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ON the day that Aunt Rachel died Viola was out with the Hunt. Whenever it was possible, Viola rode to hounds. She had been good on a horse—and with horses—since she was a child. Nobody who ever saw her mounted could doubt that. It amazed many who met her for the first time to find how strong and fearless she was; what strength there was in those slim hands and flexible wrists. She was not at all like her young sister, Giselle, who was not physically strong enough to take part in outdoor pursuits.

But Viola loved country life. Her face glowed, her lithe graceful body glowed; when she came into a room she brought with her that divine essence of golden youth—a readiness to meet and smile upon the world and everybody and everything in it. For Viola it was just good to be alive. So far, her own life had never been touched by the sharp dark fingers of grief or pain. She had been too young when her parents died to feel any deep sorrow. If she suffered at all it was sometimes for her adored sister, Giselle, who was five years younger—for Giselle had none of Viola’s joie de vivre. An early illness had left her with a slight weakness in her back. Even now at the age of fifteen she hated games and preferred books, or playing her favourite discs on her record-player. She had a genius for looking pathetic which deceived everybody. There were occasions when Viola doubted the reality of all Giselle’s aches or pains. Her tears were apt to dry very rapidly and her mood soon swung from sadness to laughter when she got her own way. They all spoiled her at home. Viola, Aunt Rachel and Millie, the old housekeeper who had been with Aunt Rachel for so long—and their circle of friends and acquaintances here in Longacre Wood in Sussex.

On this particular day in October—crisp, cold and sunny—it had been the usual thrill for Viola to feel the rippling muscles of her hunter, Firefly, beneath her as he took the hedges and fences. An equal thrill to hear the familiar baying of the hounds as they picked up the scent of the fox who had lead them a good chase all morning.

But Viola, for the first time that she could remember, had a queer presentiment that today was not going to end as well as it had begun. As she hacked along the country lanes on her way back to Longacre Farm, she tried to laugh at her secret fears. What could be wrong? When she had left home everything had been quite all right. Aunt Rachel had gone off as usual to inspect her chickens—three thousand of them in deep litter, a necessary business enterprise in which she had been quite successful. Dear kind Aunt Rachel—both the girls adored her. Her courage and strength had always been an example to Viola. At the age of fifty Mrs. Berand still worked as hard as any man. She ran the farm with the help only of one Polish refugee and a local boy.

A few hours ago Aunt Rachel had said goodbye to Viola, shouting out “Good hunting, darling,” in her breezy manner. Giselle caught her usual bus outside the gates to the day school which she attended in East Grinstead. (Of course they knew she ought to be at a bigger, better, boarding-school but she had made such a terrible scene when they had suggested sending her away, the idea had been dropped.) It was something that Giselle said just before she kissed her sister goodbye that started the niggling worry in the elder girl’s mind.

“It’s Friday, the thirteenth. I do wish you weren’t hunting, Viola.”

“Don’t be silly, darling,” Viola laughed back, “only ignorant people are superstitious.”

Giselle’s enormous violet-blue eyes had filled with the ready tears that could always melt Viola’s heart.

“Perhaps I’m just an ignoramus, then,” she had said sadly. “But I still wish you wouldn’t go.”

She continued to look miserable and Viola tried to find out why the young girl thought Friday, the thirteenth, should be such an unlucky day. Giselle was forced to admit that she didn’t really know but, she said with dramatic fervour—last night she had dreamed that she saw everybody in the farmhouse wearing black. She never liked Viola to hunt, anyhow. She might be thrown. She might die. But Viola laughed and bent to kiss Giselle’s sad face and rode on her way. She certainly didn’t intend to give up hunting even to please her pampered sister.

But it struck her that she might be forced to give it up. She ought to take a job because things were not too good at the farm. Aunt Rachel was working too hard. It was time she pulled her weight. She had had two years doing little but help Aunt Rachel with the chickens for a couple of hours every day, and help Millie in the evenings, and she felt ashamed of herself for being so lazy.

It wasn’t that she was really lazy; Viola pondered over this question as she jogged home, her young body aching now for rest. Once more, Giselle was her main consideration. Taking a job meant going away from home. Giselle would loathe that. She wanted Viola always on the spot ready to amuse her, care for her, spoil her when Aunt Rachel was too busy.

Giselle had also complained about the visitor who was coming down this week-end, just before Viola rode off.

“I wish Ted wasn’t coming down.”

“Oh, darling, really!” Viola had protested rather crossly.

Sometimes Giselle was so selfish. She couldn’t bear Viola to make friends whom she didn’t like. And Viola knew perfectly well that Giselle was terrified her sister would suddenly get married, and leave home.

