with somace. "I'd keep those
lake-coloured eyes to yourself. The good doctorrhaere than half
drowned in them already."

"How ridiculous!" she sank her teeth in her bottbp) colouring it
cherry.

"Yes, isn't it?" he stressed briefly. "I'm glad yagree, it will save a
certain unpleasantness all round."

She flickered a glance at his profile and fournidatcessible. "You're
more than usually arrogant this morning," she sgieady daring.

"I'm more than usually a lot of things, but | wonitdexpect you to see
it!" A hard mocking light flared in his eyes.

She clenched a small fist in her lap. "I can'tthar life of me see why
you want to put up with me!" Tension showed itgelihe fine-boned
oval of her face, and she was conscious of an @leafeexcitement
and danger between them.

He muffled an oath and grasped her pale napeingert Biting into
her flesh. "Listen, you silly child, | just don'tant you exploited -
your beauty exploited, though you might find itdhéo believe."

He was hurting her, unconscious of his strengthd, gime put up a
hand to his arm, feeling a sick shiver of excitetmen

"What if the doctor iseriou® What then?" she taunted him, knowin
she was doing violence to herself just trying tas® a response in
him.



His eyes narrowed to slits and the line of his Jaavdened. "Well
then, that's just too damned bad. Now sit backsamal trying to earn
yourself some reprisals. I'll take you down to stxep as part of the
welcoming party. | wouldn't like the good doctor tunk | was

keeping you all to myself!"

"Well, that's hardly the case, is it?" she saichvaitittle irony.

He looked dangerous, darkly relentless, his blesigigaze whipping
over her face, lingering on the pulse that bedtasdically at the base
of her throat. "If you'd been older, a little wisatho knows?" he said
in an oddly taut tone. "As it is, you're just arecemotional child!"

"There's really no need to keep cutting me dowsize," she said
tightly. "l just hope something horrible will happ&® you!"

"Do you?" A kind of hard recklessness lay on hikela patina of
light. He reached for her suddenly and pulled legoss his knees,
watching the flame of fear gather in her eyes.éBgblayed one too
many tricks on me already!"

Her satiny skin was suffused with colour and shedlup one hand to
hit out at him, hating himhating him her very skin tingling to his
touch, unbearably hurt by his cynicism.

"It couldn't last, could it?" he ground out harstdnd she felt herself
go white with the shock of it, her slight body atsihis feeling the
dark, frightening energy that fed his anger. Sheerea small sound
that died in her throat as his hand sank into helscdragging her
head back. He kissed her into a shaken and breatkldmission
where there was no place left to retreat to, hisdhaurled in
possession over the curve of her breast.

A soft shiver ran through her like an arrowheadlame, and she
moved against him so that he relented his cruel, lsblaping the back



of her neck, his mouth deepening its pressurejrigaa track of fire
across her face and throat. Her shining head waw/thback against
the hard curve of his shoulder, its sensitive modgheightened by
emotion, her eyes tightly closed, the heavy lasieds

He lifted his dark head, his glance striking hecefaThere was,
instantly, anger and arrogance and something withame in the
flare of his nostrils, the startling onrush of aglanto his eyes.

"Don't cry!" The order was curt, compulsive, hisosoffering no
apology. "You brought this all on yourself. Justshouch of this
day-to-day teasing did you think | could take?"

Her voice was muffled up with a kind of pain. "Butever ... |
haven't! She turned her head helplessly in amaatara distress,
then opened her eyes to find his, pitilessly mogkpinning her to a
blue-green infinity.

"The number one rule," he said with hard cyniciSNever expect
honesty from a woman. They have no ethics in thatlsmatter and
never, never assume one of them entirely innocent. You kno
damned well you've been asking for that!"

"You're soright!" she said bitterly, driven by his hard, infurigin
expression, realising with sudden shame that straege force kept
her within the circle of his arm. Belatedly shedrito break free, but
his fingers bit into her soft shoulder, tighteninig hold, using his
strength deliberately, for mastery. Her eyes, aiadly large and
brilliant, shimmering like ice crystals, began t@lwswiftly with
tears; an acute femininity that made his whitentseiap together, his
voice rough edged with curbed violence.

"Don't dothat!"



Her strange little laugh was like a bell in herotr "No, you can't
stand it, can you? | wonder why? The hard, the sopethe

relentless, the so self-sufficient Steven Dainttge!glad you can't
stand it!" Into her voice shot a tremor of panic.

His hand closed under her chin and an alien ligied in his eyes,
the second shock scarcely less brutal than the firs

"You've nothingyet to cry about!" he said, his glance slantin
unpleasantly over her, "but there's no guarantaevtl last!"

A white-hot tension shot through her, shockinglteck to reality. A
thin stratum of her mind registered there was al degused in him,
that she had never glimpsed before his eyes flgsharning signals,
an element of danger she didn't choose to analysetaste of salt
was in her mouth, her face burning hot.

"Oh, please, Steven!" Her eyes were fixed on hie faith a direct
plea for understanding, but he didn't withdrawtasad, his face dark
and taut with the unyielding look of polished steBlindly she
nudged his hand aside to turn her hot face intehineat, aching for
comfort, a fever burning in her. "Don't be likesjplease! | can't bear
it. I'd never want anything horrible to happen tmyyou know that.
You just throw me off balance. | can't explain! "

Something of what she was feeling must have goutjtr to him, for
his hand dropped to her creamy, vulnerable napis, time
exquisitely gentle, and the burden of alarm wasdif

"The easy way you get out of Rlease, Steven, | can't bear@hild
into woman. Woman into child, and so conveniertlis hand fell to
caressing the line of her neck, his heart storrmtagher own, a wild
kind of music that was almost a torment.

"l can't go with younow" she said shakily.



"You will!'" His hand stilled on her skin.

"I can't! Oh, please, Steven!" She lifted her faoehim, her
expression transparent, and his eyes struck davarrgrimly on the
curve of her mouth with its tell-tale trembling.

"No, perhaps not!" he said, the dark, brooding Ibakk on his face.
"I'll take you back to the house. Give you a litime to assume
another personality - a simple enough feat for enaa"

He put her away from him abruptly with unmistakatdaunciation,
his glance now cool, with an analytical detachnantost that of a
near-stranger. "I'm damned if | know what you akedoe-eyed
innocent, Godden's fiancee ... what? In shorie ldhe, you present a
problem! "

"l shall run away!" she said tragically, the middayn blazing down
on her head.

Incredibly a smile transfigured his face, mockingints of light

dancing in his eyes. His glance slid sofdy overfrmn head to toe.
"You wouldn't get very far! I've inexhaustible paice when
something interests me, and you, Andrea, are aingiguing study.

| can't bear to let you out of my sight!"

Beyond his imperious dark head was a boundless $jpaee she
could fix her attention on. A respite, howeverghri

"One of these days, Steven," she said softly, f'gayoing to get your
just deserts! "

He shrugged one powerful shoulder, his brilliareseglittering over
her. "If it makes you feel any better, just keephaping. You were
aching to say that, weren't you, little one?"



"Perhaps | was. After all, | can take so much!"

He smiled briefly with his eyes: "You just remembdrat a brute |
am when you meet Freedman again! "

Dazedly Andrea passed a hand over her eyes. "fet'shis over,
shall we? | absolutely swear I'll behave. God knomisat that
involves - I've never looked sideways at the man! "

Steven's mocking, obliqgue glance was entirely ungsped. He
leaned forward and switched on the ignition, pattime jeep in gear
and swinging back on to the track. Her eyes weagvdrto his hands
on the wheel, beautiful hands, really, lean andl leard strong. It
came to her suddenly that Steven could be appbllergel!

Luke Freedman didn't fly in alone, as Andrea wasldyto find out.
Even as she was changing her shirt and slacksdooldilamel print,
she could hear the crunch of the jeep's heavy gmethe gravelled
drive, the slam of doors, then the sound of vogasying easily on
the warm still air.

"Steven darling, it's wonderful to be back! Youheidea how | long
for Mokhana when I'm in the city. The peace andfteedom!”

Andrea stood arrested, one hand uplifted, the ghinglinting off the
silver-backed hairbrush in her hand.

"l say, that's new, isn't it, darling?" the voicasvasking, a throaty
contralto, slightly drawling, super- confident. 'learriage lamp, |
mean. A wonderful match for the glass panels -them you always
do get just what you've wanted!"



It was all Andrea could do not to rush to the wwdand lean far
enough out to catch sight of the Voice. She couwddrhSteven's
dark-timbred voice, the lighter tones of Dr. Freatimthen Helena
Daintree's, dry, very clear, with an unprecedertad of warmth and
humour.

"Gillian, my dear! Dr. Freedman!" There was a shpduse,
presumably as Helena came down the stairs, petisapsstow a
quick, dry kiss. "But what a surprise, Gillian,'estontinued. "And so
welcome! Would you know I've just had a letter frgour mother.
From Geneva!"

"You're way behind the times, Aunt Helena," thel behes were
teasingly indulgent. "Mother's in Paris this week the collections.
She's a compulsive buyer, as we all know."

The rest of this fascinating dialogue was lost owl#®a as the voices
receded into the interior of the hall. Andrea potvd the brush,

staring sightlessly at her own reflection. So Heldbaintree was
capable of a friendly rapport with another womawohtehow she

found the fact vaguely incredible. Her eyes focuaed she saw
herself objectively as perhaps the owner of tha¢ fiemale voice

would see her - a too-slender young girl, with akimoy's feathery

hair-style, large-eyed,, fine- featured, but witte tsoft, exquisite

bloom of returning good health and vitality. Shelked nearer the
mirror. She wore no make-up beyond an iridescenkypbronze

lipstick, but then she rarely bothered to use ahyhe expensive

cosmetics in the beauty case Steven had boughHeerskin could

pass the most critical muster even if she haddhaio notion that the
owner of that lush drawl would be the epitome dcuzd elegance.
She hesitated for a moment, caught up with the adehanging her

dress for something a little more formal, then dided the idea. She
looked quite presentable with little variation froher normal

day-to-day appearance.



When she got down to the living room, the womenifgéice already
installed on the moire-covered Empire sofa in the/e of the huge
bay window. Helena Daintree looked up with a talesamile.

"Hello there, my dear. I've just been telling Gitli all about you.
Come along in!" She turned to the soignee young avobeside her
nursing a long frosted drink. "Gillian, my dear, ynaintroduce

Andrea Swanson, our little house guest. Gillian iGay, my dear,
the daughter of my dearest friend!" She leaned awer patted the
younger woman's hand. "At one time, Gillian dedradl the highest
hopes that your mother and Garth would make a nadtth

"I'm very glad theydidn't!" Gillian Courtney returned very smartly
indeed, and both women shared a moment of amusejgrebension.

Andrea returned the bright smile that was dire¢tedards her, but
neither girl extended a hand. Gillian Courtney Waasgirl precisely,

but a poised and knowing brunette in her late tigenmore striking

than good- looking, very tall and ultra-eleganblack slacks and a
matching, sleeveless jacket, with a white, tie-eelckong- sleeved
crepe blouse underneath. Her satiny black hair pased very

severely in the centre and drawn back into a knothe nape, gold
hoop ear-rings in her ears.

Andrea let her eyes slip over the new arrival ungely. As she

had guessed, Gillian Courtney was meticulously maule or "the

whole bit", as Andrea put it to herself, noting Hraber eye-shadow,
the long sherry- coloured eyes carefully extendid, heavily

mascaraed eyelashes, the golden sheen of a glessthreugh

foundation, the thinnish lips artfully built up &fuller outline. To a
certain extent her looks were a miracle of makehuyt,they were

well worth the effort. Without being a beauty, @hH Courtney

would undoubtedly turn heads.



The same sherry-coloured eyes were appraising Angith no such
attempt at discretion, only the hard, clear, memdisang assessment
one might expect of the daughter of a compulsiwendpr.

"And how are you feeling now, Miss Swanson?" Gilli@ourtney
was asking in the faintly bored tones she invayi&ebpt for invalids.

Andrea was spared the necessity for answering &s Euveedman
came back into the room, followed at a distanc&tayen.

"Andrea!" he exclaimed aloud, his eyes flashinh@asaught sight of
her.

She turned her head in relief and caught that udgaieexpression, a
curious mixture of pent-up longing and professioaproval. She
put out her hand, her soft, musical voice infuséd feeling.

"Dr. Freedman, how very nice to see you again!"

He savoured her words, finding them far short of dwn feelings,
but he couldn't have asked for a more subtly ilhating smile. He
moved forward quickly, just a little off balanceprscious of
Daintree's ever-watchful aquamarine eyes, holding lwoth his
hands.

She looked not unlike one of the creamy, blossontilgs that
graced the garden, he thought, his eyes on therbédder skin, the
clear, lustrous eyes, the softest cloud grey. H®pased he had
Daintree to thank for that. Certainly she lookeleitshed". His own
choice of words Surprised him, but there was ndotishe had been
well looked after. There was a faint gilding on Bkin, in contrast to
the silvery fairness of her hair. Sturm had workeginall miracle in
keeping the flap clear of her forehead. There veagace of her scar
through the lengthening hair. He took her handdingl it between



his own, fighting down the mad impulse to gatherdgainst him and
kiss her.

"You look like a flower!" he said simply. "In fadtthink I'm here
under false pretences, you're so obviously wekdooafter!"

"Country charm, Doctor?" Gillian Courtney askedyfldly. "We are
here on another matter, however!"

Luke Freedman scarcely heard her, his eyes roaovagAndrea's
face, her hand still caught up in his own. Therthasigh realising he
had held it over-long, he dropped it and turnedkhadis host.

"From her eyes and her good clear colour, I'd baygs going along
fine. As Miss Courtney pointed out, it's as well aaese this hospital
venture under discussion."

"Naturally we must haveyou on the committee, Aunt Helena,"
Gillian Courtney interposed smoothly, spreading ¢egrable hands.
"I've got the most marvellous ideas worked out fiord-raising -
some involving Mokhana! " She looked up suddenlytven, her
long eyes heavy-lidded and languorous.

"I'll fall in with them, Gillian," he responded dygy "There's no need
for the witchcraft!"

"But | like it, darling," she said provocatively, still holdimis eyes
with her own, a sensual awareness emanating fromd@ent body.

Helena Daintree looked on, faintly amused and igelod. "I assume
you're talking about the new wing?" she asked wisitight spasm of
enthusiasm. "The Board are lucky to have your sesyi Gillian.
You're a born organiser, dear!"

"l do what | can!" Gillian rejoined, not displeasleg the appellation.



Helena Daintree smiled and rose gracefully to bet.f

"Il go see Sammy about lunch. | know Dr. Freedrhas to be back
at the hospital by tomorrow, but how long can ypars us, Gillian?"

"Till I'm thrownout!" Gillian Courtney said with extravagant ggiet
and the easy confidence of one who was sure af plopularity.

"And that will be never!" Helena Daintree assured her, fiemnsg
her dark-eyed gaze to Luke Freedman. "Doctor,ufd/dike to speak
to Andrea privately, there's the small sitting-roofhthe sun-porch.
Andrea will show you where. Excuse me, won't yoli'gét Sammy
to prepare a seafood cocktail. | know how Gilliands them, and the
king prawns from the Gulf have never been better!"

Gillian Courtney sighed voluptuously and linked Hends behind
her head, drawing the crepe tight over the wellHahed breasts.

"How you spoil me, Auntie dear!" She slanted a ovareyed glance
at Steven, as dark and enigmatic as ever. "Comesiaheéside me,
darling. I've so much to tell you, and ydid promise to let me have
Mokhana!"

"For aweekend! he pointed out suavely, but he did lower his lon
lithe frame to the sofa beside her, his shapelytmfauntly indulgent,
as his aunt's had been. The whole room was suddeahlged with
new forces; a realignment into camps.

"Now's as good a time as ever for a routine chexkAmdrea," Luke
Freedman said easily. "Heart, blood pressure xefleno more!" He
took Andrea's elbow. "Come along and fill me inhwybur progress.
No more headaches, no visual disturbances... anytikie that?"

They walked out into the hallway where Luke pautedick up his
bag, not hearing Gillian's faintly malicious comrhen



"The doctor's rather@ase isn't he? Of course siwerather lovely in a
white, virginal sort of way. But seriously, darlingghy play games
with me!"



CHAPTERVI

FOR the first time since she had come to Mokhana, Aadipent a
long time dressing for dinner, applying make-ugwaithand she soon
found was both light and expert, stepping carefty her dress and
zipping the low back. Finally she stood away frdm mirror and
subjected herself to an intense, self-forgetfuliticy. She was rather
dazed by what she saw! Once or twice, in a carebissnd fashion,
Steven had called her beautiful, but she neverghioaf "herself as
that. Tonight she was different - a stranger, &itbvely, excitement-
touched face, wide, luminous eyes, sofdy shadskijgeng aureole of
hair, gently coaxed into height and body, the siggierfection of her
slender body sheafed in one of the long, sheeodatresses Steven
had bought for her.

The tiny, deeply oval bodice was sheer white, wataway
shoulders, and tiny covered buttons to the narramstwthe floating
skirt a swirling cloud pattern of pearl grey anditeh It was a
beautiful dress and it might have been designetligixely with her
In mind. It was a warm, tropic night of ripe moardahe tall palms in
the garden swaying. It had already gone sevenh&hwed under the
sparkling cascade of the bedroom chandelier wathundred and one
prisms and it touched her hair with a transientygbefore she flicked
the switch and threw the room into a melting, bldakkness.

Her part of the house was only faintly lit, assugnmo definite shape,
only a deep amber glow, stealthy and mysterious v&uld turn on a
few lights as she passed.

She slipped along the passageway with noiselessdesing to a
halt as a long shadow fell across the top of tlaeveay. It was
Steven. He paused, unaware of her, putting up d taflick on a
light switch. Her heart lunged at the sudden razkaon his dark,
handsome face. Her presence must have penetrated



consciousness, for he turned his head sharply lmd fa rapier
glance along the passageway.

"Andrea?"

