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"To get a man really out of your system there'simgt like having an
affair with someone else", Nick Brandis advised &ssa when she
told him of her broken engagement --and she gotdiba that Nick
himself was offering to help her forget. Nick hash doubt, had
innumerable successes with women, she considened cauldn't
imagine his line failing with someone as inexpecesh as Vanessa
Lane.

Innocent she might be, but one thing Vanessa wasafu- it would
be wise to keep clear of this tall creature with tisak-brown hair and
calculating grey eyes. So long as she avoided kamge with him
that undeniable magnetism wouldn't be hard to teBig how long
could she avoid him in a place so remote as Bol&nbo



CHAPTER ONE

VANESsSA had hoped that Merle would be there with Uncle Gwe

meet her. But Merle, he explained at once, was gimgfrom a light

touch of West Coast fever. "You'll get it too, ngad, but it's nothing
- lasts about thirty hours and clears like magih& equivalent of a
cold in England but much less trouble, she gathered

Vanessa was too relieved to find herself at hetirtsson to care very
much about such hazards as West Coast fever. Stdechehe
oppressive warmth and humidity of the West Africam-belt and
plenty of good solid work. Not that Uncle Owen bekd her, when
she told him as much.

As the utility car bowled along the red rutted rdmedween Violent
tangles of tropical greenery towards Bolambo, heddyer critically.
"You look pale and peaked to me," he commenteldofie you took
my advice and visited a doctor before you came."

"Oh, yes. He said I'm fit. | feel it, too."

"Well, we won't rush things. In fact, none of ugedo rush out here
- except Nick Brandis, and he seems to have ardifteset of rules
from the rest of us. You know, Vanessa," with timedky smile she
had remembered gratefully so many times duringptie year, "it
gave me a wonderful feeling when you accepted mitation to
come out for a year or two. Even though we're elaited, I've always
felt for you just as | feel for Merle, and | knowesll be much happier
with you in the house."

"Do you mean she hasn't been happy?"

He shrugged this off. "I think she's been needingv@man
companion. It's natural, isn't it?" He waved to tlght, where oll
palms reached skyward like gargantuan weeds framass of dense



ground growth. "This is typical of Bolambo. The vadlistrict was
like this when we arrived, but a year's work haslengome big
differences. Team-work, of course."

He talked on, repeating many of the details hephadnto his long,
flamboyant letters to her father. Vanessa remendbidre days those
letters had arrived, how much in amusement andestehey had
meant to her father, who had been so active @li¢f morning when
he had slipped and broken bones which had neveregdyoknitted
together again. For two years he had been a semidn and for
those two years Vanessa had forgotten the teadharshg college
which she had left so abruptly in mid-course anchersed herself in
the task of nursing a man who loathed his disgtalitd the periodic
operations which aimed at the eventual repair sfhip. There had
finally been three long months of getting him thaghbly fit for major
surgery; the blow of his death under anaestheticléf her numb
and aimless. Perhaps that was why ... no, she woukdnk about
Keith Fordham. Like one or two other things andgephe had to be
forgotten.

She was lucky, she told herself firmly. Within aouh of hearing
about her father's death Uncle Owen had cabledj@est that she
come at once to Bolambo; he could find a job far kies daughter,
Merle, who until her marriage had been as closesaster to Vanessa
Lane, had added her entreaties in a letter. "Ple@se, darling. Now
that you're free | can tell you how terribly mudtrelneeded you since
coming to this flaming spot.” And at last Vanesdméted to herself
that she had missed Merle abominably; Merle's dipgrismile and
breezy, uncaring comments on everything under time ker very
familiarity.

Vanessa didn't remember her own mother at allsbatremembered
Merle's; that tall and comely woman who had aidBcided, while
Merle was still in her teens, to go off and liverpanently with her
married son, the offspring of her first marriageCanada. There had



been a period after Mrs. Shepton's departure wilanerf and
daughter occupied their house alone, just as Mneland Vanessa
occupied theirs. The two men were golfing frienaisgd seeing that
their daughters were always together in one abodeeoother, they
decided they could all live amicably and more ecoigally in one
house. The fact that Richard Lane was a schoolmagtie Owen
Shepton was more spectacularly occupied by hisaste in tropical
development projects only increased the men'sdikom each other.

The Bolambo Development Corporation had been tosbedt for a
long time before the venture was finally put inbmcrete form. Owen
Shepton had somehow acquired the complete develdprghts for
the whole hundred square miles of the Bolamboidisand as soon
as he had been promised capital he had formedugp grfomen who
knew the tropics in general and one aspect of themparticular.
Vanessa wasn't too clear on the business sidengfsthbut she knew
that Paul Charnley had been a surveyor in AfridareeUncle Owen
had brought him home ... to fall in love with Merle

All these things had happened after her fathecglant, and their
Impact had therefore been blunted by Vanessa'atpranxieties. She
had liked Paul, but considered him rather silemt s@rious for the
volatile Merle. Vanessa had been a pale and sniitgreoccupied
bridesmaid at their wedding, and a month laterr&ttesaid goodbye
to them and to Uncle Owen. After that, life hadrbgery quiet, but
full of hope. And there had been Keith.

Again, Vanessa's reflections veered rapidly. Alltbat was left
behind in Gloucester.

"So this Bolambo business is a success," she'ged/ou started it,
you must be very proud, Uncle Owen."

"It's a little early to call it a success," he aesed cautiously, "but
I've collected the right team of men to make itA®you know," with



a touch of humour as he swung the wheel of theyaind they
entered a straight stretch of road between an egpafrsaplings, "my
profession is really high finance in tropical comes. If I'd hit upon
Bolambo fifteen years ago | might have been ablerg@anise the
whole thing myself, but at my age | have to relyaogounger man
who does his utmost to needle me and prove me wrong

"He has a nervel!"

"l enjoy it; it's invigorating. And there's one rtlgi about Nick which
fills me with unholy glee. He's keen on Merle."

"But she's married!"

"Exactly." He laughed. "In my opinion it's good fidlick to be in
almost daily contact with the one thing he cantenakeeps him
grinding away at the job."

She smiled. "You're still my dear wicked uncle, dmd glad. And
what is the job you have for me - clerical?"

"Well, no." Uncle Owen took an interest in the roatead. "The
office is staffed by Africans, and we've a couplé\frican teachers
for the school. You might do some teaching, thowgleven a little
nursing. There's no hurry, my dear. You're not éorwabout slaving
for your living. You're part of our family now!"

Trust Uncle Owen to say the right thing. Vanessaedam a grateful
smile and looked through the windshield at thet fisggns of
habitation. Among the young cacao were thickets herd there
hiding huts which sent up an occasional plume obleam They
crossed a sluggish river banked with dense vegetand came
within sight of the settlement of Bolambo.



Hazily, Vanessa had visualised a few isolated whuti&lings baking
silently in the African sun against a background fofest. But
Bolambo was almost a township; first, several roivwseed and mud
huts thatched with banana leaves, then a wide sgpafrbeaten earth
where a couple of huge cottonwoods gave shade tkeitnproduce
and its vendors. To the right of the market spteadrambling white
buildings which were heavily thatched, and behimeht stretched a
string of small white houses which had been bsiktlase as possible
to the old shade trees which had been left standihg effect was
sprawling and haphazard but quite pleasing, pdatiguas many
excessively tall thin palms had been spared to wheg emerald
fronds above the brown roofs. Owen Shepton drowst thee first
couple of houses and brought the car close tortm bf the third.
The only attempt at gardening, Vanessa noticed,aNasder below
the veranda crowded with sultry red cannas and brghid.

"Come along indoors," said Uncle Owen. "The boyl g#t your
luggage. This way."

Vanessa mounted a couple of steps which were t &ared with

narrow logs, and went into a concrete-floored vesawhich had
been hastily patterned to resemble crazy pavingnTihrough a
doorway into a small living- room where ... whereré stood, tall

and slim, in a white sun-frock, her arms outstret;her face alight
with some of her old vivacity. The two girls huggatt stood back to
gaze at each other. In the dim light all Merle doske was large
green smiling eyes in a small face. But Vanessasaxe than brown
eyes and pallor; she saw shadows and a deepenitige gfetulant
lines at the sweetly curved mouth.

"l wanted to meet you, but Owen wouldn't let mejtsMerle. "You
don't know how good it is to have you here, Vals. likeen ... just
deadly."

"Have you been so unwell? You didn't say so in yetiers."



"Oh, I've been fairly fit, but ... everything hasdm getting me down."
"How is Paul?"

Uncle Owen broke in smoothly, "I forgot to tell \&ssa that Paul is
away for a while. You two will have lots to talk@ld and you might
prefer to have tea in the bedroom. I'll send iifigou like."

"Il go through to see the boy," said Merle lardjyi "Be back in a
few seconds."

Vanessa ran her fingertips through her hair, statemlit her at the
plain brown furniture and green print chairs andaias. A pleasant
little room, though as it was also the dining-roamwas rather
crowded. The chair in which Merle had been restwag surrounded
by old fashion magazines and newspapers, but oiberive room
had a detached, impersonal air - quite differemtnfthe rooms the
two Sheptons had occupied at the Lane house incésver. They
had been at Bolambo nearly a year, but in this ritomas as though
they had merely paused in flight.

"Rather small, isn't it?" commented Uncle Owen.desed. "How
do you think Merle looks?"

"As though she feels the climate. Does she?"

"A little. We all do." He nodded towards the outdno'The boy is
getting your bags. Have your tea and settle in. kdne tell you
once again that we're overjoyed to have you hetle wg."

He went out, and Vanessa stood there, waiting ferié&/who didn't

look very much like the Merle with whom she hadrelasecrets and
laughter. She heard Uncle Owen speak in pidgingeraant and the
shuffle of her suitcases being lugged round the sidthe house.
Then, quite suddenly, there were two voices oukthrethe veranda;



Uncle Owen's and a stronger, younger one that sasbmgufferably
self-assured.

Uncle Owen was saying, in his urbane tones, "tt'ase complaining
about it all the time, Nick. Everything is as gaxlwe can afford to
make it right now - we have to spread the fundfaass they'll go,
and then some. When the time comes for replacieglteds ..."

"But that's so short-sighted," came the other vimeebly. "I believe
in building to last, even out here. When we're proplaunched we'll
enlarge the sheds, not replace them. I've workeugt ithat we can ..."

"You've always got it worked out," Uncle Owen saiddly, "and the
way you do it calls for cash, and more cash."

“I'm not asking you to unload more of the Compafiyrgls. Let me
get at that mahogany and I'll show you some cash the land that
can be ploughed back into it. Do you know what nggmy's fetching
today?"

"I'm not so well up in these things as you are,obldp," replied Uncle
Owen benignly, "but | daresay | could make a guéssli leave the
mahogany where it is for the present, though."

"Why, for heaven's sake?"
"Why do you think?"

"l can make a guess. You've got about as muchp@igeras that log
over there. When you nailed the Bolambo concesgionthought it

too big, and living here it looks even bigger. Yaualways been
cagey about the amount of capital at our dispdsal,I'll bet we

haven't yet spent half of it, simply because yoafraid you'll slip up
somewhere, just as you slipped up with the cordraaivho built the
roads and houses. You're hanging on to the mahogsaysort of



insurance - in case you may need it to boost thenba sheet some
time."

"It's not a bad idea."

There came a sigh of good-humoured disgust. "Wyt gou use a
little vision? Bolambo is going to pay, and payaohig scale. Copra,
palm oil, cocoa, rice, limba wood - we'll havelit a bad season in
one will be offset by better seasons in the oth&kscan't go wrong."

Vanessa was suddenly aware that Merle was stardyegd away
and looking at her with amusement on her lips. Bheed from the
open window.

"l shouldn't have listened, but the man spoke sselg that | was
afraid Uncle Owen might get angry. Is that autoonat there your
father's assistant?"

"Nick?" Merle shrugged, still smiling. "He's the @la works here,
and he knows it. Owen sometimes annoys him deli®lgrgust for
fun, but they're friends. Nick goes ahead too &gt Owen fights to
keep down the costs. Nick's clever, and he's kndlest Africa for
ten years, but Owen is a little afraid to give l@mmentirely free hand.
You see, my father is responsible to the boardrettbrs, and they're
only interested in seeing a return on the sharenslanoney in the
quickest possible time. Nick has a wider vision Aets impatient of
shackles. He could make the Bolambo district onenefrichest and
most modern developments of its size in the world."

"He certainly has you persuaded,” Vanessa commetifedme he
sounded maddeningly cocksure and conceited."

"Maybe he's both, but in Nick it's pot objectiorbCome on, Van,
you're sharing my room. I've ordered tea in thekanother tray for
Owen in here." Her arm slipped across Vanessalddds. "These



are awfully tiny bungalows. After your house yotdel as if you're
boxed in; I did."

It seemed there was the living-room and kitcherooe side of the
corridor and two bedrooms and a cubicle bathrooitthermther. Both
bedrooms were the same size, and in Merle's thasesoarcely space
to move between the twin beds.

Vanessa looked dubiously at her two cases piledrair. "l thought
you might find a separate cubby-hole for me. Is|IRAle home
soon?"

Merle kicked her slippers out of sight under the,deept her head
lowered. "We're not sure when he's coming. Wheddes come he
can camp in Owen's room."

"But | wouldn't want that!"

Merle picked up a hairbrush and fumbled with itsts. In a voice
gone a little tight she said, "I shan't mind, anddure Paul won't. He
liked you - remember?”

"That isn't the point."

“It'll do for now," Merle said in flat tones. Sherhed and gave
Vanessa the faint smile which didn't reach her eyisreally is

lovely to have you here, Van. You'll find everythinery different

from England and one never does feel really setbatit's quite an
experience, living on the edge of a jungle thad'stided to become
civilised." Her lovely face in its frame of rich dahair became
enigmatic as she added, "You don't have the saro&ams here, you
know. Sometimes you do things you'd hardly imagveee possible."

Vanessa flickered a glance at the face she knemefipand thought
about the changes in it; but she couldn't pinpthiei. She bent and



unlocked her case, drew forth her gifts. The tag-ivas brought by a
thickset black boy in white who said nothing angbaléed. In the
restricted space between the small dressing chdstex bed, Merle
stood pouring out.

"We were terribly sorry about your father, Van,'estaid quietly.
"You seemed so hopeful just before the operatiahttie news came
as a great blow. You were very brave to go throwngh everything
on your own." She turned, holding out the cup af técouldn't have
done it."

"My aunt and uncle came down from Scotland. Butvds ,..
shattering."

After a silence, Merle said, "l suppose you haaylef bills to meet.
We wanted you to come by air, but didn't like téeofyour fare."

"That's all right. | needed the sea trip, and Ihdwe a a couple of
hundred pounds left over. I'm hoping to earn a ksadry here."

"Owen will fix something." Merle sipped, and saidsoally, "We

were most keen to have you come out here, budl @len you'd

refuse. | was sure that you'd decide to marry sopthat at any rate
you wouldn't want to leave Keith Fordham. What dbeshink of

your coming out to West Africa?"

Vanessa moistened lips which had gone a little tide doesn't
know. As a matter of fact, we ended everything taenths ago."

Merle's bright dark eyes gazed at her blankly. "Ymean you're no
longer engaged? But he was devoted to you - | ctalldhat from
your letters. What happened?"

Vanessa managed a creditable shrug. "We both disedvthe
engagement was a mistake."



"Both?" queried Merle. "You must have been in love witmhand
you're not the kind to change. It was he who warhisdfreedom,
wasn't it?"

It had to be told once; Vanessa knew that. She drbreath and said
quite evenly, "Keith was everything | wrote to yalout him; he was
there when | needed him most and for that | shathys be grateful.
When he asked me to marry him | thought we welevie, and so did
he. Then he met someone else and realised thathehalt for me
wasn't the right kind of love."

"The heel!

Vanessa smiled faintly. "Yes, in a way he was; dkteer girl had

money, but | had an ailing father. But he went etping me and
driving us wherever we needed to go, and | didmésg anything had
come between us till after my father had died. TKeith told me."

"Right then, while you were limp with grief?"

"I wasn't limp - only numb. So ... so what Keithidsaidn't hurt
unbearably. During all those months he'd been geéiymgs much
more clearly than I. | was shut away from frienolst he was there,
the old reliable. | think he proposed to me becdlisee was no other
girl he liked at that time, and he pitied me."

"But how dare he? You're worth a hundred of him!"

"Thanks, but you're biased. Keith acted as deceslizte could. He
decided to wait till after the major operation refteing frank with
me ... and | thanked him for it."

"She thanked him," Merle told the ceiling. "Why,waliot. I'd have
sliced the ground from under him! | suppose you digretty
shake-hands and parted the best of friends?"



"You might put it that way. When | do begin to fegjain he'll be a
long way behind me."

"But even with your emotions blunted, you must healedreadfully
alone. How did you bear it?"

"It was grim for a bit, but then | received Unclev@n's invitation to
come out here, and | know you both so well thadulgn't possibly
resist it. I'd already applied for a job, but cdlexkthe application. A
spell out here will set me up for a new start irgland, later on. It'll
be a strange interlude, and all the better for'that

While Merle lounged upon her bed and talked, Vamespacked and
put her clothes away. The cases were slipped @utis&ldoor for the
houseboy to dispose of, and the room tidied. Vaness hotter than
she had ever been in her life before. Her dress seaged in a
six-inch band round her waist and it clung clammlyer shoulders.
Her hair was pasted in damp tendrils to her fordreead her hands
stuck to everything they touched. Lesson One atehan energetic
half-hour did not go together.

"You'd better take a shower," Merle advised. "Naltlc: lukewarm.
And rest a bit before you put on a clean dress."

Vanessa took this advice, and when she returnid ttoedroom from
the shower she found it empty and the light on.ofndtically, she
straightened the green bedspread which Merle's dpageful body
had crumpled, and then went to the window to feeldooler air of
early darkness.

She leant close to the open window, watching théhegeg
momentum of the fireflies among the branches ofarby tree, and
thought back to Merle's engagement and the weddiilp.Paul
Charnley had entered her orbit, Merle had choseeswrts from the
young men of the district who were of her own &glee was great



fun, was enthusiastic about everything, and she thadpriceless
knack of seeming to give herself to every occassbe;admitted that
it was a well-practised pose, but the fact thpait off was there for
everyone to see. At every social event she hadvarage of three
Invitations, and by the time she came of age slhddrandle every
situation a girl could possibly be called upon &ad. It had been
thought that she would marry one of the attracyiweng men with

dashing sports cars, and Merle herself had bean hesay that she
could marry any one of half a dozen different mad be perfectly

happy.

Then came Paul, house-guest of Owen Sheptonisddinial week of
high-powered discussions about Bolambo. And Mexlep knew
young irresponsible men through and through, waklenly and
desperately in love with a grave- eyed mystery moathirty-two.
Paul Charnley, rather silent, his slow smile andrt@mus ways
somewhat disconcerting to one as carefree as Me&ds,watchful
and reticent until it was decided that he shouid fbe new Bolambo
Development Corporation as Surveyor. His proposdl left Merle
brilliant-eyed and breathless, and she was ecaligtieoluble about
the future. Her father, who had always been "Papsi; decorously
became Owen, and he was included in all her pl&hst tremendous
luck, declared Merle, that she should fall in lovigh someone so
utterly mature and dependable! Of course, it wdagdhorrible to
leave darling Van, but perhaps when Uncle Richad tecovered
the use of his legs the two of them could ..conteéamWest Africa for
a visit? In any case, Merle had confidently stasbe, and Paul would
come home for a couple of months each year.

Shrouded in romantic dreams, Merle had departed hwar new
husband to make a home in the tropics. And thisthaishome ... but
there was no husband. Surveyors did have to mgke of course,
and the Bolambo concession was extensive and prethall virgin
forest, so that he would not be able to move witltimspeed about
his job. But they had been here nearly a yearsanely in that time a



good deal of surveying had already been done? #el Rust be
some distance away at this moment; it seemed tleateMind her
father did not know when to expect his return. Vidhiwas a
disquieting state of affairs.

Vanessa looked perplexedly about the little room.sign, really, of

Paul Charnley. Nothing of his in the wardrobe cupbo nothing in

the least masculine on the dressing chest, andveot a photograph
of him beside the bed. Back in Gloucester, Merlg alavays kept a
picture of her latest young man on her bedsidestatnid it was quite
unnerving to discover that she was not even digpligg snapshot of
the husband she had professed to adore. Had tkere & quarrel
before his departure? Merle did flare easily, & was incapable of
sustaining any kind of disagreement. Yet she hatedtthat Paul
would not mind relinquishing his share of the bednowhich surely

meant there was a serious rift between them. Strémgf it hadn't
seeped into Merle's letters. Even her last letigitten about six

weeks ago, had sent "love from my sweet Paul anti In@as most

perplexing.

Slowly, Vanessa dressed in a square-necked glatthavhich was
patterned in fresh blue and white. She leant tosvénd mirror and
used a lipstick, was glad to note that her eyekdda good clear
green and that the shine had gone from her skithihgpremarkable
about her looks, but she did have a good skin aity fattractive

hair.

She trod into a pair of white shoes, snapped effight and went into
the living-room, where Merle and her father wer&ihg drinks.

Uncle Owen prepared a third tall glass, droppedaite a slice of
lemon on to the liquid and presented the resuanessa.

As he and Merle lifted their glasses, he said, ydor stay with us,
Vanessa. We'll make it as happy as we can for you."



"l hope | shan't be in the way," she said, "and klde able to help
you both. Do you work at all, Merle?"

It was Owen Shepton who answered easily, "I keeptlvate books
myself and Merle helps me out. The tropics areasiyen a woman,
you know. You won't be able to put in eight hourday at some
specific job."

"White women do work here, though. On the ship t m@e who
lectures on nursing in Ghana and another who russhaol for
Africans."

"They must have been old-stagers."
"Yes, but they had to start some time."

"They started gradually, and that's what you'lldovdo. Don't worry
- we'll arrange something for you." He nodded taisarthe
wire-screened doorway. "Like our nights?"

"They're peculiar. Hot and very dark and somehdirofdife. What's
the smell?"

"We're so used to it that | couldn't tell you. iiobably a blend of
sun-soaked vegetation, freshly-opened coconutsdswmwoke and
curry. We have curry on the menu every night, lmut glon't have to
eat it. The boy likes it."

"You've both lost weight," Vanessa commented. dalRhinner?"

In the brief pause that followed she wondered wdretthe had
mentioned his name deliberately. If so, it meard slas already
getting back to a normal interest in the people sheed for; a
heartening sign.



Meple replied, rather carefully, "I believe he glittle, but he's
naturally thinnish. Like another drink, Van? Cigse@"

So Paul was not to be discussed. Vanessa declwtddbink and

cigarette and asked questions about the little $twn The houseboy
came in to set the table. He was smooth-faced agdeti-looking,

and he appeared to concentrate very hard on whaakeloing. But

when he had brought the dishes of fish rolls andiexn chicken he
slid from the room as if washing his hands of thwl& business.

The food tasted unfamiliar and spicy, and the water had a cloudy
look and the tang of chlorine or some such chemibhlt an
appetising meal, but Vanessa was not hungry. Shbtdd whether
one ever became hungry in this climate.

After the boy had cleared he brought coffee, anddback, awaiting
orders.

"Finished, Ngomo?" Merle asked him.
"Yas, missus."
"You may go, then. Goodnight."

He shambled away on bare feet, and Merle liftecoaviat Vanessa.
"You should hear him jabber with the other boys.ditaply won't
learn enough English to understand us."

"Then you should learn his language. It's probagpbiye easy."

"You must hear Owen some time!" Merle's head lifted/e've a
caller. Excuse me."

She got up quickly and went out into the nightingtthe wire screen
clang shut behind her. Owen Shepton smiled aretllifis hands at
Vanessa.



"She's been like that for weeks. She and | arealtly as close as we
used to be."

Vanessa leaned forward anxiously. "Is it her mggjdJncle Owen?
| thought it was such a success."

He spoke hastily, in low tones. "Marrying Paul Gilay was the
silliest thing she ever did, but she won't admitt mhust ask you not to
speak to her about it, Vanessa. Just act as ifydénweg were

completely normal."

He had no sooner sat back than Merle returned thighvisitor.
Vanessa gave the man one long stare and knew whaaseYou
could see it in his lean, intelligent face, the viycarried his head,
the lazy half-smile on his lips as he looked at @\w@epton. Merle
looked as if she were suddenly finding life good.

"This is Nick Brandis,"” she said. "And Nick, this my very old
friend, Vanessa Lane."

The man rested a brief comprehensive glance uponessa,
murmured a conventional greeting and addressedlties® man. "I
dropped in to see if Merle's temperature was ddwe.just told her
she should have stayed in bed till tomorrow morriing

"It was the mildest dose of fever I've had,"” Mdadkl him. "The real
reason you came over was to meet Vanessa, wa&sn't it

Again the grey gaze sought the slight figure inebdund white, and
this time the regard was less fleeting. His smdepkned. "Could be.
| wouldn't be human if | weren't interested in tingt unmarried white

girl to come to Bolambo."

"Since when did you qualify as a human being?" @sdlecle Owen
with a mock-sourish smile. "I think we'd better wafanessa at once



that you run on machine oil. You make a great shbaoming here
to ask after Merle and make the acquaintance o€%sm but I'll bet
your real purpose was to get at me about thosessbretthe landing
stage at the river mouth ... or something equadiithy. Well, I'm
foiling you, Nick," as he rose from his chair. 8fad a long day and
I'm tired. Goodnight."

When he had gone Merle leaned back in her chaimeds folded
behind her head. It was a provocative pose, andjlaece lingered
on the strong angular features and thick teak-brbainof the man
who was comfortably lounging in a chair near therdo

“I'm afraid you made your first impression on Vasewe®arlier this
evening, Nick," she drawled. "We overheard one aiiryfencing
bouts with Owen and she decided you're maddenicgtisure and
conceited."

There was a tolerant smile in the grey eyes asibe more looked at
Vanessa; no doubt it pleased him that she had golitie pink.
"Cocksure, perhaps,” he said agreeably, "but notated; I'm too
old a hand for that. What's your age, Miss Laneenty?"

"Twenty-one." She said it very clearly, as thouglassert herself by
tone if nothing else. Not for anything would shedapologised for
making a snap judgment, or shown vexation with Bléokr letting
her down. She didn't like the man, or his intened®?aul Charnley's
wife.

"Twenty-one," he echoed musingly. "And | suppose kelieve you
know everything about men and the universe. Thiai'llylike it
here?"

"Yes, so long as | can work."

"Trained for anything?"



“I'm half trained to teach and | can do nursingath also type, cook
and run a flower and vegetable garden." Her voias wool as she
added, "You're a big noise in Bolambo; can yourafie a job? I'll try
anything."

Merle laughed suddenly. "She means it, Nick - yoaklsurprised.
Vanessa actually did make a little money on thedpce of her
garden and she gave lessons in handicrafts twigeek at a local
school. She nursed her father, and when Owen ahded in
Gloucester she cooked for the four of us!"

"Well, we don't need an English cook," he saidt#éeliabruptly,
though the smile lingered about his well-defineduthe "and we'll
have to get by on what the locals grow for us. Miase can be a
valuable member of the community without doing &dgh She
merely has to exist and stay as pretty as shewstoobecome a
stimulus to the starved male element.”

"That isn't in the least funny," said Vanessa stgadnd then she
realised that the man's posture, though unchaimgedlost the air of
indolence. Without moving in any way he had stifidrand acquired
a keen look. So she added, "I'm sorry if that sedndide, but you
were trying to get at me, weren't you?"

"Maybe, but you don't have to rise to it beforbkutts. What | said is
absolutely true; men get fed up with each othetrtlmy don't tire of a
pretty woman, particularly if she's one they carétry."

"That's true," said Merle, inspecting the toes ef shoes. "Take it
from one who knows." She got up quickly. "And now'lWhave a
drink. I'll get water from the cooler and some'ice.

For several seconds after she had gone Vanesstiaaght and still,
staring at the mesh door screen, where moths antlsesa clustered
and fluttered. Though she saw Nick only from theneo of her eye



she knew, instinctively, that he was studying hgerdy, and right
through her being she was aware of the man'styitatid something
else in him which could have been hostility or thesarcasm.

He asked speculatively, "Why did you jump on me mvheaid you'd
be good for the men? Merle told me before you c#mae you're
engaged, and I'll let the others know. They'll jasjoy your being
here. Surely you don't object to that?"

Vanessa still gazed past him. "May we talk of sdmmeft else?" she
queried politely.

"Of course - in a minute. Just tell me one thingatvsort of guy is
this fiance of yours, to let you roam out here?olulgn't trust any
woman far out of my sight."

"Needless to say," she returned quickly, "he wdhing like..you."
"Was?" he probed. "Has he become history?"
"Yes. And it's no one's business but my own."

"Well, well. He seems to have left a raw spot."akdonic twist at his
mouth he went on, "Let it be a lesson to youwtiait always happens
when you give your happiness into someone els&pitkg. There
may be moments of bliss, but they're far outweiglydone's
dependence on another person for everything th&eman life. |
once became a little enmeshed myself, but | stadyglut of it and
swore never to let it happen again. Since them, ttusted my job
more than I'd trust any woman on earth. If youtwg sense, it'll work
for you too."

She looked at him then, saw the tantalising smmtéthe cool glint in
his eyes. "People aren't very important to youtlaeg? It's what you
get out of them that counts. From men, you gethallco-operation



and hard work they can be forced to give, and fvaomen ..." She
hesitated.

"Don't stop at that point," he said. "It was geagtinteresting. You've
known me all of fifteen minutes; what would you dayeed from
women?"

"Very little. But perhaps that's good in a man wiarks in places
like Bolambo."

He shook his head disparagingly. "You dodged st jwhen I'd
decided you had the nerve to say almost anythitg.leaned back
regarding her dispassionately. "It really rocked,ydidn't it - that
broken engagement? What sort of man was he?"

"I refuse to discuss him."

"Which means you've still quivering from the blowg said with an
annoying judicial nod. "You'll eventually bounceckabut you're
probably too young to deal with the thing sanelg abjectively.”

"Do | have to listen to your advice?" she querieehtly.

"You may as well; it could put you right with yoetand, after all,
I'm about a dozen years older than you and I've laeeund." His
grin at her was cool and cynically charming, "liast®f feeling mad
with men, why not use them? To get a man reallyobybur system
there's nothing like having an affair with someefse."

"Il remember that."

"Don't be so uppish; I'm preaching logic. I've mes@en a girl of your
age so much in need of a full-blooded love affair."

Vexed at the heat which was flooding her face,ssté tightly, "You
seem to have forgotten how civilised people talleach other, and



you've probably had your own way for so long thai gan't accept
the possibility of your tactics failing. Well, th&on't come off with
me!" He gave a short mocking laugh. "You're danmg you know.
But I've an inkling that you know I'm right. Wetlllk about it again
some time."

"We won't, Mr. Brandis."

The words sounded a little foolish as soon as Spséen them, and
the fact that he didn't reply at once left themdiag on the air.

Vanessa felt hot and awkward and angry. This asgisif Uncle

Owen's was objectionable as only a self-assureathlent tyrant

could be. He'd no doubt had innumerable successeswmen and

couldn't imagine his line failing with someone asxperienced as
Vanessa Lane. She might be innocent, but one #hagvas sure of;
it would be wise to keep clear of this tall creatwith the teak-brown
hair and calculating grey eyes that now looked @uuat her

expense. So long as she avoided being alone withHat undeniable
magnetism of his wouldn't be hard to resist.

"Perhaps you're right," he said, with an air offiedence. "There are
some women who can't tackle the light affair at &t alone
terminate it gracefully. You may be one of theng&ette?"

As Merle entered the room just then and he tookirdne from her,
Vanessa could not be sure that he had not endedxXtigange
between them because he had heard Merle's movenmerite
passage.

She found herself standing and saying conventigndlld rather not
have a drink, Merle. I'm sure you won't mind ifd tp bed now."

"Of course not, darling,” came the rather too reesly. "I'll be
along soon, but go to sleep if you want to."



"Goodnight, Miss Lane," said Nick Brandis pleasantly hope
nothing will disturb your youthful dreams."

She ignored the jibe implicit in the remark, ans¥denim and went to
the bedroom. Without pausing, she undressed, slipp® the
bathroom, came back and got into bed.

She threw off the light blanket and lay still untlee sheet. The night
was loud with bull-frogs and cicadas, and there wdaint, spicy,

rancid smell on the air. This was Bolambo, wheeshs to live and
work for perhaps a year. She was with Uncle Owdmg hadn't really

changed since leaving England, and Merle, who wess bright and
effervescent. But there was no Paul, and she had asked not to
mention him to Merle.

And this man, Nick Brandis. Merle liked him, can&a when he
appeared and was even at this moment enjoying andlone with
him. Was it true that he would have married Medd Bhe been free?
Was that the real reason behind his nonchalancet &nce affairs?
Vanessa was not sophisticated enough to analy$easutan, even
had she wanted to do so, but he did complicatdraady disturbing
situation. As if it weren't problem enough justiig in this hot and
rather frightening jungle in West Africa!

For the climate, the Africans and the teeming fost® had been
prepared. Merle's marriage tangle and Nick Brandisre

overwhelming complexities which, at the moment, endmbr feel

tired and oddly keyed up. Perhaps the sudden eiregviaeat had
made her needlessly apprehensive and she would Euger fears
tomorrow. Vanessa hoped so.



CHAPTER TWO

IT was only gradually that Vanessa came to realisecttour and
beauty of the Bolambo concession, to enjoy itsadistviews of
looping sandy coastline, the prolific green bouwftiills and ravines,
the little villages scattered quietly about valleysd hillsides, the
wildflowers gleaming among rich dark foliage and riagls of
brilliant butterflies of countless varieties andrpatations of colour.

During the first few days the palpable heat and idiiyninduced a
languor she wouldn't have believed possible, aredwss as willing
as the others to rest after lunch in an atmosghateribrated with the
humming of insects, the trilling of birds and treeasional rustling of
the palms.

Over mid-morning refreshment she met Dr. Ziegenp was of
uncertain nationality but a clever physician; shet idr. Mangogi,
the personnel manager, and a young man named Chéadison,
who was the agricultural superintendent with a Igsidehobby of
collecting and classifying some of the rare plg®cses he met on the
job.

Claud was twenty-eight and physically not at a# gort of young
man you'd expect to meet in West Africa. He vasmaoth above
average height, painfully thin, loose- limbed te hoint of looking
near collapse and incorrigibly crumpled as to shartd bush shirt.
His sallow face and the dark hollows round histliglue eyes gave
him an unhealthy appearance which the lank colssirlgir that
badly needed a trim did much to support. But, ssirmyly, he was
absolutely fit and could stand a stretch of tenrbaduty among the
new rice and cacao plantations, along the rivat dne various sheds,
without suffering from anything but normal fatigude didn't need
the doctor, but he did need looking after. It wather strange,
thought Vanessa, that of the half-dozen white meBaambo it
should be the youngest who most needed a wife.