During the last year or two, quite a number of young men in the locality had wanted to take Viola out. Giselle hated them all. Most of all she hated Ted Selwin who was a lawyer—a partner in the firm of solicitors that had been employed by the Berand family ever since Viola could remember.

Ted was openly in love with Viola. He came down to stay at the farm whenever he was invited. ‘Good old Ted’, everybody called him. He was not a glamorous young man. He was big, and rather burly, and not at all like one’s conception of the smooth legal type. But he was the one frequent visitor to Longacre whom Viola really liked. There were times when she wondered whether she would not in time develop more than a platonic affection for him. He was the first man ever to make her feel that she was a woman. But until now Viola had refused to think seriously about love or marriage. Giselle—beautiful, exacting, petulant—always seemed to have first claim. Until Giselle was older Viola would never leave home.

The moment that Firefly clip-clopped through the gateway into Longacre Farm Viola knew that Giselle’s worst fears had been justified.

There were two cars outside the delightful stone built house. Dr. Berry’s red Triumph—only too often here on account of Giselle—and a little grey Mini-minor, equally familiar, for it belonged to the Vicar’s wife, Mary Sinclair, who was Aunt Rachel’s bosom friend.

Viola turned quite pale. She was thankful to see Zigmund, the Pole, and called to him, handed Firefly over to him and told him that she would join him in the stable later to rub the horse down. Then she ran into the house.

Giselle had seen her dismounting. She was there just inside the doorway. She looked scared to death. Her eyes were red-rimmed with weeping. Old Millie, also in tears, hovered in the background. Through the open sitting-room door, Viola could see the stocky figure of Mrs. Sinclair, talking to Dr. Berry. Now Giselle flung herself into her sister’s arms.

“Oh, Viola—Viola—I knew this was going to be a simply dreadful, dreadful day. Oh, I wish you’d never gone hunting.”

Viola clasped her close and tried in vain to calm her and extract further information but the young girl appeared to be too distraught and incoherent to give it. Finally it was Mrs. Sinclair who broke the appalling news to Viola.

Aunt Rachel was dead.

Wonderful, cheerful, splendid Aunt Rachel who had seemed in the very best of health and spirits when Viola had said goodbye to her this morning, lay dead upstairs, in her bedroom. They would never see her again as she used to be, not only their aunt but their best and dearest friend who had been father and mother both to them since they were little girls of eight and three. Even Viola, the elder, had only a dim memory of her parents. After the air crash in which the Berands were both lost returning from a trip to Hong Kong, the girls had lived with Aunt Rachel. She meant everything to them.

This sudden disaster was so unbelievable that it took Viola some time to credit what Mrs. Sinclair was telling her. Trembling and shaken, she listened. It was a coronary that had carried Aunt Rachel off. She had been found by Zigmund, lying up there outside one of the chicken houses. He and Millie had immediately sent for Dr. Berry, and phoned Mrs. Sinclair who hastened down to see what she could do.

Viola felt almost guilty that she should have been out enjoying that exhilarating Hunt when this terrible thing happened to poor darling Aunt Rachel.

But now Viola had little time for her personal grief. Giselle, as always, became the focus of attention. She was so hysterical that Dr. Berry had to give her a sedative. They got her to bed. Then Viola, with no time to weep, shouldered the burden. She changed from her riding kit into black slacks and a dark jersey and, once Dr. Berry left, sat discussing the immediate future with Mrs. Sinclair, who was a resourceful, sympathetic sort of woman. She would, she said, come down tonight to stay at the farm with the girls. It had already been arranged with the Vicar that the late Mrs. Berand should lie in the little village church which she had always attended and loved. The next thing was to get in touch with Aunt Rachel’s solicitors. That meant Ted, Viola thought, struggling to keep her mind clear in the thick mists of her personal sorrow.

Oh, darling Aunt Rachel, what are we going to do without you?

“I’ll phone Mr. Selwin at once,” she said.

“And what about your guardian?” asked Mrs. Sinclair.

‘Yes, what about their guardian?’ Viola thought. Lionel Donne—whom she and Giselle had nicknamed “The Lion” ever since they were children.

It revived her drooping spirits to remember that there was still dear wonderful Lion in the world. They were not quite alone.

“Mr. Donne is in Khartoum so your Aunt was telling me—we were only discussing him yesterday,” said Mrs. Sinclair, “hadn’t you better send him a cable?”

“Yes.”

“We can do it over the ’phone. I’ll help you draft it out, dear, but I think he ought to be told at once.”