She went forward into the pool of light, grave nstaring up at him.
His head was thrown back, his eyes gleaming, tt tilancing off

his high cheekbones, a vertical fold between laistsig dark brows,
heightening his saturnine expression. There waacaountably, a
tension between them that could not be imagineabexkistence. A
muscle tautened beside his hard, imperious moighstrange eyes
raked her mercilessly.

"Girl into swan!"

Her own expression changed elusively while shelsotiogfind words
adequate to express what she was feeling.

"Obviously my appearance doesn't please you!"Théat lthrew
shadowed hollows into her cheeks, a bloom .oversker, a silver
nimbus around her head.

His glance sharpened, a biting sardonic inflectmohis voice.

"Whatever gave yothat insane notion? I'm sure you're more tha
most men could hope for in a lifetime. Most certaffreedman!"

A daik glitter of antagonism spun out between th&ne drew a
quick little breath like a tortured child. "Oh, pke, Steven, | had no
thought of dressing to please anyondhless it was. younspoken,
the words lurched in her. "Your aunt made a pofrtething me we
would be dressing for dinner. You have, yoursefhe could
scarcely bear to glance at the beautiful cut aothaf his jacket.



"l would have thought a girl with your assets didiéed to go to so
much bother!" His voice was toneless, the very lEssness
unnatural, accentuating her feeling of being whirlato danger.
With the light behind him he looked oddly untamealjuite capable
of anything, strange leaping lights in the depthisi® eyes.

Her head was slightly bent, her lashes thick amdyren her cheeks,
her tender nape exposed to his sight.

"I might remind you, Stevenyou bought this dress. If you find it
overdone, you might blame yourself!"

"What a ridiculous suggestion!" he said with armagamplicity. "I'm
quite sure of my own taste."

"Then why do you like hurting me?" She tilted hexad briefly,
almost defiantly.

"Why do youthink?" There was a wholly masculine appraisahsn
face. "Perhaps you're the kind of woman a man ligdsurt for the
sheer pleasure of kissing her better!"

"l can't see you adopting so drastic a measured"sshd with soft
irony. "Surely Gillian is more to your taste? Mutlore rewarding to
make love to!"

"Did | say I've made love to her?" he demanded e&Bnly, his eyes
narrowing.

"But you have,haven't you?" She gave a shaky, bitter sweeg lit
laugh.

His eyes gleamed, pinning her gaze in this cruelarad-the-mouse
game. "l rarely discuss my affairs with schoolgidat the answer is,



yes!Countless times. Believe me, she's nothing like y®he knows
the score - an unfailing help in an adult situdtion

He was effectively barring her way and she pushedaim aside.
"You beast! " She tried to hold herself in under peunding blood,
but all that splendid dark insolence was too muwrhhir, a lick of
flame towards dynamite. His arm tautened to stedl she pushed
futilely against it, her heart pounding erraticalliLet me past,
Steven!"

He imprisoned her wrist, holding it implacably mait hurting it.

"Who's giving orders in my own house? Up to datéelone, I've
been handling you like Meissen china."”

He was too tall, too powerful, too able to redulbdnar struggles to
impotence. "Don't think | don't know what's beh@tthat smooth
urbanity," she said tightly. "You've a devil in ydsteven!"

His soft laughter touched her curls. "Well, be vealrthen, you
foolish child. Don't tempt the fall of fire!" A diy sardonic humour
leapt in his eyes. "I might have known all that loess was only a
pretence. Fire and ice is rather a dangerous catbimfor a woman
to possess. So unexpected andnsettling!"

Andrea shut her eyes, swaying slightly, and he drewback hard
against him, his hands at her narrow waist, the ¢iphis fingers
touching the slight bones of her hips. She turnednead along his
hard chest, lost in the terrible meaning of whatrtgant to her. His
hands moved and tightened around her rib-cage, Vioise
deliberately tantalising.

"Open your eyes, Andrea!"



They were facing a long mirrored panel set into wadl and she
caught their arrested reflection. Colour floodedr Hace, a
monumental panic at her own transparency, herlihabbd conceal
her own needs, her mouth still curved with uncamssj wild
longings.

"Answer me now," he said tautly. "Are you fightitmgetaway from
me or what?"

She looked very pale and fragile against his ldank strength, her
bare shoulders gleaming against the sombre clothisgfacket. His
hands shifted to the sides of her neck, holdinghlead up.

"Well?"
She made a queer little sound, her fears for Hexggtely forgotten.

"l said it would be easy to hate you, Steven, méver guesseldow
easy!" She looked beautiful and intense, a firelmber, aroused to a
reckless passion, the colour swimming into her kbdehtening her
eyes to a silvery sparkle.

He only laughed, looking extraordinarily dominantiavital.

"Youthful agonies are the same the world over. ¥onbo different,
little one. But don't provoke a scenew," he said softly, "or | might
have to carry you somewhere they might never fagain. In this
house it could be done!"

She was trembling, her great eyes lifted to hiswith fury.

"Touch me and I'll scream!dan,you know," she boasted, "althougt
I've been over-long in finding my voice. | owe ythat much, |
suppose, for saving my life!"



"You owe menothing" His hand shot out and encircled her wrist, bt
her voice played a queer trick on her and dieceinthroat.

"Maybe an emotional upheaval is just what you rielee,said with

peculiar quiet, "but not tonight!" His voice slowkxda pleasant drawl
as though there had never been a suspicion of amgartagonism
between them. "Come along, Andrea, I've only besstepding

indifference to your appearance. You're an exquditld - but such a
temper! You might have warned me and | could hatte you in the

forest!" He drew her along with him, his thumb muyiover the

veins in her wrist. "And just by way of a rewardyé added
conversationally, "l have a little something thagi go with your

dress. | didn't quite realise you'd be needing fEmne quite so

quickly, but then, we've never had visitors beforké drawled

insolently his glittery gaze slanting in wingedisabver her face and
bare shoulders.

Her fingers clenched convulsively in his, but hé/daughed beneath
his breath, straightening them out against his pdlue almost got it
in my heart to feesorry for Freedman," he added dryly.

They were at dinner at last - Chinese style, inigsils honour, each
course as delicious as it was exotic, its prepamatiot without

incident in the kitchen, for Sammy, under profesalostress, was
anything but imperturbable. Netta, in a spotles® hiniform, circled

the table like a winging bird, serving the deegdrshrimps with a
crystal glaze and set in a bed of lettuce; thenstg@mounds of fried
rice and fried noodles, shredded pork and chickadls lvith green

peppers, bamboo shoots and steamed vegetablds, fatidw, apple

fritters, Chinese style, with a wonderfully brittieffee coating, her
merry black eyes disapproving of Andrea's smaltipos.



"Marvellous!" Gillian, something of a gourmet, wet until Steven
had refilled her wine glass, then twirled "It idiggimiring the light
golden Riesling with its tinge of green, then sheiled over its
crystal rim. "Sammy, | mean," she enthused. "Hé&balous cook, a
capacity | find completely terrifying myself!"

Steven was looking at her with coolly amused detesit, but a deep
beguiling note thread his voice. "I doubt if youdeyood sample of
domesticity, Gill!"

"But terribly modern, darling!" She slanted her @ him, her body
curved towards him. "You must grant me that, barrihe usual
feminist programme, though sometimes | think | mighve done
better in a naughtier age - the gay nineties, psrfRd’

Apparently unaffected, he raised his brows. "In$tewhich, as a
result of a life of complete indolence, you've tanyour hand to
charitable works!"

"Always supposing they don't turn out complete $lowouldn't you
say, Dr. Freedman?" She flickered a brief glancthatother man,
then returned her attention to Steven like a horbing. "Honestly,
Steven, | adore you! You don't really think Natum&nded me to boil
eggs, and darn socks, childbirth in a cyclone, #@t of thing!
Indolent, indeed! Like you've been keeping recorsany rate,
you'reexactlyas usual!"

He saluted- her with his wineglass. "I'm very drati to hear it!"

"Brute!" she made a provocative little moue witl heuth, "even if
you are the man I've dreamed about all my life, smtiorribly rich!
The most enviable situation there is!"

"On the contrary, itsn't,” he said dryly, "and | don't mind admitting
it!"



"You certainly should," she said blithely, and feaa out a fingertip
to trail it innocently but suggestively along hialp. "What you
really need is avife! After all, a man can't possibly get reckless wit
his money without one!" Her long, mascaraed lasted#ed a look of
burning steadiness. She sat back with a gay, apgegksture.
"There now, I've been wanting to say that for gylame!"

"To my certain knowledge you said it thesttime you were here!"
Steven returned suavely, his teeth very white enpgblished teak of
his face. His aunt, smiling and indulgent, in a &ssance-type
gown, threw up her hands.

"Steven darling, don't tease! I'm sure Gillianghtl" She presided at
the opposite end of the table to Steven, very eglaand unguarded,
and Andrea put it down to Gillian's presence. She mildly amused
to see Luke Freedman studying Gillian with puzafddrest, almost
like a new species under the microscope, untiligilreturned his
gaze thoughtfully and he dropped his eyelids arakdd away,

colouring faintly at Andrea's faint smile of compeasion.

Gillian continued to effervesce, holding Stevenalnp like a
clairvoyant. "You will make love to many women hbaoxe only one,”
she said seductively, "and you will marry her amdvionderfully

happy!"

"In spite of my emotional lacerations?" he inquiszatdonically, his
eyes sliding over Andrea's light gilded face. "Véhybu're there you
don't happen to see a tall brunette, | suppose?"

Gillian threw his hand away. "My darling Stevenatth giving the
game away. But honestly, the happiness line is,wamy strong, in
spite of all these so-called lacerations. You lyear scars well!"

"Don't | have to!" he countered dryly.



"l don't suppose you would care to read mine?" Lkkee=dman asked
with faintly sarcastic good humour.

"I'd" be delighted, Doctor." Gillian turned to shicher eyes over the
other man. "It's Blossom Moon, you know!" Her eywglened
blatantly. "Don't you ever consider marriage, Dogto

"Often!" he smiled to himself, thinking, just lagehow often.
"And you Steven, if you're to be believed at all ?"

"Never!" he cut her off with relaxed insolence. "Not evenmy
wildest flights of passion.”

Well, you couldn't ask for anything plainer thaatttAndrea thought,
and avoided his shockingly brilliant eyes. Gilliamwever, was
plainly not to be put off, and her white coral e&ags swung against
her dark golden face.

"You should, darling!" she mewed plaintively. "Evancaged tiger
can learn to be contented!"

He turned towards her and made a little mockingadiDrop it, Gill,
or the whole evening will be flawed."

She touched his hand lightly. "If you insist, dagli You're so
self-sufficient, it frightens me!"

She didn't look in the least frightened, Andreautjtat, but in
undisputed possession of the dinner table, needm@ther than
Steven to carry the burden of talk, her gestureadyet graceful, her
indigo black hair as severely dressed as befoo&ing very dramatic
in a flowing long gown of silk jersey with gorgeoulour
combinations. Netta came in with coffee and Andsipped at hers
gratefully, admiring the exquisite little porcelaap.



All through dinner Gillian's voice had beaten om dardrums like a
veritable opera with exchanges that were quitedasher, at least -
references to tiresome people, lovely people, gwilar awfulness
of a mutual friend, the hectic round of parties ocogrup, her mother's
latest romance with an Italian Count, or at leassaid he was a
Count and hdlid have lovely manners. She was witty, she wi:
malicious, she was often inconsequential, but fumder her lashes,
Andrea was forced to concede that Gillian was ImgidGteven's
attention, with his aunt, plainly gratified, lookjion. Irrationally, she
felt wounded, not realising, at first, that she wga#fering the first
agonising thrusts of sexual jealousy. As thoughscmus of her
regard, Gillian shot her a sharp look of inquirgnsiderably irked by
the way the light seemed trapped in those silvansclingering on
the highly caressable line of a bare shoulder,piln® grace from
forehead to chin to throat, realising with a pamat telpless fragility
had a witching effect on some men. It might paygét the girl
moving. With this idea in mind she said vigorously:

"l suppose you wouldn't care to give us a handhencdommittee,
Miss Swanson. Nothing very active, of course. Aldittyping,
sending out invitations, that sort of thing?"

Before Andrea even had the opportunity of formualgtan answer
Steven intervened dryly:

"A for effort, Gill, but nothing doing. Andrea's hap to it at the
moment. I'm sure there are any number of high-nundeciety
females you could fall back on!"

"But of courseskillions darling!" Gillian gave a throaty, three-notec
laugh curiously devoid of amusement, giving risa faint tension in
Luke Freedman. He turned to smile at Andrea, td Fer fine eyes
tilted at the corners lingering in his, some of heserve melting
away. She had been charmingly polite to him, bu¢ stas
undoubtedly withdrawn, a little isolated, animatget dreamy,



forbiddingly lovely in the soft pool of light thatade an island of the
dinner table. Trust Daintree to squash the comaitlea! It would
have given him some excuse to see her. Outwardhtiea appeared
to be paying little attention to Andrea, yet he ohad her all the time.
A strange man, Daintree, he reflected - cultivategmopolitan, but
with something inexplicable about him, for all thteiking intensity
of those aquamarine eyes. Gillian Courtney, for e, seemed
totally absorbed in the man, looking at him, dewagirhim, the
guality of her glance so intense, so secretly ercia reddish glow in
her sherry-coloured eyes. Perhaps they would makeatah of it.
Gillian Courtney had style and distinction of atsand she was,
undoubtedly, a tryer.

Beside him Andrea wasn't aware that she was startagpace, her
eyes wide and luminous, registering the scene oinher eyes, one
hand playing with the lovely bauble at her thraatarge, perfect
Coral Sea peatrl, on a fine gold chain, that fetheoshadowed cleft of
her breast.

"Andrea, my dear, where have you gone to?" Helematize gave a
faint laugh, her eyes like an inquisitor's on tearnbat the girl's throat.

"Don't tease the poor child!" Gillian said proteely. "After all, it's
not every day Steven gets ignored!"

Andrea blinked her lashes slowly. "l implore youdogive me!"

Steven's eyes narrowed over her, gleaming like's. €&hat's quite
all right, little one, | know you can't help itirerely said it's Blossom
Moon. Gillian has been asking about all the chantirat's going on.
Would you care to see a corroboree?"

To have smiled at him would have required an efibwill that was
quite beyond her. He seemed skilled at using— bisevas a fine
instrument to draw on emotion at will. No doubtfbend her an easy



target, with this odd, restless excitement shiftimgpugh her veins. A
cool indifference registered in her eyes.

"Yes, | would!" she said briefly.
"No one'sforcing you, little one!" he said, his smile sharpening.

Her delicate hands lay in her lap, her huge eyes, dnce,
unfathomable. "But [I'dlike to, Steven," she spoke with silky
distinctness. "They're actually the plainest wdrdan find!"

Something feline and elemental in her warmed tostiddlen fire in
his eyes. There was swiftly, too swiftly, a sulatigagonism between
them. "Withsomewomen," he drawled conversationally, "you neve
know where you are! So charming, so natural, srlyttalse!"

"Oh, come on now, Steven," Gillian joined in witkgeisite ease.
"Next you'll be telling us we have no principles!”

“Not at all' He turned on her with hard, mockingacm. "No
masculineones, at any rate!"

"Foiled!" she said laconically, and made a littleua of indignation.
"How do you know we're not hoarding up all thesidgelinsults ?"

"Are you, little one?" Steven turned to Andrea with et@ss
confidence. "It's about time to call your bluff!"

"Indeed | am," she said lightly, her eyes shimngelike ice crystals.
“I'm mortally hurt, though it's my certain convimti all men are
villains at heart! "

Luke Freedman turned towards her with mock hortgnu can't
believe that, Andrea?"



"With one or two exceptions,"” she amended, smisihgim with her
eyes and her mouth, so that it seemed to him hiel caver get tired
of looking into her face.

Steven shot back his cuff and looked down at histvwvatch. "It will
take us about an hour to come down on the oldltghaunds. Are
you coming, Helena?"

"No, thank you, dear." Helena Daintree signalledtdNéor more
coffee. "Gillian has brought me all the latest gles, so I'll just have
a lazy time here."

"Well then, if you'll excuse us, the girls will hawo change their
dresses. We might have a bit of scrambling to déind a good
position." He stood up and held Gillian's chaireShse gracefully
and swivelled around to face him.

"I'm a passionate nature-worshipper myself!" Heerghcoloured
eyes seemed unable to withdraw from his mouth.

"From afar!" he commented with irony.

She brushed his chin with her hand. "Don't bothex with
unimportant distinctions, darling. It's too glorgo@a night to stay
indoors anyway!"

Luke Freedman smiled down on Andrea's elegant drealll. "l can't
help but agree with that!"

"Yes, indeed, this promises to be rathemusing,"Gillian drawled,
her eyes on Luke Freedman's absorbed face, arflafkeardonic
humour around her wide, shapely mouth.

"A word so incongruous, I'm forced into noticing' iSteven said
shortly, and moved towards the door with his pecuithe tread.



"Forgive my lack of dignity, darling." Gillian huad after him, her
long skirt moulding her smooth thighs. "It's sdfidiflt to attempt a
defence when there's none possible!"

It was a night of full moon anthagrada.Love chants rose on the
night wind, gathered to a crescendo, then fadedanteerie silence,
the air alive with persistent beats of the spirnitrds, never varying in

rhythm and tone, echoing miles away to the sleem@nges, making

the skin prickle with a primitive excitement. Intlhis cachophony

slipped the tap-sticks, clear and sharp, the ckittatter of sacred

stones, the deep, weird notes of the didgerid@odtbne pipe.

To Andrea, the night sky of Mokhana appeared likkeesam pavilion
with Oongra, the Moon God, throwing a net of goletiothe open
savannahs, deep silent shadows into the mystesnioaded thickets,
heavy with blossom and scent, queer little rustirgoove them, the
Milky Way was a spangled ribbon flung like a jeveellbelt from the
Guiding Light, the Southern Cross, to the boundaoikethe western
meridian. Somewhere many miles from the house hareat dance
festival was being staged, dedicated to the sapei totems of the
Emu and Eagle- hawk tribes. The plaintive love thaersisted on
the breeze, coming strongly now, tuneless to aededout with a
definite emotional scale.