When she mentioned this to Merle, the reply wamgirgy, "Claud
Hewson's a fraud. He eats like a horse, sleepsdhrthe shindy of
thunderstorms and goes botanising at the weekéetelgprobably
inherited the frail appearance from one of his prand his stamina
from the other. But | never knew any man who tadsltrouble with
himself. | tried to take him in hand, but it wasighh going and wore
me out without getting results. He did kindle #ditvhen he saw you,
so perhaps he'll remember to get into clean thiedsre he comes to
dinner on Friday."

The other two white men in the settlement were taaupes - a pest
control expert and a geologist. Both were marrieth amilies in
England, which placed them in a more ordinary catgg8ut when
they came to dinner that Friday they, too, seerodaktabsorbed in
the Bolambo project; their talk circled round insgde-spraying
from the air and setting up a small plant for hargllalluvial gold.
The atmosphere of the place seemed to have segpéthrough to
their marrow.

Vanessa had thought that surely that evening tiwerdd be some
allusion to Paul Charnley, some mention of his syirvg tour and
probable return. But no one spoke of Merle's hudpaiich could
mean one of two things - either they were tacitgspiring to ignore
an awkward situation, or Paul's absence was soaidhat it called
for no comment. In the latter case, though, suttedye would have
been some humorous asides about Merle's grass-waml¥? All the
men liked her and jollied her. Except Claud Hewsshp was too
shy to jest with a young woman as poised and knibydable as
Merle appeared.

Poised and knowledgeable; queer to think of Merl¢hbse terms.
Excitable, starry-eyed, impetuous and petulant, dfoand
hot-tempered, a little careless of the feelingstbers and yet very
willing to help anyone so long as the chore did noleish with
anything else she wanted to do. Merle was the mtooiua mother



who hadn't cared much for motherhood and a father ved her
unwisely and could refuse her nothing. And yetbamely a year of
marriage to Paul Charnley, she had become quimdelty reserved
and difficult to approach.

Vanessa found herself watching Nick Brandis and deoimg how
much he knew about Merle's marriage. Those twodmdasy way
with each other; nothing really intimate aboutomt the familiarity
was there. Once again Vanessa recalled Uncle Ovkewwing

assertion that Nick had fallen for Merle, and shd to admit it was
possible. Had Merle been unmarried Nick would nalddave had
an affair with her and, in his own words, have pet out of his
system. As an affair was impossible, his feelingd trystallised into
something rather better than a passionate emotim;two had
become close friends and allies. Vanessa didnivkmioy she should
feel a niggling little ache over it.

After dinner that evening the men went on talkingiler Merle and
Vanessa played records. At ten-thirty, they madéeecand snacks
and an hour later the men left. All but Nick.

He lounged against a log post in the narrow veramddooked at the
night, said casually to Owen Shepton, "Those methe landing
stage are still sinking. | measured over the legés days and they're
three-quarters of an inch lower."

The older man puffed at the stump of his cherobhat's nothing -
they're bound to sink quite a bit. They'll find ithlevel and stay put.”

"I still think you should get that contractor owdrk. He did a shoddy
job all round. I've a crack in my bedroom wall yoould lose your
hand in, and I'll guarantee he treated only hafwlwod he used for
the floors. Dr. Ziegen says there are termitetéisolation cabins."



"They're temporary structures. You leave that sifléhings to me,
Nick. Your job is organisation.”

"Even so, | can't walk round with my eyes shutnbw you and the
contractors' agent were friends, but the companylpa account - a
stiff one, too. The sheds we put up ourselves &ae letter job than
anything the contractors did for us, and they casth less than the
contractor would have charged.”

Owen Shepton sounded a little irritable as he aresye’You think

that because you've lived here a few years you kesvything. |

was warned that the walls would crack in the dasse and let in the
damp during the rains. And if a little untreatedoaogot into the
buildings it was a natural error. We rushed hinotigh the job and
have to take the consequences.”

Nick shrugged. "I'm not sure the directors would freud of
Bolambo township, and | think you should get thgera out here to
make an inspection."

"Well, | can't. He's retired."

"Has he, by jove!" Nick plunged his hands into tn@isers pockets.
"The firm is still responsible, but | suppose itwdn't be fair to drag
the man's successor into it. We'll put throughrépairs and sent in
our account. Even if they don't pay up, it'll sHadm."

"The accounts are still in my hands," Uncle Owemingled him
tartly. "The development of the land is enough depxyou busy for
years. Time enough for you to take over completgign | retire!"

"Don't get sore," replied Nick equably. "You knotmnliright about
that agent and you're kicking yourself for your dvaad judgement. If
you'll order up a hundred bags of cement we caventethe landing
stage from sinking further, and while you're akbiout"'We'll wait a



while and watch," said Uncle Owen, becoming alnfand. "After
all, if I were to act on every instruction you isslid never really
know how right you are - or how wrong. Your troubMick, is that
you're fed up with waiting for the rains. | pity yiooplanting team
when the rains do start.”

"They're resting up for it now. Well," he straighésl, turned his
tolerant grin towards the two girls and gave a-haiik, "I'll get

along to the shack. Thanks for a good dinner, Mefldhen he
seemed to remember something, and paused. "Stiltivgaa job,
Miss Lane?"

"Vanessa," Merle corrected him. "She doesn't nged get."

"If you do have one, I'll take it," said Vanesshbintle Owen has
promised to arrange something, but it's going tdiffieult to get him
to do anything about it."

"There's all the time in the world,"” Owen Sheptarddiredly. "You
young people wear me out. Goodnight, everyone."

As the older man went indoors Nick said careles$ly,look into
things and let you know, some time tomorrow." Anithva wave of
his hand he went off.

Merle looked out at the warm starry night. "Monaias, isn't it?" she
commented. "l often wonder how much longer I'lldi#e to stand
this place ... and the people.”

"You mean the men?"

"l certainly don't mean the non-existent women. Then are all
bores, except Nick."

"You've stood them for a year and they appeaktyou."



"In the past it was different. Just recently I"e#t lmost desperate,
and if you hadn't come | believe I'd have done 3sbmg pretty
awful. Sometimes | feel my father shouldn't haveedere. He's too
old for it."

"He looks well, and | believe the arguments witltiNBrandis keep
him on his mettle; he encourages them." Vanessaepawand then
asked casually, "How long have you known Nick Biandall the

time you've been here?"

"Oh, yes, he was here when we arrived. He'd stane0uilding, but
Owen decided to call in a contractor so that Nimkld go right ahead
with other things. He's cleared roads through timgle and started
several plantations - that was last year, befocedanming the rains.
There are two rains and therefore two planting@easThis year he
plans to get at least half the land under cropsaohe sort." She
laughed a little. "I'm afraid Owen is only the t&uhead of Bolambo,
but he happens also to be a director of the Dewsdop Corporation,
so he has the last word on everything. Nick do@salty mind; he's
fond of Owen."

"He's quite fond of you, too."

Merle stared at the night. "Nick is the sort of mlashould have
married," she said in hardened tones. "He undetstanwoman
who's excitable and moody, and he's a man who nsdstewomen.
You wouldn't like that kind of treatment from a mafanessa, but it's
just what | need. If Nick's wife misbehaved he'digh her in his own
forthright fashion, but go on adoring her."

"l wouldn't say that at all,” Vanessa stated, to &ven surprise. "
think he'd be bitter, and take it out on her inrgweay he could
devise; he never forgive it. It's difficult to imag him married,
though."”



"He'll never marry . .. now.

The note of finality in Merle's voice was vaguelistdsteful, but
Vanessa let it go. She lingered there, aware ofviiren damp air and
the scents it released. Insects whirred and raspeabticed; to
Vanessa the night was still and silent and yet $mweominous of
change.

Next morning was like the other four she had exreed at
Bolambo. Merle had coffee in bed and went withaetlfast, rising
at about nine-thirty to take a shower and dawdkr avessing in one
of her beautiful flimsy dresses. Vanessa had taadtfruit juice at
eight o'clock and took a walk on the hard red eéetween the
various buildings.

At eleven, Merle would order some sort of refreshirfer Vanessa,
herself and her father, and half an hour later &@ven would say it
was time they got down to the office work, and Vesgewould be left
to find some sort of occupation for the rest of therning. She
offered to take Merle's place as her father's s&grebut was told,

"There's not much of it, darling. It's just that @wand | are slow. We
could do the whole lot before lunch, but it's eatoebreak it up into
two sessions, one at eleven- thirty and the othmural four-thirty.
All told, we don't do more than three hours a day!"

"Well, can't | relieve you for a while?"

"It's not worth it, honey. It's just boring routitieat both Owen and |
know through and through. Read a book and keep"cool

Vanessa did read a book that morning, but whenfde-thirty
session came round she felt restless. She hadldamn after lunch



then taken a shower and put on a pink and whiteegl@otton and
presented herself in the living-room for tea. Whdarle and her
father had gone off to the desk in his room, Vaaegandered into
the veranda and stood looking at the bush thidkgised by palm
fronds opposite the row of houses. A road of sdirtked the

bungalows, but owing to the groups of wild banana palms, none
of them was entirely visible. The house to the Vedis occupied by
the doctor, who seemed never to be at home, wielgé¢ologist lived
in the house to the right. Beyond the doctor's Wak Brandis's

house, but all one could see of it was the apeth@forown palm-
thatch. Vanessa rather thought that Claud Hewsa@d Ion Nick's

left, in the last house of the row. She was conjang about that
young man when he appeared suddenly, in a LandfRivixeen by

Nick. The thing stopped only a couple of yards fritv@ veranda and
both men got out.

"Hi," said Nick laconically. "Going somewhere?"

"No." She gave him a brief glance and rested a rkioidly one upon
Claud's pale but slightly tanned features. "Unclee® is working.
Did you come to see him?"

Nick shook his head lazily. "Like to help me dgatsof work? Claud
was going with me, but he's crocked his wrist aaslto see the doc."

"Yes, I'll help." She spoke to Claud, sympatheljcdls it very bad?
| believe Dr. Ziegen is still out." »

Claude stammered slightly. “I'll ... I'll find hinHe's bound to be
somewhere about."

"Oh, sure," said Nick. "Ziegen's probably in hidicd in the main
building. Go over there now, Claud. See you later."



Claud smiled nervously and nodded. "Sorry to bén sumess. It's ...
it's probably nothing."

He moved away, nursing the swollen wrist. Nick sg/back the door
of the vehicle. "Jump in," he said. "We've onlyteour or so before
dark."

She sat in and he slammed the door, came round tawim seat and
set the Land-Rover moving in a semi-circle, towdtds main road
out of the settlement. In spite of an odd reluctaiste felt a throb of
pleasure at being borne into the jungle. Perhapause she had
already spent a few days imprisoned at Bolambofained herself
more aware of the forest than she had been oraethstee had arrived
with Uncle Owen. The hood covered the seats of éimel-Rover, but
the sides were open to admit the hot wind of spé&ée. cautious
pleasure became a mounting exhilaration, and uktigty she
turned a bright-eyed smile on Nick.

"This is marvellous ! Where are we going?"

He gave her that tolerant look. "Not far. | havgamg who'll be free
tomorrow and | want them to get started on a naektrl have to do
some marking so that they can get busy at daybreak.

"What do | have to do?"

"You'll see." Another long glance at her, and ttime it was a
deliberate survey of her pink cheeks and cloudyvhrbair blowing
in the wind, and it came to an abrupt halt at tbkolv of her throat.
"You got Hewson stuttering - notice that? If Doe@en has to
wrench that wrist the poor dope won't feel a tHing.

"That's something new in the way of insults - to ¢aled an
anaesthetic. What | like about you is your franlksies



"You don't like it at all. A second ago your eyesre all flames.
Pretty green eyes, if | may say so."

“I'd rather you didn't, in that tone." Pointedlyesthanged the topic.
"How did Claud Hewson hurt his wrist?"

"He was demonstrating some new agricultural machine've been
unpacking today. He was a bit too earnest with lhwers and
something unexpectedly sprang out of his grip. Hevesa good
chap, but even when his audience is primitive smben he hates the
limelight. There might be something you could doowtb that
particular neurosis, Brownie. Where you're concagrnkd say
Hewson is definitely open to influence."

"I hardly know him," she answered shortly, "ane Iho interest at all
in the private lives of any of the men here. Wheun're prodding
about in your mind for something to be sarcasticudbyou might
remember that."

"Who could forget it?" He sounded sincere, but\slas pretty sure
his tongue was in his cheek. He went on, "You'n&resd on men -
isn't that right? But to be friendly with men yoorndt have to like
them particularly. I'm mostly friendly with womehut that doesn't
mean I'm enchanted with the sex. They happen wiffexent from

my own and therefore a little more interesting. Bu¢ discovered
that basically all women are the same."

"Really?" she said, in a voice that was meant toveg her lack of
interest.

"Yes really," he repeated, ignoring her frigidignd in fact warming
to the subject. "Did you have many girl friend€ingland?"

"Quite a few, until the last year or so."



"They had different personalities, didn't they? ¥lébut all of them
had one thing in common; they wanted securityHerfuture, a meal
ticket and a roof. The man himself wasn't so vempartant; what
really mattered was his ability to provide the reasd line it well." A
shrug of the wide shoulders. "Even Merle, who'sendhad to earn
her living or wonder whether she could afford amytjgular thing
that caught her fancy, had the same idea. Shefddaskling with the
lads, but Paul Charnley had a settled career argppcts, and he had
a degree of maturity she might never attain herSelfMerle married
him, and only discovered she was unsure of howfedhabout him
afterwards."

"You know a lot about Merle, don't you?"

He grinned. "She's been the only woman aroundldeeor nearly a
year, and | happen to like her."

"Do you like ... Paul?"

He gave his whole attention to the road. "Yeské IIPaul,” was his
succinct reply.

She said negligently, "You don't care to discuss, leither, do you?
Are you the one who sent him away?"

"No, I'm not," he said sharply, still looking ahedBaul's a surveyor
and for the most part he doesn't have to take srddis job is to
survey the whole concession minutely, and that'atwie's doing.
The fact that he's been away for a fortnight ainldgstes no sign of
returning isn't my business."

"To me, you seem a bit touchy about him."

"Well, I'm not!"



"All right," she said in mild surprise. "I happemdare for Merle and |
feel she's a little unhappy about Paul. If | askther question will

you shap my head off?"He was smiling now, the stesp had gone.
"I might tell you why | jumped on you, but you wdualft understand.
What do you want to know?"

"Well... doesn't Paul usually communicate with Merlhen he goes
off on the job?"

"Yes, he does."
"Do you know why he hasn't done so this time?"

"l could make a guess. He departed quite suddafily, they'd had
an argument. He told Merle he wouldn't come bdtké had some
message from her - an apology, | take it. Shetb&df me what had
happened and then closed up. She did mention tingyt iseparate,
permanently."

"Oh, no!" The cry was wrung from Vanessa as sheetiher head
swiftly and looked at him. "I know you're contempiis of... of love,
but Merle really did feel something for Paul tha¢ £ould never have
felt for any other man she knew. It was somethiegpdand genuine
and quite beyond her in a way. She can't havatlosthe space of a
year. Where is Paul - do you know?"

"l only know he's not in the Bolambo concession."
"Not?" she echoed, startled. "Then where can he bane?"

"l wouldn't know, without sending a party to finoht) and | shan't do
that. The first weekend he didn't turn up | madeeaenquiries and
heard he was camping with his assistant near @er boundary,
about eight miles from home. When the second wakkame round
- last weekend, | rode out there and found he'dsad the river. On



Monday Paul's assistant showed up - said he's imsgémicted to
return by a certain road and take measurementBagis missing."

"Have you told Merle?"
"l told Owen, and | suppose he passed it on. Martevs, anyway."

"But how could she get a message to Paul if sherdolenow where
he is?"

"I've no idea, child. I imagine he told her to senthessage within a
certain time. It didn't come, so he lit out.”

"It doesn't sound a bit like Paul. What about hask®"

"He's actually due for some leave, and his asgistésh us he wants
his absence to be regarded as vacation."

"So he may not be back for another two or threeka/ée

"Even longer. He was working here before the compeas formed
and he was promised three months' leave."

"Good heavens," she said soberly. "Can't we do Song®"

He ran the car on to the long tufty grass at thde sf the road and
braked. "What do you suggest?" he queried, witbasamn. "That we

bring him back and force the whole thing out irite bpen? Seems to
me that if Merle and Paul can part like that aétgrear of marriage
they might as well separate for good."

"That's a cold and uncaring way to look at it," sewrted warmly.
"Unless ... unless he wanted Merle to get her treedShe drew in
her lip. "Don't you have the faintest notion asvtwat they quarrelled
about?"



He eyed her speculatively and was apparently weggbp whether
he could trust her. The clear green eyes, troubted, returned his
glance without wavering, and he said, "There's [seeme underhand
business going on. Owen hates discussing it bedag@ssuspects
Paul, I'm sure Paul doesn't know he's suspectedhéie it is. Owen
has always talked his business over with Merlelamda feeling that
she promised to say nothing to Paul. It must haenlsomething like
that, and because she was inwardly worked up abshg must have
said a few unforgivable things to Paul."

"To me," said Vanessa slowly, "that sounds a ttifia."

"It does to me too." he said offhandedly, "but aflsI'm telling you.

There's nothing your or anyone else can do aboGbite on, this is
where you jot down a few figures while | place n&ask Here's a
notebook." They were out on the road and he wdsrigat her feet.
"Lord, what shoes! You'd better stay on the venge El shout the
figures. If there's ever a next time you'd betteamslacks."

She felt like telling him crossly that there newsuld be a next time.
And yet she rather hoped there would. Nick Bramdis the only man
who could make her feel that Keith Fordham had bjesh an
unfortunate episode that were best forgotten, andidh it by being
his lazy-eyed, amused and forthright self. You rhihimk, Vanessa
reflected, that it would take a new and more rea¢Ito oust the old
heartache, but it didn't. The prescription was $emihan that. Take a
dose or two of someone masterful who didn't belisvearriage and
you were practically cured.

"What are you smiling at?" he asked.
"Thoughts - and I'm not sharing them."

"No connection with me?"



"A slight one. Not with you as a person, though."

His eyes narrowed, mockingly. "As an antidote tat tast-off fiance
of yours. Have you decided to have an affair, &t

"Not yet."

"Well, before you do, get an objective slant onThat way, you'll

enjoy it and be able to end it without regret. Swgar of

entanglements till you're at least twenty-five; Yidae able to handle
them better in two or three affairs' time."

She laughed. "Do you ration yourself to one aféaich vacation?"

ANo, Brownie." He glinted at her. "I don't evenrtkialong those lines
till | meet someone who's just right, and I'm afrdiey're few and far
between. You don't often run into a girl who's jeiounding from a
nipped-off engage- meat."

He was getting at her, but she rather liked it;lsdnever before met
a man who changed her mood in lightning strokemfemger to
amusement and back to anger again. If he hadnitdmedarned sure
of himself...

"To work," he said. "Write down what | call out. ¥ twenty feet.

Compass... let me see," he consulted the one e'"kakt-north-east.
Bush and manyaras to be cleared. Now write thgseds - fifteen,"

he disappeared, "twenty- three, thirty. Got that?"

"Yes," she called. "What are you doing now?"
"Placing the markers. You stay there."

She stood in the shade of an ancient Cottonwogdyieg the late
afternoon breeze. The sun had gone, but the dtrgkyoabove the
forest was still blue and brilliant, though darklean at midday. A



heavenly blue, like hyacinths. An eagle swoopedl amas gone.
Then birds of gaudy plumage began to dip to an@déross the road,
exchanging raucous badinage. Between times, thase am eerie
silence; the day noises were muted, the eveningushad cicadas and
bull-frogs not yet begun.

Suddenly Nick appeared at her side, big and brawms bush shirt
and shorts. He held out something and automatisaklyyreceived it
into her hands - a tiny African squirrel which leakall eyes and
gaping pink mouth. She laughed, and held it morefodtably.

"Its heart is beating frantically," she said. "Walone?"

"Seemed so, but I'll bet there's a mother aboutesdmare." He
looked up and said softly. "She's up there, watghm She's shaking
with fury but daren't come down."

"Poor thing. Take her baby back to where you foitiid
"She'll come for it. Watch."

He took the little animal from Vanessa and pladeshithe ground
about eighteen inches from his shoe. The next sgdbe mother,
herself hardly larger than a rat, had droppedéagytiass and snatchec
her infant and shot back into the tree.

Vanessa laughed. "They're sweet. | don't know heepfe can take
baby animals away from their natural surroundingg eage them.
You haven't finished your job, have you?"

"As much as is necessary tonight."
"Then you didn't need me along at all!"

"My morale needed you," he said, taking his notéldfoom her with
a smile. "It's a long time since | last had a gwre or less at my



mercy." He glanced up at the golden- hazed evesiyg "Like to
have a look at my new bridge? It's only a mileHarton."”

"Yes, I'd love to, May | drive that little way?"
"Sure, but pull up when [ tell you. Know the gedrs?
"l watched you when you were driving."

"What a gal," he said admiringly. "I'll bet youadast learner in other
ways too. That's encouraging!"

She took care to keep her smile to herself.

She drove carefully, ignoring his groan when shmugd the gears
and had the odd sensation of rousing from a drig. réd laterite
road stretched ahead, shaded by tall palms andltwer growth.

"Back in the nineteen-twenties,” Nick was informitgr, "the

government supplied seedling palms to anyone whedda ask for

them. Every large and small clearing had its quana, within a few

years the jungle, which had been just a vast fafastffia palms and
manyara and lophira trees festooned and strangtedines, was

tufted with coconut and oil-nut palms. Villages dlieut and were
grown over, the palms seeded, and where they'c&asi yew find

people living near by, existing on river fish aratonuts. There's no
big copra trade here yet, but some time we'll stah ourselves."

"You like these places, don't you?" she said. 1 haar it in your
voice. Where were you before you came to Bolambo?"

"l was doing forestry in Nigeria for several yeaaad before that |
had a spell on tropical plant research. That wasialhve time when
you were playing for the second hockey team atacho

"What makes you think | didn't make the first tedm?



"You're not the build for hockey, but you probabbd a go. Look out
for the dips just here. In the dry season theyirgethard and if you
take them at speed you can break a spring. Hegrave

She stopped the Land-Rover and gazed at the ndogvbridge
which spanned a dark river. He got out and shéhdidame, and they
walked down to where the bridge began, a horizdatider of logs
thonged together with miles of rope that was asktlsis a man's
thumb. Nick waved at the cables which secured tidgé to giant
trees on each side of the river.

"See? A suspension bridge, African brand. We ueeblutld them
like this when | was in forestry. Best way to segvar is halfway
across. Think you have nerve enough to try it?"

"I might have. Does it take much nerve?"

"It sways a bit and there are only ropes for haifglrBut if you go
first I'l be right behind you, to steady you. TWdricans do it
barefoot and they lope across with loads on themds. Those
sandals of yours are foolish but they do havehitals. Game?"

Momentarily, Vanessa wondered why she agreed toytneg he

suggested. Was it that challenging, provocativamgle his eye that
drove her on, or was she merely submissive toamgér will? The

problem unresolved, she put a wary foot on thé lic.

As the two of them came to a halt about midstreébmbridge ceased
swaying, but Nick kept his impersonal grip on hioe/. He waved
along the tunnel formed by the trees.

"It joins the main river only a mile from the coakts quite a sight
down there, in the rains."'This isn't your boundangn?"



"No, that's five miles farther on. We shall stdetacting over there on
the other bank as soon as we have labour free'féte looked down
at her, enigmatically. "This is your first Africavaterway. Like it?"

"It's a bit shivery. What are those scarlet flowsgh up in that tree?"

"Ashanti Blood - a climber making its way up to sunshine. Look
back, and you'll see more flowers. The purple dad are lianas."

"No tree-orchids?"

"l expect there are a few about." He twisted hedhéowered it to the
level of hers and pointed upwards. "White and gaden. See them?"

She felt the warmth of his cheek near hers, tlmgtshoulder at her
back, and answered hurriedly, "Oh, yes, | see ttlearly."

"Don't fib," he said tolerantly. "It's almost toar#t to see them at all.
And don't quiver when | get near you - it's tamtaly." Then,
straightening and shoving his hands into his pacéstif the remark
were forgotten: "What about that job you wantedRelLio try
something new?"

"Yes, of course." She didn't look at him. "What gax offer?"

"l thought of it before you came, but hadn't anyboeuld use. When
planting starts here we employ every single woikeailable. The
women are better planters than the men, but they dfave to work
in the rain, and if they have small children they them on their
backs - which is hardly good for the offspring. Lesason | wouldn't
allow them to bring babies along, and the resuls Wt they left
them in the charge of other children and there weasualties.
Mangogi, the staff manager, has tried to get a leoop.the younger
women to train as creche nurses, but they worvelbame."



"But do they need to be trained? If the childremeraut together in
one building and there were a couple of women wagckhem -
wouldn't that do?"

"It's not good enough, but it's what I'd decided a¢ift you came."
"And... now?"

"It seems we might start something permanent fesgrool age kids.
We can soon shove up a shelter - palm thatch oaspwith a
three-foot reed wall all round it. Know the kindtbing?"

"I think so. There's an opening of two or thred fdkeround between
the top of the wall and the thatch. Should givenpleof air and yet
keep out the rain. It sounds ideal!"

"But there has to be someone in charge. A coupleaz women
could look after the children, but you'd have tdhwere, looking trim
and official in white." Carelessly he ended, "Yogd on staff, of
course, and the uniform would be provided."

Vanessa was silent for a minute. Not for anythirmuld she have
allowed her elation to show. She drew a deep br&atould | have a
free hand?"

"Pretty well, but you'd have to learn a little bétlanguage before you
could do much."

"When could | start?"

He laughed briefly. "Almost at once. We can maleghelter about
forty feet long and twenty wide, and I'll guarantednave it finished
in a week. I'll send up to a friend of mine in Lador your uniforms -
size thirty- four?"



"You're an experienced guesser, Mr. Brandis. Yagyt four. Will
this man in Lagos be able to buy uniforms there?"

"It's a woman - and for me she'll get anything,"dmswered in a
provocative drawl. "Don't think it's going to besgamy child. It's hot
now; when the rains start you'll feel like wet styiand wish to
heaven you'd never heard of Bolambo."

"I'm not scared. Merle got through last year."

"She went up to North Africa for the two worst masit and she'll
probably do it again this year, and expect youaoevgh her."

"There's ... Paul."

"Maybe. | haven't frightened you off? You really ntao try this
nursery idea?"

She looked up at him swiftly, smilingly. "Yes, | !ldbhope Uncle
Owen will allow it."

"Uncle Owen," said Nick, his tones heavy with stitwill strongly
advise you to beware of any plan devised by Nicknrs. It's a line
he takes - a token protest." His voice changedtla ks he added,
"You're fond of him, aren't you?"

"Yes - very much so."

"And how, exactly, do you feel about Merle, nowttblae's estranged
herself from Paul Charnley?"

"For her, | still feel as | did; and | don't thirske'd cut herself right
away from Paul. They may not be suited, but theyalre each other.
It can't have ended abruptly at the same timeyddin of them."



“I'm not so sure," he said sceptically. "Merle acbllave married

almost any man of her own age and made some sarjoff it. She

has looks and vitality and a way of making a maat fleat to her he's
someone special. But when she left her own agepgshbe was at sea;
with a certain type of older man she might haveagad a whale of a
marriage, but Paul was, and still is, an unknowangty. No one as

volatile as Merle could hope to succeed with atguian like Paul."

suppose you think," said Vanessa evenly, "thatidie/e done better
with someone like you?"

In a voice gone hard and mocking he replied, "Yoqguite a thinker
as well as a fast learner, Brownie. | can seehdie to watch my
step!”

She smiled vexedly. "I've a feeling that beforeravéirough ..." she
began, and broke off, suddenly aware that nightfaeh upon the
river and the jungle, and she was suspended with dbove the
deepest part of the thick tropical river. "We'lvkeao go," she said
urgently, and began moving, rather too quickly.

The bridge tilted and she grabbed at the handiopeung back the
other way and she felt the leather soles of heesisbding over the
logs towards the other edge. She heard a grurgughter and felt
herself grabbed firmly about the waist and swun@tgstrong arms.
For perilous moments she was swayed from sidel®as he strode,
and when he reached the bank her head circledyigaithat she still

clung to him with her eyes closed. Then it happehés mouth on

hers, pressing her head back hard against his @ppeso that she
was imprisoned.

But she awoke again. Kicking savagely, she thrassdif out of his
arms so violently that she stumbled as she reattteedround. Her
impulse was to run, but there was nowhere to ruimtthe darkness
she was aware of his smile taunting her as he apireedoor of the



Land-Rover. Her teeth tight, her cheeks burning,@t into her seat
and squashed herself as far away from him as shid.dde reversed
and managed to turn on the narrow track, had thehkespeeding
back towards the settlement before giving her aaggaEven then he
didn't say anything, but she got the humiliatingpiession that he
was a little bored by the whole business.

He had pulled up outside Uncle Owen's house whesalte "You
began a pronouncement out there on the bridge ethamg about
having a feeling that before you and | are through

"l forget what | was going to say," she said didtaril must go now."
"Before we're through," he repeated inexorably. &ofinish it."

"Very well. | was going to say that we'd probabbnee to dislike
each other. But you'll understand perfectly if isnchange the word
to detest. Thank you for the ride, Mr. Brandis."

"Not for the kiss?" with sarcasm. "Perhaps youghtr It wasn't very
satisfactory, as kisses go, for either of us. &b ¢éxtent, we've proved
something."

She got out of the Land-Rover as he did, and irstlee moment a
light sprang up in the porch. Merle stood there faee dark because
she backed the glow.

"Nick!" she exclaimed softly. "I've something tdl tgou."” Then she
became aware of Vanessa, and altered her voicey,"léfo, Van. |
thought you must be out with Owen."

Vanessa mounted the steps, smiled and said, ‘#&e learning about
Bolambo and its people. Mr. Brandis was most irtsive."



She went into the house and walked through toithelkathroom.
She washed her hands, tried not to look into theror and failed.
There was a patch of colour high on each cheeklebeéliance in
the green eyes that made her angry all over aglaw.dare the man
take advantage of his own strength and her depeedaut there on
the bridge! He was just a barbarian who had goodaiog without a
woman he could bully and make love to. Perhapsh#yrdid feel
something for Merle, something he couldn't satisfgause she was
married and still a little in love with her husbatte did have some
sort of code, of course; but the brute type oftiein d

She leaned back against the painted wall and savdbwn there by
the river in the darkness, a girl in his arms angismercy. A kiss. It
meant nothing whatever to him, save perhaps ag@erienent with

someone of a different kind from the women he ugumaét up with.

Yet in Vanessa it had created a tiny, gnawing hunge

If only she were more sophisticated, she thougspaieingly. If only
she could wade right into an affair and emerge athec!!

She shook her head at her reflection, knowing @hahis moment
Nick had forgotten Vanessa Lane. He was with a woroé
experience who understood and admired him; jush@sloubt, that
woman in Lagos understood and admired Nick Brandis.

Vanessa leant once more over the wash-basin and ma#gcond
attempt to wash the heat from her face.



CHAPTER THREE

VANESsSA had spent a whole week at Bolambo before she leece
even mildly , curious about the cooking and oth@madstic
arrangements in Owen Shepton's house. In Engldnedhad kept
house with only occasional help for the durationheir father's
disability, and when there was no longer anyone &lscare for she
had found herself not bothering what she ate. Erethe ship she
had still lacked appetite, and no one arriving iestVAfrica for the
first time has much interest, for a while, in food.

Vanessa 'was roused to an awareness when sheatisdakiat Uncle
Owen had spoken the plain truth when he'd asst#rédurry was on
the menu every night. What he hadn't ipentioned,eoually true,

was the fact that the curry was always the sanmntsj of tough

chicken stewed to strings and steeped in a vigldmt mixture of

boiled spices and peppers. Served in a nauseatsap land

surrounded by off-white rice, it was the most uretging mess one
could imagine.

It was only when the same two or three courses weneed on the
night they entertained the men of the settlemeat she began to
awaken to the monotony of the revolting diet. Withconsulting

Merle she made it her business to look into thehlh a few times
one evening, as the dinner was being preparedwaatl she found
there proved, if nothing else, that no woman haat éaught the boy
anything at all about cooking; the only thing heemipted was the
curry, and for that he threw handfuls of oddments ithe pot in

which the chicken stewed and knew that it woulch tout more or

less as it had turned out yesterday and the daydaeivVhy should he
worry?

The real trouble might have been Ngomo's refuskdam English.



At last, Vanessa did tackle Merle. "I can't thirdnhyou've stood it,"
she said. "A year of that diet is enough to undeemone's whole
outlook! Are all the boys like Ngomo?"

"I've never asked. | believe the two married mevehastructed their
boys in the art of meat puddings and pies and diringt flans, but to
be honest we really haven't cared very much. ke teaput on weight
and it wouldn't be good for Owen to go in for heawyals."

"And Paul?" asked Vanessa pointedly. "What abau?hi

Merle lifted her delicate eyebrows. "He'd lived éndrefore | came.
He's said he'd like a steak sometimes or a codptaaps, but very
little fresh meat gets through to Bolambo. It ce'ta bad diet; the
men seem healthy enough."

"Because they're men of stamina! that's how thety ayd here.
They've probably developed the habit of eating edatis dished up,
simply because they're hungry. It keeps up theamgth, but that's
all. We ought to do something about it, Merle."

Merle shrugged ungraciously. "Well, make some caig®u want
to."

"That's not the point. The whole kitchen needs ganising, and
though | wouldn't mind having a go at it, I'm nairgg to usurp your
privileges. This is your house."

"It belongs to the company."

"You're quibbling. You don't put up with any oldof just because
you happen to rent your house instead of owninBon't you have
any inclination at all towards making a real homé this

place?™Frankly, | don't," said Merle, lifting hkxvely pointed chin.
"We're all squashed together in three small roonaslae a feeling



that my father won't stick it for longer than tweays. That means we
may be on our way out in under a year. Why shoutdbather to
become established?"

"Do you mean that if your father left you'd go witim?"

Merle's dark eyes hardened perceptibly. "I dontvknwhat I'd do.
But one thing | do know! I'm sick of being told thashould try to
settle and become an ordinary housewife in thiswedell. The sort
of man who works in these places should be devyl-ozae and only
too happy to have a wife along as a companion. ‘dhegve good
times and they wouldn't care a fig for other peapland every so
often they'd slip off to Lagos or Jamestown and livup. If | hadn't
gone away on my own for a couple of months last {/ddnave gone
stark mad."

Vanessa nodded slowly. "Yes, I've heard it's preityful in the
rains." She didn't know what to add to that, beeals® was afraid
some of Merle's words had emerged without her iwolit That
oblique allusion to what Paul wanted and expecftediowife, for
instance. Vanessa smiled. "We've wandered fronptiet, haven't
we? There couldn't be any harm in improving theumént | can't do
it on my own in your house."