And Mary Sinclair looked with pity at the beautiful girl, barely twenty-one, and thought too of the delicate difficult child now asleep upstairs. Mrs. Sinclair, herself, was badly hit by the loss of her dear friend, Rachel, but she could imagine what a mortal blow this must be to the two girls. Their aunt had been their lode-star for so long.

Mrs. Sinclair had no great affection for Giselle. She was, perhaps, the only one who ignored what she called Giselle’s ‘dramatics’ and suspected the real nature of the young girl. Giselle was selfish and sometimes even cruel, and she made the best, most egotistical use of her beauty.

Besides, in Mary Sinclair’s opinion, much of Giselle’s so-called delicacy was now a myth; only another weapon that the child used in order to get her own way. It was Viola whom Mrs. Sinclair loved best. Even dear Rachel used to give the major portion of her time and attention to the younger sister. But, in Mary’s opinion, Viola was the one who deserved it. She was not as strikingly beautiful as the violet-eyed Giselle with her long blonde hair. But she possessed an attractive radiance of healthy mind and body combined—strength as well as sweetness.

Giselle was capable of falsehood—Viola incapable of it, Mrs. Sinclair was sure.

Viola had the same fine bone structure as her sister but was a head taller. There were reddish lights in the brown hair which she kept short. One crisp wave always seemed to tumble forward on to her forehead. Her eyes were a warm hazel; her lips finely cut, less sensuous than Giselle’s. When she wore slacks and jerseys, as she did today, she looked almost like a handsome boy.

What would become of the sisters, Mrs. Sinclair wondered. They couldn’t stay on here alone. What would their guardian in the Sudan do for them?

Now Viola roused herself to help Mrs. Sinclair word the cable to Lionel. Her thoughts were all of him.


2

VIOLA and her sister had not seen their guardian for three years.

Viola had been seventeen—in her final year at school—and Giselle only twelve, when Lionel was last in England and he had spent a week with them on the farm.

Aunt Rachel used, perhaps, to be a tiny bit jealous about Lionel, but today when Viola considered the facts, she could see how wise her father had been to appoint a second guardian to his children before he took that last fatal trip to Hong Kong. Perhaps he had foreseen that his daughters might one day be left alone in the world and be in need of a man’s authoritative care.

Viola’s father had worked in the Foreign Office. He had been educated in his youth in France, as well as in England, and had a French god-mother—at one time the Comtesse de Chauvray. But by the time Mr. Berand came in contact with the family the Comtesse had already met and married Charles Donne, a distinguished soldier, during the first world war. Their son, Lionel, after leaving Oxford entered the diplomatic service, under Mr. Berand’s surveillance.

Once she was widowed, the Comtesse continued to live in her childhood’s home—Château Lamarche—on the outskirts of Fontainebleau. But Lionel was educated at Eton—like his father.

He was more English than French both in character and appearance. Viola was only a little girl when she first met him and it was not until she was sixteen that she had been struck by his beautiful manners, the slight gallant bow he had made when he was first introduced.

She had also noticed a certain haughtiness in his bearing. When she got to know him better she had nicknamed him

“The Lion” and thought it very suitable. He had such strength, grace and nobility. One couldn’t imagine anyone or anything defeating Lionel. He was also exceedingly intelligent. It was this perhaps that had finally persuaded Viola’s father to appoint the young man as second guardian to his children. Lionel had only just come of age at the time—but Viola could see that her father had been wise. Now that they had lost Aunt Rachel, how desperately they needed Lionel’s guidance.

Lionel was now thirty-three—and still a bachelor. To Giselle, he was quite elderly—even a father-figure—but to Viola his image was different. He had become her hero—to be worshipped in secret—his photograph stood beside her bed; his letters tied in a bundle were treasured and read again and again. He came home at regular intervals from his diplomatic jobs abroad to see Giselle and Viola. His visits were always thrilling. He could tell them so much about their father and the old days in the Château, when Lionel was a boy. He could weave wonderful stories, steeped in the lore of French and English history. And he was handsome enough to be any schoolgirl’s “crush”. Viola’s friends used to tease her about her “Lion” and crowd round to see his latest snapshot, or hear extracts from his letters which she read to them. He wrote always with fire and imagination. The letters all ended with the same words

“Ever affectionately yours,

‘The Lion’.”

Well, thought Viola, upon The Lion now must rest the sole responsibility that Aunt Rachel had for so long taken upon her shoulders.

Mrs. Sinclair did not want to depress Viola but she thought privately, that it was a bit “odd” that so young a man should be in control of the future of two girls; the older one still a minor and the other barely sixteen. But of course poor Rachel had said that Mr. Donne was a reliable person. They would have to wait and see.