In the back of the jeep Andrea lifted her face He night wind,
finding the radiant landscape unutterably lovelye $ave a sigh of
pleasure and Luke Freedman looked down at hemrghhread.

"Quite a night, isn't it?" he murmured with laconicderstatement.
"No wonder at all the tribes worship the Sky Pebpleok at the

moon - limpid as a pool of gold. Outsize stars, Ewough to touch
them. There's one shooting. Make a wish, Andrea!"



An easy companionship spun like a charm betwean.thiealready
have!" she smiled, turning up her face. She seamdik looking
through and beyond him with such a quality of mgstnd magic
that his senses stirred, almost a kind of drunkesinge thought half
ironically. Yet he was solaced by the reality of bg his side, each
minute precious and spinning by so fast. He haddliwith the
memory of her day and night, a memory that intrud®d his
working hours despite all his efforts to shut het. o

"May | ask what it was?" he asked, his voice wattlgeas a caress.
"To recapture the past. And no more!"

Immediately his smile vanished. "You will, Andréay sure. It's not
so very long ago that your life hung in the balan¢eu're doing
wonderfully well as you are!"

"I'm not complaining,” she said quickly. "It's justturious feeling to
live in a vacuum!"

"l know, but there you are! " he said rather hedplg, at a loss to offer
any more. It must indeed be a curious feeling &edigas acting with
dignity and courage.

Gillian's heavy raillery came as a shock to botltheim. She turned
her sleek head over her shoulder.

"Stop whispering, you two! "

"l didn't realise wewnere,especially!" Luke said in that calm way of
his.

Gillian's mocking laugh plainly dubbed him a lifyt Steven said
nothing at all, driving very fast, his profile gdd by the moonlight,
throwing into relief the dark sculpture of his he&att was making



towards the sound of the woman chant, faintly meghaty, now gay,

its origin older than the Pyramids. It seemed t@dming from the

direction of the blue lily lagoon, once sacred gwbuThe wind

rushed through the tall paperbarks, scatteringsbios and Steven
pulled the jeep into the night-time jungle of argibanyan tree with
its multiple prop roots and bark carving forty fegt

The spirit drums were everywhere now, speaking h® might.
Thrumba! thrumba! thrumba! thrum! their very insiste making a
tumult in the blood. Gillian seemed especially etiéel, her eyes half
glazed, caught up in the primeval spell of the hagid the dance.

"We'll make it on foot from now on," Steven saidan undertone.
"Just keep behind me. | know the track like theklfany hand." His
gaze slid over Andrea's head, spun silver as shednout into full

moonlight. "You could have done with a head-sdétfe one. Your

hair is like a banner. | don't particularly want aolvertise our

presence."

"Here, use this!" Gillian unwound the navy and estetbandana she
wore at her throat, thrusting it into Andrea's hanith careless good
nature.

Andrea took the scarf with a quick "thank you" awttled it swiftly
around her head, tying the ends.

"Ready now?" Steven was anxious to move off, molithgly, with
swinging grace, hard and contained. "Luke, you miggep Andrea
in front of you. It's not all easy going to getawantage point."

"As good as done!" Luke responded easily, his lelyes exploring
the fine contours of Andrea's face, offset by tplett dark head-scarf.

Several times on their way down to the quicksilskeet of water,
Andrea had cause to be grateful for his every-réeaay, helping her



over the worst bits, padding softly on, weavingthiay and that,
holding branches back for her, pausing to let égain her breath. On
the crest of a slope thick with couch grass, tlbekéd down on the
lagoon, heavily fringed on the far side by thiclggtation, kapoks
and casuarinas, pandanus and paperbarks. A cfriteoringed the

gravelly sands, tendered by young lubras with plyngganinnies,

tousle-haired and intensely curious, by their sitethe dancing
flames, lithe bodies, ochre-dabbed, red, white aeltbw, moved

with deep, ritualistic grace to the leaping flam&g)coming in the

blossom moon and the flower people, the spirit fotko hovered,

invisibly, beyond the circle of flame.

The women moved gracefully through the lines ofexdncers, their
black eyes shining below a fringe of bloodwood se&tiey were the
blossoms, the butterflies, the birds and the bp&$uresque and
remarkably clear in their symbolic movements. Thents and the
tapsticks beat out a firm, lively rhythm with radiacries of
excitement from the coffee-hued faces of the spastavho threw
kindling on the fires. The night was stirring witike urgency of their
beat. It was a strangely moving experience, shddpwes from the
Dreamtime, struggling for existence in the white nfeaworld,
striving from long ages past to preserve the race.

It was, as Steven explained, barely above a whigpezntertainment
corroboree to which women were permitted to begresand even
take part in, as opposed to the sacred rituals fvbroh women were
rigidly excluded, the rites and traditions of thrébes, like more
civilised cultures, being solely vested in the male

New chants broke out every minute or so with acusiy nasal
Intonation, rising, then falling, then dying awahe dancers broke
ranks, then a new chant was intoned, powerful tackt throbbing
with a barbaric sound. Dusky-skinned lubras, daitewoomeras,
their bodies burnished with goanna oil, religiousdpded the holy
fires, their lips moving soundlessly, for they werat permitted to



chant aloud, the stamp of their feet and theirdsssccentuating the
stresses of the chant.

The grass tufts tickling her chin, Andrea felt Liskgaze upon her.
"It's rather awesome, isn't it?" she whisperedugesly unsettled.

He smiled and patted her hand. "This is supposedédoan
entertainment. Now if you're talking about init@ti and hunt
corroborees, they just could be awesome!"

"This is quite enough for me!" she returned fediingth a smile that
betrayed a measure of relief. The whole stagingexedution of the
dance, naturalistically brilliant, still held hes taut as a bowstring.

For an hour they watched the motions of the damwoeking now
towards a fever pitch of excitement, then Stevatghing sight of her
tense small face, gave the signal to leave, molauk towards the
column of trees with all the lithe grace of a ¢dis eyes seemed to
gleam faintly iridescent, his hand on the softtile$ Gillian's upper
arm, able to bestow at will the gift of sensualieeroent. She had her
face upturned to him, on her mouth a queerly satigfmile, akin to a
languorous complaisance.

Andrea studied them for a moment, thoughtfully oarng her eyes,
envisaging a possibility she was beginning to dréae spirit of the
mysterious night seemed in control of her feet. 8as flying along
easily following Luke's lead, smiling gently at Higle whispered
comments, grateful for the warm touch of his hanging not to
analyse the special look in his eyes. The windblgvatms, the
whispering of the leaves, all had a message, indua certain
unwariness. Under the thick canopy of trees, theafy arms
interlocked in a parasitic embrace, they movedldyiand in silence
began to climb again. :



Half way across the inky blackness of the thicketifea felt a sharp
twinge on her head-scarf as it sailed back withailiek release of a
branch.

"Damn! damn! damn!" She came to a quick stop kngvenmoment
of confused panic. Had it been her own scarf sheldvgladly have

left it to an inquisitive lorikeet, but it would f1a to be Gillian's. She
couldn't afford to lose it. She spun on her hedllanked back along
the dense grove, her eyes frantically trying toqaehe gloom. It had
to be somewhere close at hand. She had a splitdéadind it. Luke,

quite unconscious of her predicament, was surgiege

"Andrea?" On the crest of the rise he slid urgeb#gk, swearing in
emotional haste.

"What in God's name is wrong?" Daintree swervedewity, alerted
to that harsh note of panic.

"It's Andrea!" Luke said, his voice sharp with atyi cursing the
way Daintreee had of throwing him off balance. "@maute she was
here, right beside me. Now she's gone!"

Eyes narrowed, intensely alert, Daintree moved babtkm. "All that
matters now is where the devil is she ?"

“I'n' a hell of a scout!" Luke muttered with a diguble note of
self-disgust.

Daintree didn't bother to deny it. He appearedoimglete control of
himself. "Keep on going to the jeep. Take Gillidih.go back for
Andrea. She can't be too far away. She's misseddethrough the
trees." He didn't wait to see them move off, bebgpeared into the
murky blackness, as silent and purposeful as angdti



The thicket had a tangible presence that drainedfheonfidence. It

was stupid to be frightened, but she was. Eveednat experience in
the rain jungle, unrelieved darkness was an irabler burden,

awakening in her an overwhelming surge of lonebraasd unease. It
was a brooding darkness, and she was lost inatyigg nervier and

nervier. She drew a deep breath and tried to reéself, but the

sound of the spirit drums and the quick rustlingghe undergrowth
made that impossible. All the living beauty of tight had gone!

A firefly, green with ghostly light, floated pastihand she hit out at it
wildly with a terror not of darkness but of unsdleimgs, a primitive

fear, engendered by the unsettling effect of theobmree. She was
abandoned, all alone, yet not alone. Steven waoutgecfor her, taut
and glitter-eyed, angered at her foolishness imdpsight of the rest
of them. There was a sudden swishing of branchesgriackling of

footsteps on the dry bracken.

She swallowed dryly, unable to find her voice, dmdpthe wisdom
of finding it just at that moment.

"Andrea?"

It was Steven. His voice had an imperative quaatyhard note of
anxiety, a faint edge of violence.

“I'm here!" Her voice broke in almost hystericadcgon. "Over here.
| lost you!"

He followed her voice, a travesty of itself, saftleshaken, verging on
tears. He was upon her almost before she coulohgiissh his tall
frame, reaching out for her, his hands closing diverdelicate bones
of her shoulders. At once, his relief turned tarkling jet of anger.

"God!" he burst out wrathfully, "if this sort ofitig keeps up, I'll have
to chain you to my wrist!"



She swayed towards him in an aching need for cdnifidold me,
Steven. Just hold me, don't rage! "

His breath sizzled her eatHold you?" His voice held an odd
element, dropping to a dark undertone. "Yes, d¢lthyou. Hold you,
thrash you, it's all the same!" But his voice amsl trands were at
conflict, for he encircled her slight body, foldihgr against him with
exquisite strength, letting her draw on the rademdrgy that was so
much a part of him.

She closed her eyes with a drugged sort of raptuuehing her face
up against his soft shirt, hearing the thud ofttaart.

"You're palpitating like a spent bird!" he murmuyduds chiselled
mouth touching her hair. "What was it?"

"The trees, | think!" she said shakily, a tensiomig back into her
throat "The darkness closing in on me. It remindexa little of the
rain forest!"

“Little fool!" he muttered, drawing her still closmto that protective
embrace. "Stop trembling. I'll have you out of hereo time!"

But his nearness was already evoking a wild sweelhass that had
to be overcome. She stirred against him and imnegline released
her, keeping an iron arm along her back. "How ilhfFreeedman ever
lost track of you, I'll never know!" he said brusty

"It wasn't Luke's fault!" she protested. "Not dt bshould have called
out to him, but I thought it would only take a miaul lost Gillian's
head-scarf. It's still around here somewhere!"

His voice tautened to hard impatience. "The dekietGillian's scarf!
It's easily replaced. What a foolish child you akedrea. Next time,
if thereis another next time, I'll keep you right under mynaiT hat



way I'll save time having to go back for you. Nt/ get back to the
house. You could do with a tot of brandy. It wdmirt you and it
might settle all those tremors you can't control! "

They had reached the jeep in a wordless silencee ont into the
grasslands, the going was easy. Neither made em@tto sit in the
jeep but took up positions alongside. Gillian waslksng back her
hair, fuming and fretting at his unexpected develept, her eyes
shadowed with the intensity of her feelings, haglzor transmuted to
a sharp irritability. With a vicious snap of heetie she turned on
Freedman uncontrollably.

"Couldn't you have kept a closer watch on the gimhwing she's so
damned helpless? This is a hellish thing to haplfsrdamned well
ruined my evening!"

The needling note in her voice really got to hine. tdrned on her a
stare bright with hostility, alien to his nature.

"Are you trying to lecture me, Miss Courtney? | imigemind you,
it's easy tdalk!"

His protest left her cold and indifferent. "Oh, e@miff it, Doctor,"
she said with thinly veiled contempt. "Don't strikétitudes. This
whole damned situation is getting out of hand, yma know it!"

"On the contrary, | don't follow you at all," heidawith icy
politeness.

"Have it your own way!" she said with weary impate."Youmay
be content to bury your head in the sand, butnbh Helena was
right! That girl is fast developing a dependenceSteven, that can't
be allowed! "



"Why can't it?" he goaded her. "It's a temporamdhafter all. You
might have a little charity - or is that too muohetixpect?"”

"Oh, be your age!" she said crudely. "What | feel $teven sweeps
all other considerations aside. That girl has toAgal you're just the
one to help her along!"

His expression froze into disdain. "I'd do nothitmg jeopardise
Andrea's wellbeing," he said curtly.

"Don't | know it!" her voice openly mocked him. "Bif you think
about it, Doctor, you'll realise it's for her owoagl. | don't have to
spell it out, surely? | want Steven Daintree anvg ot a better
chance than anyone of getting him. Don't think theeoted the best
part of ten years all for nothing. | can't havet tipal underfoot, but
you .." her expression hardened to cynicism, "you cewdd do with
her. I'm not blind, you know!"

His voice sprang its leash of tight self-contréldbn't think for one
moment you are, Miss Courtney. Neither was | foobsd your
cadging a ride out here."

She gave a laugh of genuine amusement. "Never k@aything to
chance - that's my motto, Doctor, the only oneoii want to succeed
in this world. Helena acquainted me with the fasts] hightailed it
out here by the first possible plane - yours, &afipened. Anddm
helping on your damned committee, you know!"

"Women, my God!" he shook his head. "How devious yau get?
What a lovely surprise, Gillian! " he cruelly mirked Helena
Daintree's dry, precise tones.

She smiled darkly as if relishing some inner jowell, it was a
lovely surprise to read all she had to say in attet."



It came to him suddenly that he disliked her inégns"l suppose
congratulations are in order. You have a powerfiyl & wouldn't
care to spend the rest of my days sharing a hottketlve woman,
myself!"

"How naive can you get!" Her voice was lush and namd,
supremely self-assured. "Believe me, Doctor, whéedome Mrs.
Steven Daintree, our Helena will be the first td'go

"Well, well, well!" The glance he directed on heasvalmost devoid
of expression, surprise even. "One never stopsilEam a lifetime.
And | thought you were devoted accomplices!"

She shook her head in reproof of this stupid assomp'l learned

very early, like my dear mamma before me, it's muetter to make a
friend of Helena Daintree than an enemy. It's @adutter her up if
you know how. But | won't stand by and let her mipmarriage!"

"Like Vivienne Daintree?" he asked with a flasthpefception.

"Exactly!" The word and the underlying sentiment was veryrdis
"According to Mamma she gave Vivienne hell! AppdlgNivienne
was one of those high- minded, imaginative girlsi 8sometimes
come across, soft enough to be practically ligétlany rate, she
never complained, never forced a ding-dong rowt lkRisHelena
jostle her out of the number one position, to tlepwhere she
thought her sister-in-law was more important tolnesband and son
than she was."

"Wretched woman!" In the moonlight Luke's face aee to bleach
under pressure.

"She's that!" Gillian agreed dryly. "Faint wondew&nt herout. But
until I'mMrs. Daintree, | can wait!"



"You'll have a job on your hands!" His glance wasdf haunt, half
irony.

"I think not!" her self-confidence: was unshakeablem a lot
younger than she is and quite as ruthless wheoniies to getting
what | want. Besides, Steven is not the man higefatvas. He's far
more sensitive and imaginative."

He muffled a faint exclamation. "He strikes me ahgp off the old
block!"

"But then you don't really know him, do you, Do&b6he tilted her
head, fastening her eyes on him. "Steven adoreanbikter, you
know, although his father claimed nearly all hisdi he was so proud
of him. But Steven took it very hard when his mottieared off and
left them. He bottled it all up, fed on a constdiet of lies by his dear,
loving aunt. Though God knows slimeslove him in her own
peculiar way!"

"God!" In the radius of her company Luke's spinekled. Andrea
would be torn to pieces by these two hellcats.

"l don't know why I'm baring my soul like this!" (Ban gave a husky
little chuckle. "lI've never done so before. Onertstaout and
inevitably tends to overdo it!"

"Perhaps you have been a little indiscreet!" hesegjrwaspishly,
deriving a certain satisfaction from it.

Her eyes narrowed to reddish brown coals. "Oh,d'tdknow! I'd
trust you with any secret, Doctor. You have thaetpf face."

"Don't trust me too far," he warned her. "I'm ondiea's side, you
know! You others can do as you like!"



"Precisely!" She jerked around, dislike on her molithe very point
I'm getting at. With any luck at all, I'll be MrSteven Daintree by the
end of the year."

"It would seem rather an ambitious plan,” he obsgmyith sarcasm.

"Leave that part of it to me. Just get the girl mgv She looks well
enough to me. If it's money she'll be needing Eeday | could rake
some up without Steven knowing."

For a second he was too astounded to speak, tremapped at her:

"l don't think that will be at all necessary, MSsurtney. | don't care
to discuss Andrea in this way."

“It's a very high horse you're on, Doctor,” shenpad out with
malicious humour. "Careful you don't fall off!"

"You're very considerate all of a sudden!"

Her eyes gleamed impatiently. "Just remember Icttalk to the girl
myself, but | prefer to avoid unpleasantness, whean. It's up to
you, Doctor. Take it or leave it."

"And that's where you're wrong!" he said quiethghigving a
considerable degree of control. "It's up to Andr@ad here they
come now. You might remember, yourself, that Dawatis strangely
protective of her, though | don't suppose he reslishimself!"

They fell silent, tense and wary, as Steven and@atroke through
the shadows of the trees into the brilliant modatlig



CHAPTER VII

HER sleep that night was disturbed by wild, fragmentheams that
left her listless and despondent - so much so gshatcame wide
awake in the first rays of dawn almost at her fstHimit, fighting
down nameless fears and anxieties for the futuexef had been her
sheet- anchor for so long, but soon she would havace up to life
on her own. In another month she would be well ghdo go back to
teaching - not now, perhaps, for the job requieskrves of stamina
she did not possess, but a post would be foundeéowhenever she
was able to resume; the Education Department hsurexs her of
that. Strange how large areas of her brain weretifumng normally,
yet the memory of personalities and places wasedeto her. That
would come! She clung to the belief as stubborrdyaaconvert,
praying for it, with trembling fervour, almost mesrizing herself
that she had not lost that invaluable thing, henfidence, her
self-assurance.