"Fudge," said Merle wearily. "Go right ahead. If agoring husband
were here | might beg you to let me take the crédit any

improvements, but as he's not you can have a faeel kvithout

provisos. | wish you luck with Ngomo. You'll nead i

The truth of that final remark Vanessa learned almabonce. Ngomo
was a clod of the worst kind, a wilful one. Foremyhe had led a lazy,
almost luxurious life between Owen Shepton's kibichad his own
mud hut in the African township. He had helped Halh& food for
his young wife and baby, had stolen chickens frasnneighbours
and charged the Boss for them and received atbtiecco he needed



from the store-owner as a commission on the orterdrought.

Being thick-headed, Ngomo wasn't quite clever ehaigcover all

his frauds successfully. One morning, the delinmy from the store
brought his ration of tobacco while Vanessa wathénkitchen, and
on another occasion Vanessa found tins of jamanichidden under

some kindling outside the back door, ready to beethaway after

dark. There was nothing she could do, except shionvdine had

found him out which, candidly, she was afraid ta dostrange

untrained boy in the kitchen might be even mora tieadache. So
she silently battled on with Ngomo.

Vanessa made her first batch of cakes one mormihde Ngomo
was cleaning the rooms. The queen cakes and cofzoruis turned
out well, and she was looking for a tin which cob&lscored to take
them, when Ngomo came to the kitchen door and meanb
something, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. &sa covered the
cakes with a clean teacloth and went through tdiviveg-room.

Claud Hewson was there, looking thin and ruefus Hyht arm was
in a plaster cast from the elbow to the middle ti®f his fingers,
and that drooping look of his was more pronounesdf the weight
of the cast were almost more than he could bear.

"Good heavens," she said. "So it was more thaneactr, after all?
You must have broken something."

"Only a small bone in the wrist. I've got to wdaistdamned thing for
three weeks, and after only three days, it's kjlhme."

"l can see your fingers are swollen," she saidceaomed. "Did the
doctor tell you what to do about that?"

"He's busy, and | haven't asked him. | don't thivkcast is too tight;
it's just the heat in my arm. When | cool off aghiit's much more
comfortable." He shrugged dejectedly. "l hope yauntvmind my



coming here to ask a favour. The mail goes out toomo and my
mother will worry herself silly if there's no letteor her. Would you
write to her for me?"

"Yes, of course. Right away?"

"This evening will do." He turned towards the dolmgking away

from her. "I do hope you don't mind. There's no else I'd care to
ask. If you hadn't been here I'd have got somemhge an envelope
and tried to manage a line or two with my left h&nd

"And worried your mother in a different way. Arewavorking as
usual?"

"More or less. | can drive all right."

"No time for a cup of coffee? I've just baked mystficakes in
Bolambo and I'd like to try them out on you."

He smiled, a faint flush in his cheeks. "I'd likeséry much, but ..."
He looked about him with shy, light blue eyes.Mis Shepton here?"

"He's over at the office, but if he were here haildn't mind my
having a guest for morning coffee. Come into thehien and I'll cool
those fingers for you while the coffee percolai2sn't be an idiot,"
as he seemed about to back away. "l want to help."

For quite a long moment he stood there, withoutingpvHe said, at
last, "Thanks. I'd like some coffee."

"Come on, then."

When the percolator was bubbling, Vanessa fillsthall bowl with
water and ice chips and set it near the edge dfitbleen table. "Sit
down and put your fingers in it," she said. "Wershhe disturbed.



Except for the boy, I'm the only one who come$wkitchen. There,
does that feel good?"

"It feels wonderful." He was supporting the castwhiis other hand,
and looked at her with that half-embarrassed adimirashe found
touching. "When you wear a thing like this you feglkward and
horribly ugly. I've been trying to keep out of thay of you and Mrs.
Charnley, but there was the letter home. My maoshi&e only one |
care about in England; | wouldn't want her frettadgput me."

Vanessa got out cups and a bowl of soft sugar. Wddyou last see
her?"

"About fifteen months ago, just before | left Engla She's married
again - quite a decent chap, but | don't live witm over there. |
don't really have a home in England any more."

"Neither do I," she told him. "When | go back | Birave to go into a
boarding house until | can find an inexpensive. flate you on
contract out here?"

"Yes, for three years. After that | get four monibesd leave and the
option of renewing. | also get three weeks' loealve every year,
which | have to take whether | want it or not. kanine a couple of
months ago and went off collecting fungi."

"Mushrooms?"

He shook his head, smiling. "Not many of that kiAd.it's so hot and
damp here, there are plenty of tree fungi, sonmheih most weird.
You can't really collect them because they detat#oso fast, but |
did send a crate of them over to England by air."

"What do they do with them?"



"Investigate them at the university research labsly sent species |
hadn't seen mentioned in any of my books. You'dwerised how
many plants and so on there are that are stillamed. These fungi,
for instance ..."

He spoke quietly and with confidence about thingpctv obviously
meant a great deal to him.

"If you're interested," he said as he accepteddfiee, "I'll show you
some colour slides I've taken in the forest. I'medwcould borrow the
company's projector for one evening."

"That would be lovely. Have you ever shown theneRer

He gave an embarrassed shake of the head and tbiwsrglance.
"The other men would be bored; they can see itoalthemselves,
any time. They probably think that botany is a ywsibrt of hobby,
anyway. I'm glad you don't."

"You make me wish | knew more about it. Do try afie¢he coconut
cakes."

Claude complimented her on them, earnestly, ardi el that his
boy wasn't much of a cook, either. Various curaed shepherd's pie
made from tinned beef, were his only accomplishsietiiough
occasionally, by mistake, he made a good job of hadheggs for
breakfast. After about twenty minutes Claud driegl ¢old tips of his
fingers and said he must go.

"We could have written that letter, couldn't we®' $aid. "But I'm
glad we didn't - it means | shall see you agaierlatvhat time shall
we say? | shall be free at five-fifteen."

Vanessa thought for a moment. "I'll come along eoryhouse at
five-thirty. It won't take long."



As he said goodbye he gave her one of those hesritales, and after
he was gone she remembered it and thought it wiasrraweet. No
iron in Claud's character, but that made him mikeable than the
really strong type. Yes, that was it; you colikk a man of Claud's
kind, and such men, who inspired a genuine likint@eout something
else creeping in, were few and far between.

What a blessing it was, she decided in her innageghat she had had
the experience with Keith Fordham. It was not dréiping her to see
all men much more clearly, but it had left her figfethat vague
excitement which seemed to creep into any relatipnbetween a
man and a girl. At least, she ... she hoped it had.

When Merle came in to lunch she looked taut andenmops. She
flung her wide-brimmed hat on to a chair and poueedhisky and
soda, picked up an old newspaper and threw it dayam. Then she
pushed back the damp black curls which had clungetoforehead
and loosened the top button of her white shirtweajdiefore taking a
gulp of her drink.

"Had a tiring time?" asked Vanessa.

"It's not the work - there's nothing to it." Sheusiyg about and faced
Vanessa. "lI've decided I'm not going to wait tiktrains before | go
away. Will you stay with Owen while | take a bred#®@ says he can
manage the accounts without me."

"Of course I'll stay, but where will you go?"

"I'll get a coaster that's making for Tangier. lokinsome people
there."

"Are you sure that's what you want to do? What aBauwl?"



Merle's eyes blazed suddenly ."How many times lyavesaid that to
me - what about Paul? Why should you bother abou®?H can
assure you that | don't. He's spoiled my life atétrdoes he care? |
could have come out here with Owen, had good taneso worries.
I'd probably have made an exciting marriage wittkiNbut instead of
that I'm tied to an unfeeling prig who thinks he esgear me down.
Well, he can't! I'm going away to think things oOtwen has offered
to pay for my divorce...'

"Not divorce, Merle! That's not the answer, I'mes¥ou have to see
Paul and talk things over with him."

"How can | do that if he won't come back? I'm noing after him,
and I've no intention of waiting here till he desgo return of his own
accord. I've had enough!"

She tossed the dark hair, finished her drink anccheal through to
the bedroom. Vanessa, a little cold with shock, wesertheless
relieved that Merle had said nothing about distngsPaul, and at the
same time she wondered what it was that had spdr&edff this
morning.

Vanessa was speculating as to whether her owntei$itest Africa

had influenced the situation in any way, when Ui@been came into
the house. He looked hot, but walked as erectgvas until he came
to a halt and sank into a chair.

"A drink, Uncle Owen?" she asked him.

"Please, my dear. I've had a trying morning." He sikent till she put
the filled glass into his hand. Then he asked, ®here, isn't she?
She walked off without me."

Casually, Vanessa answered, "She came in a fewtesiago - said
she wants to go away for a break at once."



He swallowed half the drink, sat back and tookraerest in the glass
he held. "It's wise. You've realised, of coursattBhe's feeling
wretched?"

"It's becoming obvious. Uncle Owen, can't you getduch with
Paul?"

"l daresay he could be found, but you have to s&terle's way. It
wasn't an ordinary quarrel, my dear. The causd @fili always
remain a secret between Merle and Paul and me,daut tell you it
was a matter of extreme delicacy which had notkongo with their
marriage. As for her sudden decision to go awémat was the result
of a letter received this morning from a couplepebple we met in
Lagos. They ran into Paul and wrote in all goothfto tell Merle he
was looking very well and was happy about his talitbur of the
coastal ports between Lagos and the Cape. He lwbarcsaster some
days ago."

"Well, he has to do something with his time, daeka?" remarked
Vanessa rather weakly. Privately, she was halfnedlto agree that
Paul was behaving abominably and deserved to lmeadid. But she
still could not reconcile the Paul she had knovighsly in England,

grave, thoughtful and rather canny, with the iroesble man who
had left his job an gone off on a tour without hming wife. She
asked, "Do you think their troubles can be solvgdvierle's going

north while Paul goes south?"

"No, I'm afraid neither distance nor time can sdhvem," said Uncle
Owen with a sigh. He drained his glass and begaefil it. "We
have to face the truth - they are incompatiblesoutiook and
temperament. Merle's light-hearted and easy-gdiagil is narrow
and he has an uncertain temper. The marriage Veagastic error."

He took down the second drink even more quicklynttize first,
looked hotter and redder as he dragged himselistdelet. But he



managed the usual affectionate smile as he lefeS&mand went to
his room.

She set the table for lunch, thought that perhtapas just as well that
she hadn't had time to try a new type of saladpther two would

have no more appetite than she had herself. Theg aalate, Merle

looking pale and petulant while her father endeas@io appear his
benign self; but the expansive, slightly swashbagkair had gone.
There were one or two bursts of idle conversatitiierhe dishes
were handed about but hardly touched, but the ereddd in silence.
Owen Shepton went to take his rest, Ngomo cledreddble and
Merle asked, offhandedly, if Vanessa would be atspad iron some
of her things this afternoon. She intended to gedyato the coast
early tomorrow morning.

So, after a brief siesta, Vanessa spent a coumellig hours over
the ironing board in the kitchen. Then she hadmatuea, felt limper
than ever and took a shower. In a soft green ammoquleated dress
she was renewed, and then it was five-thirty, and to slip along to
Claud Hewson's house.

Claud had apparently prepared for her visit. He ewdrim
natural-coloured slacks and shirt, and had assehfidtles, siphon,
glasses and a jug of ice cubes on the limba wddd.ta

She accepted iced orange with a dash of gin. "Awdlet's get down
to business. Have you a writing pad?"

He produced one and she set about her task. Itdwsls, and he
switched on a table lamp and placed it close to"last mention that
I've asked you to write because I've injured mystvri nothing
serious. Tell her many thanks for the box of grahw@ records -
none were broken - and say I'm sorry she lost Trifdith a smile he
elaborated, for. Vanessa, "Trudi was a Vienneseehoetp and a
mixed blessing. A wonderful cook, but terribly keen telling her



history to my mother's guests. She's married aremckvho has a
little business of his own."

There in the small living-room, with the yellow gloof the lamp

between them and their eyes smiling across at@#el between the
sentences, they created a picture of appealingacy. With both

arms on the table and leaning forward, Claud loakettely happy

and absorbed.

"l think that's the lot," he said. "My mother wile awfully grateful -
nearly as grateful as | am myself."

She addressed an envelope as he directed. "Dowgnuhenk much
about England and wish you were back there?" dtedas

"No, to both questions. I'm much more occupied hiea® | was in
England, and there's more scope. No one can bettée of course,
but if you can stand it it's a great place to span@éw years. Do
you...do you think you'll stay out a whole year?"

Vanessa ignored his slightly halting tone and féugh. "I hope so,"
she answered cheerfully. "In years to come | wauliet able to brag
about the time | spent in West Africa, and for thaheed at least a
year to back me up! I'm still hoping to work."

"If you did work, | don't think you could stick treimate."

"I'd have a good try." She began to fold the lettezn straightened it
out again. "Why don't you put a couple of wordstlom end of this,
left-handed? Your mother might like that.”

"l did attempt a few notes with my left hand thiteenoon, but it
wasn't a success."



"You might manage it if | held the paper for yowrfie on, let's try."
She came round the table and stood beside hinmgadahe sheet of
paper and held it down, put the pen into his laftidh "Write, 'Left

hand, love, Claud.""

Grinning, he made a creditable attempt. He hadsjgsted his name
in a ludicrous squiggle which sent Vanessa inteeal pf laughter
when the door opened and Nick came in.

It was as though a shaft of frigid air had cut asrthe room. The

laughter died abruptly, the pen clattered on toplaster cast and
rolled across the table; and Vanessa became aWwateshe was

standing very close to Claud with her fingers andtioulder as he sat
at the table.

"Hi," said Nick, in dispassionate tones. "Mind ddme in?"

Seeing that he was already in the question wagfumes, but Claud
hurriedly got to his feet and said, "Please doelakdrink, Nick?"

Nick, of course, had already taken stock of bottles glasses. "No,
thanks, | came to offer you the use of my clerkdnd know you'd
acquired an amanuensis."

Claud stammered, "I ... | only asked Vanessa ttevainote to rhy
mother, so that it can go out with the mail tomarrd would
certainly like to borrow your clerk, Nick, wheneve's free."

"I'll send him over tonight." He was watching Vasaslip the letter
into its envelope. "I'll take that and put it withy mail, if you like."

Claud moved clumsily, opened the drawer of a snvaling table
and found a stamp, which he handed to Vanessahhiidace was
bright red, his blue eyes looked dark and haradsaidthere was a
faintly defiant set to his mouth as he said to \ésiae



"Thank you very much for all you've done. | dideintl asking you to
stay and have some supper with me. We could semekaage to Mr.
Shepton."

"Tut-tut,” murmured Nick. "We can't have you leaglthe girl astray,
young Claud. In any case, Vanessa has to dine rak htonight
because Mrs. Charnley is going away tomorrow ma@rAin

"Oh," said Claud, flushing morefuriously than ev&@h, well ...
perhaps another time, Vanessa. Don't forget thaloNeave a date for
putting on those slides | told you about."

"l won't forget," she said gently. "It was sweetyoli to invite me for
supper, but | do have to get back. If there's angtklse | can do for
you while your arm is out of commission, just et know."

"I'll see you to the house," said Nick offnandedfo long, Claud."

For a moment Vanessa was tempted to assert héFkelf. she saw
that Claud was apprehensive; the poor thing hadoably never

handled a scene in his life and it would be refioegklty to push him
into a position in which he might be compelled taldwith Nick

Brandis. She had better go out with Nick and kagptq

So she said, "Goodnight, Claud," and moved outtimodarkness.

On the path Nick came beside her and took her elimog firm,
impersonal grip. "Not so fast. They're not missyog at home yet,
and | want to speak to you."

"Yes?"

"Yes," he said flatly. "Maybe you'd like to be asmiiat once that |
shan't attempt to kiss you."

"It hadn't occurred to me that you might."



"Oh, yes, it had," he said mockingly. "Some timeaylre, we'll
analyse our physical chemistry - yours and minggrddict our
deductions will be interesting.” They' were slowiogtside Dr.
Ziegen's house, which was in darkness. "Take youg.tl'm sure
you're bursting to know what | want to talk to yalout."

She halted with him. "I'm not abnormal in any wawyish you'd

realise that, and remember it. It seems that toespeople things
happen rather quickly in Africa, but they don't pap like that with
me. Perhaps I'm only just coming round from théeabad time |
had before leaving England, or it could be thatrfwere phlegmatic
than most girls ..."

"You're not." He paused. "Do you still think abdliat ex-fiancé?"
"NO."

"Then you two couldn't have been very close." Hsdtlooking
down at her in the early darkness. "I've purposeyer mentioned
your father. Still miss him?"

"Not so much, out here; | suppose it's becauseuldot possibly
imagine him in these surroundings."

"Was he typically English countryside?"

She nodded, looking away reminiscently at the detesskness of the
bush which edged the far side of the track. "Heagbvwore old
tweeds, even when he was teaching. He owned actotleof
disreputable pipes, and was always leaving on&ehton the bus
that brought him home from school. The conductouldsave it and
give it to him next day. He was the most contembash imaginable,
and he loved our old house in spite of its lealddmaughts.”

"What sort of house was it?"



"It was big - much too big for us - and it stoodte middle of three
acres of fruit trees and vegetable gardens. Myefaténted the place
soon after he married; | was born there. You sganather wanted a
large family ..." She stopped, and wound up codllyys a very
commonplace story, isn't it?"

"Things that happen to individuals aren't commooglalo at least
one person they're the most important events iwirdd. Did you
hate leaving that house?"

"Not so much as | thought | would." She added, dorille note,
"There are children in the house now, three of tHédmglad."

"Poor little Vanessa," he said quietly. "That dogyjgeurage must be
the hell of a nuisance sometimes. I'll bet you'aetlly cried since you
lost your father.”

She was pretty near to it now, but he couldn't ktteat. Why was it,
she wondered vexedly, that sympathy from the saccasithless
kind was more demoralizing than from anyone elssdps because
it was out of character and apt to catch one unesvar

She lifted her head to show that she was tearlésspast it now,
anyway. Why are you being gentle, all of a sudden?"

His shoulders lifted and he spoke with a smile. ydabecause you
and Claud looked like a couple of babes in the wéwod then maybe
not. When he got belligerent just now and asked tgostay for
supper | thought he looked astonishingly male. @e#p down he's
too soft for you, my child. If you two went romamntiogether you'd
make a gooey muddle of it."

In spite of herself, Vanessa laughed briefly. "Téaitt of remark is
more your style. You still haven't told me what ywanted to speak
to me about."



"All right, let's get to it," he said, with a cymkinflection. "Been over
to the township lately?"

"No nearer than the market."
"Then you haven't seen our creche shelter. It'yoy know."

She looked at him, smiling incredulously. "Really¥en ... then you
did mean it? I've been thinking that perhaps .I..we

"That a kiss on the bridge made our bargain nuil eoid?" Eyes
narrowed, he queried, "Do you think my experimerdswhat
important?"

"l thought," she retorted, "that you had probabégided that after
such a privilege I'd have a swollen head, and moxst be ignored.”

"Ouch," he said agreeably. "One of these days yast give me the
sweet treatment you give Hewson. | guess I'd bucklder the
shock."

"Well, the shelter is up," she reminded him. "Hdwal$ we furnish
it?"

"l know nothing about babies and toddlers. What yal need?"

"Some cots and small chairs, and there should yrebé a
safely-screened corner where we can keep a smalifipastove for
heating milk and soups. | take it we'll have to kelee babies all
day?"

He nodded. "It has to be in operation from surtesgindown, so that
mothers can do their stint at the time they findstmoonvenient.

They're paid for what they plant, or by the houth#y're hoeing, so
they need work for only a couple of hours or goatirday, if they

wish."



"That's fine. We'll soon get organised.”

"Just remember one thing," he said a little shatpMpu're simply the
supervisor, and you don't put in more than foufive hours a day.
Your salary will probably be about eighty a month .

"Good heavens, I'll be rich!"

He smiled caustically. "Don't get too merry abdutfithe rains lay
you out you may wish you'd never heard of Bolambo."

"Not very encouraging, are you? Or are you tryimgat me on my
mettle?"

"I'm being realistic, and you'd better be too."|bleked up at the dark
sky peppered with stars. "I've a hunch the raiflkstart early this
year. If you'd been here longer you'd feel it yeifrsThe change
doesn't affect a community of men very much, bugets at a
woman's nerves. That's probably why Merle's alrefaalying life
unbearable."

She said carefully, "So you know about her pland.dbe tell you she
heard news about Paul this morning?"

"Yes, she told me. It seems to have settled thiagsprding to Merle
they've parted for good."

Still without much expression she queried, "And tdgour opinion
about that?"

"l don't really have one," he said with a shrug the damp heat a
marriage will sometimes get softened up and meétyawhat didn't
happen to Merle's; they parted angrily because sfaues were
discovered that were supposed to stay hidden. Ymwknow as
much about it as | do."



"I wish | knew more."

“I'm not all that curious, but I'm sorry for Merl8he could make a
great success of a grand passion, but marriageoisiémanding.
However, no doubt she'll get by."

"Helped by Nick Brandis?" she mentioned quietly.

His eyes were small lights in the darkness; a @hsmile sounded in
his tones. "Why not? I've told you before thatKeliMerle very
much."

"And you don't believe in marriage, anyway."

He laughed. "l believe in it for you, Vanessa. liicbactually describe
the guy who'd help you to create the cosy littl®@knand precious
family circle. He wouldn't be anything like that-Bance of yours, or
Claud Hewson. He'd be manly and protective, quitsophisticated
and terribly proud of you and his children."

"Sounds marvellous," she answered calmly. "I'd pbbyp adore
him."

"Oh, sure. You'd be utterly devoted," was his mogkiejoinder. "Of
course, you'd miss all the heights in life and soifrthe depths. Your
little shoes would stay firmly planted and you'dwrsmug, though
secretly you'd envy women who were more adventuirois/e."

"l doubt that. Adventures of that kind might be awkting." She
waved towards Owen Shepton's house. "Afraid I'Neh#o go in
now."

"You're being evasive, because you're half frigatghhe said softly.
"That was why you became engaged in England - tha wmas
willing to be friendly without asking too much oby. And that's why



you cotton to a chap like Claud - someone who'sleoaned grateful
to be noticed to try anything you might find digédsl.”

"How clever of you," she said coolly. "Now that ye®i written me
off we may as well move on."

"I haven't written you off, little one. That woulde confessing a
failure."

She looked at him, startled. "A failure? Are yoplging ..."

"Leave it," he said paternally. "A few minutes ag told me that
things don't happen quickly to you. Seems youlcg different from
any other white woman in the tropics. All right, 'Iivevait and
watch." There was a devilish grin on his lips astded, "I'll make a
bet with you - that in three months' time whateyeu felt for that
chap in England will look a trifle watery companedh what you've
felt here in Africa."

Breathing rather faster than usual, she retort¥du'te forgetting
that manly and protective husband you provided ntle & moment
ago!"

"That was later, in England," he jeered softly. i5Tis the torrid one."

There was a short pulsing silence. Then, with gsedit control,
Vanessa turned to walk up towards the house. Hengmanied her at
a lazy stride, was still smiling enigmatically &&durned, in the light
from the living-room window, to wish him goodnight.

"You can have a look at the structure tomorrow," daed. "I'll
probably drive Merle down to the coast and seahdo a ship, but |
should be back by noon." He paused. "I'd invite gtang with us,
but I'm expecting to pick up some people who andileg from Lagos
and the car will be too full for comfort on theuet journey."”



"People from Lagos?" she echoed, and unaccourtadiiyast beat of
her heart grew heavier. "They're coming to stag®er

"One of them is a technician who's been away oveleand the other
two are brother and sister - a couple | know rathelt. At least |
know the man and I've heard about the sister. Tiségy a few days."

"Is... is she the one you were going to contagettomy uniform?"

"No, honey." There was a suggestion of malice s lavel tones.
"That one is married. This girl isn't." He drew awa&Vell, so long.
Don't let anything keep you awake at night!"

He was gone, a tall, strong-shouldered man who thavith long
indolent strides into the darkness. Vanessa mouheesteps, opened
the wire screen and entered the living-room. She a@out to go
straight through to the bedroom when she becameeawfaraised
voices, Merle's and her father's. Uncle Owen sodinaere sorrowful
than angry, but Merle was in a first-class tantriiitrere was a rasp in
her tones so that the words came rough and slamedmpossible to
separate.

Then, very suddenly, she spoke loudly and disgntAll right, | did
persuade you to get Vanessa out here so thatd ¢teave you for a
few months! We were close friends for years, butifriendship
between girls there's often one who's strong alfidisand one who
clings; well, I'm not the clinging type, so | mim the other. Vanessa
Is the sort of daughter you really needed out It&ne:d have watched
your health... and other things. All I've donedielp you on the path
to ruin. You may as well say it!"

Uncle Owen's voice was placating and tired, thedaavere lost. And
then it was Merle again:



"You're right - | don't have any feeling for anyonaot very much

even for you, any more. If I'd been unmarried llddwave had a good
time with Nick. As things are, | have to go to Tergor a spot of

excitement, and | shan't come back till I'm tirédt.df Paul turns up,

you can arrange the separation. | don't want afléetters, or ... or
anything else."”

Further murmurs from Uncle Owen.

Then the reply: "l never have cared what Vanesgghtrihink, so

why should | start doing so now?" Merle's tonesdoad slightly, and
her syllables were more precise. "I may have bedy a schoolgirl

when we first went to live with the Lanes, but Isuwao fool and |

vividly remember why we did it. You'd stretched yauedit so far

that we'd have been sunk altogether, if you haghasped at the
chance to live cheaply, with Vanessa running tleelnstead of a
housekeeper. All that stuff about missing Mother..."'

"l did miss her." Now there was a sharpness in O8lsgpton's tones
which etched his words clearly. "And whether yolidse it or not, |
was fond of Richard Lane."

"And of Vanessa!"

"l really don't understand,” said Uncle Owen slgwlyow you can
have kept Vanessa's trust in you all these yearsn@the last year
it's never bothered you that she was there aloG¢ancester, looking
after her father and trying to make more and mooaey from the
garden. | had to remind you to send her a birthaag, beg you to
answer her letters ..."

Vanessa did not linger to hear more. Swiftly, stemtwoutside into
the veranda and leaned back against the sun- wastaedo of the
wall. She felt sick and muzzy and full of littleipg, as though each
nerve had touched a needle-point. She closed ksr ®Jt something



run across the top of her head and realised, dedfgchthat it must
have been a lizard. At any other time the thou§beog touched by
one of those grotesque little creatures with blaads would have
wrung a cry from her. Now she hadn't a peep lefftan only a sense
of vast humiliation.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT was quiet in the house next morning. Ngomo hadrgthe rooms
the usual lick and a promise and had gone out fsrrbutine
profitable recreation at the market, and Uncle Owas across at the
offices. Vanessa washed a few things of Merle'mptd the bed and
pushed it close to the wall, for use as a divare idom seemed to
gain a few feet in size and the rearrangementtmaddded benefit of
expelling a little of Merle. Vanessa found she dduleathe better.

Strange, how one could get through quite a nighshgreriod, so
long as the end of it was in sight. She had dingld Mierle and Uncle
Owen, had helped afterwards with the packing ardmally gone to
sleep only a yard away from the girl who had cdubbedly
admitting to using her over the years. She haad raegeseven-thirty,
brought coffee and toast to the bedroom, and anlhtar gone out to
watch the departure.

Merle had got into the car beside Nick, had leamidto say, "It's
good to know that you'll be taking care of Owerylidg. I'd rather
have had you with me, but it's a relief to knowllhHeve you near.
Perhaps if he can spare you when the rains begircgo come up to
stay with me in Tangier."

"Perhaps," was Vanessa's bare reply.

"Il write to you, Van, and of course | shall wanthear how you're
getting along. Do watch your health, both of yo8tie had smiled
and lifted a hand; and Merle was gone.

It was soothing to be alone in the house, to déaity to wander
where she liked, to find a few brazen African maldg at the edge of
the clearing and place them in a vase on the ditabte, to look
about the living-room and note that Merle's caefgesence, usually
revealed by a clutter of oddments, was conspicyalstent. Not so



soothing, though, to remember the sentiments sti@Warheard last
night, the look in Merle's eyes this morning; arpaising contempt
overlaid by a false affection. For the first timegeshad known that
look for what it was, and the pain of knowing hawhed right

through to her heart.

Just after eleven, Uncle Owen came across for aotuga which,
inevitably, he laced with whisky. As he explainednself, while

topping up the cup: "When you're really past it| am, you have to
take a stimulant to get you through the warm hoklkeen if | did

nothing at all I'd need a boost."

"Won't you let me help you over at the office, tn€wen?"

"No, my dear. There's not much doing, you know.jiist that | like
to keep the financial side of the business to nfiy&elr. accountant
manages the accounts very well. But the privatgdesiremain in my
hands." He smiled the rather appealing smile wtheld always
warmed her heart. "l need work only one day a wbkak] like to be
in the swim, and watch the mail and read up thentspThat's my
job, really, as resident director."”

"But can't | do for you what Merle did?"

"Itisn't necessary, Vanessa. Merle has alwaysgoke my business
- she did it in England, if you remember. Don't tedr this," with a
gentle wink, "but she's often been in the way, lestdhll enjoy having
the office to myself, so that | can snooze occalgri

At eleven-thirty he put on the lined panama andtwari, a trim
soldierly figure that defined the sun. Vanessadaumderstand how
he felt; too played out to do very much but keekdep a finger on
the pulse of the whole Bolambo development. Pethiapgarious
ways, she might be able to make things easierifior h



Ngomo turned up bearing a flat basket loaded wrdd{ooking
vegetables, a chicken wrapped in newspaper and tdames of milk.
Vanessa sorted the vegetables, told him which &pae for a
luncheon salad and made fruit jellies which couél dhilled for
dinner. She was untying the frilly plastic apronenhthere came a
shout from the front of the house.

"Anybody in?"

Unconsciously, she squared her shoulders and ghacdk a brown
curl before going to the living-room. Nick was tagfia couple of
letters from his pocket.

"Yours," he said. "I brought all the mail back witte."

"Thanks." She slipped them into the wide hip poaKéater flowery
print. "Did everything go smoothly?"

"Sure - why not?"
"Merle hadn't booked her passage."

"The freighters have room for eight or ten passeng@d they're
seldom full up. Her passport and visas are stlitlva

"Did she seem happy to be going?"

His brow lifted and he gave a sidelong glance adpel of his linen
jacket. "The faint smear is lipstick, and there avarfew tears, but
they've dried. Emotional scenes are the breattieofd Merle, and |

certainly wasn't going to rob her of that one."

“I'm sure you enjoyed it."

His mouth took the mocking slant. "Bitter-sweetyyamow, I'll have
to be brave for her sake. How will you like beirigree with Owen?"



"Fine. We've always been happy together."

He pushed his hands into his pockets and stood bagérding her.
"The mysteries round this place don't bother yogmudo they?"

"They don't seem very important.”

"They're important enough to come between your toeestd and her
husband."

"l don't think so. Feeling so little for each oth#rey were bound to
part on some pretext; the mystery is incidentgeg to hang things
on."

"You could be right, but | don't think you aresltight for them to
separate, anyway." And he dismissed the subjedt witshrug.
"Ready to look at our shelter? You'd better bririgag"

She got the wide-brimmed cream straw and went d@atlwm. They

crossed the sun-baked red earth towards the qffsladed the

buildings and entered the shade of the market pleltere women in
bright cotton frocks of Victorian design and voluous headcloths
were squatting besides heaps of yams and cassatjapaunded
corn, fibrous vegetables, coconuts and rice. Thglooneration of
smells, in the still heat, was overpowering.

The huge palm-thatch on poles, which was set justethe market
and partly screened from the township by wild bassend lophiras,
came as a surprise to Vanessa. The log supporésabeut four feet
apart all round, and the thatch was a foot thiclt ft raw at the
edges because, Nick explained, it would they dvatter in the rains.
Inside the timber that framed and supported théwas as solid as
the poles. It looked built to last.



But Nick said, "It will need watching and repairibgtween rains, but
should put in good service for a year or two. l'avihg lengths of
matting made in the village. It will be fastenedhe poles to create a
wall about four feet high. Matting is best for fteor, too. We'll level
the earth, get it hard and cover it. Any suggesin

"Not at this stage. Is there anything | can do Pere

"We'll be ready for occupation in three or four slaym expecting a
crate of stuff from Lagos any day now, and whetoines you can
wade in. By the way," slanting her one of his ges)c'you were
looking a bit pale and pulled-in when | left withelie this morning.
You've a better colour now, but | ought to warn ybat at the first
sign of wilting, you're out of a job."

"Thanks," she said evenly. "I'll remember that."

"And don't decide that you can go to Owen Sheptmutanything
behind my back. This happens to be my project."

"I'll remember that too, Mr. Brandis."

He grinned coolly. "You've decided to remain unetiéel by anything
| may say or do, haven't you? You've weighed measi@a nasty,
domineering brute who couldn't genuinely love argyiine tried. I'm
sorry."

"You're not sorry at all. You wouldn't have takertls pains to build
up the character unless it was very important to tfwat people
should think of you that way. The trouble is," gmeled thoughtfully,
"you may have it backfire on you, some time."

"And how do you suppose I'd handle that?" he askét,tantalising
nonchalance.



"I don't know," she replied, as agreeably, "buttdloes happen | hope
you'll be knocked cold. If I'm still here | shak Ithe first to say you've
asked for it."

He laughed. "You're astringent and refreshing, Briew Ever
thought about how one reacts towards other peofe?thousand
facets of the personality? To Owen, you're the dmarsiderate
daughter he'd like Merle to be. To Claud Hewson yoobably
represent all that's noble and beautiful. To theide you had in
England ... well, no doubt he first admired you d&aese you were
self-sacrificing towards your father and he thoughtgood omen in
a prospective bride; later on, he discovered yod ddittle more
about you and realised he wasn't equipped to déalawvoman of
spirit. And to the other men here you're sometldifiterent in each
case - you're Vanessa Lane reacting to each pérson.

"“It's true of everyone - except you, perhaps. Yawehonly three
changes of personality, and | don't have to tali yat they are!"

"I like you, big green eyes and all," he said taigly. "But you won't
mind if | repeat myself, will you? You still needhat affair |
prescribed, it would soften those edges the othap deft behind.
You know," his eyes half closed in the dimnesshefshelter and his
voice softly taunting, "a rip-roaring love affaiight make you really
beautiful. You have the bone structure for it."

"Hooey," she said crossly, and walked out intortieagre shade of
the bananas.

"Please yourself," he said indifferently as he goirner. "Cigarette?"

"No, thanks, | have to go back now. It was googai to show me
round."



"Think nothing of it. I'll go with you across theamket or you may be
persuaded to acquire a few things you don't waetsWply the store
from the large shed over there, so if you shouldtvgamething that
doesn't seem to be available, just tell the stoneyoar'd like to look

round, and he'll go with you and take your order."”

"Thank you."

They were passing the offices, and Owen Sheptore @t wiping
his forehead before seadng his panama. "So yoatie, INick?" he
said a little wearily. "Merle get away all right?"