The cable to Khartoum was sent. The rest of that day was a nightmare for Viola. She seemed to spend it between weeping bitterly when she was alone and trying to be steady and calm when she was with her young sister. Giselle was making the most of her own grief. When she came out of her drugged sleep later that night, she sat up in bed looking pale and pinched, her huge eyes begging for sympathy. Aunt Rachel’s death had really frightened her, of that Viola was sure. Viola sat on the side of the bed clasping the thin childish figure in her arms, smoothing back the long fair hair, assuring Giselle that everything would be all right.

“We’re all alone in the world now. What shall we do?” moaned the young girl.

“Not quite alone, darling. We have The Lion.”

“He’s always away. Oh, Viola, you won’t leave me, will you?”

“Of course not.”

But Giselle burst into fresh sobs.

“You will, you will. That horrible Ted is in love with you. He’ll make you marry him.”

Viola sighed. She was very tired and very unhappy. She, too, wanted to be comforted.

“Darling, I have no intention of marrying Ted. I’ve told you that a hundred times.”

It was later before Giselle agreed to drink the hot milk brought by the faithful Millie, and then Viola thankfully retired to the peace of her own bedroom.

She picked up Lionel’s photograph and looked at the attractive rather aesthetic face of the young diplomat. It showed the slimness of his figure but the wide shoulders and firm lips suggested power. He was her beau ideal, so clever—so vital, and he would take care of her and of Giselle. She knew it. Tomorrow no doubt an answer to her cable would come from Khartoum. They would know what he wanted them to do.

As for marrying Edward Selwin—good old Ted—what a pity Giselle disliked him. He offered a definite anchor—a solid basis for marriage; he was a solicitor in the family firm; a devoted friend; someone she was much more used to—and at home with—than Lionel.

She had spoken to Ted over the ’phone. He was shocked by her news and said that he would come down to see them all first thing in the morning. He would take care of things.

“And you know I’ll take special care of you if you’ll let me, darling. You know how much I love you.”

Yes—she knew that. She wished she could love him in the same way. Perhaps one day it would happen. It would be so nice—so easy to be able to stop worrying—and slide quietly into marriage with Ted. He offered security and devotion. True, he didn’t get on with Giselle but that was only because the child was jealous. She’d get over it. If Ted let her live with them and if he behaved as a devoted brother-in-law …

But now her thoughts drifted away from Ted. The Lion’s photograph was in her hand and it was the thought of Lionel that filled her final waking thoughts. When she had waved goodbye to Aunt Rachel this morning everything had seemed normal—and peaceful. She hadn’t been thinking about Lionel; after all he wasn’t expected back home from his job in the Sudan for another six months. Now she wondered if he would decide to fly over to see his two wards. There crept into her reflections a tinge of feminine excitement, wondering what he would think of her personally, now that she had grown up. When he had last seen her she had been a seventeen-year-old schoolgirl. More at home in jodhpurs and sweater, riding Firefly, than wearing feminine frills and being sedate or sophisticated. Unlike most of her school friends she had never really had much interest in make-up or boy-friends. But now she was twenty and a woman. Things were different. Already someone—Ted—wanted to marry her. She had begun to look upon love and life from a more adult angle.

Wouldn’t Lionel see a big difference in her? Would her own changed feelings make her feel shy with him—and because of that shyness would their future association be rather embarrassing? She didn’t know. She was really too exhausted to wonder for long, and at last she slept.

It was in the early morning (Giselle was not yet awake) that the telephone bell suddenly rang. Viola, in her dressing gown, red-brown hair unbrushed, rough like a boy’s, eyes heavy and sad, went down to answer the call. She took it for granted that this would be Ted again. But her pulses jerked with astonishment and pleasure when she heard a voice say:

“Can Miss Viola Berand take a call from Khartoum?”

“Yes—yes, I can. I’m here,” she answered breathlessly.

“We’ll come through again,” said the operator. “Please stand by.”

Then a second call—and now—miraculously—Lionel’s voice, strange yet familiar, making her heart pound with excitement. It was a very special voice, she always thought—clear, authoritative and charming. He was full of sympathy.

“You poor darling! And poor little Giselle, too. What a hideous blow for you both.”

“Oh, Lion—is it really you? You sound so near—just as though you were in this room.”

“These lines are always marvellous. I can hear you very plainly too.”

“Oh, Lion—isn’t it all terrible?”

“How did it happen?”

“Just a coronary—just that—so dreadfully sudden.”

“Bad for you, but a good way for her to go.”

“I know——”

The tears were pouring down Viola’s cheeks again. She clung to the receiver as though to a lifebelt.

“Oh, it’s heaven to hear you. Tell us what to do,” she begged with childish emotion

“You’ve instructed the lawyers, of course.”

