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CHAPTER I

ROSS DERRELL moved softly round the bedroom. She hummed under her breath. She was very busy. She was laying a man’s dinner-jacket out on one of the twin beds; black tie, collar, white boiled shirt, all that a man would need for dinner in the hotel tonight. They were for her husband and she fingered everything lovingly, obviously a woman in love. Happy to render small services such as these.

The radiators gave forth delicious warmth and bright lights dispelled the gloom of a March day in London. A pleasant glow was cast upon the rose pink satin eiderdowns, the pink carpet, the stereotype mahogany suite. Now and again mirrors reflected Ross Derrell and showed her as a very charming woman, still a girl for all her twenty-six years, with a full beautiful figure curving under the blue kimono which she was wearing.

Ross had never been pretty in the ordinary sense of the word, but her skin was exquisite – a dear warm tan – and she had a delightful mouth. She was a Rhodesian – born and bred – and looked it. She radiated good health and good humour. She had warm brown eyes – almost chestnut in colour with a frank innocent expression. Curiously innocent eyes for a married woman. Clive Derrell, who had married her three years ago in South Africa, had told her then she was quite the most innocent creature he had ever met. She retained a strange aura of virginity which clung to her and looked straight from the dear serene eyes.

There was an almost old-fashioned atmosphere about Ross, with her long brown rope of hair hanging to her waist. She had not yet conformed to the prevailing fashion and cut that satiny hair. At home on the Ranch near the Zambesi, fashions did not matter. One wore a print overall or riding-kit. One’s few party dresses were out of date and nobody minded. Ross was the daughter of a South African farmer and had never belonged to the smart set. Clive, although a Londoner and not so much part of Rhodesia as Ross, never bothered about Ross’s appearance, and Ross took it for granted that he was satisfied with her.

This was their first visit to London together and Ross’s very first glimpse of England. London seemed to her a wonderful, awe-inspiring city. The vastness of it – the ceaseless noise – the traffic – the great shops – had interested and thrilled her when they first arrived. She had also enjoyed their week’s visit to Clive’s uncle and guardian, in Richmond. Everybody had been very kind to her and made her feel welcome. But she herself felt awkward – even nervous. Out in Africa – mistress of Swallow Dip – the big, flourishing ranch left to her by her father just before her marriage – there was nobody more self-reliant than Ross. There she was entirely at home. A splendid housewife, a capable manager, and quite a stem disciplinarian of the Kaffirs on the Ranch.

She was a little afraid that Clive might have found her dull and stolid, here in the land where he was so much at ease. But he seemed quite pleased with her. Dear, wonderful Clive! Ross thought that there was nobody in the world quite so splendid. She had thought so when she had first met him in Rhodesia. She still thought so after three years of marriage and she had never loved any other man, although a good many men at home had wanted to marry Ross. There was an undeniable, quiet charm about her that drew man and woman alike to her.

Modesty and a complete lack of self-consciousness being intrinsic parts of her nature – Ross never ceased to wonder why Clive had married her. The rapture of his wooing and their first passionately happy days together was still upon her. It had been a brief, tempestuous courtship on Clive’s part. He had come out from England, after leaving Oxford, where he had wasted both time and money, to try his luck at farming near the Zambesi. He was, and even Ross had to admit this, hopeless at farming.

He had only tried the Colonies to please his uncle, who had wondered what to do with him. A handsome, attractive boy with no particular talents except for playing a ukulele delightfully and drawing women to him like a magnet.

His laziness and incompetence were too hidden behind his superficial attractions for Ross to see them. Her men friends were the rather quiet, stolid farmers round about her home. She had never met anybody like Clive. She could not resist him. Did not want to. The fact that he was a year younger than herself had been of no account. Neither did it matter that he had no money. Ross had means and Swallow Dip. A good many hundreds of acres, splendid herds of cattle, a flourishing farm, in fact.

She would not allow him to hesitate because she had everything and he nothing. She was crazily in love with him and if he loved her that was enough. Besides, when his Uncle, Thomas Derrell, died, Clive would inherit his money, so there was something coming to him.