"Sure. She said | was to repeat that you're neatdoy about her.
She'll stay with the Benton-Smiths as long as thkgep her, and
move on to the Hotel Touraine."

"Did you bring Sanders? | haven't seen him about."
"He'll be unpacking - seems to have had a goodiapli

"And what about those friends of yours - Miss Geievand her
brother?"

Nick's tones deepened as he smiled slightly. "Tadyere, too. My
place is going to be a bit crowded, but it's omy & week or so. I'd
like you and Vanessa to come over for dinner tanighmeet them."

"Count me out, if you don't mind," murmured Unclevéh on a sigh.
"l feel whacked. If Vanessa doesn't object, I'lltgded after lunch
and stay there for the rest of the day."

"You said we'd discuss the sale of the mahogasyatternoon."

Owen Shepton waved a hand vaguely, and began te ensay. "It
will have to wait, Nick. I'm not at all sure abatjtand I'd sooner be
clear in my mind before we come to a decision."”



As Vanessa turned to accompany the older manpshkeatquick look
at Nick. His expression was both cynical and scahtobviously, he
thought that Owen's tiredness was a myth creatggitotime. She
slanted a dark look at the lean arrogant face,disoncerted when
he gave her a grey unsmiling stare in return. fiedia hand and went
into the offices, and after a momentary pause \&mascompanied
Uncle Owen up to the house.

It was with some reluctance that Vanessa dressedifoer with
Nick Brandis and his friends. The other men woukdtbere, she
supposed, so she would have Claud to fall back ,ugath as Uncle
Owen had kept his word and remained in bed, shddnatherwise
have been lonely, and perhaps driven to thinkirmydeeply about
Merle. Still, the thought of going to Nick's forrgier was strangely
unsettling and she had to admit that he himselfavdlse root of her
disquiet. It wasn't that she felt anything at afl iim, she told herself
firmly. The trouble was, no one could possibly coahesely into
contact with Nick Brandis without being alteredsome way. To her
own dismay, Vanessa felt it actually happeningdrsalf.

She wore off-white, with a deep amber necklaceetoo$f the low
square neck. During the afternoon she had washrdthiteand now it
was a cloudy mid-brown with red lights among th& s@ves. For
some reason, as she used a lipstick, she recalt&ts ttle jeers; she
wished she knew what he was thinking when he adwhee to have
an affair. There was always that glint in his eys®] yet he never
quite implied that he was ready and willing. Ohthao the man. All
he did was to use her as a butt, for his privajeyament!

Determinedly, she collected Uncle Owen's tray ftbmkitchen and
took it to his room. He was awake and looked ke lIgathetic as he lay
there resting; he was right - you had to be yourdjagorous to take
the tropics in your stride.



"I've told Ngomo to come for the tray in half aruind she said softly.
"Is there anything else you'd like?"

"No, thank you, my dear." He smiled. "You're a f@sperson,
Vanessa. It's so good to have you here."

"It's wonderful to be here. You won't mind beingra for the
evening?"

"It's what | need. There's one good thing abouw fitace - when it's
quiet, it's really quiet.”

She made some rejoinder and left him. She wasyhasatik in the
living-room when Nick came in and gave her a neglig"Hi there.
Ready?"

"l was just coming," she said. "You didn't have#&tl for me."

"Part of the service, honey." He looked at her, mahensively.
"You're very pretty tonight. The amber is cunningakes your eyes
quite startling." He sniffed. "You smell good, taaickily, we've no
romantic gardens. With you about, a chap couldyegst tangled up
in moonlight that smelled of frangipani.”

She said lightly, "Any other chap, but not youthsre a moon, by the
way?"

"Come and see."

They went outside and he pulled the door shut kefetting the
screen door fall to. He waved a hand, and she satite brilliance
through the leaves.

"A crescent moon," he said. "A silver boat on akdsza. Polished
leaves, and fuzzy palm tops spectacularly blacknaga muted
radiance."



''You're almost a poet; don't make some devagtatomment and
spoil it. It does smell lovely out here - sort afeet and heady."

"The mahogany trees, chiefly. There are a few twere in the bush,
but our really big ones are several miles from hidr¢ake you to see
them some time; they're worth a packet."

She laughed to herself. With Nick, you were boumdjét back to
business with a bump. They walked from the housst, fhe next one,
where Dr. Ziegen was visible, eating his suppetenne browsed in a
book of some kind, past a tangled hedge and ondk'd\bungalow
which, externally, was no different from the others

There was not much difference inside, either. Thé atem of
character was a capacious and very shabby armelnaithat wasn't
open for inspection till a slim man of a little o\average height drew
himself up from it and bowed. He was about thidyessed, like
Nick, in tropical cream linen, but so different gigally that Vanessa
involuntarily found herself noting his points. Amdulgent mouth, a
smooth Latin nose, brown eyes and thick brows ds aathe sleek
hair which was immediately brushed and glossy.

"Donn Grieves," Nick said. "This is Vanessa Lanenb. She hasn't
been here long, so treat her gently."

"Hallo, Vanessa," said the man, showing good téatbu're a most
pleasant surprise. | hadn't the faintest idea tarea girl going spare
in Bolambo."

“There isn't," she replied amicably. "l understgod live in Lagos?"
"Most of the time," he nodded. "I'm an agent fori®as companies,

and it's through me that you get your materials fands, cigarettes
and liquor.”



"He never sees any of it," Nick put in, as he pdutenks. "All Donn
does is write a few letters of instructions andaitk soaking whisky
while he rakes in the commission. That's what actodor the
depraved look."

Donn shrugged good-humouredly. "Someone has ta.dd/here
would you development types be without us?" Asfearthought, he
added, ""Would you say | looked depraved, Vanessa?"

"Not really. Let's say pleasantly dissipated."

He gave a surprised laugh. Nick handed a tall gladsanessa and
said, with a smile, "She's like that. Even setslhaek sometimes.
Stick around, and you'll learn quite a bit aboutrgelf.”

No one else arrived, and the houseboy set the vellulch had been
pushed close to the window; set it for four, Vaaessticed. And
then, just as the white-clad boy departed, Nicktvierthe door and
called, "Lorin, come and have a drink with us. Intviou to meet
Vanessa."

There was a small flurry of movement in the comrjdiond she came
in. A girl so utterly unlike her brother that Vasasstared and felt her
blood run cold. She was about as tall as Vanessahére was rather
more of her. She was soft and rounded, had strigoiden-yellow
hair which reached her shoulders, pink cheeks gatgkbng blue
eyes. She wore a full green silk skirt with slashedkets and a tiny
white lace blouse over winsome curves. Lorin Grselooked about
twenty, was probably nearer twenty-four, and gavengression of
ripe sweetness and delicious flavour. And she hatbak of
breathlessness and expectancy that made Vanetsanat-one, feel
quite old and wise.

"How do you do," said Lorin, in a light round voitteat matched her
figure. "Nick told us about you. | think you're aW brave to come



to Bolambo. | wouldn't have dared to come to WefsicA if Donn
hadn't been here."

"l do have a sort of uncle here," Vanessa answéress odd, but the
other girl left her a little witless; that avid, @bed brightness of the
eyes seemed to belong to neon lights and crowdeetst

"I've been cooking," Lorin explained. "We brougbtree fresh meat
and frozen fruits and vegetables with us in the'shiridge, so |
persuaded Nick to let me get dinner for his frietmtsght. But he
said I'd find a dinner for four enough of a tasktfwe first night. But
we are going to put on a party while we're here. You $ge,trained
in cookery and home-making. It was wonderful furEimgland but
out here | really come into my own!"

"Do you?" asked Vanessa, a little weakly. "You t6nd the climate
upsetting?"

"Sometimes, but then," with a very gay laugh, Sldind the English
climate rather disturbing occasionally! Do you catlall?"

"Yes. Yes, | do." For the life of her Vanessa cahidk of nothing to
add to the bald admission.

"Do you love it? | do. | can think of nothing motierilling than
running a house and cooking just the right foodsodk flower
arrangement too, and that can be a rewarding holsldyere. Wait till
| bring in the centrepiece for the table!"

Vanessa glanced at Nick, expecting to find amusénmenhis
expression and a half-wink in the grey eyes. Budida't even return
her look. He was wholly intent upon Lorin, smilieg if he were
enjoying the sight of those girlish forearms andnaed cheeks, the
enthusiasm which spilled from red lips and chinaelbgyes. As if he



were enjoying it very much. Another wave of coldnhesn through
Vanessa and became concentrated round her heart.

Donn Grieves was getting a word in. "Lorin is myfhsister," he told
Vanessa. "Not much alike, are we? Her mother isi@npm blonde,
but mine was a sallow Cornish woman with Spanisélfears. Lorin
has been with me a month."

"Staying for some time?" asked Vanessa politely.

The girl herself replied. "I hope so. | had to liEgn by telegrams as
well as letters to let me come out, but | thinlglie likes having me
now. Don't you, Donnie?"

He winced from the corruption of his name. "You'vertainly
transformed my house. | can never find a thing wiheant it."

Lorin gave a rippling little laugh. "You're incagible, but I'll goon
trying. If you'd asked me for what you want, | abuéll you in a
second.”

He lifted a lazy shoulder. "l like to live in a nsesit suits my
temperament.”

"Well, Nick doesn't," she said reasoningly. "He nmat be terribly
tidy, but he does keep things more or less wheg blelong."

"I'm not Nick. By all accounts, I'm a pleasantlgsipated and fairly
unscrupulous commission agent."”

"Don't be naughty," she said, and turned to Nickng the big blue
eyes shyly. "I'm sure your hand is far steadien tméne. Would you
carry in the bowl of flowers for me?"

He did it like a lamb, placed the bowl exactly hs sdicated. And
Vanessa had to admit that the girl had a flainfieking the most of a



few blood-red cannas, a trailer of yellow vine amdcouple of
lime-green orchid buds. Fatalistically, she knee dmner would be
excellent.

It was. Hons d'ceuvres; stuffed eggs in pastry csysculent grilled
fillet steak smothered with chopped mushrooms amndesl in a ring
of creamy mashed potatoes, bright green peas grataggis; and
small individual sherry trifles which were decohteith chopped
nuts. Nick opened red and white wines, served ligueavith the
coffee, and said it was years since he'd eateiangr that was half
as good. A compliment which Lorin received with ¢exung

modesty.

"l think a man should always have good food," shd.s'Every girl
should take a course in cooking and home managertsnonly
fair."

Her brother lifted his shoulders. "If you'd hadetarn your living you
might not be so dogmatic about it. In any case nmarty men would
like a dinner like tonight's every day of the wéek.

"Of course not. But it's important for a woman todble to entertain
on a proper scale, even in places like this. Danitagree, Nick?"

"Sure do." He didn't seem to have his tongue inchisek; on the
contrary, he was smiling at the fair girl with chraand affection.
"But your greatest asset isn't the good cookinginLoeit's the knack
of remaining attractive while you do it."

She flushed and smiled. "Thank you. You know," iogkdown at
her fingers as they rested on the edge of the,tédbénn told me you
knew too much about women to care about the thimggscan do in a
house. He said you're cynical, but | haven't foymal so."



Nick said easily, "You don't rouse cynicism in anmd.orin.
Admiration and the protective instinct - but nohmysm."

The girl drew in her smiling mouth. She was tryiegdisguise the
fact that his compliment made her almost deliripislppy. And yet
she could have met Nick only this morning, for fingt time. If love

at first sight really happened, Vanessa reflecitedad dealt Lorin
Grieves a shattering blow. And Nick must be awdrig die was too
seasoned for the blatant fact to pass him by.

Inevitably, at ten-thirty, Lorin produced tea araffee and a dish of
varied, appetising snippets. Of course, Nick haty @given her
permission to take over the kitchen for tonightt that was all she
had needed. It was still her first night, and toroar would be only
her second day. And in spite of her too apparegemess to please
and appear modest and desirable, she did havelsomet

At a quarter to eleven Vanessa said she must gk you for a
lovely evening," she said conventionally, to boflelk\Nand Lorin. "It
was a splendid dinner - proved that one can bdyh@tilised in the
wilderness."

"l can do with a stretch,” said Donn Grieves. Whlk you home."

Vanessa said her goodnights and fell into steplked3onn. Till they
had left the lights of the house behind, they saithing. Then Donn
looked up at the now moonless sky, took a breatihsard,

"These jungle places always get me. | wouldn't viaritve here, as
Nick does, but | do like visiting these spots. Wisltcould stay
longer.” He looked at her and asked, in a humotons, "What do
you think of my sister?"

"She's very pretty and accomplished."



He nodded. "She'll make a darned good wife for san@eserving
male. As a matter of fact, she came out here tbdihusband."

"You mean it was a calculated decision?"

"Not on her part. Lorin is warm-hearted and appggalHer mother
wants to marry again and she finds Lorin a bit d@ired. Lorin had
plenty of men friends in England - she's the hopetykind - but none
of them had much money and they lived too nearefwh other's
comfort. So the general idea was that if she carifédst Africa she'd
be sure to pick up someone in a good position wke&p her well
away from a newly-wed mom. Lorin told me all thishem she
arrived, but she also said she won't marry unlesdalls in love."

"Good for Lorin," said Vanessa automatically.

He was silent for a moment before asking thoughytfiDid you
notice anything this evening - a sort of magnetistween Nick and
my sister?"

"There was something, yes."

"Oh, lord," he said soberly. "She's fool enougfatbheavily for him,
The young idiot. You heard her say that I'd warhedagainst Nick?
| did it half jokingly, but left her in no doubt abt him - that he's not
a marrying man."

"l shouldn't worry yet. Nick's an expert at handlsuch things."

"But Lorin isn't. She could take a hard crack." ¢bare her a jaded
smile. "Life's hellish, isn't it? Take it seriousiyd you're done for.
And yet, you know, I'd like to get married myseurprises you,
doesn't it? You thought | was just a West Coasipte."

"l thought nothing of the kind."



"But you must have made a snap judgement. Evergoas, as soon
as they meet a new face. | made one about you. Wénsar it?"

"Not particularly,” she answered, smiling faintly¥ou'll probably
change it."

"l don't think so." His look at her was friendlyjcisomething more.
"I'll tell you, anyway. | thought, here's a girl ok well balanced and
good to look at, but rather cautious — and in tAme moment it
struck me forcibly that you'd be awfully good fok@aockabout like
me.Too good for me, of course, but then all nice womenaoegood
for the men they marry."

Pleasant though he was, Donn Grieves had madieanfipact upon
Vanessa that she took this confession more ligh#ly he intended it.
"You poor thing, you're in defeatist, .mood. I'mmaadi in one way
you're like Nick Brandis. You've become too selffisient, too keen
on the life you've chosen, to change into the niagriind."

"You're wrong about us. Men came to these placeause they want
more from life than those who are willing to plod thghuone of the
usual careers at home. Not less, mind you! We atuthey have -
including a wife - and something extra. Even NicKl wrobably
shove his neck in the noose one day."

"l doubt it."

"That's because you don't know Nick. He and | haaen friends for
some years now, and we've often congratulated ethen on being
free. But I, for one, am beginning to feel the c@tglations are
wearing thin, and | wouldn't mind betting that Niskmetimes
wonders, too. Who knows," with a brief, almostleugh, "he may
discover that Lorin needs someone like himselak®tcare of her. In
a way | hope he will!"



They had been halted for some moments outside (3tepton's
house, and now Vanessa made a move to go indoarbeRletained
her lightly with his fingers.

“I'm not usually as serious as this; in fact, | bara most entertaining
companion. Like to try me out tomorrow?"

"Are you dating me?"

"Why not? Even here, there are things two peoptedmatogether.”
With the experienced smile he added, "I might tade up the river
or down to the sea. There's sure to be a car alaila

"You might," she agreed. "We'll wait and let it gpeup on us, shall
we?"

“If you insist. Must you go in? Well, goodnight."

A minute later, in her bedroom, Vanessa becameeawofaa headache
and a horrible dryness in her throat. She glantéxkareflection in
the mirror and found that an echo of the smile Ish@ set upon her
lips earlier in the evening still lingered thereouigh her eyes looked
heavy and shadowed. She began to undress, buthtlstiggmoved
with resolution there was a resigned lethargy envlay she hung up
her dress and slipped other things into a drawer.

By now, Donn Grieves was back at Nick's house. Nuduld be
hoping aloud that Lorin would sleep well in the ipaoom, and
telling her to take first turn in the bathroom.itmate friendly sharing,
propinquity. And physical attraction; that had beérious in both of
them. But Lorin, thought Vanessa, was not a gibwbuld manage a
light affair. She had a one-track mind, a rigid gpective on her
future; a home and a man she could literally snrothi flattery and
scientific cooking.



Good heavens, why on earth was she speculating alach lines?
They'd met today, the girl was a bit sunk alredody,a man like Nick
didn't suddenly crash into heartwhole love andt stantemplating
marriage; he'd been opposed to fetters for too.long

And what if he did find Lorin Grieves more attragtithan any other
woman he knew? What business was it of Vanessa'dZafide
answer was obvious. Feeling bleak and forlorn, gaasslipped into
bed.



CHAPTER FIVE

DAWN was brassy and breathless. By seven, when Vages$sa,
the hot forest mist had gone, but humidity formeldaze and heat
shimmered over the white buildings and the beadenearth of the
settlement. This was really Africa, she thoughtigee, lethal heat
that beat down so hard it seemed to penetrateti@dorain and
congeal it.

Vanessa was trying to decide how best to combabpeessiveness
when a boy tapped at the wooden frame of the doeea. She went
over to it and pushed it ajar.

"Good morning. Do you want something?"
"Me b'long Mister Hewson. He want you come, pléase.

Vanessa spared a second to wish Ngomo would matkeasueffort
at English, and then nodded. It was difficult tcagme why Claud
should send a servant, unless . ..

"Is Mr. Hewson ilI?" she asked.
The black woolly head jerked a negative. "Him diekd."

She waved him to lead the way and went out after, mto an
inferno. The dimness of Claud's living-room wasmdbut she had to
wait for her eyes to refocus before she saw himglyback in his
armchair with the injured arm held against him. tdise was pale and
sweaty, the colourless hair lank across his brow.

The fingers, she saw at once, were huge and pupiein a sudden
swift rush of pity she went and knelt in front afrhand took the
plaster cast into her hands.



But she kept her tones level. "This is pretty e it's the heat, of
course. You should have sent for Dr. Ziegen."

"He went up the river last night and it may be tsdugfore he's back."
"Have you mentioned it to him - the way the haneélsiin the heat?"

"He asked, as a matter of fact. | told him it ded g bit painful and he
said that if it became worse | must have the ashoff at once and
finish out the three weeks with a thin plaster lzaged" He moistened
his lips. "I sent my boy for you because ... badiégwor not, there's no
one else. If you weren't here I'd have to try hagkihe thing off
myself." He swallowed. "Vanessa, you simply must tips thing
off."

She jumped up. "But I've never done anything likd'll go and
persuade one of the nurses to come here. Shetladd I'll help."

"You won't get one of them to leave the townshimicl They
wouldn't disobey orders, even for money."

"They'd obey Nick Brandis. I'll go to him."

"No, please!" Claud started up, staggered a latld grabbed at the
table. "Don't go to Nick. The very last thing | was a fuss that will

bring in others. If | knew how to get hold of whaeit is they use, I'd
have a go at this thing myself. You can see thgefis; can you

imagine what the arm feels like?"

She could imagine it, just from the look in hisdabis eyes were as
dark and hollow as if he hadn't slept for weekse Simade her
decision. "Sit down again and tell your boy to brim bowl of ice
cubes. Keep your fingers among them till | get back



She ran out, was conscious of the thudding atmespbat went on
running, across the compound, past the two maidibgs and on to
the long low hut where outpatients were dealt witiey were seated
on the earth in the meagre shade of the thatcmtywa thirty of
them, excluding the babies which lolled sickly agaitheir mothers
or scrabbled naked in the dust. Vanessa enteredithe, where a
couple of African men in white coats were dealinghwvounds.
Everyone stared at her for a moment, and then bt anen left his
patient and came politely over.

She explained what she had come for, and the n@okstis head.

"The plaster cannot be removed unless Dr. Ziegepresent," he
said. "It is one of his rules."

"When will he return?"

"l do not know. There is much work at the villagesrhaps he will be
here tonight."

"But Mr. Hewson's hand is blistered and there nagdpsis!"

Perturbed, the orderly pushed out his thick lipde "needs an
injection of penicillin, perhaps, but that also nmay be given without
the doctor's instructions."

Vanessa did a little more explaining, but the namwell as two of
the nurses, stood staring at her without speakiyiously, none of
them had any intention of leaving the clinic. Fipashe asked for the
loan of a saw and to be shown how to use it. Whewg hesitantly
refused, she said, "Very well, | must find Mr. Bdan"

And that, to her annoyance but not to her surpdsge®jt. She was
given the rather old-fashioned contraption, tol@ttlit must be
plugged into a lamp socket and used slowly andfadye.. like so.



Had Vanessa paused to reflect that the spinningsast go mighty
close to human flesh she would probably have hdirreait
empty-handed. Instead, she quickly promised toghitre saw back
as soon as possible, repeated her thanks and eld@part

Afterwards, she never did remember the followingrheery clearly;

it had the ghastly quality which mercifully dravis own veil. She did
recall the moment of terror when she first setséne working on the
plaster near the bend of the elbow, and the swéathwdropped
regularly from her brow and tip of her nose, buttlong gruelling

journey from Claud's elbow to wrist, from wrist kmuckles, his
faintness from the blanketing atmosphere and thergeheat of the
instrument, were somehow obscured almost from thmemt when
the rugged cleft was completed. She found herselpging off the
current, carefully disconnecting the adaptor ardiply the saw in its
box before turning to wrench open the plaster aadtremove fit.

The sight of his raw blistered arm was anticlim&ke sat down
suddenly and closed her eyes, opened them agasedoClaud
smiling glassily and moving his lips in thanks.

"It's ... done," she said weakly.
"Feels better already," he whispered, "but thadassare throbbing."

"That's the blood getting through. | don't thinkertl can possibly be
any infection, but the skin will be very tender.imustn't move your
wrist, Claud."

"I've no wish to. God ... the relief!"

She managed a faint smile. "For me, too. I'll néwethat again as
long as | live."



"If you stay in Africa you may have to do worses Ithat sort of
country." He lay back with his eyes shut. "Whatl dio - wear it in a
sling?"

"Might be as well. Have you any meths?"

"In the kitchen."

"Bandages - a good wide one?"

"There are some in the chest in the bathroom.tGalboy."

But she went in search of them herself - partlyabse she was
beginning to feel a little sick and headachy. Sbaesed the arm in
methylated spirit, bandaged it fairly tightly-andntrived a sling
from a piece of sheeting. Then she made tea argllgava cup.

"l must go now," she said. "See Dr. Ziegen as smhe gets back,
won't you?"

"Yes, of course." He was standing, but still swagkghtly as he said
haltingly, "Thanks, Vanessa. I... | wish | coulclig thank you, but
there aren't the words."

"l hope I've done the right thing. Don't use tham at all till you've
seen the doctor, will you? You're not working today

"Il try not to. Vanessa ..."

Her head was tight and pulses knocked all ovebbdy. "Yes?" she
asked.

He spoke in a rush, breathily, as if the words weteng from him. "I
think you're the most wonderful girl in the worldvant you to know
that."



Again she managed the small smile. "Frankly, | weasfied. You
were the brave one - to place yourself in my haNadsv relax.”

"Will you call in this afternoon?"
"Probably. So long, Claud."

Feeling like a squeezed dishcloth, she carriedn$teument back to
the clinic, told the orderly, with an effort at sgroid, that the
operation had been successful, and returned to CBVespton's
bungalow where everything was as quiet as whete#tie Dazedly,
she washed her hands, and she was about to eatbediioom to
change the sweat-soaked dress when a sound dretowends the
living-room.

At the doorway she started violently. A tall, dalknned man
wearing a soiled white drill suit and a turban sailwidely and
bowed. He was right there in the room, had entesgithout

permission. He was a Syrian, Vanessa thought; ¢xicaphe wore a
suit instead of a robe, he looked very like thedoga who had
swarmed over her ship at the ports.

His voice was thick, high and ingratiating. "I aneshhappy to meet
the madam. | come with a message for the madamuined father.
He is here?"

"I'm afraid he is out,"” she said. "You can find hathe offices."

The shining yellow smile remained fixed. "You wilhderstand that |
cannot go to him there. He has told me he trusisso| will beg chat
madam will give him a message. It is very shogapk. Next week."

"You mean that's the message - next week?"

The head bowed. "Please - you will tell the master?



"YeS-"

"Thank you." He touched his lips and brow, backethe door and
went out.

Vanessa put a hand to her eyes, drew a deep larggtlent along to
her room. As she changed into a green print an€ldtider hair she
noticed that her hands trembled and her wristscacftee noise of the
saw seemed still to reverberate through her heddhenwrung-out

sensation persisted, even after she had restedvitnile. She heard
Uncle Owen come in, but it was not till he had elb&imself into his

room and had time to settle on the bed that shemdrared the

Syrian. Next week was still several days awayhsomessage could
not be terribly urgent. She would pass it on attutime.

At noon she felt sufficiently recovered to wandeng to the kitchen,
Ngomo was preparing the usual salad, and all heategas her
decision as to whether he should open a tin of fighaor one of
crayfish. She told him to leave the tins unopenied tvas time to

serve lunch, that fresh mangoes and bananas wewdddwugh for the
second course, and strolled out into the glarimgisine.

Now there was a vague breeze, but the sky was temsieel-blue
and the clearing like a vast oven. She walked raotymathe shade of
the trees, came at last to the new shelter, whre avorkmen were
levelling the floor and soaking the log uprightsttwgas-tar. She
stood just inside, watching them, and visualising tompleted
creche.

She turned to go and came face to face with Donev€s. He wore
shorts and a bush shirt, looked thoroughly at hasiee lounged into
the shadow of the thick thatch and greeted her.

"I've been trailing you," he said. "That bright lseboy of yours told
me you'd come this way. Is this the new kiddiesher?"



She nodded. "It will start functioning in about aei."

His sallow, handsome face wrinkled slightly witmimrous distaste.
"What a horrible job for a pretty girl - looking taf increasing
numbers of brats. Seems a bit odd that Nick shioane thought it up
for you. Doesn't dislike you, does he?"

She smiled. "Only sporadically. | think ae conssgdiére work is more
or less what I'm cut out for. He's already ordexaenlate of hardware
and other stuff."

"I know. | shipped it just before | left. It's onsbow boat, but should
be here within a day or two."

"Did he send you a list?" she asked curiously.

"Bless you, sweetie, of course not. It would nexasur to Nick that
you'd need baby bottles and potties. He droppdahe,to an old

flame of his, she got out a list and did the omlgrand | did the rest.
You'll find yourself with a few of everything, amadl you have to do is
order up more of any particular article. That wayith his jaded but
charming smile, "you and | will be able to keeganch."

She made a move towards the brilliant outdoors.u™éay this
woman in Lagos is an old familiar of Nick's," shemtioned casually.
"She's married now, isn't she?"

"Oh, yes," as he strolled at her side. "He's avethiehap - knows how
to drop 'em and yet keep 'em friendly. That's qditecult, believe
me."

“I'm sure it is." A pause, and then, politely, "Hasvyour sister this
morning?"



"Blooming. She got up at six-thirty and made breaakffor Nick -
said it was a treat to do it, because I'm addit¢tecoffee and
cigarettes - can't eat a thing before lunch."

"Can't you? Why is that?"

He smiled whimsically. "I hate to confess it toeadlittle someone
like you, but the sort that drinks overnight uspélhds the thought of
masticating before noon rather nauseating. Of eQurwith a

sidelong glance, "we've been known to change, &t mfor our own
sake - always for someone else's. Would you likefiarm me?"

"Heavens, no. | shall have my hands quite full with babies."

"That's a blow," he returned, still grinning. "Lasght | was sure you
had the look of a crusader, and this morning ldktito seek you out
and show you that I'm practically a lost causeawuéry worthwhile
one. Don't | appeal to you at all?"

"You're all right," she said, in crushingly normahes. "Tell me - is
there a phrase book | can use to get to know la hit the local
language?"

He had brightened vaguely. "I'll teach you a fewrdgo The West
Coast language isn't tribal, and they do use a gaatber of English
words. You have to sort them out, but there's eckrta it." He

sighed. "If it's the only way to earn your approi/tlhave a go at
putting you wise. When shall we begin - right now?"

She looked at her watch. "It's almost lunch timewl you like to
come in for tea this afternoon? We'd probably bdistarbed for half
an hour."



He shook his head self-pityingly. "I don't know wHan letting
myself in for, but I'll come. | only hope you'retrass earnest as you
seem!"

"It israther important to me."

"Well, | won't suggest any payment - not yet." Tlney reached the
house and he looked at it consideringly. "You seklle it here?"

"Yes, very much."
"Would you come up the coast for a visit while nstesr's with me?"
"l might.”

"Il keep you to that." And as she moved towailus $teps: "About
four o'clock, then." He winked and strolled on.

Smiling slightly, Vanessa went into the house. §ashed and came
back to the living-room, to find Uncle Owen thelayking fagged
but spruce in fresh whites.

"Hallo, my dear," he said. "This weather shouldkideng you, but
you don't look it. It was like this last year beddhe rains, but | didn't
feel it so badly. My resistance is lower."

She saw that he was splashing whisky into a glésshweontained a
solitary ice cube. "Raw spirit must be rather hegti she
commented. "Isn't there a drink that's equally stating but more
suited to the climate?"

"There's just whisky and gin - you take your choM&®men mostly
go for a spot of gin now and then. You may rementhat I've
always been a whisky man. Will you have a drink Abw



"No, thank you." She was about to pull out her chvahen she
remembered something. "There was a caller this imgnvhile you
were out at the office - a dark man who looked &bstern or Arabic.
He mistook me for Merle and asked me to give yoweasage."

"A message?" Uncle Owen looked dull and desiccdwtiat sort of
message?"

"Just two words - next week."

Uncle Owen passed a hand over his eyes and forehdext week,"
he echoed, as though to himself. "Next week?" fifedia bewildered
glance. "Don't know what the man could have bedhngeat. Are
you sure he said the message was for me?"

"He didn't mention you by name, but thinking | wdsrle he called
you my honoured father. So it had to be you. Do koow what the
message means?"

He got behind her chair to seat her before sinkethargically into
his own. "I've no idea, except that it could haeermbomeant for Paul.

"But the man used the word father."

"Sometimes their English is a little odd - he colldve meant
husband. Don't worry about it, Vanessa. I'll lookoiit. But just in

case it has something to do with Paul, I'd prdfat you said nothing
to anyone else about it. Heaven knows, I'm soemel introduced the
man to Merle and I'm glad she's decided to finigh im, but | don't

want his actions here to cause a scandal." He gaaisd added
quietly, "Paul could have used my name in one sfttansactions. |
don't think he would, but it's just possible. Sdl\keep it between
us, won't we?"



Vanessa nodded, and helped herself to salad. 8hi¢ want to think
about Merle - not for some time, anyway. She ati#l@ noticed that
Uncle Owen made no more than a token attempt antad. As he
had said several times himself, he had come tedadatVest Africa,
and the climate was exacting its toll. He oughete soon, Vanessa
thought anxiously. In his case, a spell in the it®pcould be
damaging.

"Are you going to rest again this afternoon?" séleed.

"Later on. We're about to start work on the northeoundary and |
want to look into the plans. I'll be back for tbaf maybe a little late."

He went slowly, tiredly, his panama square on hey dnead and with
the dapper light jacket neatly buttoned. He lodkezla man who has
suddenly realised his youth is far behind him;dheé reflection about
someone she had always held dear brought a prickiéanessa's
throat, and she turned to help Ngomo to clearahket

Having the house to herself that afternoon, sheedesn the
living-room with a writing pad on her knee. Frormé to time she
made a note about the necessities for the promveele, but for the
most part she hardly thought at all. The breezédedoslightly, and
she stirred to change into a plain cream dressstigp shoulders.

She prepared a tea-tray for two, and had justezhmt into the
living-room when Donn Grieves tattooed upon therdand let
himself in. In grey slacks and a white nylon shetlooked very dark
and good-looking; and that slightly worn smile af,hVanessa
admitted, was an additional attraction. You feltthere was a man
who had experienced everything and yet found yod Haat
indefinable something he hadn't met elsewhere.

Over tea he was amusing. He did not mention hisrsignd presently
Vanessa lost the urge to question him about heer Adl, there was



nothing mysterious or complicated about Lorin Gegvnothing for
him to explain; her aims and outlook were as césaspring water.

"And now," said Vanessa, when he had refused angetap of tea,
"we must get to work. The West African languageapk."

He laughed, and began talking it. "Orit, takum dgssor. Which
means - all right, we'll have a lesson now. Letatsoff with
shopping. Suppose you want to buy yams. You gonegesne who's
sitting beside a heap of them and say, "Omos fgahss?" They may
answer, "Tree for tree coppa”, which means theykwait at about a
penny each."

"But that's distorted English!"

"It comes first - in the markets they all spealtfifiou speak English
very slowly when you want to buy, they'll understarou. You need
pidgin for the servants."

"But what about these babies?"

"For yes and no you'll find a nod and a shake efttead sufficient.
Got a sheet of paper? I'll give you the words fok mnd soup and so
on. Ready?"

She wrote, and pronounced the syllables after Itinvas fun to
concoct a sentence of garbled English and nativesyto learn how
to make foo-foo chop from raw cassava and Cre@adifrom rice,
brown sugar and ground coconut.

"Teach the kids English," he said. "They'll talkeithown tribal
tongue at home, but it'll be good for them to krewit of English
when they grow up. And now," as he looked intofaee across the
table. "I've done my good deed for the day. Lells about you."



"I'm the most ordinary person in the world."

"A gross understatement. Bolambo is the world aete hyou're
unique. You know," leaning towards her confidemiall've never
known any girl so calm and undismayed by a manlstactics.
What would you do if | kissed you?"

"l wouldn't let you get that close, Donn," she szatinly.

"You might have to - I'm stronger than you are.'s kthite teeth
sparkled in the shadowed room. "You make me wondhat it's like
to kiss a girl who has green eyes and pretendsetarbicicle -
emotionally, that is. How did you get that way?"

"Mind if | join in the discussion?"

They both looked up, Vanessa sharply and Donnavghilosophical
grin as he got to his feet.

"Well, what do you know?" he drawled. "Here's Nibk slavedriver.
| thought you were having tea with my kid sister."

Nick's cool glance had encompassed the tea thingeeotable, the
pad of notes and the unused ashtray. "That wasamalfour ago.
Lorin is in the house alone at the moment."

Negligently, Donn shoved his hands into his pockets took a pace
towards the door. "Marching orders?" he queridting one black

brow. "I came here on business, but | guess wawshed. By the
way, Vanessa," with a suggestion of the familiankyi'it's a date for
tomorrow. I'll provide the transport and you caringra few

sandwiches., All right?"