“Yes, Mr. Selwin—Ted—is coming down today.”

“Do I know him?”

“No, I don’t think so. He only came into the firm about three years ago, when his father retired, but he deals with Aunt Rachel’s affairs as well as ours.”

“You don’t know your financial position yet, I suppose?”

“Only what Aunt Rachel once told me—that Giselle and I would inherit all that she had to leave. Of course it won’t be much—we’ll have to sell the farm. I believe it’s worth about £30,000, but there’s a heavy mortgage on it, and Aunt Rachel’s private income was small, so I don’t think there will be much left.”

“You mustn’t worry. I shall look after you,” came the clear confident voice which brought Lionel so close to Viola. Already she felt the blissful warmth of his comfort—like a light in her darkness.

She knew that Lionel, himself, was not a rich man, although a highly paid one in his profession. But he had often told her that the Comtesse, his French mother, had a hard time trying to preserve the crumbling Château in which her ancestors had lived for centuries, and that the de Chauvray fortunes had fallen very low since the last war. But it wasn’t financial help that Viola felt in need of just now, it was that strength and confidence that The Lion seemed to give so unsparingly when it was needed. He said:

“I shall be writing you in detail but my present plan is that you should close down the house after Mrs. Berand’s funeral and come out to me.”

“Go out to you!” cried Viola, and her cheeks flamed.

“Yes, with Giselle, of course. Book two seats on the first possible plane. I have a lovely villa here and plenty of servants. Lady Belling, whose husband is my chief—they are both tremendous friends of mine—will, she says, help me look after you. So don’t worry about anything. Leave it all to me. Just come.”

“But Giselle’s school—” began Viola.

Lionel broke in decisively:

“Not important in the circumstances, darling. You keep telling me that she has no great aptitude for learning and that her health is poor. She’ll get all the sunshine and warmth she needs out here. It’s the best possible time of year now—Christmas will be perfect.”

The conversation went on. Lionel was certainly not economising. The expensive call lasted a good quarter of an hour, by the end of which he had extracted a promise from Viola that she would discuss things with her young sister, also with Mrs. Sinclair and the Vicar—and Ted. She would send Lionel a cable, saying “yes” or “no” tomorrow.

Lionel seemed surprised by her reluctance to give him an immediate “yes”, but he did not insist. He was, as always, understanding. She was bound to feel bouleversée, at the moment, he said. The idea of rushing out to Khartoum, after their quiet life in Sussex, must seem terrifying. It would mean a tremendous uprooting. But it would only be for a few months until the really hot weather started again, then they could fly back home. Meanwhile getting right away would help them to recover from the shock of their aunt’s tragic death. Together, in Khartoum, they would map out more definite plans for the future.

After she had said goodbye to The Lion Viola put down the telephone and stood a moment gazing wide-eyed out of the casement windows at a rain-soaked garden. The wind had changed in the night. There was a downpour now. It was chilly in the farmhouse, too. She was trembling not only with the cold but with nerves. Everything seemed to be happening at once; she could see only too well that the old peace and the even tenor of her existence were utterly shattered. Yet every fibre of her body thrilled to the idea of flying out to the Sudan—of joining her guardian. And just think of that villa—the sun-soaked garden—the glamour of life with their handsome, important Lion.

She decided that she would not tell Giselle one word about this until after she had seen Ted. The poor darling was already quite shocked enough—let her settle down a bit before putting Lionel’s idea in front of her.

Viola looked out of the window again and saw Ted Selwin’s car roll up to the house. She had not expected him so early. She tore upstairs to dress.
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“So you won’t marry me,” said Ted.

They had finished breakfast and were sitting in front of a blazing log fire in Aunt Rachel’s cosy sitting-room. Ted Selwin looked as gloomy as he felt, but he had no intention of letting Viola know that he was also burning with anger, and frustration. He took one of her strong fine young hands, and gazed tenderly at her with his rather heavily-lidded blue eyes (generally a little bloodshot); Ted Selwin was quite a heavy drinker and addicted to poker games which kept him up too late every night.

“You’ve no idea what a shocking disappointment this is to me,” he added.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Ted,” she said with a deep sigh. “Dear kind Ted—you’re always so sweet to me and it’s so wonderful of you to want me to marry you.”

“Then why don’t you, Angel-face? What’s stopping you?”

She shook her head. There was something about Ted’s idea of marriage which alarmed her for all kinds of unnamed reasons—mainly physical ones, she was sure. Darling Ted was like a huge bear—he stood six feet four at least and had the powerful chest of a boxer (he had been an amateur champion before he took a degree in law). He had an untidy mop of fair hair; a reddish complexion; and a fair moustache, because without it he maintained that his round face looked too babyish and in his job he needed to appear masculine and adult to impress his clients. But he couldn’t look less like a lawyer Viola often thought, although she had heard that he was quite a smart one.