He had made her terribly happy so far. She took it for granted that he, too, was happy and had settled down to life on a Rhodesian farm.

It had taken all Clive’s power of persuasion to make her leave her beloved farm and venture to England. And she would never have left Swallow Dip but for the fact that Bill McCrayle, her manager, was there to look after things for her. A thoroughly reliable fellow, Bill. During the lifetime of Ross’s father he had been junior assistant at Swallow Dip. After the old man’s death he had taken over the management with Ross. There had been a time when McCrayle had been very much in love with Ross. But she had not cared that way. Only liked him immensely as a friend. So he had remained her friend. Bill was like that. And he had even deceived Ross into thinking that he was no longer in love with her.

If her marriage to the young Englishman had been a bitter blow Bill had not shown it. And when Ross had asked him to remain in management at Swallow Dip, after her marriage, he had not refused. He loved that Ranch as though it were his own. His work was his life to him now. And Clive had agreed that he was much too good a man to lose.

As Ross moved about the bedroom, so happily and busily, her thoughts would keep winging back to Rhodesia. It seemed the furthermost ends of the world now. So utterly different was the life here to life at Swallow Dip. And she was bound to admit that she was homesick even though she was here with the husband she adored.

They were going back at the end of the month. A little uneasily Ross remembered how Clive’s face had clouded when she had reminded him of this fact at breakfast. Did Rhodesian life bore him? He was so amusing – so fond of dancing – theatres – and London was his home.

Ross was a woman – a woman in love. All other things faded into insignificance beside this love. And not being very experienced with men she supposed that it was the same with Clive. Of course he would not mind going home – Rhodesia was his home now as well as hers.

A voice sounded outside the door.

“Let me in, darling.”

Her face coloured with pleasure and holding the wrapper about her, she ran to the door and opened it.

A slimly built man entered, carrying an overcoat over his arm. He pitched the coat on to a chair and looked at Ross with a careless smile.

“Getting dressed already?” he asked. She put two bare sun-browned arms about his neck and held up a glowing face.

“My darling!” she murmured.

He kissed her. Her lips clung to his and she was unconscious of the fact that all the warmth and passion was on her side. She was too blinded by the physical ecstasy which her husband’s embrace always roused in her. She looked at him with adoration, frank and unstinted, in her warm chestnut eyes. Clive strolled to the dressing-table and lit a cigarette. Very good to look at, was Clive Derrell; smooth fairish hair, brushed to one side, with a golden glow on it under the electric light. Skin burnt rather a reddish hue and very blue eyes with long fair lashes which gave him a boyish and even appealing look. The worst feature of his face was his mouth. Sulky, sensual, selfish. He looked spoiled. And of course he had been spoiled from his babyhood. The good things of this life had spilled into his lap. He had reached a stage where he took people and things for granted. His wife, her love and her possessions he took entirely for granted. He had not meant to marry so young, but when he had met Ross at the bungalow of a mutual friend near the Zambesi, he had been desperately bored. The Colonies bored him, and having to work for his living was very disagreeable to one of his luxury-loving nature.

He had never met a woman quite like Ross before. She was so innocent and entirely natural and rather refreshing to a young man who had had many promiscuous and not very savoury affairs. Her money attracted him as much as her personal charm though at the time he deceived even himself into thinking that it was Ross only that he wanted. Anyhow he married her and for three years he had made quite an astonishingly good husband. Then had come nostalgia for London and the old smart set, and he had made his wife come over with him. He might have known that it would be disastrous; that Ross who was a little queen in Rhodesia would be a nonentity here. It had struck him as soon as they had landed. She was dowdy. She had absolutely no idea how to dress.

The slender, fashionable girls over here who were a product of the day – with their smart hairstyles, cleverly made-up faces, chic clothes – put Ross in the shade for Clive. And when, tentatively, he had suggested she should use a lipstick, she had laughed at him and said: “Don’t be silly, darling. Just imagine me painting my face!”

Not that she was a prude. She admired all the smart London women but she had no intention of competing with them.