"Luke, missing her at breakfast, had his work auttto gain a few
uninterrupted moments of her time. He carried aafugpffee out on
to the veranda and handed it to her in silence d&irét look well this

morning, her eyes faintly shadowed, a fine-dramsitaen to her face,
and he guessed at her sleepless night. She téaknthim, smiling

like an exhausted child, and he waited in silerdé she had finished
it, then took her hand, drawing her down into thedgn, letting the
glorious wash of sunlight spill over them in a eadibenediction.

"Spare me a moment, Andrea?" he asked gently.
She. looked at him in surprise. "Why, of course, BPeedman.”
"Luke, please. It was Luke last night, remember?"

"Luke!" she smiled, seeing the concern in his eyes.



In truth he was rather dejected as he wondereddeswto start the
conversation, fearfully worried by Gillian's dissloes. Feeling the
way he did about the child, he felt he just hadidon her. She seemed
so delicately civilised in such a lushly tropicaittsg, yet Gillian
Courtney was as tall and flamboyant as a canna Rilty young
Andrea if she was even forced into competition veitich a tigress.
The thought was like a heavy swag on his shoulders.

Her clear eyes were measuring him, sensing hisatiesi, guessing
his plan.

"You're worried, aren't you, Luke?" She turned awagaze long at
the larkspur ranges, realising with a failing of teart that her eyes
were resting on a much loved sight. It would beslgwithout love,
without family, without friends, almost an outcastYou're
wondering if I've thought about the future?"

"Yes!" He knew by her tone she could read his mand he felt a
subtle warmth at the thought.

"I have\ she assured him with an expressionless little ment,
turning to confront him. "Often! | can go back to/mld job, you
know!"

"Not yet, my dear!" he counselled, quietly emphatihe teaching
profession is a strenuous one and quite franldgnit think you'll be
up to it for quite some time yet!"

"What else can | do?" she asked simply. It wasaaaly considered
qguestion and her clear grey eyes were hard to avoid

The intensity of his feelings resounded throughvbise. "You must
know, Andrea, you've always been a very speciadqeto me, not
just a case. | want to help you every way | canuldgou let me
think about something for you? Things crop up fitomme to time. A



fill-in position, nothing too demanding, until yo&'strong enough to
go on with your own work!"

Some hidden element of concern was echoing thrdugltvoice,
focusing her attention.

"What's worrying you, especially, Luke? Somethiglj i

He looked at her a shade wryly. "You've a veryaé perception!”
"Is it Gillian?" she asked, cutting to the heartlté matter.

"What makes you say that?"

"No dark mystery!" She reached out a hand to ancyepale
frangipani blossom. "The air was electric betweem kast night. You
don't like her, do you?"

"Not the least little bit!" he asserted with wryrhaur. "And the age
of chivalry is indeed dead!" His blue eyes sobedediptly. "It's you
I'm concerned about, Andrea. | feel | should tell yhat she's deeply
attached to Daintree."

"l know that!" Her face appeared to pale, but he waable to plumb
the depths of her eyes, for she turned her priafilem. "Is that what
you were talking about last night?"

"Not specifically!" He was forced into the half liiearing .to admit
the whole truth. "She just happened to mentionassmg that she
considered herself hot favourite in the marriagées!"

His attempt at the light touch didn't quite comé &he went even
paler.

"l don't think Steven is thinking along those lileshe hazarded.



It could have been the truth or a monstrous ekercouldn't even
rely on his own judgement - not with a man like meege. That was
the sum of it. "Sometimes a determined woman caimguhe
balance," he suggested, shrugging his shouldeissalpainfully.

"Canyousee a woman getting the best of Steven?" she asketly.

"It would seem rather implausible!" he was forcedgree. "But she's
ruthless and ambitious and gesgot Helena Daintree on her side
no small thing, I'm sure you'll agree. | just wautccare to see you
get caught in their crossfire!"

There was a melancholy line to the bend of her H&afé moves on,
doesn't it?" she said with a sound of regret. "\Afe'tcstand still for
any length of time no matter what fate befallswe.re only allowed
a breathing space, then it's time to pick up theldént | suppose that's
all we're entitled to in the end!"

He moved his hand aimlessly, feeling utterly wretthHer pallor,
under the pale gold skin tints, was vaguely alagmifive upset you,
haven't I? Believe me, that was never my intentioe.been up half
the damned night debating whether to broach thgsubr not."

She turned to him in quick distress, solely oraasount. "No, Luke!
You were right to say what you did. | know you'vg best interests
at heart."

He seemed reassured, his expression lighteningth&end of the
month the hospital committee are holding theirtfitenction - a
picnic race day, ball type of thing. It's on Byrgg&owns, a big sheep
property towards the Central Downs. The ball isivelone of the big
wool sheds, but don't let that put you off. It'sialyy a very grand
affair, well sprinkled with millionaires and thepampered and
polished womenfolk. If you'll allow me, | should vesomething



worked out for you by then. You'll be that muchostger as well.
What do you say, my dear?"

"Thank you, Luke," she said quietly, and turnedotzk at him, her
eyes grave and unsmiling.

"You seem a little depressed!" he persisted, unabléeave the
subject alone, not wanting to leave her like that.

"Perhaps a little! | had the most fearful dreanss taght - wild and
disorganising. | used to have them in the hospfi@gments of this
and that. Nothing that made much sense, just entughsettle me
and put me on edge - a dangerous state of mindethags me feeling
very vulnerable and undefended."

He frowned in concentration. "You have sleepintspfl

llYeS!ll

“Try to do without them if you can. But if you cgrihey'll do you no
harm on the occasional night when things startléoyp on you." His
face clouded a little as he looked over her shaulddere's so much
| want to say to you, Andrea, and so little timeréls Daintree now,
to run me down to the strip. Are you coming?"

She couldn't ignore that look in his eyes, halaplealf sense of loss.
"Yes, of course. And, Luke..
"Yes?"

"Thank you!" She put out her hand and touchedhusikler, "I know
| have a real friend in you!"

He lowered his head to her and it struck him thaoli$hly,
romantically, that he was building up a dream thaght never reach



a satisfying conclusion, but her smile was to stél him for many
long days after.

It was only when he had said his good-byes dowheagirstrip that
Luke remembered the medallion. He swung back sisteareached
the Cessna's wing tip.

"Oh, Andrea?"
She moved swiftly towards him, closing the gap.sYeuke?"

"Your medallion, my dear. | almost forgot it. Yowd it in the
hospital.” He dived into the breast pocket of hsket and retrieved a
small medal which he held in the centre of his palm

The sun beat down on it, flashing out a bright eyapint that struck
at her eyes and hammered through her brain. Sheowaifting
ground, the unbounded landscape tilting, a dizaimeser head.

| know he's out of fashion, but I'd like you togdkm along all the
same. St. Christopher, patron- saint of travellers.

The face was a smiling blur, but the voice was riisgisoft and
whimsical. Her fingers froze on the little medadt yt was warm to
the touch.

Obeying a totally uncontrollable instinct, Luke bdns head and
brushed her smooth petalled cheek.

"Take care, Andrea!" he said fervently. Then he g@se, climbing
into the Cessna, leaving her driven in on herselé iself-induced
trance. The twin engines flared into life, but sth@od there hardly
hearing, fine- tuned to the shadow images thatefletd on her
anxious brain.



Steven moved towards her with alacrity and gras@edirms almost
roughly, drawing her back off the strip.

"Good God, child, you can't stand there, thoughwiaemth of that
farewell might well hold you spellbound. | hope yegiprocated and
promised the last dance on Bynyara?"

She didn't answer him at all, but nestled backreggahim like a
frightened little animal. He didn't understandtial, but frowned, his
hands hard on her shoulders, his dark face abave he

"Andrea?"

She was trying desperately to grasp at somethatgitas sliding out
of reach. Perhaps for ever! That will-o'- the-wispice. She
concentrated on the sound of it, light and whinisfshe could hear it
now echoing dully like a voice in a tunnel.

"For God's sakeyave! Steven admonished her, his voice tauntini
"Don't fall down on the job now. What a contrartglé wretch you
are, Andrea. Poor old Freedman nearly didn't takeAadrea?" His
hand came under her chin, tipping her head back.hkdhaviour
might have been odd, but her face was quite sirtpipentedHe
locked her virtually a prisoner within his armsgdaarned her to face
him. "You've remembered something?"

"But it's gone! It's gone! It's gone! "There wasad@ment of hysteria
in her voice. She began to beat a small fist agdiisschest in an
agony of bitter frustration, hot over-wrought teapilling on to her
face. "It wagthere,and it's gone!"

Her voice was vaguely unbearable with its pent-atih@s. He found
he couldn't take it, his strange eyes glittering.



"Stop it now, little one. You can't tear yourseifieces, this way.
Andrea!" He shook her hard and her head lolled éikibower on a
slender stalk. "Stop now. God, I'm sorry, but yewiving way to
hysteria!" He let his eyes fall on her small bedtae. "Listen to me,
Andrea, itwill come back!"

Her silence was chilling, a frightening thing.
"Don't you think | know how you feel?" he said Hdys

She shook her head, the effect of looking intadlaik face just as she
had known it would be. "You don't want me to rememisteven.
You told me!"

"I've changed my mind!" he said curtly. "l want yta remember
everything. | want you to remember Godden. You wesefiancee.
You must have loved him."

"I didn't! I didn't!" She hit him again in a frenzy, a rain of smalMso
to which he seemed oblivious.

He held her hard, cruelly intent, a line of concatibn between his
winged brows. "How do yoknow}"

"I didn't! I didn't," she repeated dully. "I've removed anyone. But |
hate you, Steven! You're so ... so..:!" She broderd defeated,
and collapsed against him, crying as if her heasuld break,
swamped by a feeling that soon she would lose highia doing so,
lose all trace of herself.

A dynamic inner intensity was etched on his fac&ou'll
remember!" he said tautly. "You'got to!" He caressed her small
head and a faint wry smile softened his mouthFfdfedman can still
see us, he's in for a few bad nights! Come notle ldne, I'm not



going to allow you to upset yourself. You've beenpbrave up until
now." The expression in his eyes might almost Hmeen tenderness.

"Not me!' She lifted her head, her glance long and seagchin

His hand was gently raking her curls, soothing atvaymortal hurt.
"Yes, you! The first time | saw you | saluted your courage."

"Did you, Steven?" All that mattered was a lookhis eyes she
wanted to cling to for ever, flooding her with aaheg warmth.

"Yes!" he said briefly, his free hand brushing beoat. "l thought
how beautiful you were and how desirable. But lohthe first man
to tell you that. Some time you're going to remenarl Godden.
And now is as good a time as any to tell you I'gerbwithholding a
few letters from his mother."

Very gently he was encasing her face between mddidder voice
was a ghost whisper. "For me?" she asked, makandiitovery that
the tension was easing out of her. "Did you reaantf?"

"I haven't," he said carefully, "but it cost meedfort and they would,
at a guess, have cost you a deal more. Perhapsrommid! let you
have them. | can't withhold them indefinitely amaliye showing a
marked improvement in lots of ways. Come on now,\aiur eyes,
though you would seem to have done that on my!'Shirt

"I'm sorry!" She pulled away a little, breathless.

"There's no need to be! When you're young and totedeand fancy
yourself alone, you're entitled to a few tears!"

"You told me once you couldn't abide weeping worten!

He stretched out his hand and they walked backeojdep. "But
you're just a child,” he said with the same olditeg glint. "A silky



soft, sweetly smelling, baby girl- child, and quttee prettiest I've
ever known!"

His voice was calm, casual even, and the terrildaebts and
indecisions began to melt from her eyes.

The next few days passed uneventfully, but tow#ndsend of the
week, a party of American breeders and buyers iiteen route for
the Channel Country and Steven's time was almasplaiely taken
up with them. The three women, in reality anythimg compatible,
were forced back on their own company, a statéfaifra that Gillian,

in particular, seemed to find irksome. An accont@isrider, without
being in the least a good horsewoman, for she badail feeling for
her mounts, she spent a great deal of her timagithe property,
setting out on deliberately planned "accidentalinja to intercept
Steven and the rest of the party.

Andrea, however, was content to take each day eanie. To her
surprise and gratification she had discovered Metta possessed
considerable artistic ability, painting the mostlliant abstract
designs that seemed entirely different from anglfindrea had ever
seen - fantastic, imaginative, closely involvedotw$s and patterns,
full of movement and balance, essentially aborigiagdbreak away
from the traditional totemic art, yet they could possibly have been
mistaken for a white woman's art. She worked witloadinary box
of watercolours, an old tin full of brushes andasiderable stock of
art paper sent out from her old Mission.

That morning the girls sat on a large green rughe blossoming
shade of the bauhinias a distance from the housgd, Andrea
holding up one stylistic pattern after another,vmres efforts of
Netta's, examining them carefully with a sympatheaid informed
eye.



"That one not bad!" Netta broke off from her wotk Hestow the
careless accolade.

"Not bad at all!" Andrea seconded laconically. "ldaxou ever tried
your hand at landscapes, Netta?"

"You're jokin', miss." Netta showed her even, whiéeth. "Not
allowed. This kinda stuff all right. Women's worl@br a moment her
highly polished, intelligent young face looked @a&fi and Andrea
studied her thoughtfully. Netta, she knew, had bedncated in a
Methodist Mission, but the tribal traditions wers ald as time,
inbred and slow to die out. A coloured woman wawgter dream of
usurping the hereditary rights of the male, andseguentiy large
areas of creative expression were denied to hehdyribal taboos
Imposed on her sex. Sent from the Mission to Mokhatrnthe age of
fifteen, Netta in her first two weeks at the horeast had absorbed
every painting in the house, their visual impackimg@ a profound
impression on her, inspiring her subsequent forsetftexpression.

"I think there should be an outlet for your talé#thdrea observed in
a soft thoughtful voice. "It seems to me you'r@mkartist, but you're
not developing your gifts."

Netta smothered a giggle, not overly impresseddoy ¢ifts”, but she
cast a warm look of friendship over the white,sakinned girl who
sat by her side. "I'll show you how to do them,s'egou like them so
much. Nothin' to it, miss."

"Don't you believe it!" Andrea said firmly. "Herkt me show you.
It's simple for you, Netta, but your artistic impelis unique to your
race."

Netta was silent, a little at a loss, like a bldmKterfly watching
Andrea take out a fresh brush and a clean piegapér beginning
her own composition, deliberately trying to imitéite coloured girl's



style. She had a certain facility of her own thatdme quickly
apparent, but the pattern, when it was finishedidadly the same in
design and executed with perfect correctness, gichdinot measure
up to Netta's in movement or dramatic impulse. ®hginal was

unquestionably the superior work of art.

"Nothin' wrong withthat\' Netta said in a kind, encouraging voice
privately itching to add just a little "this andath to give die pattern
more freedom.

Andrea smiled at her dead give-away expressionrééletta turned
back to her own design. It seemed to Andrea's@g&adlve without
preliminary sketches or even forethought, but milagsly it turned

out just right in the end. Both girls, thoroughlyepccupied, were
starded when Gillian broke through the trees, cargeRimfire the

big bay gelding towards them. She slowed to a veal@# came in
alongside them.

Netta looked up with a quick, shy smile, but Gilignored her in
such a way as to suggest she was invisible to diedc eye,
addressing herself, drawlingly, to Andrea.

"Kindergarten out in the fresh air. How charmin@he slanted a
disparaging glance over Andrea's silvery fair heéd@u don't ride,

do you? It seems very odd, to say the least, oatt#e cstation!"

Inexplicably she moved the mare in very close tnthand Netta
sprang to her feet instinctively, one hand protetyi on Andrea's
shoulder, feeling the deep tremble that ran thrainghwhite girl's

body. Andrea was still sitting, apparently joltgddhock, her eyes on
the satiny flanks of the gelding.

"What an absolute ninny!" Gillian observed unpledlya "Don't tell

me you're frightened? The best cure for timidityoiget out and try
your hand at it. If there was any urgency at adiudht I'd give you a
few lessons myself, but you won't be staying ort thach longer,



will you, so Helena was saying." She shrugged alsleo and smiled
briefly. "Well, I'm off! I'll leave you ..." she ghced down almost
contemptuously at the work sheets . .. "to youibbte patterns! "

"And good riddance, you bitch!" Netta murmured after retreating
back, her soft liquid vowels robbing the words @fraat deal of their
impact.

"Netta!" Andrea remonstrated half-heartedly.

"An' | jus' hope she fall off, but | don't supposiee will! " Netta
continued obsessively. "Bitch! that's her real nateight, miss.
Come to that, | could teach you myself. Ain't notho ridin' once
you know how!"

"l can ride, Netta," Andrea said gently.

Netta's glossy black head spun round, her curlsidgnThere was
no mistaking her surprise. "You sure, Miss Andrga®d never done
any of it here."

"I know. But intuitively | feel | can ride. | coutdt be mistaken about
a thing like that, could 1?"

“I'm sure | don't know, miss," Netta repeated #elihelplessly,
floored by the "intuitively". She didn't look in¢Heast impressed but
downright anxious. Andrea, watching her expressaee, had to
smile. "Come finish your scribble patterns," shie gapishly, seeing
that Netta took no offence whatsoever at die téfimnight I'm going
to show them to Mr. Steven."

"Oh no, miss!" Netta flopped down on the rug agdisposing her
wry young limbs. "You're out of your mind!"



“I'm not!" Andrea suddenly felt like laughing buemained
poker-faced all the same. "You don't mind, do you?"

Netta gave her a naively fascinated look with antwieam of
wistfulness and mischievousness.

"Well, | expect if you ain't got nothin' more sargto discuss!”

Andrea smiled and dipped her head, her own plaactébn for the
day quite clear. But to make things easier for &dter appointed
guardian, she would have her try-out alone.