But could she ever fall in love with him? When he touched her hand, her body did not seem to respond in the way she knew that it should. True she had never yet been in love but she was quite sure that to fall in love must be to experience a great surge of mental and physical desire for the man concerned—to feel that one would want to give and give and give, deny the loved one nothing. She was fond of old Ted—his jokes made her laugh—but somehow she felt that it was as a brother and not as a lover, she cared for him.

“Please try to forgive me, dear Ted,” she said at length. “I just don’t want to get married at all, at the moment—to you or anyone. I couldn’t leave Giselle, for one thing.”

Ted Selwin brushed up his moustache with the folded knuckle of his first finger. But he felt it supremely difficult to restrain himself from telling this girl what he really felt—not only about her—but about her damned awful, spoiled sister. He was hotly in love with Viola and had been for the last year when he first started to see a good bit of her. Her boyish grace and courage, her brilliant management of horses, her warm sweet personality, all attracted him vitally. There had been a lot of women in Ted’s life and a few long-haired lazy “Twisting” females from the night haunts of London were still in it. But it was Viola Berand he wanted to marry. As for Giselle—she could go to hell. He had no use for the pampered brat and the sooner she was sent to boarding school, and kept there, the better. She was his enemy and he knew it.

He put a hand against his pocket and tapped it, feeling the crackle of paper. That was the real hell. The knowledge that here in his possession was a document which made Viola ten times more desirable to him than she had ever been before.

He had known what she was worth before that letter from Australia turned up. His father had drawn up Rachel Berand’s Will; after Death Duties and mortgages and an annuity for Millie were paid the girls would not be worth much more than £8,000 a-piece. Invested that wouldn’t go far these days. He had already told Viola that he would keep her entirely if she became his wife—that Mrs. Berand’s money could all be settled on Giselle. But even that hadn’t tempted her. Now she had suddenly become the most delectable prize in the world.

The girls had a second cousin on their mother’s side out in Melbourne. Ted had heard Viola mention “Cousin Fred” once or twice. But she had never seen him. As far as anybody knew, he owned a gold mine and had lived in Melbourne for the last thirty years. Occasionally at Christmas time he used to send a card to Viola’s mother—when she was alive. Now a letter had reached the firm of Selwin & Selwin through another firm of solicitors in Melbourne, stating that their client (Cousin Fred) had died without issue and that Viola and Giselle were the next of kin. The two girls, who twenty-four hours ago had been worth only a few thousand pounds, were now heiresses to a quarter of a million between them. That meant that Viola herself would have at least one hundred and twenty-five thousand behind her.

For the moment Ted was keeping that information to himself, although he had replied to Melbourne claiming the money on behalf of the two girls. Later of course there would be documents which Viola would have to sign on behalf of her sister and herself. But so far nobody else in the firm, not even the junior partner, knew about it. Ted had not told his father who, anyhow, was always at home and had become a chronic invalid. Ted had also been careful not to let his head clerk see that letter from Australia.

He had made up his mind by hook or by crook to marry Viola—and tell her afterwards about her inheritance.

Ted, for all his outward good humour and geniality, had pulled off one or two shady deals since he stepped into his father’s shoes. He had never actually broken the law but he enjoyed sailing near the wind; it was almost as exciting to him as playing poker. Viola’s present refusal to marry him was a setback of course but he wasn’t going to give in yet. Oh, by no means! He controlled his disappointment and when Viola said that she relied on him to remain her friend, he gave her his solemn promise that he would do so.

He didn’t stay to lunch. He had a meeting in London with a rich client which he did not intend to miss. But before he left the farm he tried to give Viola confidence by kissing her with fraternal affection on both cheeks.

“That’s my girl,” he said heartily, “and don’t forget old Ted’s ready and waiting if you change your mind.”

“I won’t forget,” she said.

“And,” he added, “I shouldn’t be in a hurry if I were you to fly to Khartoum to your guardian. That doesn’t somehow strike me as a good plan. I don’t think Giselle will stand the heat.”

“It’s sweet of you to consider her,” said Viola, dewy-eyed. “It’ll all have to be gone into, of course.”

Ted drove off feeling far from “sweet”. Damn the girl’s obstinacy he thought. The last thing he wanted was for her to go out to her guardian. He knew nothing much about Lionel Donne but this business of Viola being a ward and a minor for the moment made things tougher. However she would soon be of age. Then she wouldn’t have to ask anybody’s permission to get married. He must keep the news of her inheritance a secret for another few weeks! As he drove off Ted’s designing brain moved from plan to plan—calculatingly—treacherously—and wholly egotistically.