Vanessa did not let him down. "Perhaps. I'll leti y)mow. Thanks
very much for the lesson."



"A pleasure," he returned, with a grandiose shAugl he wandered
out into the late afternoon sunshine.

Nick remained standing. He got out a packet ofreijes, but put it
away again without opening it, took another disjmsge glance at
the table and said, "Donn never wastes time. Weasipposed to be
teaching you pidgin?"

"Yes."

"You might remember that there's only one thing lieferested in
teaching a girl, and he'll use any means at hjgogdal to do it - even
pidgin." A pause. "You looked as if you were enjayit."

"Yes, | was," she answered evenly. "Did you wantlgOwen?"
"l came to see you."

"To see me?" she said, clasping her hands on tpe @fdthe table.
"How nice."

‘Yes, isn't it?" But he didn't sound too pleasdite just heard about
your exploit of this morning. What made you thirduyhad a right to

upset all the regulations at the clinic and igrtbeeusual procedure of
consulting the authorities here?"

"Oh... that." Her voice was flat and dry. "Who tglou about it?"

"l called at Hewson's place to find out what wapgd®ning in his
section. | noticed the cast had gone and questibmed His smile
was even more unpleasant than his voice. "He saibkdegged you to
do what you did, that you were simply marvellobsitthe'd never be
able to thank you enough ... all the rest of it."



"Well, isn't that your answer?" she said, withaaling up. "l know |
had no right to do what I did, and | intend to gdor. Ziegen as soon
as he's available. It's for him to reprimand met-you."

"I'm not reprimanding you, my child,"” he said altyp"l'm merely
reminding you that you're a stranger here and haveonnection of
any sort with the clinic. It was totally wrong tp@oach an African
orderly as you did, and even worse to persuadetbifreak the
rules."

"Would you have had Claud suffering torture all 2lay

"If he'd sent for me," said Nick forcibly, "I'd havreed the arm for
him without impairing the official routine at thérgc. I'd have taken
Claud over there and called someone to help me.yBuf' with
savage emphasis, "you preferred to act independérdbn't know
what blandishments you used to get hold of that.sdw

"l used your name."

This gave him pause, momentarily. "l see. You'dadgthing for
Claud, wouldn't you?"

"Of that kind - yes. | knew it was wrong, but | thlght myself
answerable only to Dr. Ziegen, and | felt he'd ustind. He'd
already told Claud that if the cast became paimfimust come off at
once."

"Which doesn't excuse you," came the swift redlyydu hadn't been
here Claud would have had to approach me."

She shook her head. "He said he'd have tried tahgething off
himself. He was strongly opposed to making a fbsstit. | actually
said that | ought to speak to you, but he wouldante it." Nick didn't
answer, and she went on, low-voiced, "Claud igdtly as strong as



he seems. | think that physically he could stanthash as any man
here, but mentally he's not unlike his looks. KHeissitive and retiring
and extravagantly grateful for the smallest favidiau perhaps don't
realise ..."

"And | don't want to. The men's private lives aceé my business -
unless someone starts meddling and their work édflsClaud was
doing fine, till you came."

She raised her head sharply. "That's most unféiaven't upset him
in any way, and there's nothing . ."."

He gestured suddenly as Owen Shepton pulled omesctieen-door
and entered the room. Her throat hot and her tegit) she stood up
and began to put the cups on the tray. Automayicilé asked Uncle
Owen if he would like some tea.

"No, thank you, Vanessa," he said tiredly. "Glads&é® you here,
Nick. I'm getting really old. This afternoon | fodira letter in the
office which I'd mislaid and forgotten. Here it-igrom the biggest
palm-oil agents in Jamestown. Read it."

Nick did, and looked up. "How in the world did yéorget a letter
like this? If they'll let us have barges on loan ce® start shipping
right away. | can't think why you didn't go to gkem, as they ask."

"l didn't feel up to it at the time, and | feel $dgke it now. Will you
see them for me, Nick?"

"I certainly will. I'll go tomorrow."

"Not as soon as that. The trip will take two oetidays and there are
a few things to clear up before you go." He gawevieary smile.
"You'll have to apologise for the delay - tell th&m a sick old man
who forgets things."



"Uncle Owen," began Vanessa, distressed.

But Nick broke in roughly, "I told you a holiday ery year was
Imperative. You should have gone up to Tangier WMérle!"

"I've an idea," said Uncle Owen, "that it won'tlbeg before | leave
Bolambo for good. After that, I'll buy a Mediterean villa and live
to be a hundred. When I'm gone, Nick," his smilewdedgeable as
his glance rested on the lean brown face of thegeuman, "you'll
be the big boss around here."

"l still think you should take a break," Nick sait¥our colour is
bad."

Uncle Owen shrugged, with weary good humour. "Darép things
up, do you? That's what | like about you, Nick uytever gloss the
unpalatable truth. Well, I'll go and rest till dem Vanessa, you might
tell Ngomo to bring a drink to my room. Nick willirnit."

He went out, and after a moment Nick opened thamealand poured
whisky. Vanessa brought some ice and the drink gwasn to the
houseboy. When they were alone again, Nick said,

"Owen needs watching. I'll have a word with Ziegemen he gets
back."

"Do you think there's anything | can do to easaghkifor Uncle
Owen?"

"No, it's the climate.” Nick stood studying her. shouldn't have
spoken to you as | did just before he came incdithe straight from
Hewson and felt a bit raw about your acting dothds morning. It
fed me up that you should break the regulations,chiefly | was
worried on your account. I've never let Merle gdhte clinic, and |
don't want you to go there, either."



"Why?"

He was still watching her closely as he said, "teger given Merle a
reason - just insisted that she keep clear of kaeep You're a little
different, so | can tell you why no white peoplethere unless it's
really necessary. Our first few hundred workersemgrawn from
inland. Dr. Ziegen gave them all a thorough cheglanid discovered
two cases of leprosy. Since then, there hasn't aesmgle case, but
we do have families arriving from elsewhere, seghkwork. They
could be disease carriers."

"But in these places that's a risk one has to'take.

"Well, you're not taking it," he said curtly. "Thegf be no sick
children at your creche - not one. And Ziegen gidlover you every
other week."

"Oh, but look here ..."
"That's an order."
"But it isn't necessary! If | felt the least bitegr I'd go to the doctor."

Nick's face, angular and unsmiling, looked a litdaner as he said,
"Do it for my sake, Brownie, for my peace of miridcan't worry
myself silly about you and do my job, too. So takee, won't you? |
didn't bring you to Bolambo, but at least | can adittle way to
keeping you healthy."

"As you kept... Merle healthy?"

"She's not so difficult to handle as you are." Hiad faintly. "Merle
Is wilful and independent, but she's not foolhdtdy.

"And | am? Well | must try not to be. Would youdila drink?"



"l must get back. What about coming along for aklwith us, at my
place?"

She quickly declined. "I'd rather stay here. UnOwen may need
me."

His smile taunted her slightly. "Donn positivelyalees on Sunday
afternoon. He has to make some calls down the .cddst miss an
evening of his company when you needn't?"

"I can bear it."

"Of course. There's tomorrow to look forward toyishere? | believe
Donn's quite something on a picnic."

"Good," she said hardily. "It will be my first ong."

"Yes, so it will." He surveyed her, seemed aboutstaygest
something, but instead added, "See that you ehjohild, and don't
believe more than an eighth of what he tells ydu, Iy the way," as
though he had only that second recalled it, "I addtter from Paul
Charnley today. He's resigned from his post here."

"Resigned?" she echoed blankly. "Does that meawd@t come
back here at all?"

"His contract calls for three months' notice arglléave will take him
to within a fortnight of the end. It's my guessttha'll come back on
the due date, hand over to his successor, packdifeave."

"Oh, dear," she said despondently. "It does lookhasigh he and
Merle intend never to meet again, doesn't it?"

"It's their life, little one. | used to think Merlgas wasted on a quiet
humdrum type like Paul, but then he may have bessted on her as
well. It'll be a relief to have their problem offyplate.”



Again that odd tumult within her, as she met hangk.

"Is that how you are with the women you know - ofisight out of
mind?"

He said laconically, "I'm a great believer in ligim the present.”
"With Lorin Grieves?"

The grey eyes glinted, his tone mocked. "Sweet st she? Bright
and unsophisticated, pretty as paint and curvedatzh, frantically
eager to please ... and she can cook, too!"

Something in him hardened Vanessa; her green glamied as
mockingly as his, until she made it coy and saidiicking the light
breathless voice of Donn's half-sister, "You kn®igk, Donn told
me you know too much about women to care abouthimgs they
can do in a house. He said you're cynical, binut .| haven't found
you so0."

He laughed and made a feint at her chin with Isis fi'll make you
pay for that some time. Lorin may strive a litttg £ffect, but it's a
compliment to me that she takes the trouble. l8senthan you'd do
for a guy. You're still coddling that girl who loker boy-friend in
England.”

It wasn't true, but in refuting it she might unwgly admit
something else. So she shrugged. "Well, have a goedvhile she's
here. | suppose she'll leave with Donn, won't she?"

He gave her the slow, tantalising smile. "I'm nioalasure | can let
her go so soon." And with a faint edge to his tori¥su're casting
round all the time for someone to take that fiasp&ce, aren't you?
Claud ..: Donn ... they're not quite what you'terfbut till something
else offers they'll have to do. You're still shy af honest-to-



goodness affair, still too cautious to give angartf yourself, even
temporarily. What a gal!"

The final disparaging words were uttered as hehesédhe door.
Vanessa took a breath, but decided not to rettwerd was a long
minute while he waited, looking her over. She stooith her head
bent, the mid-brown hair a little cloudy from thieadgers she had
pushed through it and her lashes dark againstsiaie

"Not rising to it?" he asked with sarcasm. "Maybat'ts safer. Well,
so long, honey. Keep your toys dusted."

Had he not gone at once she might have been temptéurl
something at him. She heard him drop down the stépstling under
his breath while his thoughts, no doubt, alreadyedoahead, to his
own house, and the delectable Lorin.



CHAPTER SIX

ALMOST insidiously, the atmosphere at Bolambo was crgaén
mood of desperation in Vanessa. She had arrivdthdementally

washed out but physically well and keen to pattenlife to fit in

with Merle's and Uncle Owen's. She had visualiseldoasehold
comprising Paul Charnley and Merle, Uncle Owen lagicelf, jolly

times, long discussions and a fine camaraderiehwivimuld restore
her faith and good feeling.

The first setback had been Paul's absence andusipec®n which
shrouded it. Then she had noticed that Uncle Owas not too fit,
that Merle was edgy and offhand, Merle's suddemadere, preceded
by the shattering statement that she had neved varg much about
Vanessa except as someone she could use, stilédaaikd fretted at
her mind.

As if all this were not enough, there had to bekN#randis, who
made everyone and everything his business - sadsimgs own inner
being were left intact. Nick, big and broad-shoutdk dark-haired,
grey-eyed, an egotist, but a considerate and watonk, as well as
one who sometimes liked to hurt. Why he occasignfdund it
necessary to wound others was a point she dweliednty lightly.
Perhaps he really did feel rather deeply for Mealed took out his
frustration on other women. Or perhaps it was drdyessa, who
wouldn't allow herself to capitulate in any way,asntame in for most
of the bruising. Merle had shown Nick that but Raul, she would
have been his. Lorin Grieves wallowed in sentimedésires and
didn't mind his knowing it. But Vanessa Lane hatie’en floored -
not visibly, anyway - and that must have flicked pride.

It didn't seem possible that such a mess could hagemulated so
soon after her arrival, and for the life of her,néasa could not see
how to deal with it. Perhaps the worst part of @svihaving to keep a
permanently serene composure. And yet the air mirabwas a help



in her dealings with the men. Lorin, as a transientild let go, if she
wished, but Vanessa was to be a part of Bolamba f@hile, and for
that reason she had to maintain the cool and unedsmile. But it
was becoming quite a task.

She picnicked with Donn Grieves, drove with himrgjdhard red
roads between coconut palms and lazed on a nartuve Wweach
under a mangrove tree whose long, dark green leagédsd sharply
in the breeze. They talked pidgin and smiled a gieal, and Donn
promised that one day he'd take her out to sontteeatlands.

"We might do it when you come up to visit Lorin ane. | won't
come back to Bolambo till my sister's gone homé&ngland. She's
too impressionable. As a matter of fact, thoughroh too keen to
leave on Sunday myself, it's as well that we'reimgwon. Lorin is as
gay as a lark at the moment and I'll try to keepthat way."

"Are you going to send her home without a husbanaSKed
Vanessa.

He sighed, a little gustily. "Lord knows what whiappen, now that
she's met Nick. For the time being he's probabdyleg her for other
men. If I'd guessed she might fall for him I'd h&ept them apart. |
thought his type would be more likely to frightearHi He lifted his
shoulders. "She can't have fallen far, anyway. Aabt night |
pointed out to her that Nick treats her as if shexeva charming
teenager, not as a fascinating woman."

"What did she say?"

He grinned. "That I've become too dulled by drinkl he climate to
judge other people's emotions and reactions. kteire must have
read it somewhere."



Donn, a seasoned Coaster with an eye of his ownwdaren, refused
to take his sister seriously, a fact which Vanegaand oddly
comforting. On the whole, she enjoyed those fewrfiouth him
more than she'd enjoyed anything else since cotoilgest Africa.

The following evening Lorin gave a buffet party birck's behalf.
There were only eight guests, of course, and Oweptdn went
home before ten, but the evening was a great ssidoesLorin.
Perhaps the fact that she and her brother had hiraumgisual foods
with them gave her an unfair advantage, but nocokd have made
savouries and dishes more appetising to look atlahcious to taste.

She looked quite lovely, too. The yellow hair arazdl eyes were
enhanced by a slim-fitting willow-green dress immging, pleated
silk, and she wore a heavy silver bracelet whicklenaer wrist look
frail. Actually, she must be as strong as a har¢eatve spent so much
of the day in the stifling kitchen and yet emergs@retty and cool as
a daffodil.

Vanessa wore white and she spent most of the gyenih Donn and
Claud. Claud thankfully showed the new plaster lbgedhardly any
weight to it, he said, and the doctor had kepedge below the old
blisters, so they were now healing nicely.

"Thanks to you," he said softly. "I'll rememberttherrible hour you
put in on the cast for ever.”

"l shall, too," she said, smiling. "l was soakednfrhead to toe. I'm
glad Dr. Ziegen wasn't annoyed."

"He said he's never seen a woman do that job. Niysniatakes
about five minutes. Did you know that?"

"l guessed. | wished afterwards that I'd experimériefore doing
the real thing. You wouldn't have had nearly so Imiacbear."



"It's not important now - not a bit."

His voice, quiet and sincere, was soothing. Thietha little, leaned
back in their chairs near the open french windod lmoked out at
the night. Behind them, Lorin was speaking animigtedth Nick
and Sanders, the young man who had recently retdram leave.

"l adore West Africa," the girl was saying. "l could settiere for
years! A few women can do that, you know, and lanyuhrilled to
find that I'm one of them."

"The others who can do it aren't as enthusiastioasseem to be,"
Sanders commented. "You'll have to marry out hdiss Grieves."

Lorin was no doubt blushing becomingly as she ansavé'l'd have
to be in love first, wouldn't 1?"

Nick said, "It's usual, | believe. But you look e like a girl who
might easily be in love at this moment."

"Why, Nick!" Was she being arch, or hiding confug?d'I'm ... I'm
happy, that's all."

"It suits you," came the slow, urbane reply. "Yeulooking even

more delicious than the eats you've concocted. dbalt springlike

appearance on a tropical night is enough to makenibst hardened
bachelor think twice."

The qirl's voice came less distinctly, sounded sh'pu're awfully
sweet to me, Nick. These days have been the mpptihaxciting of
my life. I've loved having the run of your kitchand being able to
decorate this room, and if my efforts have beeittla too feminine



"They haven't. They've been you. And | wouldn'tdgou different.
Out here, a happy, clinging woman is the most skiirey creature on
earth."

He spoke so deliberately that had Vanessa thooglunly a second
she would have decided not to move. But she didimk. She half
turned her head and looked up, met his satiricay gflance and
wished to heaven her own expression had been mguriihe did
muster the cool smile, and turn back without hdsiealmost at once
she said,

"Shall we go outside for some air, Claud?"

Claud was glad to oblige. They stood in the narvevanda for a few
minutes before sauntering round to the side ofhilnese. Thunder
grumbled, distantly, and Vanessa noticed that theez®e had
strengthened into a fitful wind.

"Are we still being warned, or will it rain soon8he asked idly.

"It won't be long now. We get a few short heavywéris before the
big storms. If you've never met tropical thundee gtorms may
frighten you a bit."

"I'm sure they will. | love rain but hate thunderddightning. Still, |
wouldn't want to experience anything less than {shesual out here."

There was a silence and then, in quiet hoarse t@iasd said, "You
wouldn't consider it presumptuous if I... | made yolittle gift - just
because I'm grateful, would you?"

"Of course not," she answered with a frank smiBut"it isn't a bit
necessary. One of these days | shall probably aefsvour from
you."



"For my own sake, | hope so. But - " he had takemething from his
pocket and was showing it to her in the palm ofasd. "It's an
aguamarine. | found it three years ago when | waa different job.
An Indian polished it and made it into a pendang aharged me
almost nothing. So ... so I'm not offering you stmmeg costly."

Curious about it, she took it by the thin silvearhand let the stone
dangle. In the darkness it was impossible to seedtour, but the
light from the house caught its facets, showet, iie nearly an inch
square and a quarter of an inch thick.

"It must be worth quite a lot. Why did you havediished and set?"

"For no reason, really. | have several semi-prexigtones that I've
found at different times, but | happened to be waithindian when
this one turned up. He was terribly anxious to shaawhow beautiful
it could be, so | let him."

"Haven't you thought if giving it to your mother?"

His smile was a little awkward. "When you've a &éper you have
to be careful. He and | are good friends, but mcstitells me he
wouldn't care for me to give her a jewel of anyckin

"I'm afraid you can't give it to me, either," steds "But | tell you
what - I'll buy it from you."

"Never!" He sounded so shocked that she laughed.

"Then you'll have to have it back," she said. "bwaly going to offer
you the amount you paid for the setting."

In perturbed tones he stammered, "Take it, thpaid only a pound,
but | won't accept money till you've worn the thisugd are sure you
like it. I... wanted it to be a gift."



"If a genuine aquamarine isn't a gift at a pourahri't know what is!
Maybe I'll take you up on it, Claud. After I've woit and seen it in
daylight I'll probably be only too anxious to makenine."

"Will you,... wear it now?"
"Why not? Can you clasp it for me?"

His nervous fingers managed it, and she felt th@d w@ight of the
stone just below the hollow of her throat. She diggl the smooth
surfaces gently and knew, regretfully, that it mostquite valuable
and he would have to have it back. Because it batllum nothing
Claud regarded the aqguamarine simply as someththegirbeautiful
that he had found and wanted to pass on. Tomornewsuld point
that out to him. He'd understand.

He was silent now, in a happy satisfied way that lshd no wish to
destroy. Thunder rolled once more, the wind waslsaly still and

the night extraordinarily black. And then, befohe $elt a single spot
herself, Vanessa heard the huge raindrops sweepirgyer the

forest, bouncing upon the tough green leaves ofgnoaes and
rubber weed. Her hand was grasped.

"Run for it - quick!"

It was no more than thirty yards to the house,ldyuthe time they
reached the veranda the sky had loosed a torrdmd. faused,
laughing and breathless, in the veranda turned s¥ithing eyes to
watch the sudden downpour.

The others were near by, appreciative but untlille

Lorin said, "We had rain last week in Lagos. | didjo out for two
whole days, but | didn't mind."



No doubt, thought Vanessa, the busy little Lorid teken advantage
of the weather to have a bake-up and cleaning spféer which
reflection, she took herself to task. Cattiness s@wething new in
her make-up.

"Is this likely to last long?" she asked.

"Anything between one hour and three," came Nicxy.
"It's time | went home, I'm afraid."

"Il take you," offered Donn.

"You live here - you needn't get wet at all. I'ditbe go with a
neighbour.”

"I'm your host," Nick mentioned casually. "I'll akou home. We'll
use the car."

"But it's no distance. If you can lend me a cdat...
"The car is much easier. Like a drink before yo@“go

"No, thanks." Vanessa turned to Lorin. "Thank youthe wonderful
supper. It was the best food I've tasted sincebléan here."

Lorin was smiling, large-eyed, excited and blissflin sure you're a
good cook, too. And you probably have a much bditam than
mine."

Vanessa made a polite disclaimer and looked rooniitk. He had
apparently gone to fetch the car, for it appeaueidenly, just beyond
the veranda. He got out and ducked under coved helarge
waterproof for her to slip into and drew a man's-s@ster from the
pocket. This he dropped unceremoniously over hier ha



"Right. Dive in," he ordered.

Vanessa waved a voluminous stiff arm at the mersaittigoodnight,
slipped down and into the car. Nick accelerated, @éhgine roared
against the roar of rain and distant thunder, aegt moved down on
to the road which had become a pair of red riveested by car
tracks.

"You wouldn't think this could happen so swiftlighe said in awed
tones. "Imagine a garden that had to stand up'to it

"The rains are the saviour and the curse of thatcpuAll the loose

good soil was long ago washed into the rivers angndto the sea.
Except in the forests, of course. That's why weshtavplant as soon
as we clear the land; roots keep the soil in pldngt the first year is
tricky. That's the real reason for building theatre. We just have to
concentrate on planting as quickly as possibletigyway, that case
of stuff is down at the port. I'll have it colledten Monday. I'll go

down in a truck with a driver when | leave for Jatogvn, and he'll be
able to bring the crate back with him."

"Are you looking forward to Jamestown?"
“In a way, yes."
"Do you know people there?"

"A few." He swung the wheel gently and headed wpatds Owen
Shepton's house. "Would you like to see JamestBvawnie?"

"Yes." But she took care not to sound eager. "Domvited me to
spend a few days in Lagos while his sister's wirth.'h

"Really?" Cool and speculative, he glanced at t@nce you start
working you won't be due for leave for six months."



"When do | start on salary?"
"With the rains - right now."
"Does that mean | shan't be allowed to go to Lagos?

"You could manage a long weekend, by car. Hellrdain the rains,
but if your happiness depends on it, I'll take yayself."

"Dear, dear. Does the well-being of your staff meamuch to you?"

"Don't mock - it isn't your line." He halted theraeear the steps and
peered through the rain-scarred window. "Those @ahsteps! Earth
with log supports - for cheapness. You know. Owéapougl be
running a grocer's shop."

"He must know what he's doing."

Nick shrugged. "Chiefly, he's laying up trouble fme. When he
retires I'll be responsible for the results of $hwrt-sightedness."

"You'll get through," she said callously. "May | gonow?"
"Stay put for a second. I'll come round."

But by the time he had reached her she was ouhefcar and
slamming the door. He took her about the waist swdng her
upwards, past those treacherous steps and infwtich. He opened
the door and switched on the light, and Vanessa&redht the
living-room, took off the sou-wester and shook loeit hair.

Because she couldn't endure it for long she beaamgentional.
"Thank you for a lovely evening. | enjoyed it venych."

"Good. You must come again." His smile was sarddiithy do you
get jittery when you're alone with me?"



"I'm not jittery and I'm not alone with you. Und®wven is just along
the corridor."

"You're scared, just the same. And if you wonltrted the reason, I'll
tell you. To you, I'm the epitome of realism - grai can't live with
realism. So, but there it is."

"You're wrong. I've never been afraid of the truth.

"Oh, come now," he scoffed. "You're confusing tlsnghe truth, to a
romantic, is glossed by a code. Realism is factd' ¢finned,
annoyingly. "I'll give you illustrations, if you Ke. Take that
engagement of yours, in England. The truth of i Waat you were
anxious about your father and very lonely, so yotioned to this
Keith chap - on his terms. You liked him and werateful, but he
knew you weren't in love with him."

A little tightly, she said, "Would | have promiséal marry him if |
hadn't loved him?"

"Yes," consideringly, "in the circumstances | thigku would.
Because then you didn't even know what love was."

"You think | know more about it now?"
"Yes, Brownie," with maddening calm, "I'm sure yada"

Inside, Vanessa was hot and flurried, and sheafelidiot standing
there in the large waterproof. Yet there was aifi@sion in speaking
with Nick like this.

"All right, that's one example/' she conceded. "Buon't admit
there's a difference between plain truth and romanitth."

"Let's use the word fact. When you arrived in Bdbanyou were off
men, and | don't blame you. But even you realissdaolish to miss



a lot of fun simply because one man turned outpgisenting. After

that, though, you slipped up. Instead of slidingoieheartedly into a
light affair, you teetered on the edge of anothethmse sticky
relationships - with Hewson. And then you met Dd@meves, and
wondered if he might not be safer, in the long'run.

"You're guessing. I've never thought seriously alamy of the men
here!"

His smile hardened. "They've thought about you, hmefuse to
believe you're without intuition. Donn's invitedwyap to Lagos, and
Hewson ... well, he's as sunk as any shy young caarbe, simply
because you did a job on his arm which any man bewdd have
done more efficiently."

Her eyes blazed up at him. "That's a horrid wayuwting it! He
wouldn't let me call anyone else and | did my Best.

"Hey, don't shout at me. I'm trying to set you titjh
"Well, don't bother. Take this horrible coat and'go

She flung it from her clammy shoulders and hetuitt He took it, but
quite suddenly there was something in his postumereminded her
of a leopard tensed to spring. He was gazing abadise of her throat,
where a pulse beat frantically.

In soft, deadly tones he said, "You weren't weatiaj thing during
the evening."

Her fingers flew to the aguamarine and covere8ctarlet-cheeked,
she answered, "It's not mine. | wore it to ... leage Claud."

"Did he want to give it to you?" he asked tersely.



"He didn't think of it as something valuable. H&ltme he found it
and had had it set more or less by accident."

"I know all about it; it's a perfect stone and wnlfy large. Did he
actually give it to you tonight?"

"l didn't accept.”
"But you're wearing it!"

Her hands were moistly clenched at her sides, feangeyes bright
and hard. "You wouldn't understand this, but | wibjast for tonight,
because | wanted to avoid hurting his feelings.u@& had no
experience of ... of dealing with women. He thoutlat because the
thing cost him nothing I'd have no qualms abougeptng it. | didn't
want to hurt him, so | hedged a bit and eventualiyiim clasp it for
me."

"Very pretty," in metallic tones. "l suppose younctill feel his kiss
on the back of your neck!"

She was trembling now, more angry than she had lzsen in her
life. "Don't judge other men by your own actiongertain situations.
| don't doubt that you exact a toll for every coimant you dole out,
and I'm quite sure that you'll suitably reward boGrieves for the
magnificent show she put on in your house tonighat's up to you!
But don't..."

"Stop that!" He had gripped her arm and was shatkerg"I'm trying
to keep things normal. Claud Hewson is vulneralthgt fine
sensitive nature of his that appeals to you so neocdltd easily crack
under a certain kind of pressure. If you were geelyiin love with
him ..."

"How do you know I'm not?"



His hand dropped and he stared at her. "That's, 'filga said coolly,
"how do I? Something of that kind has happeneatg {ym certain of
it - but | didn't somehow think those innocent eima$ of yours
would light on Claud. He's too much like you."

She turned away. "You've said that before, anchltaare for it."

"Realism again," he said, with a trace of acid v&3ne that pendant -
I'll return it to him."

She stood back quickly. "I'll return it myselfsithetween Claud and
me, and has nothing to do with you."

His gaze was direct, his eyes like chips of grey ldis voice was
quiet and edged. "Claud's welfare has a good ded twith me. He
has a busy time ahead and | won't have him upset.”

"Is that all that matters - his work?" When Vanebsaame angry
either her voice trembled or the words stuck inthemat. This time

the tremor had its way, and to her consternatianfstt that tears
weren't far off. And that made her angrier. Shedither chin. "You're
quite sure you've nothing to learn about humarticgighips, aren't
you? You know every angle and every answer. Bueth®ne thing

that seems to have escaped you. There are men ameénwho

couldn't tolerate the thought of living as you tley need a proper
home and companionship - someone who loves andrstadds

them. You feel that deep down every married mam isvolt against

the bondage, but it isn't so ..."

"Sure it isn't," he broke in roughly. "If we're Iktialking about
Hewson what | said stands. It would be better fertangive him that
pendant and tell him frankly that you're not in tharket. Unless ..."
with cold watchfulness, "yoare available?"



She ignored the final question. "You've crashednrsomething that
concerns only Claud and me. Thank you for bringmg home.
Goodnight."

"You're not shedding your obligations that easilyg' said grimly.
"Il certainly have a word with Hewson before yeee him again."”

She stared at him, white-faced. "If you speak ta Bbout me he'll
think the whole business is far more important tihé Nick, please,
don't do anything at all about it. I... I'm beggyau not to."

For a taut moment he studied her, and poignhantsgnte to her that
the strong masculinity in him made him more handsamd ... and
attractive than he had any right to be.

"All right, Brownie," he said with a decisive nddhis time I'll leave
it to you. But take care, my child. You're not quped to deal
carelessly with other people. You couldn't evert dath Merle, and
it's a cinch you'd never be able to handle Hewsibim anything but
silk gloves. Return that pendant to him tomorrowd adon't be
sentimental with him about it. Is it a promise?"

She was relieved, but vexed. "It's a promise, thougy've no right to
demand it. And now," rather tightly, "goodnight!"

"Goodnight, infant," he said coolly.

The door opened on the roar of the rain, closedhamad she was
alone with her fast-beating heart.

After that it was a quiet weekend. Uncle Owen remadia little
unwell and spent most of the time in bed with @ceic fan spinning
on the table beside him. Grave, hard-working Dregén told



Vanessa that Mr. Shepton was enervated by thetelima otherwise
in normal health. Exertion at the moment would migfly harm him,
but there was no cause for alarm. For safety's, $ekkimself would
look in each morning..

It was while the doctor was making his call on Sayndchorning that
Donn Grieves came in to say goodbye. Vanessa \adslght she had
time only to shake his hand and wish him a goaggd, @nd only

momentarily did she rather regret Lorin had not eamith him. Far

better, really, to wave goodbye to the eager, hless young woman
as she and her brother drove away to the port Miitk after lunch.

But as it happened, Vanessa was sleeping when tieeeS left.

Worry over Uncle Owen and a late night or two hagldted her
reserves, and when she lay back in the loungeslghged at once
into a sleep which ended, abruptly, at four-thinghen Ngomo

blundered along the corridor with a tea-tray.

Most of that evening she read. Thunder was grumbim the
distance, but it ceased before the rain started.aNweavy rain this
time, but it cooled the air, When Nick came, atwtbune-thirty, his
hair was damp and dark, his shoulders splodgeddiudrenched.

He gave his usual greeting. "Hi, there. All rigbt me to go into the
bedroom?"

"Yes, do. Uncle Owen is expecting you."
"Good."

She heard him beat a tattoo with his fingernailshenbedroom door,
and then his voice, strong and quiet, as he adettddacle Owen. A
little restlessly, she got up and went to the wimgwhere the curtain
moved in the rainy breeze. She could smell thenmhgoes and
breadfruit trees, the sweet drifting perfume of ogdmny. With Nick
in the house everything became more acute andnaéngt and of



their own volition her nerves tightened up. Why wtdkat the simple
fact of his coming here to see Uncle Owen shouddtera situation?
She didn't know the answer to that; she only ket wherever Nick
and a woman might come together, there a "situatv@s bound to
exist. His very magnetism and vitality compelled it

The reflection made her more cool than usual whenoame back to
the living-room. She took care to be the firstpeak, very casually.

"So you're off to Jamestown tomorrow morning. Laoakforward to
it, still?"

"So-so. If Owen weren't unwell I'd take you along."

"l can wait. | hope your business there will becassful."”
“I'm sure it will. Did you get rid of the aquamaeiP'
"Yes."

"Good girl." His eyes mocked. "Are you really borear only
pretending that | bore you?"

"I'm not bored - only being my simple self."

"You're not so simple. Owen says he doesn't waytharg more
tonight. How about coming over with me, for soméeg?"

"No, thank you. I'll say goodnight, if you don'tmd."

He shrugged and his smile sharpened, but all hek was, "Suit
yourself. I'll be leaving at about seven in the miog, so | shan't see
you again till Wednesday or Thursday. So long."

Next morning the sun dragged the moisture fromeaheh, shone
through wisps of hot mist for a while and then lmeeabscured by a



heavy haze. After she had admitted the chief dieldncle Owen's

bedroom, Vanessa decided to go over to the crécltire burdened
heat the surrounding forest smelled of mud and tir@and decaying
foliage. What would it be like when the rains gotoi their stride?

Appalling, soggy oppressiveness, mosquitoes galdamp rot...

well, they were all part of the tropics, weren'eyd Vanessa was
beginning to have little patience with people whsitvthe tropics

only during the dry and comparatively temperatesgseaand boast
about it. Whatever might happen during her stayalambo. she

would leave it knowing the best and the worst altoatclimate!

To her delight, she found the huge crate of supptiside the creche
shelter, the top already prised open and a rougé et alongside to
receive the articles as she extricated them froenpidacking. And

what a selection of items! There were cups, feebioiges, plates,
dishes and spoons in gay plastic ware, towels eaddthes, bowls,
saucepans, a large kettle, a frying pan, a porfadiaffin stove, some
plastic curtains ready for hanging, a few pictuoehks and alphabet
blocks and even, at the bottom of the crate, a mddhen beige

blankets and a large plastic ground-sheet. Niclkishan friend in

Lagos certainly knew what was needed to establgleehe.

Till noon, she was busy putting up the curtainméprm a kitchenette
in one corner of the shelter. Workmen brought aoapd, and this
was filled with most of the contents of the crdbes crate itself, she
learned, would be converted into a chest of draveer®ld the linen
and the supply of overalls and rompers which treallstore had
promised to deliver.

From the foreman of the labourers Vanessa leaimgdsbme of the
women were already out in the plantations, hoeirtyvben last
season's seedlings. Their children were being clyedy other
women, but next week the planting would begin.



"And that's when we'll officially open the crech¥dnessa told him,
in the slow, careful syllables she invariably uselen talking to

Africans. "But before then we'll have the few chéd whose mothers
are working, and any mother who wishes may comehahal" She

saw he understood, and asked, "Can you have euegytbady by

tonight?"

He nodded. "But there is still some chairs andesltileing made,
missus. They will take two-three more days."

"That's fine. We shan't need everything at once ¥oar make sure
that all the women will know we're open from tonawr for any
questions they may have? Do you think they'd alhe@t about ten
o'clock? - if you were here you could translatenfa."

This pleased the foreman. He gave a vigorous nat smiled
happily. The missus could depend on him. CheerfMgnessa
surveyed the long shelter from its doorless operniig matting lay
as flat as if it were on cement, the furniture adhe installed was
bright and shiny with paint, and the plastic cunitag, a vivid white
patterned with scarlet berries and green leavedgrtize place gay
and inviting.