She gave herself no time to reconsider, but fowmdvay down to the
stables in the early part of the afternoon, firakmg sure no one was
about. Her mouth was dry with excitement and a agert
apprehension. A woman's intuition was not alwaym#éailible thing,
but she was as certain as she was of anythinghieabuldride. Only
her long convalescence had kept her interest isipalypursuits to a
minimum. Only Jimmy, the slip of an aboriginal ladd a sure hand
with horses, was about. She looked into the cotdrior of the
stables, dim now after the glare of the sun, sadalhel gear merging
into a shadowed blur.

Jimmy came out to meet her, beaming brightly. "A&ft®n, miss.
Everyone's away by now!"

Andrea smiled wryly. "I know. | want to go ridingyself, Jimmy.
Could you find me a mount?"

Jimmy's smiling vivacity was swept away like maghis face
betrayed polite incredulity, a deep unwillingnessoffend and an
overriding consternation. His velvety black eyesidank. "l got a
nice little mare, miss, gentle and ladylike - adj@alker if you want



a try- out! " He moved back to pat the russet nafca slender little
mare with soft, starry eyes.

The colt in the stall a few feet away was anothatten. It tossed its
small splendid head, its white blaze startling agfine black satin of
its coat, its hooves beating a restless tattotermgtound.

"No use lookin' at that one, miss!" Jimmy counsklk&hocked by the
direction of her fixed stare, that unmistakableplez love and
admiration. She scarcely seemed to hear him, asylesrslid over the
colt's small, dynamic head, the long arched ndakstiding, shining
muscle power. Something inside of herself tighterleen uncoiled
miraculously. She could see herself, her head llmngathe colt's
gleaming neck, its silver plume flying, racing atsithe wind. She
could feel the warm hide against her legs, thdl tfrgalloping over
the grassy savannahs. Jimmy was surveying her wotnical
apprehension, aghast at those wide, eager eyegdietiveir thick
dark lashes. He had seen that special look befdne. colt was
perfection - bred of the warm starry skies andgtesslands, fiery
with good blood and good living, plenty of tempegarhand a turn of
speed like the west wind. He was no villain, butwess a spirited
animal that needed mastery and a good pair of hdingsgirl was no
bigger than Netta, who looked down her nose at himhNetta could
ride anything.

The girl clucked to the colt and walked towardsgteadl, holding out
her palm and breathing hard down her nostrils. Jinsmddenly
relaxed. She seemed to know what she was abouthanhdheavy,
warm breathing was a trick of his own. The coltked its ears with
interest, then instantly responded, dropping itgztaiinto the girl's
hand, huffing in a kind of ecstasy.

"Saddle him up, Jimmy!" she said quietly, drivensbgompulsion to
take the colt over rising ground. She stood therrafmoment dazzled
by its spectacular beauty.



"He's Mr. Steve's!" Jimmy pointed out with gentlesinuation,
making one last stand. "And that means he hasypt#mpirit. You
might find him hard to handle!"

"That's all right, Jimmy," Andrea said with haleined confidence.
"I'll take full responsibility!"

"You'll have to, miss. If anything happens to eitbéyou, the Boss
will skin me alive!"

Andrea smiled. "I'm willing to gamble that I'm edua the colt.
Besides, he knows me, don't you, my beauty, mylyoore?" She
fell to caressing the colt's glossy neck, hes niiidof its superb
lines.

Jimmy gave way with admirable grace. They stoo@itmer side of
the colt, giving it loving attention, until thetleé mare a few feet away
whinnied pathetically, hating to be ignored.

"Another time, sweetheart!" Andrea promised, logkover at those
starry, imploring eyes. Jimmy grinned and dartecgyawmartly to
select a saddle for the colt. He walked the baawifimal out to the
saddling rail, showing off its lovely swaying walkder the blazing
sunlight. The colt took the girthing up perfectliyen Andrea swung
its head away from the rail and prepared to malinmtmy gave her a
leg-up and she was up in the saddle with sureintiste grace,
knowing a burst of elation that nearly swampedwi#r its intensity.
How could she have forgotten the joy of being ia #addle? She
touched the reins lightly and the colt moved ofthwonly a mild,
excited reefing.

"Don't worry, Jimmy," she called over her shouldeknow what I'm
about! "



He could see the excitement blazing out of her apelshe swung up
a hand in acknowledgment, liking the set of hemsters, the easy
fluid style. She knew how to , ride all right. Wisapuzzle!

"Don't go too far out, miss," he called after h&iake it easy this first
time out!"

His words echoed faintly, lost among multiple neemsations. Five
minutes later she was flying across the open grads| her slight,
supple figure swaying effortlessly in the saddldeTcolt was
behaving beautifully, covering the ground with Itsg springy
stride, seemingly as entranced as its youthfukride

Andrea took deep breaths, filling her lungs witearl, aromatic air.
The sun wind skittered cheerfully through the tressnding
showering blossom on to the wide brim of her hae Whole world
came alive in all its dimensions, wonderfully fremfd translucent.
Budgerigars took to the infinite blue skies in dight, with a colour
wave of emerald and flashes of yellow and downhenriver flats,
stock were grazing, their heads bent mutely tduble herbage, some
fording the narrow rock strewn crossing to the o#ide. An arc of
fire burned along the horizon so that the rangesaltgd like
burnished temples to the Sun God. It was a cleaguc-washed
world, the rich red of the earth, the multiple greef the trees and the
grasses, the silver glitter of the long, lovelyiohat billabongs.

Tiny white and gold daisies swam like fish on tmest of the bent
grasses, swishing against the colt's sleek silegemed to Andrea
that the savannah was a mosaic of colour with broackets of
shadows under the trees, caverns of pure green.wiiek softly
ruffled the colt's silver plume and she lowered feme along its
gleaming neck and gave it its head.

The sunlight was slanting now, falling obliquelndsan eagle soared
and sailed far away above them in the vivid bluexdwea,



unknowing, was undergoing a gradual transformatican
intoxication almost, things felt in the blood andvar seen. The
remote recesses of her mind began stirring upnasionly now she
did nothing to frustrate them with frantic burstsconcentration, or
In a sense, repression, but let them come in lomgaken waves of
established rhythm.

"Now watch this, Andy, it's not too difficult!"

The vision was accurate to the last detail, ag elea bell. A man and
a small girl with white gold plaits standing in aagsy paddock, a
compact little grey pony between them, the chiiaée turned up to
the man with implicit love and trust. It was hethir. The pony was
Mimi, of course, the great joy of the childhood.

"Leave the reins light now in Mimi's mouthThe child's eyes were
earnestly screwed up against the strong sunlight.

Another vision flared in front of her eyes. A smgiil crushed up
against her father's tweed jacket; both lookingaudr the limitless
iridescent ocean.

"When we get to Australia, I'm going to buy youanp. Would you
like that?"

"Will it really be mine?" The soft voice was fulf a child's wonder.

The manner of her awakening was beyond her conih a half
fearful joy she realised she was crossing distaara® time. Her
mouth felt dry and her cheeks burning hot. Sheegkithe colt in
under the feathery acacias that lined the bankiseolily lagoon, her
memories coming stronger, obtrusive now, creatingher the
urgency for perfect quietness of body. She feléfdown in the long
grass, hearing the measured thud Of her heart,agfuny of
self-questionings over.



The colt looked across at her, silent and profousdtious as though
conscious of the solemnity of the moment, thealit €ontentedly, to

cropping over the grass within easy circumferef@.a long time

she lay there, her head a kaleidoscopic whirl oidents, no further
refinements of an old torment, but the halcyon adyser childhood;

the fine careless days she had thought foreverdagfean from her
memory.

The past shifted and played across her small Tdwy had lived on a
small farm in the beautiful Goulburn Valley of Micta. It had taken

all her father's savings, but almost immediatehaidl begun to show
a quick return. They had been very happy, the tofethem; her

mother, her father, herself and the menagerie t§ pke always
surrounded herself with. She had barely starteld atpool when her
mother had gone into hospital for major surgery siifgped out of

life in the postoperative stages. The blow had leegpling at a time

when they had cherished the hope that she had/ safele through

the worst.

Her father had never really recovered. He had apldhe farm at
once, finding the small, comfortable farmhouse thag all once
loved unbearable. They had come up to Queensléinding closer
than ever now, though this marked the period whegridther's health
began its slow decline.

Most of the money had gone on her expensive edugdiut she had
repaid her father's sacrifices by graduating wirtst-Class honours.
He had been so proud of her.

My golden girl! My Andrea! If only your mother cdube with us
now!

It was her mother's name he had died with on redégs than a year
later. Andrea turned her face into her hands itoarsof emotion,
crying, not bitterly, but for the unrecoverableg thain of loss and



deepest nostalgia. Then suddenly it was over, @et-ggo emotions
subsided. She pushed up and walked down the saarii§s lio the
billabong, and bent to the stream, cupping her siamdl filling them
with water, splashing her face repeatedly. Calm andense of
purpose came to her. She would have to write @gdina Godden,
but first she would have to find.Liane.



CHAPTER VIII

IT was late when Andrea rode into the home paddodhktaook her a
few seconds to realise that she was being watchiedny, she
thought, with a quirk of amusement, anxious to dzoté their necks.
She brought the colt in briskly and slid off hisckapatting him
lovingly, calling over her shoulder:

"I'm back, Jimmy! All in one piece!"
"Well, that'ssomethingat least!"

The voice, terse and resonant with a fine goadaggegecould only
have been Steven's. She whirled with an involunsaiyer, starting
to say something that suddenly > died on her. Hes eanged
anxiously over his face. It was apparent, at otita, his emotions
were not under their usual impeccable control,Herooked, quite
simply, a man to be feared. A stranger - dangertallsand very
formidable, his eyes an aquamarine blaze in hik fée, a muscle
jerking beside his mouth.

She felt the first faint tremor run through her.

"Not Jimmy!" he said very gently, and she could fedl ta@nsion.

"Only big brother Steve, doing his usual watchdogbeecause every
time | turn my back something quite lunatic happ&s you realise

I've been nearly out of my mind wondering if yotedten a toss or
worse?"

The sunlight shafted across her bare head, gleahkiaga silvery
cap; her hat hung by its strap down her back. Hee fvas glowing,
impregnated with colour whipped up under the skiey eyes
enormous. There was something different about lerisaw, some
lack of restraint, like spring water effervescimgrh sandstone into
the sunlight, pure and tingling. Whatever it wasanned his anger.



She swallowed and her throat rippled. "I'm sortgv8n!" she made a
little placating gesture with her hand which heaged and she threw
up her head, showing the smooth cream of her thatabst inviting
him to touch her there, he thought grimly. "Were ymxious?"

When confronted with her quiet serenity it pushed hght over the
edge.

"You'resorry! " he exploded, injecting a breathtaking dynamista i
the word. "It strikes me that that's a totally iagdate word! You
might consider | didn't even know yaouldride, let alone handle the
colt! " With a controlled sort of desperation heed away to quieten
the animal, unbuckled the saddle and threw it akerfence, then
turned the colt off into the succulent, rain-fedgges. He looked alert
and hard, all flowing muscles, totally male. Shelddardly take her
eyes off him with a build-up of suspense. She smndwelled flash
of his eyes. "I've torn a few strips off Jimmy, feé tell you," he bit
off.

"But that's dreadful!" A tiny blue vein pulsated her throat, a
give-away.

It appeared to give him some satisfaction, forelyiss fell on it. "Yes,
Isn't it?" he agreed. "And that's the last time 's@woing to do
anything like that!" He moved across to her witls Boundless,
cat-like tread and if she tried to retreat he dis@em to notice it. "I've
selected you as the only woman | know who couldednie insane! "

She managed a husky little laugh, unnerved byadms,tholding her
fist in a tight little grip against her racing hedll said I'm sorry,
Steven. Do you want me to go down on my knees potbgise? I'd
no idea you'd get so het up. | haven't harmed ehiarcany way. In
fact, we went beautifully. Friends right from thars!"

He drew a sharp, hostile breath, his white teeipgimg.



"Friends! How sweet!" his eyes roved over her as if he fobed

unbelievable. "I suppose a girl like-you is boundhaive one or two
drawbacks. Right at this moment there's nothingké&lbetter than to
give you a good slap, but failing that..."

She stared back at him, rooted to the spot, almesiused. He was
pale under that teak tan, the lines from nostrihtmuth more deeply
pronounced. One hand reached out for her, closed er narrow
waist, sliding up the small of her back; the otteunght her under the
chin, turning her mouth up.

Excitement spurted through her, disturbingly suddée touch of
him stirring a pain like a fever. He kissed herhwa@ dangerous,
stinging sweetness, that still had the power tpalitension between
them, so that her mouth parted of its own accane. [&d no thought
of denying him this form of punishment if that wadat was
intended. But it didn't turn out that way. Instinety she shut her
eyes and lifted her hand to lie along his leandhehneek, her
fingertips sensitized to the tantalising smootipras

His sharp intake of breath came against her owntmand she felt
her own breath shorten, her heart fluttering ash vat shot of
adrenalin. He drew back into the shadow of the wagr his hands
slipping along the curve of her back, more confidiian any she
could have imagined. Dappled greeny-gold highligiets queerly
across his high cheekbones.

"Ten minutes ago | was spitting mad. | don't knolaw'd have done
to you then, now | only want to make love to younRy, isn't it?" His
eyes roamed over each separate feature of herffaceajouth softly
pulsing, framed for kissing. He moved abruptly, aodlight speared
across his eyes in a searing glare. "lI've wantedsyace | first laid
eyes on you - but you know that!"

She moistened her mouth with the tip of her tonNe!"



"Yes!"he said tautly. "You know it. Why bother to dety'i

Colour rushed up under her skin. She looked st fes so wild and
so beautiful that he caught her to him with a Idithd frustration,

kissing her with a passion and an urgency, a dagkténing energy,
that undermined every scrap of her resistancevdps her down a
long corridor towards brilliant light, an intenskumination that

threatened to overcome her. It made her afraidwgisa't herself any
more, only what Steven wanted of her. She twistealyawrenching

her head aside. She needed time, time to sorteswdvin mind, time
to dispel all the shadows that hung about her. &d was tilted
back against his arm. She stared up at him withdahpleading, the
pupils of her eyes dilating.

"Why? "he said harshly.

"Wanting is not loving, Steven!" she said in a \e$o brittle it might
shatter like glass.

"Did | say that it was ?"

"No, you didn't! " Her face that had been so disingly beautiful and
uninhibited was now closing like a flower.

There was a hint of self-contempt in his voice.
"Would you have believed me if | said that | lowexi?" .
"No!"

"So what's the difference?" he asked with deepotgmi. His eyes
had lost that look of stormy vitality. They wentidoHe wore a look
of glittery arrogance she couldn't fail to recognishilling as winter
steel.



"An infinite difference tome\ she pointed out carefully, looking
away from his dark face as though she found thétsaf it
unbearable. A curious feeling of pathos was swegpiver her,
making her eyes shimmer like fresh water lakesallire spoke.

"Who was it who said, true love is in short enosgipply. Seize it
where you find it with both hands!" His voice tudh&ry, even
laconic. "What wouldhey know" He relaxed his grasp abruptly an
looked down at her still creamy face. "How seriauesre becoming!
If it means anything to you at all, little one d'mever told a woman |
wanted her in my life! You'véhatdistinction, however unwelcome!"
He looked down at her with cold, interested eyeéou' might
consider before you start out on your next unaugkdrlittle jaunt, to
let me know. That way, you won't invite trouble!"

"I'll consider it very carefully," she said suddgrdnd he saw on her
face a look he had never seen before - a delicgtErdination, a
spirited little air of self- assurance. He wouldnember it vividly.
His eyes narrowed to slits and his voice underveerdpid change,
sharpening with renewed interest.

"So what else is new, little sphinx?" He made ohdis lightning
moves and caught the point of her shoulder to spirtowards him.

"You know me rather well, don't you?" she saidibilk
"Not nearly well enough!”

Andrea felt faintly giddy. His voice had moved bdokhe sphere of
the senses and he felt her shoulder lose its aesstand curve to the
palm of his hand. It was the moment to confide im.INeither of
them, as intensely preoccupied as duellists, sdiaGs approach.
She jerked to a halt at the sight of them, the hessaf her throat rigid
and strained so that her voice came as a hoarsperhishrivelled
with hate.



"Off with the old and on with the new! The natuoatier of things, |
suppose?"

Steven turned on her with slick urbanity. "Comenglin, Gill. Don't
stand outside missing anything!"

She stalked towards them, elemental, feline, oattag

"You fool, Steve, can't you see how things are gouith this girl?
All that helpless femininity! It makes ns&ck! She's madly dependent
on you and all you do is encourage it!"

"Obviously it hasn't struck you that kind of womamght appeal to
me," he said with a smooth gentleness that mighke lgaven her
pause.

"Not you! " She jerked up her head in denial, her scarletittmo
working. "You want a woman as self-reliant as yelits

"You think so?" His head was thrown back a litties eyes half
closed, as arrogant as the deuvil.

"You realise people are beginning to talk?" She Itetse that
statement on the fine edge of frenzy, the sightArfdrea standing
almost hypnotised under Steven's hand obliterdtergenses.

Steven's face hardened to granite. "My dear Gil'said with weary
sarcasm. "That's of little consequence to me. Rebplve been
'talking' since they first gathered in caves. Butthis particular
Instance every last, lurid imagining could so gaséd squelched!"

Gillian's face crumpled abruptly, abandoning t@bygss of panic she
herself had precipitated. "You can't do this to Bieven!"

"Now that's a clever trick of the trade!" he sadbiréringly.



Under his hand Andrea tensed like a sapling testéise storm, her
profile softening to compassion. She could newe Gillian, but she
could feel her pain. "There's no need to put ydutbeough this
torment, Miss Courtney," she said slowly, each wartllade that
could plunge to the heart. "I'm quite willing tee& Steven of my
suffocating clutches. I'm going back where | belon@r more
accurately where I lived and worked. And very son!

Without a word Steven locked her two wrists in anegle grip.
"Don't be absurd!"

His voice was so harshly emphatic that it gaveahiéeeting, ebbing
warmth.