Clive had persuaded her to buy one or two fashionable dresses. But they did not really suit her. She looked her best in her old corduroy breeches and a riding shirt, on the farm.

It was too late for Clive to wish he hadn’t come to England with his wife. The harm was done. Ross no longer satisfied him and he knew it.

“What are we doing tonight?” he asked her, seating himself on the edge of a bed. Ross, brushing her long thick hair, smiled at him in the mirror.

“Don’t you remember my little English cousin, Valmy Page, is coming to dinner with us?”

Clive Derrell frowned.

“Oh, Lord, yes,” he said. “I’d forgotten. Will she be very dull?”

Ross looked at him quickly.

“Darling, would you rather have spent the evening alone with me?”

It was on the tip of Clive’s tongue to say: “Oh! heavens, no!” but he desisted.

“No, that’s all right,” he said. “I only wondered what your cousin was like.”

He knew what most of Ross’s Colonial relations were like. All farmers; unimaginative; heavy, with only one topic of conversation. Farming.

“Valmy,” said Ross, “is supposed to be the very reverse of dull. Her mother was my mother’s sister who married an Englishman and settled in London here. Her people are dead now. I’ve only heard once or twice from the child in my life. But I understand she has had a very hard time of it since she has been on her own. She does shorthand-typewriting in some office in the City. Not much fun for a girl of nineteen.”

Clive regarded the tip of his shoe moodily. The girl didn’t sound very interesting.

“Rather a pretty name, Valmy, isn’t it?” murmured Ross.

“Sounds like a new kind of chocolate to me,” said Clive.

Ross had finished twisting her splendid hair into a coil at the nape of her neck. She slipped off her kimono. Clive glanced at the beautiful figure. Too fat, he mentally decided. Ross would never look soignée in the most expensive gown. The perfect glow of health and sunshine which radiated from her had ceased to attract him.

She came and sat beside him on the bed and looked up at him almost shyly. Even after three years she was a little shy of this delicious intimate life which she led with Clive.

“You’ve enjoyed our holiday here, haven’t you?” she said.

“Frightfully,” he said.

“But I am rather longing to see Swallow Dip again,” she said.

He made no answer.

“Bill’s letter, this morning, said that old Polly calved the day after we sailed and he had quite a business pulling her through,” added Ross.

“H’m,” was all that Clive had to reply to this. Details about the farm held no interest for him in these days. And never had held much.

He was thinking that it was a pity McCrayle couldn’t go on managing the farm without them. With Ross’s income and his own small allowance from Uncle Thomas, they might have quite a decent home in London. But he didn’t dare suggest to Ross that they should leave South Africa for ever. He could imagine Ross’s horror.

“You’ll be quite glad to see Rhodesia again, won’t you, honey?” said Ross, putting her hand over his.

Mechanically, he squeezed the slim strong fingers. He knew that his answer was a lie.

“Of course.”

But he dreaded the very idea of the voyage home. And he wished that his wife was not so much in love with him. It made him feel a swine. He didn’t like being made to feel that. It irritated him. So far he had managed to conceal his irritation and his boredom but he wondered how long he could continue the deception.

Ross looked at her wrist-watch.

“Good heavens! It’s half-past seven and we are dining at eight. You haven’t had your bath yet, Clive.”

He stifled a sigh and rose to his feet, yawning.


CHAPTER II

“YOU don’t know what it means to me to come out and have dinner like this!”

Valmy Page punctuated this speech with a long sigh of pleasure. She looked round the hotel restaurant where she was dining with her cousin, Ross, and the husband, Clive Derrell, who she was meeting for the first time. Her eyes rested enviously on a particularly well-dressed girl at a neighbouring table. Finally they rested on the cousin beside her with even deeper envy.

It wasn’t Ross’s dress that she envied. Although expensive, that red lace was a hopeless choice for a woman with the chestnut tints that Ross had in her eyes and hair. She didn’t know in the least how to dress, thought Valmy, who at nineteen was sophisticated and very much femme du monde. But she did envy her this attractive young husband of hers. What luck! He was so frightfully good-looking and amusing and obviously Ross was very much in love with him. One could tell that from the way she looked at him and hung on his words. Ross was awfully nice, thought Valmy, but rather dull. She wondered if Clive Derrell minded that his wife was badly dressed and had so little to say for herself.