As she went up the steps of the bungalow she waatsw a little,
but not too hot. Her hair was tousled, the greas ¢yeoccupied and
her lips faintly smiling as she thought of manyntfs she would like
to do out there at the creche. They'd take time,.bu

She blinked in the dimness of the living-room, sthfor a moment
before a sudden icy sensation swept over her $}e stopped
precipitately, felt her smile become fixed.

"Hallo," she managed. "I ... | thought you'd leftyesterday."



Lorin Grieves was smiling her excited, little-gainile. Framed by
the yellow curly hair, her face Seemed very preitgl round and
childlike, and it was only in the hazel eyes tha¢ $ooked her age.
She was wearing a loose white shirt with a greeenliskirt, and her
arms emerged pink and rounded from the rolled siegverhaps the
appealing touch was in her locked fingers.

"l came over before,” she said in a rush, "but ysemvant said you
might not be here till lunch time. Didn't you rgaknow that I'd
stayed on in Bolambo?"

By now Vanessa had recovered somewhat. Fleetindlg
remembered Nick's inviting her along for coffeet laght, and for
some reason the recollection made her feel a sitle

"No, | took it you'd left with Donn. How long arey staying?"

"I don't know." She slid away from the subject.ditin't want to

leave, of course, but | couldn't say so, thoughafraid | did drop a
hint. It was such a relief when Nick suggeste@y st was so glad he
couldn't let me go. He's usually so self-sufficiént

An odd nausea rising in her throat, Vanessa askélden did he ask
you to stay - only yesterday?"

Lorin gave her eager nod. "It was while we werebedakfast. |
thought Donn would have told you when he came dwvesay
goodbye, or that as | wasn't with him, you'd havesged | was
staying on. Nick and | drove with Donn to the pamd we had an
early dinner with a friend of Nick's before drivifgome." She
paused. "Didn't he come in to see you last nigtitk?"

"To see Mr. Shepton," Vanessa said, in flat to\&®uld you like an
iced drink?"



"No, thank you. It was just a ... a social call. Bg way," with a
winsome blush, "Nick slept at Mr. Sanders's howsst hight, |
haven't seen him since we said goodnight at abevwte."

A tender goodnight, judging by the high colour. €dbht through,
Vanessa nevertheless contrived a smiling calm. 'lvbe at a loose
end till he comes back, | suppose?"

"In a way, though I'm planning to spring-clean Nsckouse. The
curtains have been washed this morning, and | dhééganing out all
the cupboards and having the rugs freshened ug.'loldked fingers
were twisting together. "The best thing about N&ckhat he notices
everything. And that means that he likes a weleoed home." Lorin
laughed self-consciously. "Donn tells me, on theguhat | work it

to death - the home-making. | always say it's treaf person | am,
that | can't suddenly change myself."

"It's a wonderful way to be," Vanessa remarked faélp and could
think of nothing to add.

But Lorin needed no encouragement. The fact tiveandly she was
deliriously happy came through her staccato toned &er
movements.

"Have you been over at the new creche this mornirig8ught you
might have. Nick told me about it - that you're rgpion the
company's staff and will run the place. You'll pably be marvellous
in the job; you're so quiet and not a bit excitaieu look wise, too.
Don't you think it's strange how veupwise some people can be -
even old people? You must be two or three yearageiuthan | am,
and yet I'm sure you wouldn't get so keyed-up aboabout being in
love, as | am. Maybe you couldn't love as deeplydas but in a way,
don't you think that's all to the good? | meanlaving someone
makes you awfully vulnerable, doesn't it? Not thdt miss the
experience!"



There was more of the same sort of thing. Guff,aésa called it to
herself, but it got under her skin and remainedetheven after Lorin
had tripped away to the house she was sprucingrugick.

Vanessa ate a salad with Uncle Owen. He was up anmevhad had
the private accounts books transferred to his rowrmere he
proposed to work at them whenever necessary. Thgt ae could
keep things up to date without exertion. Vanessaesed normally
with him, while her thoughts wandered out towardskis$ bungalow.

Why had Nick kept Lorin at Bolambo? He never dide ahing
without a good reason, but for the life of her Ve could see no
reason at all for prolonging Lorin's stay - unldsg,her practised
womanliness, the girl had made a deep impressiaok Mas
probably deriving a grim sort of amusement from pigsent
position. Two unmarried young women in the settlehand neither
of them affair- minded ! Vanessa Lane he couldenif - use her for
the company's benefit and bait her whenever héifattway.

But Lorin Grieves was a different proposition; stemted a husband,
and would be so grateful when she got him that ipdyeing his
doormat would give her all the ecstasy she neebligzk with a
doormat wife? Well, Vanessa thought tiredly, naghirwas
impossible in this world, and who could say thatoailldn't take the
girl in hand and sharpen her intellect? He had tmlyonvince Lorin
that he loved her, and she would blossom just asisiged. A wife
made to order, by Nick himself.

Upon which disheartening reflection Vanessa decidedturn to the
creche and work.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE meeting with the African mothers provided enoughtlrelief to
keep Vanessa cheerful for hours. After some weealingthere were
about thirty children and twenty mothers squatinghe matting and
drinking orange squash from the children's beak&fanessa
addressed the adults in simple sentences whichhalealready
written out for the purpose and the labourers'rfae translated them
into dialect.

There was a pause for questions. Vanessa lookbd htack shining
faces surmounted by faded turbans, smiled encoglygiand
waited. None of the women were old, but sittingréhthey looked
peculiarly wooden, till a whispering broke out argothem.
Apparently they were urging the more bold amongrthe put a
guery. Amidst hushed giggling a young woman in @otofrock of
gay nineties vintage voiced her question.

The foreman elucidated: "This mother says she wanksiow why
the children must come clean and dressed to treenurThey will
play and become dirty again."

Valiantly, Vanessa attempted a reply that woulccbmprehensible
to the audience. "Dirt on children should neverwgadd. Washing
them often is good for them - it kills germs andvyants iliness. Dress
helps to keep them clean. If you have no clothegdar children we
will provide.-them with overalls."”

The next question was: "Will the missus show ustuiese children
will be doing all day?"

It was then that the giggling turned to gruntedylaer which, during
the following hour or so, became shrieks of merntm@&he women
saw a piccaninny thoroughly washed, powdered addafel put to
rest in a wooden cot beneath a thin blanket. "Wbwger?" they



gueried. "The baby is not a cassava loaf to bedlbbefore baking."
They saw a lesson in colours and counting, a ganieoch" and
solemn-faced toddlers learning to stretch theirsaind legs in
unison. "All that trouble, for piccans!" they exicheed.

After that Vanessa herself derived heartwhole engyt from an

impromptu piece of showmanship by the Africans. Woenen began
to sing and clap their hands, swaying their bodi®ghey sat, and
gracefully and naturally the black children respathdMusic and

rhythm was in their bones; not one of them lackedhe tiny bare

feet stomped, the shoulders jerked first one wal/then the other,
the small fists came together and the large daek eylled with bliss.

They were lost in an enchantment of primitive soand poetry. It

was gay and moving, and at the end of it Vanessaddierself

laughing and yet misty- eyed.

The creche was launched, and blessed by a delugéenahat lasted
from four that afternoon till dawn next morning. néssa awoke to
find the house moated and full of lizards and netd &vith a scorpion
and a few bullfrogs thrown in for variety. Laziljjgomo flung out
the scorpion and swept away some of the other ,pestsv/anessa
gathered that the livestock would disappear autcalt when the
waters vanished.

At breakfast Uncle Owen was tetchy. "I'd forgottease things. I'd
even forgotten how wrung-out one feels at this aeakbelieve I'll

go up and join Merle as soon as we hear from heuldvwou mind,

Vanessa?"

"Of course not. It would be good for you."
"You could go with me, if you liked."

"I'd stay and work - for a while, anyway." She pedis'May | ask you
something personal, Uncle Owen?"



"I'll answer it, if | can."

"It's about Paul Charnley." His expression diditdraso she went on,
"Don't you think you should try and arrange for Mend Paul to see
each other again? They parted in anger, but simee they've had
ample time to think things over. It seems suchtyatpat..."

He broke in, rather brusquely for him. "There'shiag | can do about
it, Vanessa. Where men are concerned, Merle hasr meally been
young. She knows how to deal with them, yes, eviém avhusband.
Paul happened to be the wrong man for her, andes#ynshe came
to accept it. You see," hesitantly, "Paul's setalties are different
from Merle's. She and | think alike, but Paul..llyee found him

rather weak on loyalty towards us. That was whatsed the split
between those two, and it's what will keep themrtapaate divorce.
Even though Merle's mother left us, | never divdrber - but Merle
Is young and she has her life ahead. She's boufiddesomeone
more suitable than Paul."

"Nick Brandis?" Vanessa heard herself asking.

"l don't know." With weary humour he added, "Thetpr Grieves
girl is ready and willing. If Merle had known thenas a possibility
of an unmarried girl coming to Bolambo she wouldljably have
remained here, on guard!"

Vanessa Lane, it seemed, did not count. Good olde¥sa, who
could be used as a housekeeper to Merle's fathedegpended upon
to remain quiet and unobtrusive as far as Nick wascerned.
Vanessa shook herself; it was pointless to thionglthose lines
about Merle.

"So you won't be getting in touch with Paul?" shkeal.



"Even if | wanted to contact him, | couldn't. | doknow where he
is."

"Do you think he'll come here when his leave is"up?

"It's possible, and that's another reason why itldibe better for me
to join Merle for a few weeks. He and | haven'tthing more to say
to each other." He got up from the table. "I thlitkgo over to the
office this morning, to check up on one or two ganWith Nick

away ..." He left it there, and went out.

For a few minutes, while she tidied her room anlieduvaterproof
covers over her shoes, Vanessa conjectured abalg Omven's look
of defeat. It wasn't entirely due to the climateg svas sure. Perhaps
he felt he had failed Merle, and that in a way & &lso failed Paul.
After all, it had been he who had introduced theredch other, and
their marriage had pleased him mightily. He washsacsweet old
thing that the break-up of their marriage wouldamy case, have hurt
him a good deal. But if he was blaming himselfunfappiness over
the business must be tremendous. Vanessa coudp'rdminding
herself that Merle wasn't really worth all the psaive caused various
people.

What could Paul have done, to make both wife arldefan-law

ashamed of him? Something that he himself was asthafhnow, it

seemed, for he had resigned rather than returrotk alongside the
other men at Bolambo. It was all most puzzling.

Vanessa put in that day at the creche while thehemstbegan the
planting of rice in the riverside swamps. The twonren who had
been hired to help her were cheerful and slapdasWwibing to learn,

though both were afraid of the paraffin stove. Amch time

approached Vanessa, who had been organising sonesgeaught a
strong smell of burning. She ran into the kitchealesure and found
one of the women there, cross-legged on the fleside a steaming



pot of soup. Beneath the pot, in a patch burntaduhe beautiful
matting, leapt a compact little fire of twigs anglits logs.

Complacently, the African woman was sprinkling watea circle
round the fire. "Will keep the fire small, missushe explained
blandly.

That day, Vanessa stayed with the children tikfo/clock. She had
no sooner had a bath and got into a fresh linessdtiean Claud
Hewson came in, carrying some mail.

"Haven't seen much of you lately," he said in hig ®nes. "How are
things going?"

"Very well. You're deep in planting, | believe."

"Yes. The land near the river is well covered, ®xavpretty safe in
going ahead. It's always risky when the rains cearty, but each day
lessens the chance of a long dry spell.”

"Is the mail for Uncle Owen? Do you want to see Him

"Is he up and about today?"

"He was at the office this morning."

"Oh. I wonder why he didn't pick up this mail? lsen there all day."

"He's not quite himself." She smiled. "Like to hagame supper with
us, Claud?"

A little colour came into his face. "I'd like it memuch, but .. . did
you know Nick had warned me against fraternising?"

She hid her vexation. "With me? Why would he dd2ha



He looked away, a little awkwardly. "He said I'mprassionable, and
| suppose it's true. | know so little about womleatti'm bound to let
myself fall for the first one who's kind to me."

"Nick isn't always right," she said gently. "You mwbfall for me,
Claud, but | may have made you more aware of worNemt time
you go on leave you'll look at them differently danwouldn't mind
betting you'll find one who's just right for youhdpe so."

"You don't mind my being frank about it?"

"I like it, because it shows we're friends. Andwasre friends, what
about staying for supper?"

"Thamks. You've got yourself a guest."”

There were two guests, actually, and it was juswvels for Uncle
Owen decided to have an omelette in bed. The segaedt was
Lorin Grieves. She came in to borrow reading matter

"Nick's books are beyond me, I'm afraid," she cesdel, shifting her
limpid glance from Claud to Vanessa, "and | thought might have
something a little more feminine. A couple of magas, perhaps?"

"There's a pile of stuff on the lowest shelf of bwokcase - you can
take your choice. Would you like to stay for theewng?"

"You mean it?" Lorin looked delighted and grateflNick did say
that if | felt lonely I must come along to you, dubaven't liked to
thrust myself on you. You're such a busy person."

"Not too busy to be friendly. Will you excuse manamute while |
chase up the boy?"

It was an ordinary meal, not up to Lorin's standahldit she seemed
to enjoy it. In spite of a determination to the ary, Vanessa caught



herself watching the other girl and assessing hee @again. She was
completely sunk about Nick; that much was obvi&@rse wasn't a bit

interested in talking about anything or anyone,eds®l when Claud

mentioned his crops a distant look came into hesend a smile

played about her lips. Crops, trees, the climatacé&n housing, the

creche - none of them quite penetrated in her ¢onsaess. She was
away somewhere, perhaps in the future, with Nick.

At about ten Claud rose to go. "l have to be upivsy, and it'll be a
long day tomorrow. It's been a grand evening, Veaés

"Good. You must come again.”
"Il see Miss Grieves up the road, if you like."

But Miss Grieves gave him her round-eyed, childsbk and said,
"If Vanessa isn't tired I'd like to stay a littleniger. | can see myself
home - truly."

"I can wait," he murmured.
"No, please."

Claud took the blatant hint and said goodnight. Whe had gone
Lorin knelt at the bookcase and began to look thinoiMerle's

magazines. She didn't look up as she said, "Httisira dear thing -
your Claud. Are you going to marry him?"

"No."

Lorin gave an embarrassed little laugh. "I'm sdy sil wanting
everyone to get married, just because I'm happehy# pause. "l
was hoping to find some recipes in the magazings like to work to
a cook-book if | can, but there's nothing of thatkin Nick's house."



"I'm sure you know how to prepare hundreds of dishéanessa felt
rather dry in the throat as she added, "Do you nalkee meals over
there now?"

"Oh, no!" with a tinkling laugh. "These recipes lamt are for
tomorrow night. Nick said he'd be home in timedomer, and | want
to make it a special one, to welcome him. No guegist Nick and
me. Is that selfish?"

"Not particularly.” Vanessa felt used up and inadkq to deal with
this superlatively optimistic young woman. "Has Narranged to go
on sleeping at Mr. Sanders' house?"

Lorin kept her head lowered, so that from where sdite Vanessa
could see the yellow crown with waves curling aot the centre.

"He said he's arranged it for a night or two," bhasaid softly. "And .

.. and that brings me to something | wanted toyask Vanessa. | do
hope you won't think me too full of myself, busiterribly important

to me. You must see that my-staying in Nick's houbs#e he has to
sleep elsewhere places me in an awkward position. sée, | can't
turn him out of his own house for more than twalwee nights, and
yet | desperately want to stay. And Nick wants mstay," she ended
swiftly.

"If he does," Vanessa managed in level tones |'drednge it for you.
Leave it to him."

"l... I'd rather not. I've known him only a weeksar, and it's too soon
for a man to ... to declare himself. During theagsid while Nick has
been away, I've been trying to gather enough ceuragsk you to
invite me here." She looked up suddenly, her eyiémht, her mouth
a little uncontrolled. "Will you do that for me? tLene sleep here? |
promise I'd be no trouble at all.”



Alarmed at the sudden angry heat within her, Vaagssup and took
her time about finding a cigarette. Her voice wasteqcool and
measured as she answered, "This is Mr. Sheptounseland there are
only two bedrooms, his and mine. | feel that if Nweants you to stay
in Bolambo he'll arrange things for you. He mayreask me what
you've asked."

"Yes, he might, mightn't he?" The excited undertsharpened the
light voice. "If he does, will you be able to maeraty"

"Yes, probably."
"And if he doesn't, will you do it... for me?"

Somehow, Vanessa replied, "I might. We'll decideemwihe gets
back."

Clasping an armful of magazines, Lorin leapt to femt. For a
dreadful second Vanessa thought the other girlgeagy to hug her;
faintly, she thought, "If she does, I'll screamUtB.orin waltzed a
few steps, shook back the spectacular hair andetbdkrough the
window as she let out a happy sigh.

“It's a lovely night and I'm still not sleepy. Hbrrow all these mags if
I may, and I'll sit up in bed and compile the mstrvellous menu
ever. Goodnight, Vanessa, you sweet thing, anckthamillion!"

Twenty minutes later Vanessa slipped into bed.teieth were tight,
her jaw ached with tension. In her throat was apiymawness she
couldn't account for. She must be more tired thenhad thought.

Next day, the whole settlement was blanketed icktdark cloud. It
draped itself over the treetops, creating a stegrouen in which it
was impossible to move without oozing pints of siv&aeat planting
weather, of course, but devitalising to the humadyb Even the



native babies and toddlers were willing to lie e tcots or on the
matting and doze. Vanessa was thankful she hadsalnathing to
do.

Uncle Owen kept to his room with the fan whirridg.lunch time,
the clerk brought over some accounts.

Politely he said, "Please ask Mr. Owen if he waméscar."
"The car?" echoed Vanessa. "Why should he sudaeshy it?"

A pleasant shrug. "He say yesterday he want thencadays. He had
it only one day."

"You mean he had the car yesterday?"
The man looked mystified. "Missus not know?"

“"No, | didn't. He's been so unwell I didn't thin&'¢h go out driving in
this weather. Who went with him?"

"Mr. Owen drive himself."

"Oh." Vanessa did not try to work it out. "Wellml'sure he won't
want the car today. He's in bed. I'll give him #oeounts - thank you
very much."

She did slip quietly into Uncle Owen's room anccpléhe papers on
his desk, but she did not disturb him. He lay vhigheyes closed and
she looked at him anxiously. Originally, his facbeen fine and
handsome, and even now that it was decaying a litthad the
combination of good bone structure and patricisga&hce. But there
was also something a little pitiful about it, a koof weakness. He
oughtn't to stay here; he must have known that beére Merle left,
and no doubt Merle had known it too. Back in Endladerle had
always noticed any difference in her father. Shghmicare little



about others, but to every mood or slight ailmartter father she had
been hypersensitive. What could have happenedatogehithem both
so radically?

Vanessa came out of the room and wedged the danrtajallow
plenty of air to circulate. She rested for a whilghe living-room,
had an iced drink and made her way back to thelmnls centre. It
was turning into one of the longest days she had lavown.

The rain began just after she had returned to dlisénthat evening.
Thunder, lightning, the smashing roar of the tarreimdows wide to
admit the smell of mud and blessedly cool air. &ieealone, from a
tray, drank two cups of coffee and smoked a cigaréind slowly the
ache in her mind became dulled, her muscles slackemd her
nerves stopped jumping. Now that the storm had ncadiin that
Nick would not call tonight she could go to bed.

She stirred, got into pyjamas, took a look at Hénse¢he mirror and

decided her hair looked frightful, lank and dunezokd with the

sweat of the past couple of days. She shampooset it with a few

hairpins and decided to sit up till it dried al&ttShe filled a glass
from a bottle of sterilised milk, took a biscuibfm the tin, settled
herself in an armchair and fitfully studied ondlté# magazines Lorin
had left on a chair.

The steady beat of the rain, the intermittent guiagid splash from
the thatch, the growls of distant thunder, formedmforting barrier
between Vanessa and the rest of Bolambo. In thareeqecked,
sleeveless pyjamas she felt cool and unrestricied it occurred to
her that this seclusion forced by the rains eaen was probably of
iImmense mental value to the white people here.|&hdack and
closed her eyes, breathed in the mud-smelling esslfrom the open
window and dozed a little.



She heard the rap on the door, was startled widgdkeavwshe listened
and it came again, peremptorily. She looked abeutwildly for a
robe that wasn't there, and then went over to ¢ioe.d

"Who is it?" she called.

“Nick. Open the door."

"l can't. I'm just going to bed."

"Don't be an idiot. | won't keep you a minute. Coone I'm wet."
"You can't see Uncle Owen. He's asleep.”

"All right. He's asleep." Nick sounded exasperatéavant to leave
some papers that cover my visit to Jamestown. h'‘shave time to
call in before | start work in the morning. Oper tthoor and take
them."

Had she thought for a moment she might have rehlisat Nick
could hand her the papers through the window. Bidbr and
window were in the narrow veranda and thereforégoted from the
worst of the rain. But it became too late for thintgk she had opened
the door a few inches and Nick had shoved his foside and
shouldered his way in. He surveyed her, a mockimg ig his eye.

"Well, well. Two jampots high and full of fight. Msed me?"
"Dreadfully."
"l almost wish you meant it. | thrive on complicats."

She nodded pointedly at the bulging manila enveiopkis hand.
"Shall | take care of it till morning?"



He dropped it on to a dining chair. "They're onyned agreements
to lend us some shipping, and a letter or two.pBlesed. "Lorin tells
me you've started up the creche. Why the rush?"

"It seems the right time, with the planting begimnil was glad to get
busy." She indicated the wet shoulders of his @ahc'Those things
never are waterproof. | wouldn't stand about ifiliivere you."

"You're right, Brownie," he said equably, and sloed it. He pushed
it out into the porch, where his hat lay, and camagain, to lean
against a wall and get out cigarettes. "How is Oen

She wished he would go. But he lounged there lapkiaver, lazy,
good-humoured and sharp-eyed, offering her ciggsethd raising a
thick eyebrow when she declined.

"Uncle Owen is no better and no worse," she sditaofledly. "Dr.
Ziegen won't really commit himself, but he say4 thiathe moment
there's no cause for alarm. | wanted to let Merlevk about her
father, but Uncle Owen won't have it."

"It wouldn't do any good to bring her back here. ilrare sensible to
send Owen up to her."

"He's realised that. He says he'll go as soon asawe a letter from
her."

"And what will you do then - stick it here in theuse, alone?"

She nodded, and something prompted her to sayesahgl "Unjess
you'd like Lorin to keep me company."

"It's certainly an idea," he conceded, with a narayed smile. "We
must find out if she'll agree to it." Whether heaneit was was



impossible to gauge. "She says you've been venretswee her.
Thanks."

"It was a pleasure."

He smoked for a few seconds in silence. Then, piitbing in his
level tones: "Do you disapprove of Lorin being nuegt?"

In a fair imitation of his coolness she answer&dhy should 1? She's
a very pretty and charming girl, and | understaad'ne being very
correct. If it's the sort of situation you like Adayou said a moment
ago that you thrive on complications - | can't@aegthing wrong with

it. Even if | did..."

"Yes? Even if you did?"
“It's not my concern, is it?"

"Almost everything one does in this place becothesconcern of
others. The fact that you had Hewson here for ditast night, for
instance." She offered no comment, and he contintiéd.orin
hadn't looked in, uninvited, you two would have atinalone, |
suppose?"

"Yes," calmly, "with Uncle Owen just along the pags. Tonight
you've no doubt dined alone with Lorin, and shendidave Donn in
the house."

"The difference being," he said with maddening sthoess, "that
I'm hardly likely to let the situation go to my lig@r get out of hand.
Neither you nor Hewson is capable of handling yemotions. He's
only just becoming aware that he has any, and .ybHis smile was
cynical, "you're so scared of the real thing thati'se continually
trying to convince yourself that what you felt fibre so-and- so in
England drained you dry. Sometimes," a savage cretping into



his voice, "l feel you may be right. But you stahdre, your eyes as
clear as a child's and yet with a secret broodwpgession that ..." He
stopped abruptly, but added almost at once, "MuBighten you,
must 1? You're probably just what you look on theface - a kid
made ready for bed!"

"And very sleepy,” she said a little unsteadilghtening her hands at
her sides to prevent the reflex action of touchiihg pins in her
flattened hair. "I think you'd better go now."

"You're right. | have to pick up a few things a& timouse and go on to
Sanders' place. Maybe," with quiet malice, "I sHigé Lorin as |
found you - all slicked up for bed."

“If you do," she said huskily, "I'm sure you'll nege the scene
expertly, and leave her yearning."

With-a vicious movement he flicked his cigarettetside. Teeth
closed, he said, "I've never known any woman goobiier way to
beg for reprisals as you do. One of these days;hiig, you're going
to get just what you're asking for!" ..

Trembling, but controlling her voice, she answeféd the long run

we all get what we ask for. You, | believe, areheaitdesperately
needing an affair, and maybe it's because | was-operative from

the start that everything | do makes you contemy¥war angry. But
seeing that you have drive and ingenuity, you mag olace in

Lorin Grieves. Good luck to you - but leave me al6n

He was half turned towards the door as he lookekeat a lean,
hard-bitten man with purpose in his grey eyes. ¥aas dark-lashed
eyes were hollowed and unnaturally bright, her fgxd and sweetly
curved, and in the lamplight her skin was honetetinwith a flush
high over the cheekbones. The damp curls were gl fluffing
slightly at her temples and close to the nape ofleek. Perhaps it



was the young, defenceless look which made him drquick breath
and grip a fistful of the damp hair. It didn't hustit instinctively her
head went back and she looked straight into hj@nhgeeyes.

It must have been sudden overwhelming fright whicade her
whisper the unpardonable. "Take your hands off Niek ... and
don't ever touch me again. | can'bear to be touched by you !"

His hands dropped as if scorched. He swung abaditttae door
clapped shut. Vanessa could not move. All she weamea of was
shock, and blinding, conflicting emotions; and cfemse of finality.

It is a strange but incontrovertible fact that els@ncrises in one's life
are not outwardly world-shaking. During the follogi couple of
days Vanessa felt numb but desperate, yet life aiemore or less as
before. She spent hours at the nursery centre, raafsv light,
appetising dishes for Uncle Owen, and did oddmehtsewing. It
rained, the sun beat down upon the drenched faras$tdrew the
moisture back into the sky, and it rained agairau@l Hewson
worked throughout the daylight hours and slept athaydarkness;
Dr. Ziegen treated a mounting number of cases oft\Wkpast
"cough", that strange, chesty ailment which wag@commitant of
the rains; and the other men presumably went aheirtusual tasks.
Vanessa did not see Nick, but Lorin came over bdoow some
canned milk and a vase, to beg a couple of thepnekvorchids from
the front border, to talk with a bewildered messed expression,
about Nick and his appreciation of her cooking.ihdsrieves was
living in a heaven of her own making. She sparkdautl walked with
a spring in her step.

To Vanessa, she confessed a little feverishlyidi'titeil you this the
other night because I'd put it deliberately right of my mind, but
when Donn left last Sunday it was arranged that melke a week's



tour of the agents and that I'd join the boat asaimhe back, next
Sunday, and we'd go on home together. And now n'ra sort of
dilemma."”

Vanessa tried to be sympathetic. "You still wanstey? If you like,
you can tell Nick we've a spare bed."

"That's a way of appealing to him for an invitatiar ... or even
more. | can't do it. I've decided," looking dowrhat fingertips, "that
if he doesn't ask me to stay, I'll go. | do fedlttth he lets me go, he'll
first tell me just how he feels about me."

Vanessa wouldn't have depended on that, but Lownvkmore about
her relationship with him than anyone else. Sheegavhin smile.
"You'll have to be patient, won't you? Is Donn cogihere to
Bolambo?"

"I don't think so. You know," rather breathlesslyye a terribly
strong conviction that Nick won't say a thing tiké're on our way to
meet Donn. He'll want us to be alone, quite alomkout fear of
interruptions. People are always coming to the épanrd he's been
extraordinarily busy since he came back from Jaomestl'm always
so anxious about the meals that we don't talk nati¢cable. But he's
so understanding and considerate."

Vanessa forced herself to ask, "Did you have yoelebration
dinner?"

Lorin glowed. "Yes, and it was a great success. Afmllowed a
couple of hints in one of those magazines. It Haad a woman and
good food by candlelight were a potent set-up,rng man. And |
think they were - to Nick!"

When Lorin had gone and Vanessa looked at hercteftea few
minutes later, she was not surprised to find @istd and shadowed.



She could see Nick in his candlelit living-room, ilsmg and
appreciative of Lorin's accomplishments and facal digure.
Inwardly, perhaps, he would detach himself and gmneewhole thing
an objective scrutiny. But surely the other girlsi@ecoming more
than a mere "entrancing piece" to Nick Brandis? slnel would leave
an emptiness that reminded him, at every turneotleverness in the
home. Vanessa blinked the ache from her eyes. Siseomly half
succeeding in packing away her emotions below timsa@ous level;
it seemed as if they were continually eruptingotture her.

Saturday, in the planting season, was a workingikayhe previous
five. On that particularly Sunday, Uncle Owen iedtClaud Hewson
and Sanders, the technician, to lunch, and thé&gdabf crops and
maintenance. Owen Shepton was still tired and Uesti¢, but he
seemed to have come to some sort of decision, i@nwhe guests
had gone he said he himself would stroll up to Mitiouse.

He looked pale and clammy, and Vanessa said arlyjdWge can
get Nick down here. I'll go up and stay with Lo@nieves so that you
two can be alone."

"You do so much, Vanessa," he protested, "and Il defraud. |
invited you here - but not to work as you do, amd the house. Just
let me do this on my own. Nick won't like what Meato say, so I'd
better say it up at his place and make a quiclagety." He paused. "I
don't mind your knowing, my dear. I'm going to thlick that I'm
finished here. When | leave it will be for goodddrshall take Merle
home to England for a few weeks. There's just dne..

And then Nick appeared in the open doorway.

Uncle Owen coughed, unnecessarily eased his neckhén
open-fronted sport shirt and shrugged resignetiglld, Nick. | was
just coming up to see you. Got some news for yiaghall be getting
out in a week or two, for good."



Nic's glance slid over Vanessa, came to rest onleU@wen's
unhealthy pallor. "I'm sorry to hear it, but itteetwise thing to do.
Still no word from Merle?"

"A letter takes time, from Tangier. We've no airveee. There's
something else, Nick. Sit down, won't you?"

"Is it that kind of something else?"

Uncle Owen smiled. "Stop suspecting people; sonstirtheir
Intentions are strictly honourable. In this cas&arare. It's about
Paul Charnley."

Nick nodded, hitched his trousers and sat on ttar clearest the
door. "l thought there must be some special reémoyour refusal to
see that free-lance surveyor | met in Jamestowls. #lgood man."

"l don't doubt it, but in a way | feel responsilaethis business. |
persuaded Paul to come to the Bolambo developraedt| know he

was doing an excellent job. He actually liked thedlish place, and
would have stayed on the job if ... other thingdrtiadriven him from

it. | want you to promise me something, Nick. Wimencomes back -
and he's bound to, some time before his leave islupant you to

offer to reinstate him. With Merle and me out of thay he'll have no
reason to refuse."

"Except," said Nick laconically, "that we'll all kw he couldn't keep
his own wife at his side. No man would want to lwgh that." He

sounded thoughtful as he added, "And there's noateisn't there? If
you didn't trust Charnley, why should I?"

Uncle Owen's eyes became a little glassy and hcewahook. "Just
give him the opportunity and tell him | insisted ibnThat's all I'm
asking of you, Nick."



"Very well. We can talk about it again before yeave us. Have you
written to the Board in England?"

"Il write tomorrow, resigning for health reasonsyou're

automatically in charge, but," another thin sriileyon't alter things
much, will it? You've been running this place frone start. Some
time you may realise that | needed this year in Wdsca. The

opportunity came a bit too late, that's all.”

"You've done a fine job," Nick said abruptly. THemslanted another
glance at Vanessa. "You're very quiet. Feel dorefter the week's
work?"

"Not a bit."

"I'm taking Lorin down to the port to get the caastike to go along
for the ride?"

She hesitated warily. "Yes, | think | would. Whaté¢ are you
going?"

"The ship is due in at three and it leaves agafivat after loading.
It's three now and the trip takes about forty- fiwieutes. If we leave
at four we'll have fifteen minutes for farewellsimE enough,
wouldn't you say?"

"It ought to be. I'll be ready at four."

He got up lazily. "We'll pick you up. I'll come #nd see you again
this evening, Owen. In fact, you can ask me to elinfwyou like."

"Uncle Owen has been having his supper in bed,'e¥sa said.

"Not tonight,” the older man put in quickly. "Do roe, Nick. I'm
starting a new set of accounts and we ought tocagmethe system.
The old one was too cumbersome.”



Nick nodded and strolled out. Uncle Owen went gorbbm, Vanessa
changed into a pink and white figured sundressaaude an early cup
of tea. She knocked on Uncle Owen's door and watedto enter.

He was lying fully dressed on the blanket, butigatis she came in.
"That's nice of you, my dear. You'll be going autai few minutes, |
suppose. You needn't hurry back - you deserve ageh&rom this
place.”

"l like Bolambo," she said. "I'm just terrible spthat you have to go
S0 soon after my arrival."

"I'm afraid | was heading for it some time befooaiy}came, but | still
had things to do, and ignored it." He gave hemtbm smile. "What's
the matter between you and Nick? | had the fedlrag he'd have
worded his invitation more strongly if | hadn't betbere."

"Perhaps. He only asked me to go with them bedagisimesn't fancy
forty-five minutes alone with Lorin Grieves. Andatcepted simply
because | like driving along jungle roads and titie | port is
fascinating. So we're not doing each other anydead

"Is that how it is? | thought you'd get along weith Nick. He's
bossy and sarcastic, but he's solid right throgid I'll tell you
something; he's never claimed his due as regaeddavelopment of
the concession. I've done very little and takenhallcredit.”

"I'm not so sure that you've done little," she saichiling. "Your
restraint in expenditure may have been a good tlaind in any case,
it hasn't done Nick any harm to chafe a bit. Whetekes sole charge
he'll be unbearable.”

Uncle Owen laughed softly. "I never imagined a womaacting to
Nick like that. Merle's independent, but she nevessed Nick in any
way. They were the best of friends." And more slyhé&mhat's one



thing | really do feel badly about - getting Metied up before she
met Nick. | had good intentions - but the thing fimesl somehow.
When I'm fit again I'll take her to the Mediterraneand get her to
find a villa for me."

"Well, coming out here will have done that much jau, Uncle
Owen - procured the villa you always talked abttig.wonderful to
think that a single year could accomplish so much!"

He looked tired, and sank back. "Thanks for the tea
Vanessa. Have a good time."

She wedged the door and went to her room, collecteehdkerchief,
took a detached look at her imagine and walkedutjitoto the

living-room. Three minutes later, Nick stopped atate car just
outside the house. Vanessa went down the stepgseamet her there.
Lorin was in the front seat, and Nick said, withefsatire,

“I'm sure Vanessa won't mind sitting just behindi,yborin. She
prefers to feel untouched."