But when Viola told her young sister—first about Lionel’s telephone call and then about “good old Ted’s” proposal—Giselle left no room for doubt as to what she wanted. Lionel’s invitation enthralled her. She flung her arms rapturously around her sister’s neck.

“Oh, Viola … darling sis … what a wonderful idea!”

“Then you want to go to the Sudan?”

“More than anything in the world. Why do you even hesitate? Please, please ring up a Travel Agency at once and see how soon we can fly?”

Viola hesitated.

“Then you don’t think it would be a better plan if I stayed here and got engaged to Ted. He said he’d buy the farm for me and we could still live here if we wanted to, and that he’d commute and——” began Viola.

Giselle interrupted hotly:

“No, no, a thousand times no. Don’t you dare. You know I don’t like that big old bear. He’ll eat you up. He’ll take you away from me.”

“Oh, darling!” Viola laughed helplessly.

“Promise, promise, that you won’t get engaged to him, and that you’ll take me out to Khartoum.”

Viola looked into her sister’s huge eyes. They were shining like jewels. All the nerves, the tears, had gone. She was a wildly excited child, and so beautiful that sometimes it made Viola catch her breath. Who could deny Giselle anything? Besides, wasn’t she right? It would be a good thing for them to have a complete change. Yet somehow Giselle’s exuberance and delight made Viola feel conscience-stricken. Poor darling Aunt Rachel had only been dead twenty-four hours and here was Giselle ready to sweep everything out of her life and fly with shining eyes to The Lion.

Truly this morning Viola was struck by the fact that she herself was no longer a thoughtless child; she was a woman with a load of care. There was so much to be done before they could leave home. Aunt Rachel’s responsibilities were on her shoulders now. Mrs. Sinclair seemed to be on Giselle’s side, and the Vicar who came down to coffee with them, agreed with her. It would be just the thing he said for the girls to accept that splendid invitation from Mr. Donne and spend the winter in Khartoum. Mrs. Sinclair promised to close up the house for Viola—see that Millie was all right (they would take her into the Vicarage if she would come) and put the farm up for sale. And perhaps they might find a small cottage for the girls to come home to.

Many plans were suggested, and some made concrete. Before another twenty-four hours had passed Viola was in touch with a Travel Agency, and found herself booked with her sister on a B.O.A.C. night flight to the Middle East.

She cabled Lionel:

“Arriving Khartoum November 4th.”

That gave them three weeks to recover a little from the shock they had just sustained, get suitable clothes and pack up.

What they would have done without the Sinclairs, Viola did not know. Or without Ted, who was able to see to the business side.

The Reverend Frank Sinclair was quite happy about the girls flying out to their guardian once he heard that the Bellings were there. Lady Belling would look after them. The Vicar had actually been at Oxford with Sir Charles; he had met Lady Belling and remembered her as a remarkably fine sensible woman who must now, he told Viola, be nearly fifty. They would be perfectly all right with Elizabeth Belling.

When Viola told Ted—after the funeral—that the definite decision to go out to Lionel had been made, his reactions were unexpected. He had been ready for it. He had made his own secret plans.

“I shall join you,” he said.

Viola looked a bit startled.

“Join us—in the Sudan.”

He nodded. His story was ready. He had a client in Cairo, he said, an English woman married to a high-up Egyptian. There was some trouble over a Deed of Settlement. She was very wealthy and paying his passage out for a conference. He would fly to Cairo a week after the girls, then go on to the Sudan and join them there.

“I’d like to meet your guardian, and make sure all is going to be well with you,” he said.

Viola thought this a very pleasant plan. She would like dear old Ted and Lionel to become friends. It also seemed big-hearted of Ted, in the light of her refusal to marry him, to do this.

“My only wish is to be of service to you,” were his final words and he smiled at her with the round blue eyes which looked so deceptively innocent.

But Giselle was furious.

“I don’t want that man out in Khartoum spoiling our fun.”

“Don’t be silly, he can’t spoil it,” said Viola.

“Well, I hope he doesn’t stay long,” pouted Giselle.