"But she's right, don't you see?" Reddish lightsagld in Gillian's'
eyes. "She can't stay here indefinitely - Luke &ne@n said as much,
and he'd be only too pleased to help her alongidBesyou must
know Helena doesn't want her here!"

"Does Helena want any woman here?" he asked wath Isitter irony
that Gillian stared at him, shocked. He gave hdéook that was
wholly arrogant. "All three of you might remembérat Mokhana
belongs to me. | make the decisions big and snealbse that's the
way | am. Take it or leave it! "

"Well, | for one will leave it!" Andrea said in &fce little voice, and
tried to break free, stung by his tone. "Pleaseyé&t, let me go. I'll
leave you and Miss Courtney to it!"

He reduced all her struggles to impotence, lockiaghands against
his side. His voice was flat, even bored.

"That's very considerate of you, little one, buttgunnecessary! I'm
sure Gillian has something better to do with haeti God knows I'm
not fool enough to fall in with the plan!”



Gillian made a sound of strangled distress, theml@chon her heel
and stumbled back to the house to unleash her storiielena'’s
willing ears.

"How cruel you are, Steven!" Andrea said, unnatyrqliet. Each
word fell like a stone from her lips.

"Cruel?" There was a world of mockery in the onkaje. "I'mthat,
because you won't let me be anything else! " Hangle eyes were lit
with a power of concentration. "Tell me, pretty fiawvhat did you
expect of me? An act of dementia? Marry Gillianstop her from
talking? That calls for a brand of courage | haivgat. | saw Gillian
sit through her father's funeral, if not exactlyilemg, then perfectly
dry-eyed, for the simple reason that he left herlzar gadfly mother
a cool quarter of a million dollars to fritter awap world trips and
Italian counts and wardrobes of dresses. What vesrtdauses?"

"But you made love to her, encouraged her! "

"I'm as full of faults as the next man!" he saidhnerisp insolence.
"I've made love to a lot of women, but none of theawme held a gun
on me to marry them!" His voice took on a hard, llemging
directness. "l feel no shame for my peccadilloe®es that shock
you, my innocent? I'm not, after all, a countrygmar. In my position,
women are a perfectly permissible eccentricity!"

She could feel the heat under her skin, his tagréyes on her face.
From somewhere she found her own bitter-sweet voice

"And that's what | am? ... a perfectly permissiteentricity to be
hoarded up?" She flung her shimmering glance amhgiitgly into his
dark face.



A wild kind of anger prowled in his eyes. "l hawemexhaustible
patience, little one, so have a care! If you wehatyou're trying to
make out, would | bother hoarding you up, as yout@

He saw her face tauten under pressure, givingMaining. Her hand
flew up of its own accord in a swift flare of angdrwas suddenly
hard to remember she loved him. She hated Hawedhim! It was a

little while before she could see him again cleafty he had her
under control, locked up tight against him, hisceonear her head
hard and authoritative.

"Will you stop all this unbridled nonsense, befbreally hurt you.
Whatever you think, it's prejudiced by emotion.idrdt precipitate
this row, you did. Youand Gill with her warped insinuations. You
told me once that you owed me your life. You owermathing, but |
demand the right to know what's best for you. |areat any time
regarded Gillian Courtney as any more than brigithgany. I've
made love to her, but we've never been lovershaiswhat you want
to know? She sougimeout, if | may be so ungallant. | made her n
promises, said nothing that she could possibly omstue. She has a
natural predilection for hankering after the impbkes you know!"

There was a kind of bewilderment in her voice.
"You don't have to explain yourself to me, Steven!"
"No, damn it, Idon't " he said with soft irony.

She shook her head fretfully from side to sidevdht to go back to
the place where | lived before my accident. Thegethings about
myself | must find out! * Somehow she found thesgth to look up
into his face. His eyes were brilliant, narrowetemily upon her. If
she didn't look away from him now she would drogime thought, as
she fought the craving to go into his arms."l wango by myself!"

she said hardily.



"Well, you damned well won't. Discard that one gshantom hope!
Do you think | want that kind of thing on my minth?e got work to
do. | can't be wondering what you're getting ug&y in and day
out!"

"Do you haveto wonder?" For a few seconds she was caughein
quicksand of hope.

"I think so! At this stage, at any rate. Don't a&timate your
strength, little one. One short tussle and yourtheaes under my
hand! "

Long fingers of shadow stole across the groundati't fight you,
Steven," she said with soft desolation. "You're sone | can't
withstand however hard | try. | just want to go ka¥ou must
understand!"

He kept silent for a moment, looking down at henisty pale head.

"All right, all right!" he said gently, tracing aiiger along the curve of
her cheek with that curious power to release hesioas. "l said I'll
take you and | will. While we're there, you mighitybsomething
cripplingly expensive to dazzle Freedman at thd. balouldn't
worry about whether he discussed you with Gillianat. Gillian can
turn the minutest grain of truth to her advantageedman is not
without integrity, but he's not the man for youtldi one. Sad, but
true!"

Dinner was ghastly, like taking a stroll througmimefield, expecting
at each step to have the scene blow up in oness Bad it was got
through.Got throughwere the only words Andrea could think of tc
describe the state of cold war that existed, cdedehy a deadly



cloak of cold civility with promises of the skirnhiss, the hit and run
raids, the secretive feline manoeuvres, to come.

Andrea was a little surprised at her own poise,realising that this
was a good omen, for each day she grew strongestemtyer. After
many long weeks of living in a vacuum she was pigkup the
threads of her old life. Morning dawned so brightl deautiful it
didn't seem possible anything bad could happenfreight delivery
plane flew in on schedule and Gillian was readyir not the
slightest difficulty in arranging a lift to the Csta She stalked out of
the house wrapped in cold fury, with only the sgwmace of a word
to her hostess, enlisting the aid of a station hartdtive her down to
the strip.

With Steven busy, apparently oblivious to the ccas®nts, giving
the men instructions for the day, Helena lost meetin gaining a
face-to-face confrontation. She followed Andrea touthe veranda,
where Netta, fussing over her as usual, had setAngrea's
mid-morning cup of coffee. Her face was quite udedde, but
Andrea knew what was coming.

"Don't run away, my dear," Helena said very softlylanger signal.
"l want to talk to you."

"l wasn't running, Miss Daintree," Andrea retortsamposedly. "I
was merely stiffening my spine! "

"Not so wishy-washy, are we?"

Andrea put her own interpretation on that. "l aralifeg stronger,
yes!"”

Helena sat down on a white wrought iron chair adgusied it
carefully. "Good! I'm very pleased to hear it, futsw we can get
down to hard facts!" She inclined her head regdlBillian is my



godchild. I'm very fond of her. If and when Stevearries | would
prefer it to be a young woman of whom | know angdrape - Gillian,
to be precise.”

Andrea's eyes came back from a long trip aroundaingen. "Tell me
one thing, does Steven have any say in this?"

Helena gave her a cold look. "Don't be smart, ngridsteven is, as
his father was, a law unto himself. But | like tonk | have some
special influence!"

"But is it that simple, Miss Daintree? What if Sé@vhas no such
plan?"

Helena's dark gaze swept her from head Jo footutsMpou know,
my dear?"

"l think so!" Andrea retorted unexpectedly.

For a moment Helena looked almost comically stuniieen she
recovered. "Stretching the point to the unseemdy/the ridiculous, a
girl like you | couldnevertolerate. You have a nagging resemblanc
to Vivienne, not in looks but in style. The softutd, it never fails ..
.for a while!Vivienne was the same."

Even with her head turned away Andrea was consaibukose
coal-black eyes., "Don't undersell me, Miss Damtré¢m not
Vivienne and neither, | think, does Steven sharar ymature as
perhaps his father did. Steven still loves his raptto this day,
though he'd rather die than admit it!"

Helena gave a laugh that was like the tinkle otidees. "Does he try
to contact her in any way? Of course he doesn'tieay!"



Andrea couldn't deny it. "With Steven the woman ldalways have
to bend first," she said, conscious there was igtam in each word.
"His mother bitterly rejected him. He's never foeg it!"

"But she didn't reject him, my dear." Helena smil@cthe "first time

as if she saw a pleasant picture in her head. 4k guite pathetic
really and | would have helped her if | could, bt path was clear
cut. Garth would never have surrendered his sorhantad a great
deal of power and money. Vivienne had nothing! Eaeperverse
kind of pride kept her from accepting a more thaneagous

settlement. All the letters, of course, | destroyeaways endeavour
to follow the logical dictates. It was either Gadh Vivienne, and
naturally my loyalty was to my brother. Steven wbllave been
adversely affected by their constant wrangling thalgh, to be
strictly fair, Vivienne never did make a scenemy &ind. Had Steven
gone with his mother he would have gained nothi&git is he has
Mokhana, a great inheritance." She was speakingvhslo
painstakingly as though she was explaining theaBdu to a rather
dense child.

There was a note of abhorrence in Andrea's sotevoi
"And you never told him his mother wrote to him ?"

Helena shook her dark head. "My dear girl! Whergtur
intelligence? Why would I? What good would it halee? It would
only have unsettled him. He took it hard enought agas. A few
years of no response and Vivienne gave up. I'm sutprised she
lasted as long as she did." She glanced at Andrveatdhead and gave
a laugh of genuine amusement. "She married againkgow, some
years back, and she has talent of a kind to keefim®y. I'm not
entirely heartless, you know. The problem was shatwas unsuited
to Garth, to Mokhana. To all of us. Asuare!"



Andrea ignored the last charge, too preoccupiet thi¢ first. Her
grey eyes were extraordinarily clear and direct.

"What a burden you must have carried all thesesydaowing you
acted with such treachery!"

For the first time Helena showed a chink in herarmAn ugly flush

rose to her throat. "My dear girl, you're incredib! she gasped.
"Vivienne might have said something like that. It f&o such thing.

My loyalty is and always has been to my own kinaj aelieve me,
Gillian is not beaten. I'm on her side, and youehget to feel the
weight of my influence!"

"Forgive me if I'm not impressed!" Andrea's voicasanot so much
sarcastic as studiously grave.

Helena made a sound like an insidious hiss. "Wdube, my dear.
No one has ever offended me as you have, and payt She didn't
sound in the least dramatic, but icily sincere, lack eyes darting
over Andrea's face. "You've come through one desa&tareful this
new one doesn't topple around your head!"

Andrea was conscious of a creeping chill for al hnilliant sunshine.
"l could go to Steven with the facts. It's stilltioo late for him to do
something about his mother. How she must have redffdut one
could wish she might have shown a little more #pi8he turned her
head sharply from the flash in Helena's eyes. H'tdaow the true
facts, but I can well imagine. I'll speak to Stellen

Helena's face was one of dark confidence. "He iikeefy will think
you unbalanced enough to say anything. He might ewasider you
need a psychiatrist as he's hinted in the pastir& oot quite right,
are you, my dear?"



Andrea considered this with wry humour. "I exp&cstart gibbering
at any minute! "

"Ah yes!" Helena emitted a contemptuous sigh. "destember I've
had Steven since he was a little boy. He'd nevieaypene! " Her cold
dry tones were suddenly unbearable to Andrea'’s ears

"The miracle is, he's never shaken you off!" shel,sher voice
changing, anger breaking over it.

"But he hasn't!" Helena's assurance was chillifgokhana has
always been my home. Vivienne made the mistakéiaking she
could usurp me, poor unhappy creature. You, to imgrsse, are not
quite so .. unrealistic,so listen here! The facts are simple. Mokhar
and | belong together. Steven is my nephew, mweel@arth's son.
As for any other, | decided long ago that as Steweist marry to
preserve our family and our heritage, Gillian mostthe one, until
her usefulness is ended or she behaves accordmy pdans!"

It took a few seconds for Andrea to regain herthr.edt seems to me
you're courting madness!" The words seemed wrenthedher.

Helena smiled thinly. "No one is saner than | any, dear. I've
always known what | wanted and how to get it. My lsas set its own
limitation. It would have been so much better tehdeen born a
man. My own dear father only wanted sons, spleaddtifearless like
Garth was. | always looked up to him, idolised Himever met a man
in my life to measure up to my father and brothdéaced up to the
inevitable and never married. You might do the darBbe gave a
laugh of cynical humour. "Not neveararry, my dear, of course | can
see you're one of those women winastlean on a man, but you
might face this inevitability of leaving Mokhanahdre's nothing for
you here. | promise you you'll be much better oHEr black eyes
swept Andrea's face. "l can see this has hit yoally:. You've lost all
your colour. | prayed this situation would neveisay but it has. |



didn't intend to be so brutal, but you left me tlweo course. Now I'm
going to read a book and blot out all this unplet®sss. Steven is, |
understand, taking you back where you belong. lgimahe is as
relieved as | am. Men do tend to get bored withdgaorks!" She
stood up, flicking away an imaginary crease ingiert. "If you're a
smart girl, you'll disappeatr, just like that!"

Andrea looked up at her and her voice was softraagoned. "If the
alternative was living with you, Miss Daintree, ight just accept
that!"

"That's quite enough!" Helena almost spat like aofis cat.
"Insolence will do you no good. When you play foghhstakes, my
dear, you must be prepared to lose. Don't think #utomatically
discounted what you did to Gillian. | have nevegrsthe poor girl so
shocked and distressed, but she had the good teeeskst my aid!"

Andrea could feel her revulsion showing in her faeer stomach
rebelling at the whole, ugly scene, but somethingvel her on,
though Helena left her little space to manoeuwré¢hitik ‘the poor
girl' will only enlist your aid as long as it sulter!" she hazarded, her
voice very dry and urbane. "She has a nice flairrtdhlessness
herself! "

Helena was equal to it, shaking her silver-wingatkdead. "Then
she will find to her sorrow that she's overreachedself - asyou
have! Now why don't you ring for more coffee? | $eat has gone
cold." She glanced negligently over her should&tay | take it
you're leaving?"

"Believe me, Miss Daintree, my sole interest atriiement is to do
just that!"



"Then the whole issue is simplified!" Helena saldgsantly. "On
second thoughts, don't get up, my dear. I'll gaéta\Ni® bring out fresh
coffee. We must look to your personal well-beingistn't we?"

"Why not, as this is a Jekyll and Hyde situatio®Pidrea retorted
very smartly indeed.

"No, dear!" Helena continued just as pleasantlyouYsimply
wouldn't suit at all. But sit back and enjoy the svhile you can. |
suppose it's the last time in your life you'll bepesed to such
affluence!"

"Perhaps! " Andrea said lightly, "but | don't regfer one moment
having had such a profound human experience. iaiee read about
you, | would never have believed it! Thank you,iag8Vith a friend
like you it's proved utterly unnecessary to havem@@my, and you've
provided me with a fascinating insight into the &abural pattern of
animal of another species, the possessive woman!"

Helena reeled, driven by some dark uncontrollataed. She moved
so suddenly that the table rocked, then she redoh#dtk small silver

coffee pot and hurled it with hate and ferocityolvinsufferable little

bitch!"

It should have slammed right into Andrea, but simeply wasn't
there. She flung herself clear, alerted with insfzrception to the
woman's underlying viciousness.

She shrugged off her shock and her white face. "Woput a dint in
that, haven't you? Charming and probably irreplaleeaYou're
slipping, Miss Daintree!" She straightened up atijdsted the table.
"l can't apologise for anything," she said somhréou had that
coming. Let's say | regard it as a strike for Vinne. Now why don't
you collect your heirloom silver, because I'm gding



With her silver-gilt head up she walked past He'letall, menacing
figure, while Helena continued to look out over ¢fagden in the most
peculiar fashion, her dark face almost gaunt.



CHAPTER IX

ANDREA got a taxi just as it discharged its fare outside of the big
department stores. She asked the driver to taki her hotel. It was
no distance, she could have walked, but he noda=mhically with
no sense of reproach. That was how he picked op @f his fares;
dispirited ladies who couldn't manage that lasidned yards. Andrea
sat back, trying to relax, if only briefly. Shetfalmost light-headed
with exhaustion and she hadn't had a bite to aaedireakfast.

The city looked deeply familiar, amiably thrustingyder cloudless
skies with an engaging sub-tropical air, a faintigolent charm
peculiar to the warmer climates. The weather wasitifil, the crisp
blue and golden days of autumn into winter, ané\a fountain was
playing. She closed her eyes briefly. Her mind ssto be spinning
around in circles. Practically a whole day on hen@nd nothing to
show for it. Steven would be back the following mag after a trip
south to look over a stud stallion with impeccdtitzod lines.

The taxi set her down at her hotel and she paitieffare. Since ten
o'clock that morning she had gone everywhere shkl¢hink of to
locate Liane, making endless prior telephone ctilssave the
footwork. But all for nothing. The day had gone lyacalmost
abortive. Her investigations had yielded next tthimg. All she had
been able to establish was that Miss Liane Margehifanded in her
resignation to the Education Department almostrhwaths previous
to the day. She was no longer at her old flatshetleft a forwarding
address for her mail which turned out to be no ntloa® a suburban
post office box number on the other side of town.

Andrea had taken a bus out and was speaking tpdbknaster, a
youngish man with keen wrinkles around alert, filigrneyes: Miss
Marten had called for the only mail that had besmvarded to that
box number and that had been a good five or sixsveefore. He
had described her perfectly. There could have Ibeemistake ...



tall and very pretty, copper-coloured hair, blueesyand a nice
sprinkling of freckles! ... It was Liane. Only dtet last moment had
his assistant, a woman, supplied a piece of infaama"an idea

only" that Miss Marten lived in the old block otk at the corner of
Ashburn Street a few stops back on the bus route.csuld have
sworn she had seen Miss Marten come out of thezenmrning on

her way to work.

Andrea decided to follow it up. She had gone badkghburn Street,
only to find no Marten listed on the mail boxes.igpa step further,
she had knocked on the door of one of the flathaadd the sound of
a television soap opera. A pleasant-faced middéstagoman had
come to the door and listened to her story of legKor a friend with
slight interest. It was apparent she wanted to lgpatk to her
programme. But for the tiniest moment Andrea fath@be saw a
gleam of recognition, a faint darkening flush oa thoman's face as
she described Liane, but in the next second itgeee and Andrea
had turned away with the feeling of failure stronder.