Valmy and Clive held most of the conversation. If Clive was witty, Valmy was quick with repartee and had plenty to say for herself. She knew how to be bright and amusing with men. The black velvet dress she was wearing was a year old. But Valmy had lengthened it cunningly and, greatly extravagant, bought a couple of orchids for her shoulder-strap; pinned them there with a paste brooch. Before she had left her ‘digs,’ her mirror had told her that she looked her best. It wasn’t difficult for her to be soignée, because of her exquisite little figure. She was shorter than Ross and as slender as a boy with just the loveliest curves here and there to make a man’s pulse beat faster.

Every time she caught Clive’s eye she smiled and he smiled back at her. Oh yes, she could see that he was attracted by her and drank in his admiration with a thrill. Insatiable for men’s admiration was Valmy. It didn’t matter whether the man belonged to another woman or not.

“I do love this hotel, Ross,” she murmured to her cousin. “It is frightfully sweet of you to ask me.”

“My dear,” said Ross, “I love having you. I’ve always wanted to meet my little English cousin and I’m sure Clive did too.”

“Yes, indeed!” said Clive.

And he repeated inwardly, ‘yes, indeed’. He had cheered up ever since Valmy Page arrived at the hotel. She had both surprised and enchanted him. Here was no unimaginative stupid creature. Valmy was altogether charming both to look at and talk to and a little devil, too, he reflected.

She had full red lips – reddened by lipstick, of course – course – accentuating a voluptuous bow. Her prettiness was not of the chocolate-box quality which her name suggested. It was too vital and, he thought, there were brains behind that white forehead, too. Hers was a fascinating face – creamy skin without much colour to it – long narrow eyes – the greenest eyes he had ever seen, between very thick black lashes. Her hair, closely shingled, was black as a raven’s wing with a tight wave in it, and brushed back from her forehead, like a boy’s, showing the tips of small ears in which she wore two large imitation pearls.

A provocative face – particularly when she smiled and narrowed her eyes until they were like green slits. She had rather a low-pitched, husky voice and laughed a good deal with a flippancy which made Ross’s gravity and quietness all the more outstanding. She was a finished and attractive product of the day, thought Clive, and if a trifle audacious she intrigued him very much. One could, he told himself wryly, get tired of a good, serious-minded woman like Ross. And he forgot how madly he had been attracted by Ross when he had first met her in Rhodesia. How enchanting it had been to break through the veil of her shyness and ignorance.

He felt that he and Valmy met on common ground. It amused him to joke with her and they talked incessantly. Ross listened to them, a little bewildered. Cocktails, dance-steps, modern art and music, horse racing, poker-parties, these things were a little out of her depth.

Of course Clive understood these things. He was a Londoner born. He had been at Public School and the Varsity. And Valmy, although she earned her own living now, had been the daughter of a jockey. Ross remembered her father telling her of the aunt – Valmy’s mother – who had left the Colonies for love of the rather gay young man who had finally broken his neck steeplechasing, and left a sea of debts behind him.

Ross, who was the most generous of creatures, was quick to admire her pretty little cousin and to be sorry for her. It was too bad that she was alone in the world, typewriting for her living. She seemed so fond of life and fun.

“You don’t know how I envy you people living in Rhodesia,” said Valmy while they were drinking coffee. Clive, in the best of spirits, was sipping a cognac and Valmy had been persuaded to have a Cointreau. Ross, as usual, drank nothing but water. Not that she disapproved of alcohol but she didn’t like it. It made her sick.

“It is rather lovely in South Africa,” said Ross.

“The more I think of it,” said Valmy, “the more I envy you. The glorious sunshine, the freedom! Think of me, in digs in Battersea and typing all day in an office!”

“It certainly sounds horrid, you poor little thing,” said Ross.