To which Vanessa made no reply. She slipped intadwe, said hallo
to Lorin and made herself thoroughly comfortabléeTcar jolted

over the gravel and on to the main track, woundhdothe market
square and past the township, putting on spedttasad widened.

The sun was westering in the sulphurous haze conimtre rainy
season, and the sky was blue in the east and psiiptewith gold
elsewhere. Occasionally there was a view of cocpalnis climbing
the hillsides or of a distant curve of empty beaid at one point,
where they had to slow down to pass a string okdidaden
Africans, Vanessa caught the powerful aroma ofddiigh and rancid
coconut oil. She saw cultivation - saplings, rieside the river, an
expanse of ridged red soil where a few Sunday wernkeere planting



seedlings of some sort. And then came tall mando@sping their
big strong leaves over the road, breadfruit treasanas and dense
thickets of bamboo.

She answered remarks, saw Lorin's eager profishasvaited, with
lips parted, for every syllable from Nick. And théecause she could
no longer stave it off, Vanessa watched the gird/Ashe knew,
intuitively, that Lorin was bubbling with happineasd expectancy,
with trepidation and uncertainty. And Nick? He whaisnself, a
tolerant lord-of-creation, looking kindly upon tpeetty thing at his
side and occasionally offering a pointed commemtr ¢ws shoulder.
Nothing would ever touch him closely. Nothing.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE smaller West African coastal towns run more os tesa pattern.
There are the shabby wharves; the long waterfrombing out of

town which is close to the beach on one side amthang on the
other by old cotton trees and palms, mangoes asdadaas; the
town itself, climbing away from the sea in tiersstdined stucco and
corrugated iron; trees and palms between the raadsa series of
lush green mountains as a backcloth. Behind therwgkalie the

narrow streets of slummy shacks where there aree npaople

crammed within the few alleys than the numbers aédurs all the rest
of the town and its suburbs.

The Lagos coaster was anchored alongside the gtiyewhich
thrust out into the bay beyond the sand bar. Aeraas lowering
sacks into its hold, and as the car neared thd smplVanessa could
see Donn Grieves talking with another seasoneelteay Donn saw
them and left his companion, came down the gangwayp the jetty
just as Nick switched off the engine.

"Expected you at least an hour ago," he said. éhesrdered some
drinks in the saloon. Got time for a quick one?"ddddenly became
aware that Lorin and Nick were not alone. "Vane&agh, how good
to see you."

Those Latin good looks of his were really somethsige admitted to
herself. And he made one feel expansive and sp&thal got out of
the car, felt his hand on her wrist.

"Did you come to see me, or for the jaunt?" he dske

"To see you, of course,"” she replied. "Have youwnlssng plenty of
business?"



"Enough to keep the ants from the pantry. Come rah@d of you.
I'll send a steward out for Lorin's bags."

The saloon of the coaster was not much largerdifast-class cabin,
but there was a cushioned seat all round it, alaemtroared gently
and the drinks were served with ice. They all s&itieers" and
sipped, and Vanessa took care not to look at Ldsime parried
Donn's remarks, glanced covertly at her watch @tdnled to the
creaking of the crane till it ceased working.

Then Lorin spoke, jerkily. "We'll be leaving sodmught to check up
on my luggage.”

"It's not really necessary," her brother remark&®bu have the
ladies' cabin to yourself this trip. In fact thare only five passengers
from here on."

"Still, I'd better make sure."

"I'l go with you," said Nick, as she had probablgped he would,
"just to see that they've taken everything fromdae"

They went off, a tall, wide-shouldered, protectman and a nicely
rounded, yellow-haired girl in slim-fitting leafrgen. The eyes of the
one stranger in the saloon followed them with ae#gl, resigned

expression; he was the man Donn had been speakomgdeck.

Cradling his glass affectionately, Donn leaned talsaVanessa.
"You may not believe this, but I've thought aboatiyguite a bit. I'll
bet you haven't thought of me once."

"I've got you there. | thought of you with gratijidVhen | unpacked
that crate you sent, | didn't find a single breakag



"Oh, lord. Who wants to be remembered through pssand
enamelware? Are you still coming to see us in La&gos

"I doubt it. | mentioned it to Nick and he wasni favour. I'm
working now."

"Hang it, | always get the thin end. Well, it waplaasant prospect
while it lasted." He took down the last of his drifBeen seeing
much of Lorin?"

"Quite a lot. She was there alone while Nick wa3amestown." She
met his eyes briefly. "I'm afraid she's a goner."

"Yes, | noticed." He sighed. "l didn't want to lealer there, but the
thing came up and was disposed of within minutesinLsaid she
wasn't keen on going down the coast to the agewtd,dike a fool,
said we'd be coming back this way, and the nergthiknew it was
arranged that she stay on in Bolambo till todayak worried, but
with Nick away for three days | thought nothing rmuwould come of
it. Today, she's all smiles and excitement. Itlsta&ough on Nick,
really."

"On Nick!" exclaimed Vanessa. "Nothing is ever tbugn Nick. It
won't hurt him a scrap to bid her a fond goodbyd &ave her
hoping."

"Well, that's the best way. It's better than a smddump. She'll get
over it." His smile was jaded. "No pleasure is ewediluted, is it? |
met you - and maybe even yet I'll persuade yowtoecup to Lagos
for a binge or two. But to give Lorin a thrill 1 ®ught her with me,
and she had to take a toss for a chap like Niakodisn't make sense,
but it's the way life goes. Another drink?"

"No, thanks. Was that the warning bell, a momewt?dg



"l hoped you hadn't heard it. | was planning tongjieai you!"
"Not a chance - I'd swim for it. Shall we go on ki&t

They emerged into tar-smelling heat, to meet therotwo coming
along the short deck from the passenger quarters had a wobbly
smile and a lace handkerchief wound tightly throbighfingers, but
she walked as gracefully as ever.

"Well, I'm afraid it's goodbye," said Nick, addirmgnventionally,
"You must bring Lorin to Bolambo again before skavies West
Africa, Donn. She's the prettiest half-sister bwer seen in my life!"

He shook her hand, shook Donn's. As warmly as shklcVanessa
said her own few words of farewell to Lorin; perkdyorin found it a
help that no one but Vanessa was aware of the Istygebad pinned
to those last few minutes alone with Nick.

Donn was saying, "You needn't think you've seenldéisé of me,
Vanessa. | can always cook up a reason for atgiBiblambo. For the
present, here's something to remember me by."

Smiling, he leaned forward and kissed her full ba mouth. She
drew back and laughed, but was vexed for Lorirke s& needle shot
through her elbow as Nick gripped it.

He spoke agreeably, though. "They're waiting faiougo before they
can cast off. So long, you two. Remember me to Edgo

Casually, in spite of the steel-spring grasp ofdren, he shepherded
Vanessa down the gangway and towards the estatellcare he
released her, turned and waved up to the couplesidunl near the
deck rail, and saw Vanessa seated. The coastenbeed barely a
foot from the jetty wall when-he started the engaind swung the car
towards the town.



They were back on the forest road before he spokeysinesslike
tones. "Not in a hurry to reach home, are youA/ehd been able to
get out to the boundary of the concession this weed this is a good
opportunity to take a look at the mahogany."

“It's all right with me."

"Why the weak tone?" he asked coolly. "If | hadmited you along
this afternoon you wouldn't even have seen Donnallene been
kissed by him. You've nothing to whimper about."

"I'm not whimpering!"

He said something, irritably, and slammed his fdotvn on the
accelerator. The car shot ahead and nothing mosesaid between
them. The atmosphere in the car was chilly andggthr-or a minute
or two Vanessa tried to analyse Nick's change ftbm suave
charmer of susceptible young females to the ledrcaltly uncaring

man who had already forgotten Lorin and was buskihg into the

future. But you couldn't weigh up a man like NickaBdis; he lived
by his own set of rules.

She looked out of the window at the speeding treledowly, she
was conscious of the eighteen inches of space battfem on the
long front seat. Lorin had sat closer, they hadesirat each other; the
girl had looked appealing, smelled fragrant. Peshidjtk was now
passing through the inevitable period of regret thther more hadn't
come of his association with Lorin. But somehow &ssa couldn't
believe that. Only people who had hearts were depEbregret.

At the first Bolambo signboard they turned from tload on to a
rough trail. After only a few yards Nick slowed siterably, and
looked out keenly at the track and its verges. Tjbgged on, and he
began to scan the trees. At the half-mile he swppe car and got
out, strode among the trees out of sight. Whendmecback, ten



minutes later, his face was taut, his eyes darknancbw. He slipped
into his seat.

"All the big mahogany trees have been cleared,'sdud grimly.
"Heard anything about it?"

"No - nothing at all. Are you sure?"

He flicked his fingers. "They were there just oeeweek ago, and
now they've gone. | noticed fresh lorry tracks loa toad and a few
newly-broken twigs. | thought Africans might haweiged some

mahogany saplings to sell down the coast. But igddblows have

gone - they were power-sawn and floated away. lamsethat a
terrific squad of labourers and some biggish plaate been in
operation just this week. While | was in Jamestoafrgourse." He

was reversing the estate car. "I'll see about'this!

"Do you think it was organised stealing by someahe knew you'd
be away?"

"I don't know what to think. Owen can't know, or'dhehave
mentioned it."

"Then, please," she begged him, "keep it from hihydu've made
your inquiries. Claud may have come across somgtimaisual, or ...
or someone else may know a little. Were the tremshwsuch a lot?"

"Several thousand pounds." Back in impersonal méedadded,
"There's probably an explanation of some sort. Banl worry about
it. I'll handle it without bothering Owen."

And that, for the moment, was all. In the swiftldaass he dropped
her outside the bungalow and said carelessly thatduldn't come to
dinner, after all. The accounts business with Os@uld be settled



tomorrow at the office. His expression withdrawe, ihclined his
head to her and drove away.

On the whole, the missing mahogany trees made littbact upon
Vanessa's existence. She knew that inquiries wierat, ahat the
popular explanation was the one she had thoughthatt it had been
a coup planned in detail by some unscrupulous aglenthad learned
that Nick Brandis would be away at a certain tinfelevMr. Shepton
was ill. The loss to the company was not shattedng perhaps it
was natural that Nick should seethe against sudito@ to his
self-esteem. He regarded the Bolambo developmet personal
possession. Oh, well, it wouldn't do him any haortetarn a lesson or
two.

Vanessa was seething herself, sporadically. It avbel a long time
before she forgot Lorin Grieves' painful smile atite lace
handkerchief woven tighdy through her fingers. Andch longer,
probably, before she would recover from her owrrtteestupidity; if
she ever did.

It was raining again, and Ngomo went sick. Vanessiaced that a
peculiar soreness came and went in her own thr@htre glands at
each side were distended and tender to the tolngrewas plenty to
do at the creche, feeding the children, playinghwitem, cleaning
them up and teaching them a little, but her tw@é&ed were learning
fast. The younger one confided that she hoped ealiyto go away
and train as a nurse.

The awaited letter arrived from Merle. There wemgy@ few lines in
subdued tone, but they decided Uncle Owen.



"Merle's never been happy on her own, and this sme feels it
more," he said. "I'll get a telegram off to her gmdpare to leave at
the end of the week. Sure you won't go with me,eéza?"

"I can't leave the job so soon after starting Arid in spite of
everything, Vanessa knew with despair, she didatttvio leave, not
yet. She added brightly, "Let me know when you'tesen your
villa. I'll give in my notice and come and see yowumy way home."

Uncle Owen nodded absently. Then he said, "l wisbkrk leaving in
a happier frame of mind."

"This mahogany business? You were too unwell telpmevented it,
Uncle Owen."

He shrugged dispiritedly. "Nick's been asking mesgwns about
Paul. He thinks Paul might have organised thenigllind shipping of
the timber we lost, but candidly, I don't think 46.Nick says
anything to you about it, please defend Paul. Wdl do that,
Vanessa?"

"I'll be glad to." She recalled something suddetiincle Owen, you
remember that Syrian who came here with a messageowldn't
understand? At the time we thought it possible Hwmeant it for
Merle's husband - and that means it could have BPeeh He said
‘Next week' - remember? That wast week."

Uncle Owen passed a hand over his face. "Thiss#iimé mine seems
to have dulled my brain, but | can't believe anygithat bad of Paul.”
He let out a quivery breath. "I'll be so relievedhtave done with all
this."

As he went back to his room he looked so ill thah¥ssa called Dr.
Ziegen. Nervous exhaustion, was the verdict, aadhéart was tiring,
too. Mr. Shepton must be sent away to Tangier as as possible.



The rest of that week was depressing. Uncle Owemai get up at
all, and Vanessa had the task of packing his cto#imel belongings
and destroying his old papers. She found a few Witlich she herself
had re-addressed from Gloucester, and it look #se§ had never
been paid. It was Merle's fault, really; luckilyhely weren't big
amounts and she could deal with them herself. Motahything

would she have Uncle Owen upset any further béferieft.

At his request, she did not go down to the pogde him off. Nick
drove him and Sanders and Claud went along at their wish,
because they respected and liked him. Vanessaldmssegoodbye,
had a last view of his pathetically shrunken figure¢he back seat
beside Sanders, and went indoors and wept.

Later, she had an early supper of cheese and salddsat down to
write to Merle. But after two attempts she gavept How did one
write to someone who for years had professed adsieip she didn't
feel? Professed it, moreover, for what she hecselfd get out of it?
It didn't bear thinking about; and yet she oughivtde to Merle, if

only to make it clear that Uncle Owen's health liaderiorated
alarmingly. Tomorrow would do, though.

Lethargically, she went to the kitchen, where a avdioe burned

dully, and began to dispose of the last of Unclee@w old papers.
They burned sluggishly, and the two account booad o be

sprinkled with paraffin before they would catchalit Ngomo came
in with his face bound up in a white cloth. He stamith his long

arms hanging at his sides, his eyes rolled upaahle whites looked
big and shiny.

"Toothache?" she asked, not very sympatheticalllgorhb's
lead-swinging was becoming a bore; he hadn't efferedl an excuse
for not preparing her supper.



"Very sore, missus," he said dolefully. "Must gdoed." It seemed he
could find a few English words where his own peedamterests were
concerned.

"Clean the fire out first," she said, "and bringthe damp wood, or
we shan't have any hot water tomorrow. You'd bestter the doctor
about those teeth."

He moved slowly and heavily, and she left him tdHieér own slight
ailment seemed to have passed, thank heaven. et thas better
and the glands were shrinking back to normal. Tdglen excessive
heat and dampness were responsible for physicaraatities in
most of the inhabitants of Bolambo.

From the living-room, she heard the boy finishthsk in the kitchen
and go out, snicking the back door behind him. fehgestless and
lonely, and she found it difficult to imagine hdelhere at Bolambo
from now on. No other white woman, no Uncle Owemj ao real
friend but Claud, whom she daren't encourage. #dl tnen were
likely to be helpful; she knew that in their diféet ways they would
do their best to lessen her loneliness. But thexe mo ignoring the
fact that shavas alone. And it seemed that even Merle would not |
coming back. Uncle Owen had asked her to pack epreist of
Merle's things in readiness for dispatch; he hammed to let her
know where to send them.

She stood at the open door clasping her elbowsoakdg out at the
thickly-clouded night. What she wanted more thayptleing was a
feeling of permanence in this tricky, unstable woBut it seemed
almost impossible of achievement. A home and aniwg job - she
had them both, but she had to face the knowledgiestine wanted
more. Not Nick, she told herself hastily. Some ored part of
herself leapt to meet something in him, but that alaPositively all.



She wished she could get rid of the sense of songetfiosing in on
her. All life was ahead, and there was no doubtualh@r being
needed here in Bolambo. In fact...

A car swerved up towards the front of the house it got out.
Unconsciously, Vanessa's fingers curled a littleremiightly about
her elbows and she stood her ground, squarelyeimopen doorway.
He came up the steps.

The lean, clever face had a sardonic cast. "Thogaglhit like to know
that Owen got away without a hitch. He said | veaietl you not to be
anxious about him."

"l can't help being anxious, but I'm glad he's gdt'®dry in Tangier,
isn't it?"

"Very. The mosquitoes are busy tonight - you'd dyegfet indoors.
Mind if | come in for a minute?"

There was no need to answer him; he had followedhe latched
the wire screen over the doorway. He turned ankdd@bout him,
sank his hands into his pockets and shrugged.

"Well, it's all yours. Things can happen fast, tdrey? In no time at
all you've become a company employee with a hotigeuwr own."

"Won't you be needing the house for a new survéyor?

"Not yet. There'll have to be some reorganising there's no tearing
hurry." He paused, allowed his glance to rest emntlagazine which
lay open on the table, and said casually, "Frone loer we make a
new start. How do you feel about it?"

"I made my start last week," she said evenly. CHiiry on that way."

"Last week? When you said a fond farewell to Domie@Gs?"



"If your idea of a new start is to sneer at me ..."

His smile hardened. "Sensitive about the kiss fiaomn? | got the
impression that you were glad he did it for mede.s

"This time your impression was wrong," she respandbrupdy.
“Lorin was there too, you know!"

"Ah, Lorin." He sounded non-committal. "I thoughtwnight get
round to her sometime. Go on, get it said."

Vanessa was unprepared, and she knew that Nick'tw&nshe
replied offhandedly, "Lorin has gone. We may ad veebet it all.”

"l agree. But you won't forget it, Brownie, so sedlir it. | was a
monster and a brute. | should have married theagid taken the
consequences. That's what you think, isn't it?"

She said coolly, "I quite like Donn's sister. Whyosald | wish her
married to you?"

"Ouch - that was a nasty one." His smile was dtiduppose it's
woman's logic to blame me for the fact that shetweseyed for a
while. We all do it, at some stage; you'll admaétthwon't you?" with
faint malice. "Lorin's got it out of her system askle'll no doubt
marry some nice guy and make a success of it."

"So you've glibly put it out of mind. It's easy fygou."

"Don't be an idiot," he said sharply. "Lorin's aegtgirl; a bit dumb
and devoted to the home, but sound enough." Higesmas grim.
"Did you really think she was the sort of girl toarry?"

“No, | didn't. I've yet to meet the woman who mighit you as a
wife. Or the woman you'd suit!"



"Thanks. What else?"

Her chin lifted. "Since you ask, I'll tell you. hihk you acted
despicably towards Lorin. From the beginning she whviously
deceived into believing you liked her a great deal.

"Come off it, little one. A few compliments aboutet meals she
prepared could hardly be taken as a sign of degarde In these
places a man acts differently with women. And |dréetell you

why!"

"We're talking of Lorin," she said in controlled nes. "You

encouraged her to think that you felt she was somepecial, and
when she had the opportunity of staying here wbdan went down
the coast, she grabbed at it, because you'd I¢him&ryou wanted it."

"l did nothing of the kind," he said in metalliaw#es. "She didn't want
to go with Donn, so | told her she could use theseowhile | was
away. After | got back | had no time to play aropexkn if I'd wanted
to. | could feel she was getting sad and foolish| kept out of her
way."

"Of course!" she flung at him. "Women are all rigiat long as they
smile and flatter you, but the moment they becontdt @f a drag
you've no time for them. You led her on..."

"My dear child," he said through his teeth, "willlyplease get it into
your head that | did nothing whatever that any othan wouldn't
have done in the same situation. | knew the giglcéx two weeks;
she was Donn's sister and | set out to be agretabés. As far as I'm
concerned, there was nothing more to it than that!"

"You were heartless. You've admitted that you saw Ishe was
feeling!"



"Oh, for the love of Mike!" He dug his hands funtheto his pockets
and took a pace or two. "We're not responsibletiier way other
people react to us. What about Donn?" in angryudisd'Fingering
you and kissing ..."

"There was a difference. He was never serious fooment."

"Neither was |. And | didn't do any of the damnedsing and

touching, either! Maybe it's a good sign that yeulitant for your

own sex, but for the love of heaven see this tih@agonably. Lorin
was right ready to fall. She's out here for the galrpose of hitching
up with someone, and if I happened to be the dingt she lighted on,
it's just too bad. She'll have to look elsewhere."

"Why didn't you let her see that from the beginffiripu're clever
enough to have put it over almost without speakiriggou'd wanted
to!"

"How was | to know it would be necessary?" he metdrflatly. "To
me, she was just a charming girl here for a vigt, some feverish
female chasing a mate."

"Now you're being horrible about her!"

He went a little pale about the mouth; the greysesleone darkly.
"What are you trying to do - make me so mad thladld' something
I'm bound to regret? | wouldn't say anything mdrewere you. My
mood is a little unpredictable at the moment."

"To me, your mood is always unpredictable," shd saiifdy. "I still
think you treated Lorin abominably."

“If it gives you satisfaction,” he said savagelypl may go on
feeling that way. But you might also reflect upauyown mistakes.
If I hadn't told Hewson to keep his mind off yoowd be wallowing



In a syrupy mess of sentimentality with him and denng how the
hell to climb out of it!"

She stared at him. "You actually told Claud tdo..leave me alone -
as though he'd bedorcing his attentions on me? How dare you d
that!"

"I'd dare anything to keep this place intact andkivg well." He was
glittering at her. "Have you said all you've beehiag to say?"

She turned away, lifted her shoulders jerkily. s"lthade no
difference, has it? You still feel you acted towsardorin with
chivalry and finesse. | don't know how you can."

"That's because you don't know me," he said culyen Lorin, for
all her silly hopes, understood me better thandmi

Stung, in spite of herself, Vanessa stood verlyastdl frowned at the
rug. She looked slim and hollow-cheeked and veryngo "Perhaps
she did. But there's one thing | know she didnivknit was only the
fact of her being Donn's sister that saved her fmomaffair with you."

She was unready for what happened next, felt had fexrk bacK as
he took her by the shoulders and shook her onoéendy. Wide

green eyes gazed up into brilliant grey ones amdhgard a raging
breath drawn between his teeth as he said,

"l warned you, Brownie! A man can take just so muth

Had she fought him then anything might have happeBat she
didn't. Perhaps her eyes were still shadowed vaitiness for Uncle
Owen, or maybe her pallor and the faint tremblimndhér limbs got
through to him. He looked at the erratic beatinghaf pulse in her
throat, a muscle contracted sharply in his jawlaatet her go with a
little push.



The screen clacked shut behind him, but Vanessaatichove. She
was still standing there, near the table, whendpkuiegan to roll,
presaging still another storm.

It rained, on and off, for three days. The earipstoutside the house
were washed right away, leaving the logs lying aske a lake of
mud. An African brought a set of newly-constructedoden steps
and placed them in position till good cement stepsld be made.
Vanessa did not inquire who had sent him. She pasdng several
hours each day at the children's shelter and rgrthmmhouse without
help. Ngomo would turn up once each day, coughlskemlly, nurse
his jaw and fade out. Like the other servants m gkttlement he
detested the rains, but unlike them he hadn't tigeesf conscience.
Some time she would have to replace him - if shgest.

There were times, during that week, when Vaneskaaseif she
couldn't stand another day of teeming rain and mivey ants, of
books glued together with mildew and shoes greeh iviof walls
sweating, the thatch reeking of wet dust and danksnof nights
inside the mosquito net while the pests clung améd in myriads
outside, to disappear at dawn.

The men were busy throughout the daylight hourd yamen they had
dined they needed sleep. Claud came in one evehuigyanessa
could tell he was tired. She told him about theeéagts and the
two-inch ginger cockroaches.

"Everything is bigger and better out here," he sardiling faintly.
"Are you scared of them?"

"There are too many of them - you can't go on beirgyed all the
time. How is your planting going?"



"It's in full swing. After the first couple of weskwe settle into a
rhythm, but at the start everyone is anxious totigetextra money,
and it wouldn't do to put them off. Nick's beenpnef) us to get
organised."

"You stay out all day, don't you? How do you manageut food?"

"There's a village of sorts down the river - a eoppading station and
a handful of huts. The head man there sends usecoffcasionally,
and if we're near enough we go there for a bitee@tise, it's bread
and a tube of cheese."”

"Don't. Squeezing out cheese like toothpaste sorewatdting."
"l thought it was even done in England these days."

"Not by me. But the stuff is probably nutritiousow's the wrist
now?"

He held it out. "Bit thinner, but fine. | never loat it without
remembering the frightful time | gave you with th@w." His smile
was gentle. "You mustn't mind my telling you thiaén, when you
were sweating and worried and terribly intentadbred you."

"It was gratitude," she said rather quickly. "Woutal like a drink?"

Claud didn't stay long, and though Vanessa waswhaah he left, she
felt abandoned and lost. She went to bed earlydigunot sleep till

the small hours. It was like the other nights. 8loeight of Nick, and
wanted him with a need that was pain. But they wWerther apart
than they ever had been, and even if there had d@assibility of

forgetting the antagonism between them, there cdddno true
friendship. Because Vanessa was in love with himd, ldick could

never be in love with any woman.



She tortured herself with imagining. There waswioenan in Lagos,
with whom he had managed to keep in touch aftentagriage. Donn
had spoken almost enviously of Nick's flair for eemng friendly
with former amours. Possibly Nick also knew a woman
Jamestown. Was she married, too, or had he seerasteweek,
mocked at and made love to her, given her preserdsa fond au
revoir?

It seemed as though Vanessa's head had been &mwhdays. By the
end of that week she felt so low and despondensti@had actually
reached the point of telling Nick that now the treevas working it
no longer needed her. At five on Saturday, she ewwlinto the
empty house and took a bath. By six she was ikitbken, cracking
some tiny West African eggs. She wasn't hungry, m#als

punctuated the day and provided a very small refadiving.

She had begun to beat up the omelette when a salong the
corridor drew her to the kitchen door. A man staodhe passage
between the two bedrooms; a man of just over mednanght,
aquiline features and a tropic pallor. He wore guled khaki drill,
and looked out of place in it.

Vanessa gazed at him, drew an audible breath. "Pdnd exclaimed
incredulously. "ltis Paul, isn't it?"

He didn't smile, but came towards her. She baakiedtihe kitchen to
give him room, searched his face for something\zasn't there.

"Hallo, Vanessa," he said politely. "It's nice sesyou again. Where
are ... the others?"

She moistened her lips. "Of course, you don't krdmwou? Merle is
in Tangier. They're both there."

A moment's silence. "For how long?" he asked.



"Well ... they're not coming back. You see," stmifidered a little,
"they didn't hear from you, and Merle was feelihg heat. Uncle
Owen became very unwell..." She tailed off.

Still very politely and without expression, he sdidh, yes. Are you
here alone?"

She nodded. "But this is your house. | can probablyp for myself
over at the creche." She smiled weakly. "That'pkapd since your
time - the children's centre. I'll shift my things.

"Oh, no. We'll arrange something for a couple ghis. Can | smell
coffee?"

"Would you like some?" she asked in hasty relieéxXpect you can
do with a wash. If you'll go straight into the g-room afterwards
I'll bring you an omelette and the coffee."

"No servant?"
"Ngomo is sick."

"Then I'll have the wash and come back here tokitelhen. lama
little hungry - had nothing all day."

His mouth smiled briefly while his eyes remainedammunicative,
and he went out to the bathroom. Vanessa, her nimytland her
fingers quivering, broke more eggs into the basimpped them up
and looked for a tablecloth. Paul, she echoed Wwhfldo herself.

Merle's husband, looking as sallow as ever, belgaasquietly as
ever, and yet somehow different from the way sihgerabered him.
He had smiled often in Gloucester, had seemedv® ha misgivings
about the future. All three of them had changedtl&léJncle Owen
and Paul Charnley. What could have happened toZhéamessa
thought it most unlikely that she would ever know.



She recalled almost her last conversation with &en. He had
said that Nick thought Paul Charnley had been mspte for the
missing mahogany trees. Had Nick managed" to reaxisomehow,
and bring him back? Or had he come back of his awgord as a
blind, to allay suspicion? Or for some other re&samMith Paul
Charnley it was difficult to tell. Ought she to Kick know that Paul
was here? Perhaps, but how? There was no sermadnt,she ran out
it would look strange. What was she panicking toryway? Paul
couldn't get away unobserved from a place like Bla; it was no
doubt already known that he was here. Except thaas dark and
cloudy outside, and a vehicle could easily be cdlagad by some of
the new hedge growth.

He came back into the kitchen and she looked awalyvezent on
setting the table. He got out bread, took buttemfthe fridge and
opened a can of sterilised milk.

"You mustn't be flurried by my turning up like thiganessa," he said
In those quiet, unemotional tones. "I had no idaawere alone, but |
do think it's a good idea to have a meal befor@dak to Nick
Brandis. Tell me, what do you think of Bolambo?"

She answered him mechnically, but quite soon faltemat ease.
There was nothing masterful about Paul Charnletyhbulid have an
air of belonging here in this house, and knowingHi¢ didn't eat
much, after all. The omelette, a finger or two adddl, a banana and ¢
dry biscuit. But he drank three cups of coffee antbked three
cigarettes. And if he looked a little incongruobsre at the kitchen
table, he didn't appear to be aware of it.

Very calmly, he told her of his tour down to thep€aToo samey to
be enjoyable, and he had decided to fly back asgatamestown,
pick up his car and drive in to Bolambo.



"And you expected to find Merle here," she saidthie same quiet
tones. "I'm sorry you were disappointed.”

His eyelids flickered, just once. "She wasn't suhere I'd be, so she
couldn't let me know she was going. You said thet s&as too much
for her. Was she well?"

"Oh, yes. She was . .. unhappy, though."
"What about?" he asked evenly. "Did she tell you?"
"Partly."

There was a brief silence. Then he said, "l wag smsy to hear that
you lost your father, Vanessa. | didn't get to kriom very well, but
| liked him very much." The ghost of a smile. "Hasvrather my
sort."

"Yes, he was," said Vanessa with surprise. "Noy t@kative, but he
thought a good deal and he was companionable.fmflse moved
her to add, "I wish | could help you and Merle. sare you wouldn't
have left her without a good reason. Before Unche®left he said
he thought you should reconsider your resignatiomfthe company.
He never has thought badly of you; I think you aughknow that."

A curious expression passed over the thinnish,tediface. "That's

pleasant to hear, but I'm afraid the resignatiostratand. As a matter
of fact, | had half an idea that both Merle and ta¢her would be

gone, but | had to make sure. It'll take me a c®opldays to clear up
here, and then I shall be off for good, too."

She sighed. "It does seem such a pity. This thegpb with Uncle
Owen and you and Merle. | know some of the othem mere here
first, but the Company wasn't formed then. | thipé&rhaps the



separation will have accomplished something thatgauldn't have
managed otherwise. Please don't do anything iredec'

"I'm going up to Tangier," he said, "but howevegades | shall never
bring Merle back to Bolambo. Men of all kinds cdiniti here, but

women have to be of a certain type, and Merle dbgsalify. When

she had to go away because of the heat last yamw we wouldn't
stay in West Africa very long."

"Then ... then you didn't willingly walk out on haifew weeks ago?"
"Did Merle imply that | did?"

She cist around, said lamely, "I did rather gathat impression. But
she was miserable. She really was, Paul."

He accepted this, but the blank look of reserveareed in his eyes.
He was a man who had thought long and alone, dnctaatly come

to the conclusion that his wife was indispensabléim. Inwardly,

Vanessa fumed against Merle; she didn't desersertan. Even if he
had done something terribly wrong, Merle still dicsreserve to be
loved so much. She seemed to have offered nothingturn, not
even loyalty.

He stubbed out his cigarette. "I'd better go up sewl Nick. He's in
sole charge now, | suppose?"

She nodded, again recalled her last talk with Uialeen and the
promise that she would stand up for Paul againsk,Nand asked
hesitantly, "May | go with you?"

He was slightly perturbed and obviously on the pofrrefusing her
before he changed his mind. "Very well. | havenicimto say to
Nick. | only want him to know I'm here, and am ckiag out,
permanently.” A pause. "Nick and Merle got alondlw®u know."



"Yes, | do know."
"He probably knows more about her than any of us."
"Don't say that. It was you who made her unhappyNick."

Tiredly, he passed a hand over the back of his.Hiat's get this
over. Shall we go?"

She nodded and went out with him, down the new woaleps and
along the track to Nick's bungalow.



CHAPTER NINE

Nick was alone, sitting at his desk with an empty eoffap at one
side and a loaded ashtray at the other. He lookeddr as they
entered, stood up quickly and held out a hand. iNgtkever really
surprised him, thought Vanessa broodingly. He adguso swiftly
that you felt he was always prepared for almostrappening.

"Well, it's good to see you again, Paul. Sit domoth of you. Had
dinner?"

"Yes, we've eaten." Paul didn't take a chair bamidack on the edge
of the table. "I won't keep you long, Nick."

Nick glanced across at Vanessa as she settledftieraa armchair,
turned towards the cabinet and got out a bottlegamkes. "This calls
for a drink. Vanessa?"

"No, thank you."

He poured two whiskies, went out for some ice aagegone of the
clinking glasses to Paul. Then he stood back irharacteristic
attitude, one shoulder against the wall and one Irahis pocket.

"Had a good tour?" he asked conversationally.
"It helped. Sorry | couldn't give you longer notigemy vacation."
"l knew how you were placed. What made you comé lsacsoon.”

"I've had enough of it. | flew back to Jamestowd @nned a chap |
know there; he had my car. He told me something. thaell, it made
my decision for me. | had to come here as soorossilgle."

Nick swung his glass gently, watching the ambaritiq



"What was it he told you - that a big consignmeinmahogany had
been shipped out from Bolambo?"

Vanessa broke in at once, "That's not kind, Niakcld Owen said it
was unfair to suspect Paul!"

"What do you know about it?"

"Only what Uncle Owen told me. He said that you evasking
questions about Paul - in connection with the mgsnahogany."

Paul's mouth was set. "Is that so, Nick?"

"Of course it's so. | checked up on everything, lbobuldn't trace
you. What did you hear about it?"

"Just what you said - that the consignment hadaga@ty without a
hitch. A big, concentrated operation, by all acdsetin

Nick's oblique glance at the other man was keend"fhat brought
you back. Why should it?"

"l suspect that you know why. You're merely trytndind out all you
can before showing your hand. But I'm not telligyya thing. You
can carry on with the guesswork."

"Thanks for the co-operation," said Nick with irorf{fhere was a
time, not so long ago, when you were as keen fdauBbo to show a
quick profit as | am. Things have changed for yhwough, haven't
they? | wonder if you know how much?"

"What do you mean by that?"

"Has our little friend here told you everything@uess not - she's too
soft-hearted. For instance, you don't yet know khatle is getting a
divorce, do you?"



There was a long minute of dead silence. Paul'd ightened over
the edge of the table and his skin took on a clammyeness. It was
all Vanessa could do to keep seated and speec8lessaw the sharp
watchfulness in Nick, and in that moment she ledrsemething
about him. He could be appallingly cruel ... tokbed.

"l didn't... know that," Paul said quietly. "Whyalld she do it?"

Nick straightened. "I'll tell you why, and | warey I'm not going to
gloss anything. Don't go, Vanessa! You'd better haa.”