But for her own personal dilemma - she might hawerg up, but

Liane owed her an explanation at least. She hadrremme forward,

rather she had allowed everyone to believe thatréadhad been
connected with Carl Godden. She controlled a slightidder,

unwilling to think ill of a dead man, but never anmillion years

would she have fallen a victim to Carl Godden'scamsulous brand
of charm, the slightly dissolute air that would bavardened and
coarsened with age. Liane had - badly, to the pahre she had
been obsessed with him to the exclusion of evergtsee Yet despite
Andrea's private doubts and misgivings, talk oéagagement was in
the air. Liane was to accompany Carl on a tripmésthis parents'
sugar plantation with Andrea a passenger en rautehe Barrier

Reef for her summer vacation. For some reasonardibthered to
explain that Liane had pulled out at the last maieaving Andrea
in the awkward situation of wanting to cry off witler plans already
made.



But she and Liane had shared a friendship thawgied to preserve.
Liane thought Carl quite perfect. She would havenbleitterly hurt

had she known Andrea's true opinion of him, thosigg could never
bring herself to be enthusiastic in any way, hopimg affair would

fizzle out given time and a lack of oppositionwHs Liane, of course,
who had given her the St. Christopher medal thatriigfore Carl

Godden's fatal flight into the rain forest inlarmdrh the luminous
green canefields of his home. Andrea touched ayeand to her
temples. The element of chance that governs af@'sShe herself
had survived the jungle, survived brain surgery,n@v Liane was
missing. But her total disappearance was imposdibjest couldn't

be!

Could Liane be living under a false name, and why®as like
knocking one's head against a brick wall. Thergstlve some way of
getting around it without starting a full scale ummy. She could
hardly go to the police. Liane never meant hemtad fier. That was it.
But why? What possible defence could she have? Wdd/ she"
never come forward? Why had she never contactedstidelens?
Why had she allowed everyone to believe Andrea@atGodden's
flancee? What purpose did it all serve?

Had she left the country? There were questionsowttend. None of
it seemed to make much sense, yet always Andrea baok to that
woman's face at the block of flats, that flick oficaty quickly
guenched. Something was wrong there, she felthieinbones. But
was her own vision coloured by her driving needlear herself of
Carl Godden's shadow? Why hadn't she confided évedf? She
knew why. She wanted to tell him herself that thesd never been
anyone before him and there never would be again.

Steven rang some time after dinner, his voice eagp and distinct,
and pounced immediately on the note of wearineksiivoice with a
quick: "What's the matter?" She had fended him off,course,
claiming that she had tired herself out walkinguaa the shops.



Obviously he disbelieved her, ringing off almostmediately with a
very dry: "You might have done better than that Bl see you
tomorrow!"

She stared down at the phone for some time. Winatldlshe have
said? Steven, I'm desperately worried. | need \udt she always
run to the man who got things done? Couldn't simelleassomething
on her own? She blinked back tears and prepardzsethrthen lay for
hours in the dark, trying to fathom a solution lvefdropping, from
sheer tiredness, into a deep, troubled sleep.

In the morning she decided to go back to the flasshburn Street.
If she was wrong there was no such thing as a w@natmition. But

for a moment there, that woman's eyes had blazedlife as she
described Liane. She would swear to it. Perhapsatistarted off on
the wrong foot, for the woman had brushed herikéf & piece of hot
coal. Perhaps Liane was in trouble? Perhaps shedradthing to
hide. Queerly Andrea now began to feel anxietyfaoterself, but
for the girl she had believed to be her friend.

Her mind flew over the situation and she decideddhvas no reason
why she shouldn't waste an hour or so on a wildsgahase if that
was what it was destined to be. If she met withaalh Steven would

be back by midday. By the time she got out of the, she was filled

with a new sense of drive and direction.

Number 29, Ashburn Street, in the strong morninglight, had a
ramshackle appearance, an oppressed air. It badiged painting
and the grounds had gone to ruin. She avoideddahsHe had tried
before, using another entrance. On the ground flear small
children were playing with a kitten and she sma¢them as she felt
their wondering eyes as she climbed the stairbaditst floor. No
one appeared to be about. The whole place bareketblived in,
musty and nearing its demolition days in a mulitwone. No one
answered at Flat 3, but she had the impressionsthraeone was



watching her. She walked along to Flat 4, a MrdaRad. Over and
over in her mind she rehearsed what she was goisgy, anxious
now to have done with it. She pressed the bellahswer. She waited
a few moments, then pressed it again.

Quietly a door opened behind her.

"It's no good ringing the bethere\' The voice was ironic,-quiedy
tortured.

Andrea turned with a soft footfall to look acrosstee young woman
framed in the open door, her face deathly whité sise were going
to faint. The fine lines of cheek and chin werertdd, the face almost
plain with sickness and fatigue.

"Well, well, well'" Andrea said very gently with ribought of effect
but a serious, unmelodramatic acceptance.

The girl's face suddenly started to break up, fes &rimming with
tears.

"Andrea, I'm sorry! So sorry!" She came forwardtingly, her hand
extended, icy to the touch. "l failed you. | failegyself. | must seem
pretty shoddy to you." She searched Andrea's fadefeund pity,

only pity. "Everything was so tragic, so intolembHow are you,
Andrea? | was sick with worry about you. | kepgiimg the hospital -
you must believe that." She was speaking with astgad difficulty

and Andrea slipped an arm about her shoulders thghdeepest
anxiety, then led her back inside, feeling the lamrderlying the

warmth of Liane's body.

“I'm all right, now, Liane," she said soothinglipdn't upset yourself.
Is this why you did it?"



"Of course!" Liane tried to smile and her face tetswith pain. "I'm
the classic case. You did try to warn me!"

Andrea looked full into the anguished blue yes yiieng face out of
control, not pretty any more. "Everything's allhignow, Lee. You're
not alone any more. Now I've found you I'm not ljke lose touch
again! " She led the girl into an armchair and loydeher gently into
it.

Liane buried her face in her hands. "You don't kivelnat it's been
like. Or what it means to me to have a friend agémbeerhell! My
diagnosis anyway! " She began to laugh and crgtalhce, not with
hysteria as Andrea knew it but mortal despair.

"Come along now, Liane," Andrea leaned down anteddter hand
bracingly. "Don't cryTalk! I'll go and make a cup of tea for you an
I'll listen! "

Liane bit on her hp, struggling out of the rip theds sucking her
under, and the tears splashed on her hand. Andik@avthrough to
the tiny kitchen, finding what she wanted quiteilgatoking back

continuously at Liane. There was nothing of the #onal neurotic

about her, enjoying her pain, but age-old sufferirmgnanhood.

Liane began talking, not in highly coloured phrdseaisclinical detalil,
talking now as if she could hardly bear a silereeg it came to
Andrea she was on the verge of a breakdown. Shéatied too
long on her own. Her parents were dead. She hddemals - not the
real kind anyway. Something had to be done, and.sBbe carried
the tea back into the living-room and placed aioufpont of Liane,
caught up in a sense of pity and sadness.

Liane looked up, half blinded by tears to thank hed the quality of
Andrea's expression suddenly steadied her hearhantiand. She



had her old friend back at long last and she niéagerght the worst of
her. She was no longer hopelessly adrift on her own

When Andrea got back to the hotel, Steven was mgaitr her in her
sitting-room, his gaze sweeping over her as shkeaslah, one hand
pressed to her head. He stood up tall, and sthikihgndsome,
weighing her up with a cool, aquamarine gaze. Neidpoke for a
moment. Not Andrea first, if a fortune dependedton

"I've been watching for you!" Steven said at laghaut expression.
"Oh.!' I'm late, | know!"

Her delicate face looked paler than usual, her epesmous as they
always were when she was under any type of stfess moment her
face was bent forward, her heavy lashes sweepingheeks. He
made a funny little sound of exasperation, therched out and
tipped up her chin.

“I'm trying very hard to be civilised and reasorMlttle one, so
please tell me what's been happening to you?dv®as something's
wrong!"

"l found her!" she said, her beautiful eyes quied aad on his face.

He hit a hand to his forehead. "I'm good, but l'on that good! Try
again!"

"Liane. Carl Godden's fiancee."

"God!" His eyes suddenly blazed and his hands dla»esr her
shoulders. "Say that again. The quicker the bétter!



She repeated it slowly in a strangely differentepwondering if he
knew he was hurting her, but it was an exquisita.gaVe've got to

help her, Steven," she said in an intense littiee/d'She's sick and
she's penniless and she's pregnant!”

His dark face tautened. "Is that so unusual witypa like Godden?
He had a callous hand with women, you know."

"Liane had no idea of it," she said sincerely. "Sbeed him,
genuinely loved him. Women in love don't rationaliSteven. They
don't look left and right, they just plunge ahektheir emotions are
deeply involved!"

"So what next?" His eyes met hers squarely.

"Instant help! She's dangerously low in spirits amer living
conditions are depressing to say the least. Tharé lse much delay.
Pregnancy isn't a premise in the mind and Liare physical fact.
She's not looking after herself as she should."

He absorbed all this in silence, nodding his da&dc His eyes were
vividly intent upon her, but they were strangelysked. "You've
remembered everything, haven't you?"

"Yes, | have!"

"Yet you never said anything. | find that curiou$igrd to accept -
almost unforgivable!"

Her eyes swept over his face with a mixture of ghleg and
challenge. "I thought | was acting for the besgvén. | wanted to
present you with accomplished facts."

His eyes were still veiled, his face enigmatic. ‘WWiot?" he asked
with self-mockery. "You're a riddle to me, littl@®, in lots of ways.



As for the other, I'm not really surprised. | negeuld accept the idea
of you and Godden. In fact, | couldn't bear to giveny credence at
all. You've got an inherent fastidiousness thatld/puotect you from
his type.",

"He's dead, Steven!" she said quietly.

His eyes went over her head, then he dropped hidshand walked
over to look out the window, lighting a cigarette.

"The Goddens mightn't be the perfect solution fmuryfriend, but at
least they have a right to know about their coirgrgndchild, and the
girl has the right to financial assistance if nothelse. The future for
an unmarried woman with a child isn't quite as gasnt used to be.
Does she intend to keep the child when it comes ?"

"l hadn't the heart to ask her - one thing at @tiBut she loved Carl
desperately. | can't imagine her wanting to givénepown flesh and
blood. All she wants to do now is escape the sadrfailure and
disgrace, for that's how she's seeing things attment!"

Their eyes locked for a moment and a curious glame into his
blue-green eyes, lighting his dark, forceful fatés easy enough to
help her in that way, tide her over her time agdad while after. But
| can't help thinking the Goddens have a respditgib this matter,
neither do | think them callous enough to evad®ite more thing,
and an important one - | want you cleared of Cardiéen's image!"

Andrea stood transfixed, pinned by some qualithigrexpression.
Then he smiled, his white teeth very attractiveisndark face. "Don't
panic, honey!"

"You've never called me that before!" she saidtke Ibreathlessly.



"And it's not like me either!" he said with a flek of sardonic
humouir.

She stood there staring at him, her eyes clingigr instinctively
as if for support. He looked across at her facegawe a brief laugh.

"This isn't helping Liane any! Now why don't you tee sort out the
final details in my mind while you have a rest7avén't got you on
your feet to see you played out again with somesee's problems.
We'll lunch about two, then you can take me backn&et your
friend! "

She seemed to be looking at him in an unbreathitigess as if he
were the ageless source of energy and dynamisnil. {/d(i contact

Irina Godden?" she asked huskily, the colour ofdyas deepening
into an intense grey. "She ruined her son, you Khow

"I think it unlikely she would attempt the samenilpwith a grandson.
Life teaches us some things, even if it is in thedkest way possible.
Anyway, | could let them know the position and tak&om there.

The girl could always assume another name, make &l herself

with adequate financial support. But leave it ta veu're all eyes!"

He shot back his cuff and looked at his watch. "Yawe an hour
before | take you to lunch. Make the most of it'é Hoved so
suddenly that it gave her a queer sense of ver@ige.swayed a little
and to regain her balance clutched out at his astinictively.

"Steven!"

She sounded like a wounded bird. His arm shot arduwer and
Andrea looked up at him quickly, catching her bneétis eyes were
narrow, glittering with laughter.

"So simple! So natural'! Too simple by half!" He béis head, his
lips brushing her cheek, then with sudden decisiosing on her



mouth quick and hard. Before her mind had deatt thié situation he
was at the door, moving with long soundless pat&ssorceress
innocent of her own devices!" he said dryly. "Nogt gp on the bed
and have a rest!" The irony in his voice was sdlgenhwas a subtle
caress. She made a curious little sound and hedraid shut the
door, leaving her to slip off her dress and tugkillow under her
head.

It took Irina Godden the space of a thousand-nateflight from
North Queensland to arrive in the State capitatr&a, when she saw
her again, was appalled. The woman had undergomgastic
alteration in appearance. Immaculately groomedvas, @ge had
fallen on her almost overnight. It was then thatfea truly realised
the extent of the unhappiness Irina Godden hadeborn

The afternoon had been hectic. Liane's hair hdwktewashed and set
and Andrea had torn out in a frantic rush to buyething pretty and
becoming for Liane to wear, depressed beyond waitlswhat she
had been making do with, saving what little monkg &ad. Now
Steven had gone out to the airport to meet Irirththa two girls sat-
In a tense, waiting silence, Andrea at a loss forerthan desultory
conversation, Liane feeling too sick to focus hendnAlready she
had been ill twice, with nervous tension, and saeeganother gasp
and turned her white face to Andrea.

"I'm going to be sick again!"

"You're damn welhot!" Andrea spoke so emphatically the other gi
sat down again. "Try and get a grip of yourselfe Leina's made a
commendable response to the situation, you mubsedhat. She'll
be here on the first possible flight. | pray itery bit as good as it
appears to be on the face of it!"



"I'm so bitterly ashamed for her to see me liks!thLiane muttered.

"Now, Lee, you look very nice - and don't tell neuydon't or I'll be
offended. It won't help all these recriminationou¥l only make

yourself ill and you can't change anything. And ‘tddimink | don't

know it's easy to talk! When the baby arrivestat inhappiness will
be over. It's going to be the most wonderful babthie whole wide
world and you're going to lavish your love on itlamonder how you
ever lived without your little son or your littleadghter."

Liane was looking down at her locked hands. "Shghinit be like
you, Andrea. You're my friend and you've known miergg time.
You know what sort of person | really am! "

"Oh, Lee, don't talk like that, Irina Godden is atare woman and
she's seen a great deal of life - and life in tmad zone at that. She
won't go around moralising, I'm sure. Your welfand be her first
priority and that of her coming grandchild. It'sae’ly the same
procedure for all of us from start to finish. Thelyovariant is you
lack the privileges and security only marriage gae!"

"We would have been married, Andy!" The blue eyes begamito b
again with a measure of quiet desperation.

"Yes, of course, dear!" Not for the life of her idé&ndrea have said
anything else. "Don't cry again. You'll only redderur eyes and you
want to look your best!"

Both girls gave a wry grimace at that and Liandaek, trying to
make a little conversation. They didn't have toti@mg after that.
There was the sound of footsteps outside the dben Steven
opened it out, the general tension not lost ondsrhe allowed Irina
Godden to precede him into the room. She walkedlowly but

without hesitation, greeted Andrea with a certaammth and dignity,



but her eyes were for the copper- haired Liane, séip chin up,
blushing painfully.

"My dear! " the older woman went forward on a nate swift
impulsiveness with no trace of bitterness or endgsament in her
voice. The feeling of relief and well- being thetept through Andrea
quite startled her with its force. Liane too be&dyher natural
reaction, her warm, generous mouth trembled.

Irina turned to Steven and Andrea with a face lilagt grown anxious
and eager. "Would you mind if | spoke to Liane &®hknow | have
a great deal to thank you both for. As | told Stewa my way here, |
would never have forgiven myself if | turned my kaon my
grandchild or its mother, and Nick feels the sanag.w suppose it's
because a child stakes out its own claim, wantechait The
longed-for first-born, the ... unexpected. Theylieentitled to our
love and protection. Liane and | will work somethiout. | must
confess it's not what | wanted or hoped for, buhiststage of my life
I've come to terms with human nature. That Carl biathe didn't
have the opportunity to marry ... well!" she stuetbland broke
down, then recovered herself with a toss of. .leadh "People will
talk, but there's always something new to occupgyr timterest and
one can't allow one's life to be governed by wieatgbe think. For all
my faults I've never donthat\ To feel is the thing. I'd like-to take
Liane back with me. In some ways the plantatiothesend of the
world, and she would suffer very few embarrassménts'l see to it
that she's adequately looked after here. It's i@né-to decide!"

"Well then," Steven said briskly, "we'll leave ytmuit. May | say,
Mrs. Godden, | hope you find in your grandchild anpensating
balance for your loss. Your attitude does you geeadit."

She looked at him and smiled with a humility shd rerely shown in
her whole life. "I do hope you're right, Steven.dAnow, my
dear...!" She glanced down at Liane's bent headSéenkn quietly



took Andrea's arm and drew her out of the roomttstyuthe door on
them.

"Everything's going to be all right!" Andrea leanagainst the wall
with a sigh of relief.

He suddenly swept his hand over her pale, shineagh"It would
seem so! At any rate the situation has vastly imgdo Now do you
think we could have a little time to ourselves®adrhas the suite, so
she'll make out all right and | would say, at aggjehat Liane has
fallen on her feet at long last. How long do yoinkhit would take
you to dress for dinner? | thought we might takeua down the
Coast. It'll only take an hour and | know all thesbplaces to eat.
Quite frankly, with all these good works, I'm stag!"

She smiled and her eyes showed a hundred pinmgilnght. "Fifteen
minutes?"

He looked at her reprovingly - tall, faintly teagjndiabolically
self-assured. "l suppose ten would be making thiegseasy for
me?"

"Il seel"

At the time they were talking, Andrea was beinggsh@ the foyer
and when she reached her room the phone was begitmiring
again. She went to it quickly with the horriblelgsimg sensation that it
might be Helena trying to locate Steven. No one st could think
of would be likely to ring her unless it was Rooem&ce.

