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CHAPTER ONE

“Sandra! Dance for us. Dance for us, Sandra!”

A dozen different voices took up the cry in the crowded studio.

It was nearing midnight. One of the frequent parties given by Hugh Lancaster, the well-known artist, was at its height. The long, low, irregular room was full of people; men and women, mostly in fancy dress. A dark, electric-looking young man played a piano at one end of the studio. The windows were open, for it was a warm spring night.

Hugh Lancaster’s studio parties were always good fun.

He had money; he was an attractive man and a good painter. The walls were hung with his sketches Most of them black-and-white drawings of a girl’s head. Always the same head. Beautiful, flawless features, curling hair, a gay provocative mouth. Sketches of Sandra, Lancaster’s favourite model.

Everybody shouted for Sandra now.

“Dance for us … Sandy, darling … do!’

On a raised dais at the end of the studio stood a girl. Her frock of gold tissue moulded her figure to the waist, where the gleaming, shimmering fabric flared into folds. Lissom, seductive, with her white slender arms, her wonderfully poised head, she stood on tiptoe. She was the spirit of fun, the very essence of vitality and laughter. Sandra, the prettiest model in Chelsea. Sandra—spoiled, wilful, idolised and still charming; the most generous of them all Sandra whose heart was of gold … who was as straight as a die. And every man in her little world knew it.

Nobody knew it better than Hugh Lancaster. He was madly in love with her. He had sketched her a thousand times, and as many times had begged for her kisses. But he never got more than a light, idle caress, or a flippant, half-tender, half-mocking word. All that any man could boast from Sandra Medway.

Lancaster sat on the dais at her feet, a goblet of champagne lifted towards her.

“Your health darling!” he whispered.

She laughed down at him. She was inclined to like him, this very good-looking artist with his ardent white face and fair, sleek head and dark blue eyes that burned with admiration for her. But she wished he wouldn’t be quite so ardent.

“Darling!” he repeated, “Dance for me.”

She let one hand rest carelessly on his fair head. Hugh Lancaster caught it, carried it to his lips—lips that throbbed. Sandra bit her lip. Everyone was looking. She supposed everyone knew Hugh was wildly in love.

She began to dance. The young man at the piano played for her, a wild Russian tune that suited her mood. She was swift, light, graceful, lovely to look upon. Hugh Lancaster’s burning blue eyes never left her face. Sandra, maddeningly beautiful, the short upper lip showing a gleam of perfect teeth; her wide-set, dark eyes, exquisite hands and feet.

She danced feverishly, and when the music ended, Hugh Lancaster leapt on to the dais, seized her whirling figure, and lifted her right up in his arms.

He carried her through the studio, triumphant.

“What I have I hold!” he cried.

Everybody laughed. But Sandra did not laugh. She could feel the mad thumping of the man’s heart. It worried her. She did not want him to love her so much. She could not return his love in that way. Lancaster set her on her feet in the cooler, dimmer room next to the studio, where he had carried her, and held her close to him.

“Sandra. Oh, my darling I love you so. You’re wonderful.”

She strained back from him. Somehow he made her afraid.

She was just Sandra … an artist’s model; an orphan, whose English father was dead, whose beautiful Russian mother had succumbed to the cruelties of Communism. She shared “digs” in Chelsea with another girl. She had nothing, no one to live for but herself. And if she had secret ideals, a secret wish for a more domesticated life, for a cottage, a husband to adore, nobody knew that save Sandra.

She hid her troubles and her disappointments. She laughed her way through life. She tried to be nice to Hugh without giving him too much encouragement.

“Don’t be so serious, Hugh,” she said, her cheeks burning from the pressure of his lips. “Let’s go back to the others.”

“Not till you’ve told me you love me, Sandra.”

“I don’t know that I do.”

“I could make you love me …”

“Perhaps I don’t want to love you.”

“Don’t madden me, Sandra. Darling for heaven’s sake.”

He sought her lips again. But she grew frightened of his intensity, and pushed him away.