"Some other time. My presence here isn't fair tol Pa

Nick turned upon her, savagely. "You'll stay. tttee you saw the
other side of the picture, too!"

She shrank back into the chair. Paul had his ldyweightly between
his teeth. He nodded for Nick to go on. There wasoment while
Nick drained his glass and put it down.

Then he said, "For about ten months you were vappity married,
weren't you, Paul? You'd been a little worried lnseaMerle wasn't
exactly your type and this wasn't her backgrountybu did care for
each other, and that put the rest into perspeciiven quite suddenly,
you found out something, and being the man youyare had to
discuss it with your wife. And that started thedkip." He looked at
the unresponsive Paul. "I'm not absolutely suretwhavas you
discovered, but I'd say it was something that slibwp in the
accounts. A bit of wangling here and there?"

"l refuse to go into details," said Paul doggedtigu're telling this
tale, not I."

"Okay," with a shrug. "I'll give the things I'vesdiovered my own
interpretation. Let's go back to the start - theyppuilding of the



offices and houses. The contractor's superintenddr@ was in
charge here has retired, | believe, but it woulte'tdifficult to get
facts and figures from the agents. Il bet the @&epment
Corporation paid half as much again as the buiklimgre worth, and
that the superintendent and Owen Shepton sharqudkiags - they
were both near retirement and willing to take tkk.t

"Are you accusing Uncle Owen?" demanded Vanesdasag'Do
you think he'd ever do anything so beastly andatisbt?"

By now, Nick was a bit pale and fed-up-looking haffis

"D'you suppose I'm enjoying this?" he said grimily.has to come
out into the open - between us three, at least.todk a long breath
and continued, "There were other things, smallan ttihe building

contract, but run on the same lines. Slightly cexbagreements with
shipping clerks and supplies' agents, a tight ogirexpenditure for
necessities. That side of the business wasn't mgeen, but | did

begin to wonder about it. And what about you, Padd?v did you

feel when you found that your very likeable fatherlaw was not too
straight?"

Paul pushed a weary hand along his jaw. "If yowkso much, why
are you asking me?"

"We have to get things clear. I've been waitingyfou to show up so
that we could straighten the matter, once andlfdndny can't you be
frank? Your loyalty to Merle and Owen isn't in ques - you know

that."

Paul closed his eyes for a few seconds, openeddhnemstared dully
at Nick. "How far are you going to take things?"'



"l just want the matter cleared up. Owen Shept@ggk man, and |
certainly won't do anything to worsen his healtbuMave my word,
Paul."

"All right." But he hesitated. "You know about theahogany?"
"Yes."

"Then it's not much use trying to hoodwink yout®s he said slowly.
"Now it seems impossible that | could have liveciothere in the
same house with Owen and not learned about hisndeamuch
earlier. But | was happy and not very curious aléawen's part in the
business — he seemed to do so little, anyway. Tltame across a
letter that puzzled me. It was about the stepsdritbe bungalows -
they'd been quoted for in the specification butendwilt. | started
asking questions about other odd facts, and grgdudiscovered
what had been happening - the graft, | mean. Thaenol had proof
| mentioned it to Merle, but she said she didnhtta know; that end
of things was her father's business, not mine. \&te\mappy and had
enough money - why should we worry? It was suchagls that |
straightway tackled the old man."

"And he washed his hands of you, had an attack edt\oast fever
and went to bed for a couple of days."

"That's exactly what he did do. But | couldn't tleings rest there. |
kept on about it, and Merle got angrier. She tokl timat after the
mahogany deal her father would probably retire;siveuld let it go
through because he was old and had chased monaegcassfully all
his life. They're very close - Merle and her father

"You were properly caught, weren't you?" said Nigkh a morose
smile. "And in a way, so was |. Some weeks ago, Ohad a letter
from agents in Jamestown who could offer us shippkte should
have gone to see them, but instead he kept the tipitis sleeve until



his mahogany scheme was arranged - and it woulel ta&ken a good
deal of planning, believe me! There must have bemdes of men
and a heap of machinery on the job. | went to Jeowesin his place.
He took to his bed as an alibi..."

"He really felt ill'" Vanessa put in sharply.

Nick nodded. "With anxiety - it did bring him lowvell, he cashed in
on the mahogany, and now he's gone off to buyla et Capri, or
somewhere."

Paul's expression changed. "You said nothing toldefore he left?"

Nick let out an audible breath and lifted his skleus. "What was
there to say? During his year in West Africa hgedaten or fifteen
years. He told me several times that his paymenséouring the
Bolambo concession had been niggardly, that he&h beade a
resident director instead which hadn't been whatvaeted. It may

have been true the company did drive a pretty hardain with him,

and he did feel cheated. Thinking it over recentlye come to

understand how the old chap felt. It was his itesconcession, and
yet he was superfluous here. For years and ye&isrtnended up
various tropical propositions, hoping for the grarake-off that

would make him a man of leisure for the rest ofdags. This was a
last try, and he had to get something out of iadmit himself a

failure."

"It was so wrong-headed," said Paul. "He'd alwaggehoeen sure of
a home with Merle and me."

Nick laughed, without humour. "That's not what hen seeking all
this time - comfortable obscurity. He wanted thégtdhe end of the
rainbow, to cut a dash, to settle somewhere wheie ever been
known and talk grandly about his interests in ttugits. A rich,



leisurely existence. Not so long ago he must hasenbquite a
character.”

"He'd changed a lot from when | knew him in Englarsa@id Vanessa
shakily. "Poor Uncle Owen. If he did all those tisnyou say he did,
I'm sure he hated doing them."

And yet, she had to admit, he'd carried them offisangfroid, ill as
he was. That business of the Syrian who had cali¢de house, for
instance; and his bewilderment over the missingagahy trees; his
genuine distress that Nick suspected Paul. And kretwing that
Merle and Paul loved each other, he had allowedwis dishonesty
to part them. But perhaps he had felt that fundaatigrthey were
unsuited, or that no man who disapproved so thdrigugf his

father-in-law as Paul did could remain in the famile might even
have been swept along by the circumstances he il set in
motion; in fact, that was more likely than anythilge.

Vanessa couldn't think any further. She heardwleenhen talking as
though at a distance, and eventually their wordpee through to
her.

Nick was saying, "I didn't want to suspect thedtdp, but in the end
it was all too obvious. He destroyed every onehef old accounts
books and started new ones, got rid of his old apgend I'm sure
that at the end he knew | knew."

"Did he say so?"

"No, and neither did I. But he knew. When he shogkhand on the
deck of the coaster he said, 'l did suffer, Niakd &haven't finished
suffering yet." "



Sudden tears spilled down Vanessa's cheek. Shedlooka sob, got
up, flung off a detaining hand and ran back to ©n€wen's
bungalow.

Paul Charnley slept at Nick's house, had breakfest and came
over to his own abode at about nine. He was quitesdif again,
quiet, self-possessed and unobtrusive. When Varesse in for
lunch he was sealing a letter which he placed pileaof about half a
dozen. He greeted her with the faint warmth shesrebered.

"They're the first letters I've written for weekgo my people in
England and a few others. I've told them all thiaad to go away on
tour."”

"On tour?" she echoed. "Are you staying, after*all?

"I'm not sure. Nick has asked me to, but it deperdsierle. I'm still
going up to Tangier, but not for a day or two. Wwatten to Merle
telling her that Nick knows everything and won'kdaany steps
against Owen. I've also told her a few other thihgsth the faint
smile, "and | want to give her time to think theweo before | get
there."

"Paul, | do hope things will turn out well for yawo. Do you think
she'll leave Uncle Owen?"

He looked down at his letters. "That's what | heovéind out. And
when | do, I'll also know just where | stand.”

"She ... she does love you, Paul."

"l hope so. It was rotten behaviour, leaving het d&l. Merle has
grown up with her father's set of values, and leexpd too much at
that time. We've both been through it a bit sit@n{ and it will have
helped us to understand each other better. In astvayvas right and



| was wrong. With Merle, you can't have black ardtevwithout all
the shades in between. She did believe her fatdteblen robbed by
the Company and she desperately wanted him to mdkeancial
success of this final venture. He'd never deniecghgthing, had run
into debt to give her furs and good holidays, aad &lways contrived
a flamboyant elegance in himself. I'm very diffdrérhe said it
almost apologetically. "My father was an underppatson and |
worked hard to pay back every penny he'd spentaomrig me for a
career. It's the sort of people we are. Merle ardféther happen to
be another sort, and | believe the world is a gplase through them.
They certainly have colour and zest."

"As long as there aren't too many of them," she, s lightly as she
could. "Do you think Merle will come back here witbu?"

He looked non-committally through the window, blué saw a sinew
tighten in his neck. "I'll do my utmost to get lack for about a year.
We parted suddenly, in anger. I'll make sure teaenhappens again.
Nick told me last night that Merle often spoke tmtabout me - not

about the reason we parted, but about trivialitie'sl shared. And on
the trip down to the port when she left for Tanglee told Nick she

had even meant to stick out the hot rainy seasos, fier my sake,

that she'd hated being away from me last year."

"I'm glad."”

Vanessa had spoken spontaneously, but in the neathbshe knew
that she could never stay here in this house, Mihe and Paul. It
wasn't that she was still hurt by the statemenésh&d overheard,;
they had gone deep, but had healed over, becaaskashrealised
that at the time the words were spoken Merle haehfeeling
wretched over Paul. The situation had been too nfiocka girl to
whom everything had come easily and abundantly. Jieck of
Paul's walking out on.her had left her unbalansedhat nothing else
mattered. In her anguish, she had forgotten thel giotes Vanessa



had shared with her during schooldays; she hadeaninthe
patronising contempt - it had all been part of fedee barrage.

Still, though Merle would never know she had beewmrbeard,
Vanessa was convinced that to attain a true friees$ they would
have to start all over again, and candidly, sha'tiidel capable of it.
She tried to see herself living in quarters alomgsihe creche,
meeting Merle occasionally, dining here as a guwesl being
tolerated ... no, that was unjust. Once she wialeddtack with Paul,
Merle would be whole and happy again.

But somehow it was impossible for Vanessa to saselieas a
working member of this community but without reaéhds; being
careful with Claud Hewson, living outside Merle'sidaPaul's
existence, trying to keep aloof and unscathed wiMick was
concerned. Nick ...

She went off to wash and find a clean dress, camc& to find the
table prepared in a rough-and-ready way; canned, raebowl of
canned tomatoes, another of sweet corn, a dishskiy butter and
some fruit.

"No servant again, so | got busy with the tin-opéneaul said. "Did
Ngomo see the doctor?"

"He didn't dare - there was nothing wrong with Him.

"Malingering? He was never dependable - we'll ggheone else.
Like to help yourself?"

She felt a little sick, but managed to eat a feteshi She poured,
coffee, before saying tentatively, "l expect yostdy in Tangier for a
short while. You must let me know when you're cagriack.”



"Il be happy to do that. If everything turns @st| hope it will, you'll
be our guest, of course."”

She shook her head. "I'll make some arrangement.”

"No, | insist,” he said, concerned. "You belonghnits till you're
ready to return to England. Nick said you won'tgedill the end of
this month, and after that you'll have another mdatwork. So we
three should have a few weeks together."

The coffee tasted bitter as a peach kernel in loertim She sat back.
"Nick said that? About my resigning, | mean?"

Paul nodded. "Is it a secret?"

She drew in her lip, prevaricated. "No. No, of @mmnot. | just
wondered why he should tell you, that's all. I'méydoeen on the job a
couple of weeks, and we hadn't arranged anything."

He gave his slight smile. "Nick has. Seems he'sadly got your
successor lined up. She's sister of a doctor hevkinoJamestown - a
trained nurse. If I know Nick, she's a looker - dme!"

It seemed, then, as if every drop of blood hadnéeirom Vanessa's
heart. Mechanically, she took one of Paul's cigeseand let him
light it, but the thing smouldered away betweenflgers while she
tried to whip her numbed senses into action.

Why the dreadful feeling of let-down and shock?k\iad promised
her nothing, except that if she became unwell stelavfind herself
out of a job. He couldn't have noticed the swoligginds, but her
pallor and the darkness under her eyes wouldni leacaped him.
Still, physically, there had been nothing radicalisong with her; it
wasn't anything of that kind which had decided him.



And when had he come to the decision - since tiogirover Lorin
Grieves? Or had it been a natural conclusion t@a ilke Nick? He
was in his thirties and perhaps, through Vanessee land Lorin
Grieves, he had become a little harder and morécalyrHe was
feeling the need of a woman but couldn't get awaseek one. What
more natural than that he should bring anotherhmme? Perhaps he
thought third time lucky, or perhaps ...

Vanessa had a hysterical desire to go up to hisehatithis moment
and fling her job right in his teeth. She coulduiméte him, but deep
down he wouldn't really care. There had once beeoman who had
made him care a bit, and after that he was curecaoting anything
but a little lighthearted lovemaking now and th¥anessa, in his
scheme of things, was already on her way.

That afternoon she watched the resting childrenjedmat their

round-eyed appreciation when she gave them drinkisree-thirty,

and took them outdoors to play till the rain begaina quarter to six
she got into her waterproof, pulled her hood owsritair and walked
across to the bungalow. The house was empty, aed stie had
changed she sat for a while in the living-room. Mosmacked
against the lampshade and a huge grey spider aacesls the curtain
on to the wall. She watched it, fascinated but dkwd the horror

they usually conjured. Perhaps she would neveraegihing really

deeply again. She wasn't sorry; feeling hurt toemu

Paul came in and got rid of his waterproof. He pdua drink and
gave it to Vanessa, mixed another for himself. Diet’him mention
Nick again, she thought faintly. But he did, in fiist sentence.

"I've been with Nick Brandis all afternoon, workingm putting in
the whole day tomorrow and slipping off for the thoon Saturday
morning - round six. It was good to get back onjtie"



Then, fatalistically, she knew just what she warftedn Paul. She
asked, casually, "Are you driving all the way tangeer?"

"It's too far, and the roads are inclined to dissppunder the desert.
I'll drive to Lagos and ship the car."

"How far is it to Lagos?"

"Nearly two hundred miles, and the road will belsgi but | should
make it in six hours."

"Would you take me along?"
He stared at her. "You can't mean that. How woold get back?"

"I know Donn Grieves. He'd drive me back. If yolgaving at six
you'll be there by lunch time. | could come backtraay. It would be
a change, and | feel | need it."

"What's Nick going to say about it?"

"Nothing, because we shan't tell him. I've a rightspend the
weekends as | please, and | haven't taken a Sgtafiget.”

"It'll look odd if you go off without telling anyas"

"l shan't do that. I'll tell Claud Hewson - justaase anyone wonders.
Please take me with you, Paul.”

He gave her one of his long quiet glances. "Yonttvery happy
here, are you? | don't think a woman is happy @s¢hplaces unless
she's married, and even marriages can easilyget¢es." He sighed.
"Nick's way of life is probably the sanest out hetad yet, you
know, even he seems a bit edgy."



"Added responsibilities, perhaps,” she suggesiafil you take me,
Paul?"

"If you still want to go when Saturday comes, yes."

She nodded her thanks and got up to find sometoingupper. The

trip to Lagos wasn't really going to help very muigtit she had to get
away from Bolambo, if only for that one night. Amdhile she was

away she would think round Nick's decision to replder with a

nurse. At least she wouldn't think too much, b sfould nerve

herself to deal with it suavely and without emotion

"You prefer the idea of having a trained nurseharge, Nick? Very
well. I don't mind at all. Get her here as sooty@s can, will you?
Yes, I'm quite relieved. I've realised it isn't ethg my sort of job."

He might see through it; he wasn't easily takemiurt.he'd be just as
keen to keep it light as she was. Vanessa swallowethe hard
roughness in her throat and set her mind to plantme supper.



CHAPTERTEN

THROUGHOUT Friday night a storm beat about the settlement,adn
dawn Paul Charnley's weather-beaten vehicle waslisigt hub-deep
in red mud. The concerted heaving and shovinggeing of labourers
freed the car and set it on the road, but it waslpaine before he
could set off, with Vanessa at his side.

"Mid-afternoon before we get there," he commernitadd you'll have
the same journey tomorrow in reverse. Still warga@"

"Yes, please. I've decided to do some shoppinghafshops are
open."

"They'll be open. But don't go to the shops aloné don't pay the
first figure they ask. It isn't done."

She looked at his face, wondered how he managed
expressionlessness. She knew from the peculiaakeisthe'd made
at breakfast and while dealing with the car- pughitricans that
inwardly he was worried and excited. Again she goed the miracle
of Merle's having pierced his guard in a compaedyishort time in
England, and at length she decided that love maist kemarkable
leveller. It had made Paul expressive, toned dowerlé& shiny
exuberance and infused her with tenderness. Tagetiey had
contrived a relationship on a manageable plane, laumdfor Uncle
Owen, nothing would have gone wrong with the relahip.

Poor Uncle Owen. Was it wicked to hope we would fet
Mediterranean villa and enjoy it? The morning hd et he looked
such a sad, defeated, lonely old man, so very rdifitefrom the
buoyant, distinguished adventurer he bad been mag®s when he
had sailed away from England with his beautiful glger and her
husband. How would he feel when Paul appeared mgi€e?



Casually she said, "You and Uncle Owen aren'tyealemies, are
you? You did get on well before you found out whatwas doing?"

"We got along fine," Paul said. "I felt he and Meweremy people,

that | was the luckiest man in the world. Owen'sy v treating

everything that came his way as his due was woullierefreshing.

In our family, we've always fought hard and nevagquared anything
but what we struggled for. | ought to have knowat th man of his
age who managed to remain so refreshing and indatiould be a
bit of a rogue, but his behaviour was so modefdtd. much drink

really, an occasional game of cards, an honestapi@bout most
things. | still find it hard to believe that rightom the start he was
juggling with the accounts. And | don't see howdwer brought
himself to tackle the mahogany deal."

"He hated it," she said simply. "You can believatthecause | Was
with him while it happened. | rather think he mhate been unwise
enough to mention the idea to someone in Jamestpernaps
several months ago, and they grabbed at it gree&higr that, it sort
of ran away with him. He did let them know when Nigould be
away, but that was all. They did the rest."

"And he collected a packet.” He drove for a minuatsilence. Then
he said, "l suppose Merle cleared out when shesdidhat she
wouldn't be implicated if there was trouble.”

"No," said Vanessa slowly, "l don't think that whe reason. She was
deeply hurt about you, Paul, and she did say tHings... things that
showed no one else mattered to her very much.'n¢dat you."

The faintest tinge of colour crept over his cheelds) but he made no
answer. They drove on through the stony mud airly &teady forty
miles an hour, though occasionally he had to bifekel or slosh
through a river. They had been going nearly tworiauhen they
came to an expanse of water which brought theocahialt. Both got



out and stood at the edge of it, but it was Vanedsa spied the
roof-top of a car among reeds to the right.

"Someone had to abandon it," she said. "It mudtdrebly deep -
you'd never get through."

He said consideringly, "There are other rivers Ibelyiis, and they'll
be in the same state. I'm afraid Lagos is out.”

"What will you do?"

"It would be an anticlimax to go back to Bolambal atart out again
tomorrow or the next day. I'll have to get the Sayndoaster up to
Lagos, but they won't have room for the car."

"There's no hotel at our little port, is there? \Walaout tonight?"

"I know the small-time agent on the waterfront. IHBhd me a
room." They were back in the car and he was revgrsvhen he
added, "You do drive, don't you? Could you driveingelf back to
Bolambo from the port?"

"Yes, of course. Don't bother about me."
"You've missed your shopping spree, I'm afraid."”
"Il keep."

But for other reasons she felt a little bleak. Peadildn't help the
roads being underwater, though, and he had hisppallems. The
day had seemed doomed from the start.

An hour later he turned off the road and down talsahe port. The
familiar huddle of mud and thatch, the primitive teréront, the
barges loaded with bananas and copra from inlaitd, yams and
millet, and a hodgepodge of other produce, lay ®nah against a



background of shimmering, molten sea. Hardly anymioeed, but
there were plenty of dark-skinned bodies lying tinerthe shade of
palms and buildings. It was one o'clock, on a sotjdeoudless day.

After parking the car under a breadfruit tree, thtgicked the picnic
they had brought with them, but neither was hunghgy rested and
smoked a cigarette. Vanessa's body was simmeriniginwher
clothes, and hopelessness was like a wet fog dl@wuirain.

It was something after two when Paul stirred hifmsel lift his
luggage from the boot of the car. Vanessa hadeshirfito the driver's
seat and was testing the gears.

"Feel you can make it?" he asked.
She nodded. "l hope you'll get through all rigtauP"

"I mean to," he said. "Goodbye, Vanessa. I'm logkiorward to
seeing you again when we get back to Bolambo."

| won't be there, she thought, but she nodded abaightly. "Give
Merle my love, and give Uncle Owen my love andheth | still want
to visit him when he gets his villa. Don't forget."

"l won't." He patted her hand as it rested on theetl. "Start moving.
| think you'll find it fairly easy to handle, bubgslowly and avoid
potholes if you can. The bus isn't as young as\as"

She waved to him, and then gave all her attentothé task of
driving away from the port. But as she took thedrback to Bolambo
she longed for some miracle that would bear hdrtrayvay from
West Africa, for good.



There were a couple of casualties among the pktitat morning. A
boy was bitten by a scorpion and a middle-aged wostabbed her
leg with a pronged hoe. As always, the news spthemligh the
plantations like a wind-blown fire, and inevitablhe rest of the
workers were affected by the knowledge. Injury toy af their

number always made them uneasy for a while. Sov@thirty they

decided they had had enough till Monday.

Nick didn't mind. They needed the rest and the@g&iestivity which
prevailed at weekends, and the planting was gdwegd so well that
he was sure that even his own estimate would bengucshed with a
few hundred acres to spare.

Mid-afternoon he started going through the accqunisin the heat
the going was heavy, and there was no hurry anykambetter to put
in an hour on them in the cool of darkness. Hetéidla cigarette, took
a walk into his veranda and stood there, feelinbeabad felt for a
week or more, fed up and restless.

Charnley, he had been told, was determinedly owaysto Lagos. If
there had been much rain up that way he was ia fiocky time. Still,

that was his concern; they did say a wife becamee mpoecious the
more trouble she caused. It was probably truehbeght cynically,

and trod out his cigarette with unnecessary force.

He looked back into his house, knew with distasé he didn't want
to spend the rest of the day there, and purpogeftdlked down to

Owen Shepton's bungalow. The place was closed updbuocked,

and he went into the living- room and hesitated'&be resting, and
heaven knew she needed it. This wasn't the timg, fanyway. That
was another thing that could be better handlechen doolness of
evening.

He was halfway back to his own house when Clauddeeig small
car came trundling towards him.



"Where are you off to?" he asked irritably.

Claud had braked, and as usual he looked apolog&idittle
expedition. You always find the best fungi at tlegibning of the
rains. Later on, they get soggy and overblown. miwa take a few
colour slides." He smiled self-consciously. "I $lsaon have enough
to put on an evening's entertainment. Do you thoduld borrow the
Company's projector?"

"l daresay you could." Nick was half inclined ta geo the car with

Claud. Anything to soothe this damned mood thatdadnto him.

His next remark was almost forced out of him. "Youce told

Vanessa you'd take her into the forest. You'd bédteve her alone
today. She'll be restmg.

"l wasn't going up there. She's out, anyway."
"Out? Where does one go when one's out in Bolambo?"

Claud blinked at the forceful tones; these daygpiederred to keep
some distance from Nick. "l thought you knew. Slemtwoff to Lagos
with Paul Charnley."

"To Lagos!" Nick shot out. "You'd better tell me all you kndw!

"Well, there ... there isn't anything. | came ofitre offices just as
she was leaving that children's place yesterdayradon. We walked
together and she told me she was going with Pehdyintended
starting very early, but the car was bogged dowreyTdid get away
all right, though - my servant helped."

"And what," asked Nick, his face tight and anguldid she intend to
do in Lagos?"



"Shopping, she said. Seems that Donn Grieves hatkdnher up
there while his sister is with him, and as Paul d@aging there she
took the opportunity of going along. Donn will bgirher back
tomorrow." Claud looked at his watch. "They'll bete by now."

"If they got through!"

"Paul would make it. That car of his takes wateoupr the wheels.
He told me that once ..."

Nick waved him on and strode back to his own hoBse.he didn't
go indoors; he turned and sprinted back to Owenpi®hés

bungalow, went inside and straight down to Vanedsairoom. He
swung open the wardrobe cupboard. She couldn't tadkes much
with her, but then perhaps she wouldn't. She'd @&ud she was
going and might have planned to get him to sendshdf on, after
her. His own damned idea had boomeranged.

His teeth had tightened till a pain sprang alonghejaw, but he
hardly noticed it. Back in his own house he flunigwa things into a
bag and called his servant. The boy came in skgepdld but not
vexed at being disturbed from his snooze.

"Yas, master?"

"l shall be away overnight - back tomorrow aftemodell Mr.
Hewson and the doctor, when you see them." He tbtie desk.
"You can go off with your people.”

Nick was rewarded with a drowsy white grin thatien't see. He got
into the estate car and set it purring. Within twimutes he had left
the settlement and was speeding along the chumpedad away
from Bolambo. This was all he'd needed, just the oruriating
incident!



The car arrowed through a couple of shallow stredoaat into the
mud and skidded on a bend but zipped straight ale&eks than half
an hour he was approaching the turn-off for thd pad his speed
was such that if he hadn't sent a lightning glashmen that road he
wouldn't have seen Paul Charnley's vehicle. Heelglit, though, and
he braked with dangerous suddenness and turnedabactown on
to the port road.

The other car stood just off the track, half cotegaby young
elephant grass. It was empty. The shock was likelectric needle
along his spine, but the next moment he had seetmddden grass, a
trail which led straight into the bush. For a sette listened, but
heard only the sound that was everywhere, if yetetied for it -
running water. What had possessed Paul to take lieere?

He followed the trail among the trees, felt histfemking into the
swampy ground and cursed under his breath as smgdtdng and
beautifully marked slithered across his feet arsghgipeared among
the newly-sprung ferns. And suddenly, there she igasing tiredly
against a gnarled mangrove root which was asddileaself while she
stared absently at the brown-tinged water of aastrevhich had
probably formed overnight.

For fully half a minute he did not move at all, lsthod staring with
an almost intolerable relief at the slight yourgufie in yellow linen.
The mid-brown hair was rough and curly about hexdhevhich was
slightly bent. She was drawing a long blade of grdwsough her
fingers, and he saw a sigh escape her, shakilg &k sob.
Involuntarily he moved, and she looked up. She nmadenmediate
response to his presence, but as plainly as ifetewa physical
movement he saw the reflex gathering of her whts swift lowering
of a shutter between them. He covered the few yHraisdivided
them.

"Where's Paul?" he asked, very quietly.



She straightened, and spoke in light, brittle tof\d& couldn't make
it to Lagos - parts of the road were under waterh8& drove to the
port and | left him there. He'll sail tomorrow."

"What made you stop the car and come in here?"

"l stopped the car because," she shrugged, "bet&aseed a rest in
the shade. | heard the water; it sounded cool rawitng."

"It's never wise to go off the road alone. You knitrat."

"I'm a wee bit tired of trying to be wise." She keal at him briefly. "I
suppose you want me to get going, back to Bolambo."

"There's no hurry."

The strangeness of his manner made her wary, budsited evenly,
"Are you going to the port?"

"No," without expression. "I was on my way to Lagafen |
happened to see Charnley's car on this road."

"Lagos?" Her glance was startled. "Wasn't that @eli...
unexpected?"

Irony crept into his voice. "Unexpected things dappen in the
tropics, you know. They're happening all the tivieu can plan and
arrange, tie up every last detail, and then bang,ight just as well
have left things loose. Why didn't you tell me yweare going with
Charnley?"

"It didn't seem necessary, so long as someone knew.

"And someone did know; you took care to tell frigHewson. That
let you out, so you thought.”



Very slightly, her mouth narrowed. "Let me out? yam think | mind
your knowing?"

"Yes, | do. You weren't going to Lagos just for 8teps, nor even to
see the fascinating Donn." His teeth showed inrgalaasant smile as
he added, "You had just one thought in mind - tbageay from me
for a while - or perhaps for good?"

She had dropped the long spear of grass and nowdmels were
behind her, pressed to the great mangrove root.sliglet query in
the last few words steadied her.

"When I'm ready to leave Bolambo for good I'llyetu know. And if
| felt it would be a relief to get away from you fa day or two, you
wouldn't wonder at it. You've done your utmost t@ake me
miserable ..."

"That's not true," he dipped out. "I may have tesery way | knew
to make you so mad that you'd commit yourself, thet very last
thing | wanted was to make you wretched. | haveeén feeling too
merry myself, you know! You've got me in such atgjpat | don't
even keep my mind on my work. That never happemetktbefore in
my life!"

The old fire showed in her eyes. "Too bad, but tofaately it won't
last. You'll find someone else to ..."

"Vanessa, stop it," he said grimly. "You're as minclove with me as
| am with you!"

Utter silence followed this, but at last she wake ab say, in dry
husky tones, "You're either a humorist of sorts amiossally
conceited. And please don't confuse the sort oftiemgou bring to
your affairs with love. I've known from the verydi that | had
something that ... that intrigued you a little.dsm't responsive and



you hated me for it, but because | wasn't floorgdhat ruthless
charm of yours, | was a kind of challenge. Thallstheat exists
between you and me - nothing more."

He smiled, but there was a spark of violence ingieg eyes. "You
haven't denied you're in love with me - for a goeason. You can't.
For a couple of months, back in England, you huplta hate against
men. One of them had let you down, and whetherrgalised it or
not, you immediately began a private campaign agahme whole
sex. You liked the power your immunity gave youa@l was clay to
handle, Donn Grieves wasn't so difficult to keefnis place, either.
But you found me a little more risky - so you watitout to hurt,
rather than handle."

llNO!II

"Oh, yes." He was bending towards her, speakingdad with an
undertone of fury. "You were determined not to loeised by
anything at all. | know, because | tried a good yndrings. | even
encouraged Lorin Grieves to stay on in my housset® how you'd
react. You'll never know how it felt to have yoll tee | was treating
her badly. The darned girl hadn't the capacityetel more than an
emptiness when she was lost for something to dedsst preparing
meals! Her staying here did get you, but in thengrawvay."

She had brought her hands to the front and claed, to still their
quivering. "Whatever you're trying to say," she @aged, "I'm not
interested. | don't know what it is that makesa#t to each other the
way we do, but..."

"Then it's time you learned!" he said, and took tightly into his
arms.

She couldn't fight, and presently she couldn't ekeap her lips
compressed; Nick saw to that. She returned hig&issth a sort of



hopeless abandon, and when he at last laid hik @gzenst hers, her
skin was wet.

"Oh, lord, not tears,"” he begged, close to her #atove you,
Brownie, | want you and need you. You've got todye that."

"l do," she whispered, "but it's no good. With ythie need passes,
and I'm just not equipped to deal with an affair.”

"For Pete's sake," he groaned. "I haven't had famr &f years! All
that talk about them was to rile you and get at twau were
thinking. In fact, that seems to have been my rotbe watchful
agitator. You've got to marry me, the sooner theebé

"Marry you?" she whispered, and was silent fomglarhile, taking it
in. "If you really do love me that way, how couldwpossibly be so
cruel?"

"Because that's the sort of chap | am. Darlinghtaven's sake drop
guestioning everything. We're together, I've kissedi and I'm
actually holding you now, and you don't seem teeobjl love you,
my sweet, and | can't wait to kiss you again anéevsgure that you
kiss me. | love you!"

After a bit, Vanessa believed him. It was impossitbt to.

Some time later they were abruptly brought back fangle in West
Africa. It was raining, flooding down over the roof leaves and
banging on their heads and shoulders. He took dedl and dragged
her, leaping over ferns and old logs, out to tls@rand into the estate
car. She sat and laughed, breathlessly, lookecdistuital face with
the rain streaming over it.

"What about my bag in Paul's car?"



"Is it locked in the boot? Then we'll leave it wldris till tomorrow.
Do you believe | love you, now?"

She nodded thankfully. "I like you quite a bit, tbo

"Thanks. You're wet. Here, take this hankie andydyr hair a little.
We're going home." He switched on and let in thdatl. "I've no
servant, so we'll have to rummage for food."

"Il get a meal, but | won't promise to competéhnliorin. Beef hash
from a tin."

Rain cascaded over the car and he had to switdhheibeams, to
pierce the grey curtain in front of them. She sathie wet dress,
feeling snug and warm and infinitely happy. Ther@sveomething
very intimate about being alone with a man in amstgarticularly if
the man happened to be Nick!

"What about that trained nurse you engaged in Janvae8" she
asked, when they had been going for a few mintitést's why | had
to get away today - do you know that?"

He laughed silently. "It was a great idea that lfiest. | did meet up
with a woman who'd like the job; she's done tenrgea a West
African hospital and wants something a little easlenever did
intend you to carry on the creche for very long,ibwas one way, as
| thought, of keeping you contented. There waseaexrfor haste, so |
didn't mention it - till Paul Charnley turned umat evening, when
you came into my house with him, | saw that you bowuldn't carry
on the feud any longer. You were looking peaked lands feeling
like the devil. So | had to do something abouYdu ran out and left
Paul with me, and | told him you'd be resigning d&aese | had a
trained nurse lined up. | counted on the fact ffoat two wouldn't
have much to say to each other, and that he waouolobply trot out
the information quite soon, to fill a gap. | detely expected, that



night and all next day, to have you burst in args tgour job right in
my face! And great heaven, what | was going toadgou!"

"Worse than you've done this afternoon?" she adkedurely.
"l haven't even started yet!"

Lightning flicked across the grey and purple pafidathunder
crackled, very close. He looked at her anxiously.

"Not scared, are you? You're safe in a car.”

“I'm not frightened - not much, anyway. | was thimdkabout Uncle
Owen. | know that no one should be allowed to geayawith
crookedness, but | do feel he suffered enough fat\ve got out of it,
don't you? | was so afraid you'd feel it was youtiydo report it to the
Board."

"So it was, but | couldn't do it; we'll put in soreetra work to make
up for the losses. The fact that they drove a hangdgh Owen was
no grounds for going his own way to make up thecdafcy, but if
the Company were told I'm sure they wouldn't pragecStill, it was
a grubby business."

"If the Company knew, everyone at Bolambo wouldrfazout it."

He nodded. "We'll make sure that doesn't happenh&ted my
knowing."

"That probably hurt him most."

"I'm afraid it did. | didn't want to hurt him anyare. I'm too grateful
for the fact that he brought you here!"



"I'm thankful myself, for a few things." She looked him with
shining green eyes. "Nick, I'm so glad you didreintvan affair with
me."

He gave a loud masculine laugh of pure enjoyméhit I' do want an
affair with you, my darling Brownie. A passionatexhilarating,
infuriating, sweet and tender affair that will ladt my life. And it
can't begin too soon!"

Well, he could call it what he liked, thought Vasadlissfully. She
just happened to prefer the old romantic vocabul8he called it
marriage.