The young girl was in a gay excited mood during the week that followed—delighted that she was leaving school and could concentrate on buying pretty cotton frocks for the Middle East. Viola envied Giselle the facility with which she turned her back on the past—ready to dance lightly into the future without a backward glance. It seemed so shallow, so disloyal, somehow. But that was the spoiled lovely girl’s butterfly nature. Things went much deeper with Viola. It was agony to her to remember that Aunt Rachel had gone for all time. She missed her desperately. It was infinitely sad to wander round the old farmhouse, looking at the treasures, remembering that they might not be here to watch the daffodils and tulips come up in the garden this spring, that the farm might be sold before they returned to England. A worse agony to part with Firefly, her beloved horse. But Firefly would have to be sold. Viola would never be able to afford to hunt in the future—even if they stayed in Longacre. She could ride in Khartoum, Lionel had promised that in his letter. But the parting with Firefly was terrible. For her young sister’s sake Viola had to try to control her grief but she shed bitter tears as she stroked Firefly’s silken chestnut neck for the last time and watched the velvet lips nibble the last apple, the last lump of sugar, from her palm.

And only one person in the world knew that she could well have afforded to buy this farm and keep Firefly in his stable, the solicitor who flew out to Cairo on entirely fictitious business a week after the two girls left London Airport for Khartoum.
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ELIZABETH BELLING had just put the finishing touches to the large double bedroom which had been prepared for Lionel Donne’s two young wards.

This was the best time of the day—in the cool of the early morning before the sun rose high. The temperature was still moderate. According to custom, Iman the head suffragi had already closed the shutters in order to keep the room dark and cool. Most of the villa drowsed in shuttered darkness during the fierce heat of the noon and through the day until sundown brought the cool starlit night again.

Lady Belling had arranged a huge bowl of carnations on a marble-topped table in front of double doors that opened on to a veranda facing the Nile.

The great scarlet flowers looked very handsome against the white walls. There was a bathroom and dressing-room adjoining; in here two white beds caged in mosquito netting; gay Egyptian rugs on the polished wood floor; a writing table and cane chairs with pale green cushions. A painting by a contemporary artist of a young Sudanese boy eating a water melon, hung above the fireplace.

“Well!” exclaimed Lady Belling aloud. “We’ve all gone to enough trouble for you two children. Now let’s hope you appreciate it.”

The door opened. Lionel Donne put his head into the room.

“Ah! I thought I’d find you here, Liz.”

All her ladyship’s intimate friends called her “Liz”. She was the wife of Lionel’s chief, and the most important woman out here; but she had a delightful way of behaving as though she were no more important than anybody else—at the same time keeping her dignity.

Elizabeth Belling, nearing fifty, had grown plump—even fat one might say—out here after two years in the heat. A big jolly woman who had to wear strong, tinted glasses because of her short-sight and who kept her hair cut rather mannishly short, but with her big bosom, pink downy cheeks, and extraordinary sweet smile, was really a very feminine creature. It was well known that she took all the lost and lonely to her heart. She was a born mother who had never been blessed with a family of her own.

When Lionel, who was the Second Secretary out here, and an enormous favourite both with her and her husband, had first told her about his wards, she had said at once:

“Get ’em out here. I’ll help you look after ’em.”

And when he had protested that he could not ask her to do that, she argued that she would adore to have “two children” in Khartoum and play fairy god-mother to them. The fifteen-year-old Giselle would certainly need a motherly eye. It just so happened that yesterday Charles had flown to London for a conference, and would be going on to East Africa, so Lady Belling moved into Lionel’s villa. For at least a couple of weeks, if not longer, she could keep a close eye on the girls and initiate them into life in the Sudan.

“Honestly, Liz, you have taken so much trouble getting everything ready, I think it splendid of you,” said Lionel with gratitude.

Lady Belling beamed.

“Aren’t your carnations divine? So like you to have thought of getting ’em flown from Cairo. Viola and Giselle are lucky to have you as a guardian.”

“Still—at the back of your mind you wonder if I have been wise to bring them out to Khartoum,” Lionel said with a slight smile.

Elizabeth Belling lit a cigarette, then looked thoughtfully at the young man. He was, of course, a bit young to be the guardian of the elder girl who was nearly twenty-one. At first Elizabeth had thought it a bit unorthodox; but soon welcomed the idea and encouraged it. After all, Lionel was not a young thirty-three. In many ways he might have been many years older. Charles always said he had one of the best brains of the younger tribe in the Foreign Office and would go far. He was the ideal diplomat. Outwardly smooth and debonair—and under the mask, watchful, wary, combining intelligence with a sympathetic understanding of human beings. He got on exceptionally well with the Arabs—he spoke Arabic like a native—and was an indefatigable worker. If he had any faults, Elizabeth would have said that pride was his besetting sin. A pride which he had inherited from the old French Comtesse, his mother. The de Chauvrays were all the same—successors of a long line of proud aristocrats, one or two of whom had lost their heads on the guillotine during the French revolution.
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