“Oh you can’t be so unkind,” he whispered brokenly. “The other night you kissed me and—”

“Don’t make me sorry for it,” she broke in coldly. “Now, really, I’m going back to the others.”

She was sorry for him … it was pity that made her kind. But there would have been nothing in Sandra’s heart but contempt and white-hot rage if she had known that Lancaster was a married man. Nobody knew that. He had kept it very quiet. When he rented this studio flat, six months ago, Chelsea had received him as a bachelor. Not a soul in Sandra’s circle guessed that down in Devon, in a quiet cottage, there was a trusting, charming young wife who worshipped him and contented herself with seeing him at week-ends.

It was part of Sandra’s code never to get involved with a married man. She would never have forgiven Hugh Lancaster or herself if she had been aware of Mrs. Lancaster’s existence.

She returned to the studio feeling worried about Hugh; wondering whether she would sit for him as usual tomorrow.

She walked to the door. A good-looking red-headed boy immediately sprang to her side. He was John Trent—a young painter with a growing reputation. Sandra had sat for him several times, and he had been in love with her for some time. She treated him as she treated the rest—frivolously, leading him on a little, but with a good, warm friendliness behind it all.

“Not going already, Sandra?”

“Yes John, I’m tired.”

“I’ve got my car outside. I’ll drive you back.”

“Thanks,” she said gratefully.

Sandra was due at Lancaster’s studio at ten o’clock. She had been engaged to pose for head and shoulders. She decided not to go, but an urgent message brought her to the studio against her will. Lancaster was in the silk dressing-gown in which he usually breakfasted. He looked ill and drawn, and his eyes were haggard. The moment Sandra entered the studio which he was pacing, he rushed to her side, and seized her hands.

“Oh, darling, I’ve been so unhappy!”

“Hugh—really—this can’t go on,” she began.

“Don’t!” he broke in. “Sandra, don’t hurt me any more.”

“But I haven’t hurt you. It’s wrong—it’s unjust of you to blame me if I cannot return your love!” she protested.

He looked at her with searching eyes. She was adorably pretty. Hugh Lancaster was so mad about this girl that he gave no thought to the young wife who had implicit faith in him, and worshipped him.

“Sandra, be all the more generous,” he said unsteadily, and tried to take her in his arms. “Darling, please!”

“I can’t, Hugh!”

With an effort, she wrenched herself from his grip.

“I can’t stand this,” she stammered. “I shan’t ever come again … really … it’s too much!”

She turned and ran from the studio. She was thoroughly upset, and all her colour had gone. Down one flight of stairs, leading out of the building, she almost collided with a man. It was Ivor Payne, the pianist of last night.

“Hello Sandra. You and Lancaster squabbling?”

“What business is it of yours?” Sandra flashed.

Then she stopped. She and Ivor stared at each other—Ivor startled; Sandra white to the lips. A shot rang out … echoed through the building. A revolver shot. And it came from the direction of Lancaster’s studio.

“Good heavens, what’s that?” whispered Ivor.

Sandra put her hand to her lips. Her dark eyes were full of fear. “Oh!” she said under her breath. Then, simultaneously, they turned and ran up the stairs to Lancaster’s studio.

Ivor flung open the studio door which was ajar. Lancaster lay on the floor, face downwards; a smoking revolver in the right hand, blood pouring from a wound in the head. He had shot himself. When they turned him over, they found that he was quite dead.

Sandra, white-faced, shivering, feeling violently ill, looked from the rigid body of the painter to a young horrified face.

“Suicide!”

She sank into a chair, and put her face in her hands.

“Suicide,” repeated Ivor. “Over you, I suppose.” And that was what the world said, later on that day. A terrible day which Sandra never forgot … could never forget. It was too crowded with horrors and with reproaches which she did not deserve. Suicide … because of her.

When Elsie Lancaster arrived on the scene Sandra’s cup of misery was full to overflowing. She felt bitter indignation against the dead man for not being frank with her. She would never have flirted with him … granted him one single kiss, had she known about his wife. And who would credit the truth … the truth as it was? How she had tried to end the slight affair that had existed between them; how she had tried to make Lancaster sane and sensible.