“You weren’t cut out for that sort of life, either,” said Clive.

“What was I cut out for?” asked Valmy, catching Clive’s eye.

“Love,” was on the tip of his tongue. But he said: “Oh something more entertaining. You ought to get married.”

“I haven’t met the right man yet,” said Valmy. “I’ve had one or two proposals, but —” she shrugged her shoulders and made a moue with her mouth. Clive looked at that fascinating mouth and thought:

“I wonder how many men she has kissed. I’d rather like to kiss her myself!”

“I think we shall have to take her back to South Africa with us as a secretary,” he said aloud. “Somebody to keep all the books and do all the correspondence. Eh, Ross?”

He spoke jestingly. He was altogether surprised and curiously pleased when Ross took him seriously.

“I don’t see why she shouldn’t come back to Swallow Dip with us. For a few months anyhow. It would be a wonderful change for her and there are so many nice men she might meet. We must talk it over, Clive.”

She turned with her charming, sympathetic smile to the girl.

“How would you like to come to Rhodesia?”

Valmy’s cream pale face had flushed for an instant. Her greeny eyes sparkled with excitement. She felt rather than saw Clive’s gaze fixed eagerly upon her. She answered with discretion.

“It sounds too wonderful to be true, cousin Ross. But you can’t mean it.”

“Why not?” said Ross.

“It isn’t a bad idea,” said Clive.

Ross began to rhapsodise on life in her beloved Rhodesia. Clive allowed her to talk. He had lit a cigar and was content to sit back in his chair and watch Valmy.

Her beauty was of such unusual and captivating quality he felt that he would never get tired of looking at her. The idea of taking her back to Swallow Dip – having her as a travelling companion on the boat going home – made his heart miss a beat. Of course, he was a swine and he knew it. He had no right to let his heart-beats quicken at the thought of a pretty girl of nineteen when he had a wife like Ross, who was an absolute dear and who adored him. But he was only human and there you were!

He had always been a lover of women, of beauty, of sensation. Valmy Page came into his life just when he was badly in need of a new sensation.

He did not want to show any undue eagerness over this business, but he counted on his wife reopening the discussion about Valmy after dinner.

Later, the three of them sat comfortably in arm-chairs in the lounge, listening to the orchestra. They were all smoking. Ross liked a cigarette now and again. Valmy had hers in a little jade green holder. Clive was almost ashamed of the thrill it gave him to see her small white teeth bite on that narrow jade holder.

Valmy was very graceful and always knew how to adopt the most attractive poise. She had arranged the long black velvet dress so that Clive could see her ankles. They were very exquisite little ankles and her feet in the black satin slippers seemed to him tiny. They made Ross’s feet look large. But then somehow one always thought of Ross wearing her stout boots down on the farm. Certainly she was not at her best in this sort of atmosphere.

It had been the greatest surprise to Valmy to find that cousin Ross had married such an intriguing person as Clive. Within ten minutes of meeting him she had read the sex-hunger in his eyes. She responded to it immediately. She felt exactly like he did; bored. She was bored by the drudgery and loneliness of an unmarried business girl whose nature craved for the luxuries she could not afford. He was bored with matrimony. He wanted to flirt with her. Well, she was ready. To plunge into a passionate affair with Ross’s husband would be most thrilling. She didn’t bother her head about Ross’s side of it.

“He’s tired of her, I can see that,” thought Valmy as she watched the couple. “She’s too worthy – too quiet for Mr. Clive. I must see what I can do. If only Ross means what she says about taking me out to Rhodesia —”

Through a cloud of smoke she studied the graceful figure of the man; the bright fair hair, the nervous, well-shaped hands.

“Just my type,” she thought. “I should like to feel those hands on me. I’d bet he’d make a marvellous lover. I wonder if he ever makes love to Ross, these days?”

Aloud she said:

“Tell me more about Swallow Dip, Ross?”

“My dear, I’ve done enough talking,” said Ross. “Ask Clive to describe the place to you.”

“I’m no good at descriptions. Besides, the child will have to see the place to appreciate the beauty of it,” said Clive with cunning.