"Andrea Swanson here!" she said clearly into thatim@ece with the
gallant performance of a young woman with not & aaithe world.



"Switchboard, Miss Swanson-" a pert young voicad saqually
carefree. "We're holding a trunk call for you ndii.connect you
with your party. Tempe Downs calling."

Andrea relaxed with an audible sigh and sank dowthe bed as she
heard Luke Freedman's pleasant drawl.

"Hello, Andrea, how are you? The third time todae ltried to
contact you!"

"I've been out a lot, Luke!" The smile sounded @ar koice. "How
lovely to hear your voice again. You got my letter?

"l did, my dear, and very charming and welcomeaswoo. A little
bit of gossip before business," he drawled contidéiy. "Allowing
for professional discretion, you know who' has geed from the
hospital committee! "

He smiled at the faint gasp that came over the.Wi\sould you
believe it?"

It took a moment for Andrea to regain herself. "@Gapief! Did she
give a reason ? "

"A slight one. She's joining her dear mamma onGbatinent!"

"How jolly! " Andrea's voice turned very dry. "Dooy need a
replacement?”

"Il -come to that," he said comfortably, "butdirl have a job lined
up for you a little sooner than | thought. It sedhesideal situation to
me, but naturally | wanted to hear what you thifiKittle patient of
mine is being discharged next week after a bouhefimatic fever.
Her people have quite a big property on the Weddenns. At any
rate she won't be going back to boarding schoshibar. She's nearly



ten, in the fifth grade - a very nice child. Mudo tdelicate of course,
but very bright. No trouble at all to teach, | slibthink. You know
what's coming, of course - a spot of governessikigow her parents
would be delighted to get anyone with your quadifions. I've skirted
around the preliminaries, but | wanted to discussith you first.
What do you say?"

His voice was friendly and eager and enthusiadtiatance. It was
very difficult indeed to keep the sudden desolabahof her voice.
"It sounds very suitable, Luke," she said, swalloyvhard. "When
would | have to start?" What did it matter when sated? she
thought desolately. She could never go back to Mokh Like
Vivienne before her Helena might, in the end, primeemuch for her.
Luke had already said a dozen words before shel igarclearly "...
discuss that with the child's mother. | know slidnore than ready
to meet you half way. She has a genuine simpliciyd
warmheartedness | know you'll find attractive! "

He must have been finding her reaction disappanfiar there was
a hesitation, then his voice, quiedy interrogative.

"Andrea?"

"Still here, Luke!" She tried to inject enthusiasrtto her voice. "I'm
just thinking things over. It's very kind of youttuink of me. There's
so much really | could tell you. | mentioned in meyter about the
medal, but a great deal has happened since thery &gt httle piece
of my memory has fallen into place! "

A new excitement tingled through him, but he helddelf against it.
"That's wonderful, Andrea!" he said with deep snhtge "I was
hoping for something like that.



Selective amnesias usually respond to stimulusyanchad quite a
few things working against you at the beginninguYaust tell me all
about it when | see you. You're coming to Bynyafazourse?"

Andrea was suddenly staring into a future withaet8n. She hadn't
properly faced it before. "About that, Luke," shadscarefully, "I
don't know!"

"But youwill, my dear!" Luke's voice sounded gay and confid&int,
| have to partner you myself! "

Her eyes circled restlessly about the room. "Yownso very
determined, Luke. But a complication has arisen atbgether
unforeseen!"

"Oh!" The single syllable was loaded with compredien.
"l wonder if you do, Luke," she said quietly.
"l think so, my dear. | know the old stories."

She looked down at her wrist watch, the minutdgrigcaway. "May
| ring you back about this, Luke? Steven is waitiogme and he's
not a man to keep waiting. I'd like to discussjtieewith him if | may.
He's been so very good to me | must consult hint.'bn

"By all means, my dear!" He made a not very sudoksstempt to
keep the wry resentment out of his voice. "And Agadt"

"Yes, Luke!"
"I'm looking forward to at least three dances abyara! "

Her eyes were very gentle, softly contemplativé.l'th there, you
shall have them - that's a promise. Until tomorrbuke!"



"Good night, my dear!"

The phone clicked with finality and Andrea put tieeeiver down.
She felt a little dazed, utterly resigned. Evenégsavmoving quickly
now. By tomorrow she would have to make her degisibough in

reality the decision had been made for her long &9e could never
go back to Mokhana, Helena's stronghold. Somehaplpenever

got treated the way they deserved. Helena was S&eaeint. She
loved him in her fashion. In a sense, she had shHomra lifetime's

devotion. More crushing, Helena had made the cediaim that he
would never betray her. It was true, another hashshe would have
to face. But she had tonight!

She pulled her dress over her head and reachethateardrobe for
white brocade evening culottes patterned in siéwed gold thread.
They made the most of her pale gold tan and wetade for dining
out on the Gold Coast. She zipped the low backkariced off her
shoes, stepped into strappy gold sandals, themeduover to the
dressing-table and slipped a gold bracelet on maraand matching
ear-rings. Fortunately her makeup was still impbtxafor she had
little time to attend to that. She picked up her baush and swirled
her silver-gilt hair into a shining aureole. It wgr®wing out quickly
now. She pulled a few tendrils on to her cheekbohes ear-rings
making little golden triangles in the hollows.

She hovered a moment more uncertainly, then slocbddtout her
evening bag and walked to the door, flicking ofé tights as she
went. The room was plunged into instant purple glo&he threw
open the door and her heart quivered with shoakedt caught her
upraised arm just above the elbow, his voice thredadith lazy
vitality.

"There's no need to spring away like a startlednfaviou did say
fifteen minutes. Even if twenty was worth it!"



His dark head was clearly defined against the gkmmng lights of the

corridor. He looked disturbingly handsome strangefgmiliar in a

beautiful suit she had never seen. His brilliardegaas slipping over
her face and shoulders, the slight, singing lineesfbody.

"Well?" He could feel the warmth and the scentef, lnis eyes twin
points of light.

"l had an unexpected phone call. It held me upt!a &ihe explained
rather helplessly, in some odd way feeling closdriin than she had
ever been before.

"Oh! " The non-committal exclamation still demandadquick
answer.

"Luke Freedman," she supplied apologetically, woimdewhy she
should answer that way.

He drew her right out into the light, his eyes dagit hostile, a
dangerous winged slant to his brows.

"Now why in the world would Freedman be ringing ¢6u

She experienced a powerful compulsion to hurt hsnmaich as he
was hurting her. "Do | really have to go in to tRdtlike him and he
likes me!"

His voice was very dry, clinical and detached,hetvas holding her
to the point of pain. "But he doestike you, Andrea. You're all he
thinks about in between appendicectomies and srtekaaid difficult
confinements!"

She gave a choked little indrawn breath. "Therlesktely no need
to be unkind!"

"Let's say Freedman brings out the worst in me! "



"And | thought that was my prerogative?"
She-heard his terse, arrogant tones:
"So itis, most of the time!"

She felt utterly forlorn, yet his fascination swetl in some strange
way. "If you're going to be like this, Steven, hmot-going at all! "

"Aren't you?"

He turned on her then, the expression on his hanel$ace, the exact
tone of his voice a masterpiece of ironic disbelldnic was the
swiftest stimulant of all. He looked a hard, damgesr man, yet he
couldn't drive out her desire to oppose him.

"All right, then!" she said recklessly. "But doséay | didn't warn
you!"

His eyes flickered over her in the most bafflingywile gave a brief
sardonic laugh. "It's getting that way | fear tontuny back on you.
You seem to attract trouble as a matter of couBaeto resurrect an
old question... whadid Freedman ring you for?"

She gave a small bewildered exclamation. "l carnyse&e going to
worry this to death. I'll tell you in the car if yacan wait that long.
Patience doesn't seem to be your number one asset!"

"And you're so right!" He gave her a long considgtiook but, didn't
say anything further, moving back to the lift tdo ja finger to the
button. They descended, in silence, to the baserntent walked to
the bay where Steven had parked a late model aird-o/e minutes
later they were out under the stars. It was a baftny night with a
breeze, still warm enough in early May to go withawvrap.



Steven drove swiftly out of the city, into the suig; seemingly
preoccupied with finding the shortest possible edotthe Highway.
They were well on to it before he flickered a glamwer her slightly
averted profile, very chaste, very remote.

"You might start - at the beginning, Andrea, if ydon't mind!" His
tone was soft but uncompromising. "I've all thedim the world and
| find the subject quite fascinating!"

She flattened her back against the plush upholstery

"Luke has a job lined up for me!" She allowed hérsae brief
glance at his profile.

"There now!" His voice was heavily spiced with ssm. "She
produces it almost like a ventriloquist's dummy.dAmhat in sweet
hell are you discussing jobs with Luke Freedmaf'for

She could feel his anger pressing in on her ligghgsical weight.
"You can't mean that, Steven. My convalescence&eas.d can't rely
on your resources for ever! Every damn thing I'eg gou bought. |
had every intention of discussing it with you. Yiowst know how
grateful..."

"Stop it!" he bit out between clenched teeth. "D@ver, now or
never, mention the worgratitudeto me. You owe me nothing. If you
weren't so damned odd, you'd be interesting. Wiegipely do you
need a job at this point? Andhyfrom Freedman?"

"I've got to eat!" she said a little wildly. Sheldit seem to know what
to do with her hands, so she clenched them tighther lap.

His face was set in lines of dark anger. "I haveoticed you starving
these past few months!"



Her eyes deepened and darkened, the pupils enangamm the ring
of grey. "You're impossible, aren't you, Steven!"

She sounded so melodramatic that his mouth relaxex, near
smiling. "It happens to be my second baptismal name | won't
change!"

Her expression was now openly mutinous, her voiadtle and
challenging. "You're telling me! Pull over, I'm gag out!"

"A not unworthy suggestion, but you're definitelyt gettingout!"

His dry voice quenched her rising agitation. SHesgled at once. He
pulled the car off the road and slid it into theetdined shadows with
the sombre monotones of a charcoal drawing. Antklaa little
shiver pass through her body. In the confined spat®e car she felt
a stifling sense of imprisonment and a dark rushexditement.
Steven in this mood posed an element of dangeswitehed off the
engine and slid his arm along the back of the sératyst but not quite
touching her.

"You're not going to bolt like a scared little ratolb want to hear all
about this job of yours. It seems to me Freedmaiviag a whole lot
of advice."

She lifted her face, willing herself out of thertrers that gripped her.
"I'm not private property, am I? Trespassing nizvedd!"

His eyes slid over her softly, gleaming with spatioh.
"It looks rather like it though, doesn't it?"

Her hands formed themselves into small fists yetfstt shaken and
weak. She loved him so much, dieedhim! His arrogance and his
strength, the soft irony of his voice, the glarfeat slid over her as if



he had a perfect right to look at her however reagtd. To stay
within range of that unwavering scrutiny was' betwnintolerable.
She turned her head quickly with a blinding serfgajostice.

"You're looking at this the wrong way, Steven," saéd, trying to
hold her voice down to calm reasonableness. "Lslanly trying to
help me. | can't stay on Mokhana for ever. | havenake my own
way!"

His mouth hardened and he said with a cool paskairutterly shook
her:

"You move me to tears! All right, little one, if we to understand
each other. I've always intended you to stay on ol right from
the start. Swear if you can you didn't know it. Ahgou can't,don't
let me have any missish manoeuvres now!" He flymgruimperious
hand. "I'mstill waiting to hear about this job of yours!"

"For God's sake, why the interest? It's governgssinyou must
know. A small patient of Luke's is going home newtek - a
nine-year-old girl. | should be able to mandlgat, seeing that Luke
doesn't think | should go back to full-time teachyret!"

A flash of quick anger crossed his face, but hiee/evas cool: "So
he's reached that conclusion, has he? | alwaygtftigs the doctor!
Can youreally see yourself as the little governess at the bdck
beyond with Luke Freedman dancing attendance eotrgr free

week-end off?"

"Yes, damn it, Ican™ His insolence was unforgivable, sparking he
own anger.

"Well, think again!" His voice dropped dangerouklw. She arched
away from him with a convulsive little movement.didt you touch
me, Steven!"



His continuing silence was matched by the stillesgy of his dark
face. It seemed to punish her for her temerity. Htared she talk
back to the great Steven Daintree! Her mouth statbetremble.
"Everything you do. What you say. Everything abgot ... you're
swampingme, Steven. You're ..."

Her voice strange and haunted was brutally cuttdfjerked her into
his arms and brought down his mouth, kissing hex way she was
never likely to forget. Her body, unprompted, madeantic move to
elude him, but he held her implacably, his handseiling over her
with great sureness, an authority in his touch tgeddually

transmuted resistance to a boneless quiescenghtAihg transition

from unhappiness to a miraculous submission. Sbeed| her eyes
and turned up her mouth, feeling her doubts andfdeas and her
resentments buried deep beneath a trancelike emobiaiy She had
no aim, no desire, no will to do anything but go feeling this

dazzling, white-hot excitement like a thousand-\abibck through
every nerve in her body. She abandoned all pretandemoved
against him.

He jerked up his head, a brittle little smile oa hiouth.

"l can't stand much more of this, nor can you.dbsut time you had
someone to sleep with you!"

Her free hand touched the smooth nape of his ri&du don'thave
to say that, Steven. You've proved it all. I'm hking person in
your arms, | know that. | want you as much as yauyou want me,
but there's a difference - the all-important digiion. |loveyou too!"

His dark-timbred voice seemed to hold a faint tatdnd you think |
don't know that?"

"Why should you not? I'm not sophisticated enoughide my needs.
And my need for you is basic. Critical, | supposkeost necessary



for my survival. To be without you would be liketteg lost in the
jungle again - worse maybe. You haveb®lost to know what it's
like." She suddenly put her hands over her eyesdibathetic child.
"Loving is not just this tide of passion, it's temdess and caring and
wanting to share thing&verything Pitiful, aren't | ? | can't go on!"

He pulled her hands away from her face and locdkenhtin one of his
own. "Andrea, | could beat you!"

"Could you? How odd!"

It was impossible to read his expression. He liftesl head and
looked out over the night. "And you don't thinkekf that way about
you ?"

Andrea traced a finger over the curve of his maotitkll me, Steven.
But you won't. The price for loving comes too higtou won't talk."

"And you talk too much!" He bent his head and kisker mouth
hard. "l love you, you little fool. | want you irvery way a man can -
to make love to, | can't dertlgat. But you happen to possess a ver
special grace for me. | want you beside me dapthday out, not just
all the nights of my life. | want to know that yoeithere wherever |
turn, to hear your soft voice, know your charm gadr humour, that
deep vein of compassion, even those odd littletbufstemper!"

She had her head tilted back, listening to his tiegly inflected
voice, her eyes a silvery dazzle in the half ligittough she shied
away from it passionately she had to come out thidhname that cut
close to the centre of her thoughts.

"And Helena?"

He ran his hand through her silky hair and tuggedHhead gently
from side to side. "Do you think I'm fool enoughlét history repeat



itself? | would never ask my wife to share her hosidn a woman
who was actively hostile to her. Helena is leavivigkhana. She'll
take no more than a few days to find something shesiders
suitable. Naturally I'll continue to support hereéaractly the same
way. It's very difficult for me to be harsh to amvan who has always
shown me loyalty and love - of a kind. But Heleaane to me about
you the night before we left. It was all ratheredrand unpleasant but
necessary. She has her own pride. She'll make et w

He touched her throat with a softly tender gesttitemight be
difficult for you to understand, little one, but ldra and my father
shared a rather harsh upbringing, in a sense. Mydjather was a
wealthy man, but he had a few notable eccentr&ii@gne of them
was to bring up his children in the military fashiolots of rules and
regulations, skills to be acquired, duty first aheimonstrations of
love not at all. It affected them both in lateelifl loved my own
father and admired him, but he was a hard mamméneber that - as
hard in his fashion as my mother was sensitivevéty difficult for a
child to judge an adult situation. | was at boagdschool most of the
time and when | came home my father always had omdeof safari
arranged for us both. Then too, | had the hericiddokhana. There
was always so much to learn. | never had muchwittemy mother,
but it was enough for me to know she was thetadiler let you run
away from me, little one. Naver.Remember that!"

"And your mother?" Andrea asked softly.

"Leave it!" he said gently. She could see fromekpression on his
face that his memories were bitter ones. He wageady to cope
with it yet. He looked down at her suddenly asdfdaught the very
drift of her thoughts. "You seem to be changing\vbey pattern of
my life. It was never intended that you should kawe - a
silver-haired, silver-eyed slip of a girl who's emd into my
bloodstream." He traced a finger over her deligatdile and she
shivered like a cool stream of air playing over fa&e and throat. It



was very quiet about them as if a blanket had cdown on all
sound.

His voice was very low and caressing, turning fearhover. "I've no
intention of wasting a great deal of time befod®Isomething about
it. There is such a thing as a special licence."ctived his hand
under her chin and turned her face up. "Tell mbtngpw before | go
another mile. How long do | have to wait?"

She stretched up her hand and turned her palm sidga@s mouth,
feeling a torrent of love close over her head. é¥ fdays. A week. |
don't know about these things.

Whenever you like, Steven!"

For a half a minute he continued to look down atfhee, then he
lowered his head ...

When finally Andrea leaned away from him she adbkexhthlessly,
staring into his eyes brushed with moonlight and dven heady
exultation, "What shall | do about Luke?"

He threw back his head in the old arrogant fastsbifting his arm
that lay behind her head, leaning forward to turriree ignition.

"Why, nothing, my love. I'll ring him in the morrgnBut don't worry,
I'll let him down very gently, as painlessly as ibge. But | really see
no necessity to have a working wife!"

She didn't move, didn't say anything. She justedrher head along
the seat, letting her eyes play over his imperdar& head, the purely
cut profile, the line of his mouth indescribablytsoed to tenderness.
It was a picture burned for ever into her mind's,éytruding into the
thought and shape of her dreams.



The car pulled back on to the road and the wingpdred enticingly.
They were speeding through the night of windy stard a curved
sickle moon. She moved closer to him, feeling laiskatrength and
vitality. She was moving into a future she had ¢edrfor ever lost.