Ross swallowed the bait.

“That’s perfectly true, darling. And I think Valmy ought to see it.”

Clive drained his brandy. He was flushed and his blue eyes were amazingly blue tonight. He looked very handsome.

“Well, I don’t suppose I ever shall see Rhodesia,” said Valmy’s little husky voice.

“I don’t see why not,” said Ross, “and, my dear, once you do see it you will never want to leave it. Oh, those blue hills, the sweep of the veldt – the freshness and spaciousness of it all! We’re not many miles from the Zambesi, Valmy. Those falls are the wonder and delight of South Africa. When I was very tiny I remember my dear mother taking me to see the Falls and I’ve loved them ever since.”

Valmy stubbed her cigarette end in an ash tray. The thought of the Zambesi held no particular attraction for her. But she looked through her thick black lashes at Ross’s husband.

“Ross, it sounds too wonderful! You’re making me thoroughly dissatisfied.”

Ross looked at the girl earnestly. For a moment – possibly it was sheer imagination – she fancied she saw a trace of her beloved mother in the child; in the delicate curve of black brows and the darkness of her hair. Ross’s mother had been very dark – so, also, the sister who was Valmy’s mother. Ross, although only seven years older than Valmy, felt a maternal affection spring in her. The child was alone in the world and her kinswoman. She must do something for her. The maternal instinct was so strong in Ross. She was never happier than when she was ‘mothering’ somebody – something – whether it was a little Kaffir baby or a stray dog. It had been a bitter disappointment to her that there had been no child of her marriage. She wanted to bear Clive a son. But he had not wanted children.

“Let’s wait,” he had said to her more than once. “Let’s stay as lovers. Children bring such a thoroughly domesticated atmosphere – and away goes romance. Later, we’ll have kids.”

That had pleased Ross in a way. But she hadn’t entirely agreed with him. She told herself, now, that she would be a fairy godmother to this pretty little English cousin.

“Will it really interest you – the sort of life we lead on the farm out there, Valmy?”

“Yes, terribly!” said Valmy. “I’d adore it.”

“Then we’ll talk about it – Clive and I,” said Ross smiling. “Tomorrow is Saturday. Do you get a half day at the office?”

“Yes.”

“Then come and lunch with us and we’ll make our plans,” said Ross.

Valmy’s heart raced and she bit her underlip, nervous and excited. She looked at Clive. He was looking at her in a queer way. She thought: “I don’t know what I’m letting myself in for – but it’s going to be most intriguing. I’ve been aching for something exciting to happen to me and it looks as though something is going to happen!”

The orchestra was playing a fox-trot. A young man, with a saxophone and horn-rimmed glasses, was singing in a nasal voice:


“My heart is saying

Why not trust her, gentle stranger?

My head is saying there is danger

In love!”



“Just listen to those ridiculous words,” said Ross, laughing.

Valmy laughed, too. But she went on looking at Clive. He flicked the ash from his cigar with his little finger and put his tongue in his cheek.

“I wouldn’t trust Miss Valmy Page a yard, and I know there’s danger in it,” he thought. “But that’s what is so amusing; after three years of Rhodesia.”

He stopped himself from putting the word ‘Ross’ in the place of ‘Rhodesia’. Ross was a darling. But there wasn’t any doubt about it, he needed a little excitement and variation.

“Why don’t you two dance?” said Ross, utterly unsuspicious of her husband’s reflections. It would never enter her head to be jealous of Clive. Hers was too generous and fine a nature to harbour jealousy or suspicion. Besides, she was firmly convinced that her husband was still essentially her lover.

“Have the first one with me, Ross,” said Clive.

Ross’s wide mouth curved into that rather boyish grin which Clive had found very attractive when he had first met her. It was such a thoroughly frank, good-humoured smile.

“My dearest, you know what a clod-hopper I am! I’ve always danced badly. Besides, Valmy is our guest, and I’m perfectly certain she dances like a fairy. Off you go, you two!”

Valmy found herself on the dance floor with Clive’s arm holding her – lightly at first and then a little more closely. Her dark, sleek head only touched his chin. She was amazingly small and light after Ross and as Ross had guessed – Valmy danced like a fairy. She was like thistle-down in his arms. She was so slenderly built he felt that if he held her too tightly he would break every bone in that small body. Seductive – oh yes! Just the faintest perfume from her hair and the eyes looking up into his so very green and bright. He had never seen such green eyes.

“You dance very well, Cousin Valmy,’ he said.

“So do you, Cousin Clive,” she said demurely. And added: “What a dear Ross is! Frightfully nice and kind.”

Frightfully nice and kind, yes. That did describe Ross, but Clive was in the mood for something more exciting and he found it in this girl.

“Do you really want to come back with us to Rhodesia?” he asked her while they danced, their bodies graceful, lithe, merging into one.

“Won’t I be de trop – wouldn’t you rather be alone with your wife?”

Clive’s eyes narrowed. Was the little devil trying to get a rise out of him? He didn’t quite know. Valmy asked the question so innocently. He answered shortly:

“Ross and I have been married three years – we’re over the honeymoon stage.”

“Don’t disillusion me,” said Valmy, screwing up her pretty eyes alluringly. “I’ve always hoped that life would be one long honeymoon when one got married.”

“Oh, did you!” said Clive grimly. “Well, I won’t disillusion you. Go on thinking it. Ross and I are very happy. But one can’t keep at fever heat.”

Valmy lowered her lashes.

“It’s the fever heat that makes life worth living, though,” she murmured.

He knew that she was right and felt suddenly a savage desire to crush his lips down on that mocking little mouth of hers. What an upper lip! It would be any man’s undoing. He wished he had never seen Ross’s cousin Valmy. Then he was glad that he had. He said almost harshly:

“Well, you know nothing about it, my child. You’re much too young. Nineteen. A mere baby.”

“My mother was married at eighteen,” she laughed.

“But you aren’t.”

“Haven’t met anybody I’ve liked.”

“What sort of man do you like?”

“Valmy prefers blonds,” she said very naughtily.

Clive Derrell flushed to the roots of his hair – that hair which was so very blond – and told himself that this girl, child in years, was very much a woman. She worked a bit too fast for his liking. But there was something about her which attracted him vitally and he was both ashamed and excited by it.

He didn’t dance with her again. And after that dance he paid a lot of attention to Ross. But Valmy was unperturbed. She knew exactly how much she attracted him. He took her outside and put her into a taxi. Her black velvet coat with its shabby white ‘rabbit’ collar suited her well enough. The white fur made a good frame for her piquant face.

“Good night, Cousin Clive,” she said demurely.

“Good night,” he said. “Ross expects you to lunch tomorrow.”

“Shall I come?” The green eyes sparkled at him.

“Yes,” he said abruptly, and slammed the taxi door.

She sat back, laughing softly to herself.

Clive thrust his hands in his pockets and walked back into the hotel. He hadn’t noticed how cold the March night was, out there on the pavement. He felt as though he were burning.

“Damn that girl!” he muttered.

He thought of what she had said about fever heat. For the rest of that night he tried to get her out of his thoughts and couldn’t.

Later, when Ross was in bed, he strolled about the bedroom smoking a last cigarette.

“Well, darling, what do you think of Valmy?” Ross asked Clive. “Isn’t she pretty and fascinating?”

“Not bad,” said Clive, carelessly.

“Surely you think she’s lovely?”

“Y-Yes – quite,” he said, taking off his tie.

“I think we’ve done the right thing in offering to take her abroad with us,” continued Ross. “You don’t mind having a third person with us, do you, Clive?”

“Oh, no!” he said hastily.

He undressed and slipped into bed, where he lay smoking in silence for a while.

Long after Ross slept, Clive was awake. It was annoying how the thought of Valmy Page disturbed him; how much he thought of her.

He lay there, in the darkness, smoking one cigarette after the other. In the morning he looked rather guiltily at the small pile of cigarette ends on the ash tray by his bedside. But Ross did not notice them.
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