His wife did not know. His wife, hearing of Sandra, believed that she was a reckless woman who had lured her husband to his doom.

Two people understood and defended her. John Trent, and Doria Howland, the girl with whom she shared rooms. Doria, who knew Sandra better than anybody and would have starved years ago but for her kindness and generosity, was well aware that the public disapproval was undeserved.

Time softens most things, and in Chelsea art studios, where life moves rapidly, things blow over and are quickly forgotten. Within a few weeks of the inquest the painters and their friends and models had forgotten Lancaster’s suicide. Beautiful, brilliant, Sandra was welcomed wherever she went. She continued with her work. But she had not forgotten.

And then one day love came to her. Overwhelming, all-embracing love which wiped out everything.


CHAPTER TWO

When Michael Hunt first saw Sandra, she was executing an exaggerated step with a young Russian ballet dancer, who was one of the habitués of John’s studio.

Michael, after three years of hard work in the East, years of loneliness and isolation—for his work took him a great deal into the desert—was bewildered by night life in a Chelsea studio.

The free-and-easy atmosphere the abandon of it all, amused him somewhat, for he was not a prig. But it shocked him a little, too. He regarded the girl on the dais, who was dancing exquisitely, her dark, curly head flung back.

Michael watched her intensely. He had never seen a girl more beautiful. She appealed to his senses. Yet the quality of recklessness in her destroyed his admiration a little. He turned to a man near by.

“Who is that dancing?”

“That girl? Oh, that’s Sandra, one of the most famous models in Chelsea.”

Michael moved nearer the dais, extinguished the cigarette he had been smoking, and went on watching. He had no idea why Sandra was the most famous model in Chelsea. He had been trekking across the desert when the British newspapers containing reports of the inquest were being read in Cairo.

She finished the dance, her slim, lissom body bent so far back in the arms of her partner that Michael wondered she did not break. How supple she was, and how lovely! He was not a man easily moved by women. Yet he stood there, staring at Sandra and realising that her allure was extraordinary.

Sandra sprang from her partner’s arm and opened her large dark eyes. Laughing, she jumped down from the dais and ran straight into Michael.

“Oh, sorry—” she began with her low, rich laugh. Then paused. She found herself smiling up into the face of a very tall athletic-looking man whom she had not seen before. And it was a face which immediately intrigued her. Thin, burnt dark brown by tropic suns: stern-lipped, yet with charm about the grey-blue eyes that looked down at her questioningly. She said, in a changed voice: “I beg your pardon.”

“Not at all,” said he. “You are—Sandra?”

“Yes, I’m Sandra,” she said simply.

“Known only by that name?” He smiled, and it was a smile that made the rather serious face of the man entirely charming and boyish. It went straight to Sandra’s heart.

“Medway is my other name. My father was English, my mother Russian. I was born and bred over here.”

“I see. And I’m Michael Hunt—a friend of John’s.”

Somebody had put a record on the big radiogram. A waltz. Couples started to dance. Michael said:

“May I? I dance very badly … don’t get much chance … but if you’ll forgive me …”

“I’d like to dance with you,” she said simply.

An amazing thrill shot through her when Michael put an arm lightly about her waist and guided her into the centre of the room. And the man, with that fragrant, seductively beautiful figure in his arms, found his blood running more warmly through his veins than it had ever run before. But Sandra didn’t know that. He had perfect self-control. He was rather aloof, cool.

Sandra, used to flattery, to open admiration, sensed the coolness.

Acute depression suddenly seized her. When the waltz ended, she left Michael with a flippant word … to hide her real feelings.

“You don’t dance too badly you know … Adieu I’m going to wake up the party now …”

The next moment she was turning out all the lights like a mischievous child, and crying:

“Find your partners … scramble for the next dance.”

There was much laughter and shouting. Michael smiled good-naturedly and moved in and out of the pushing, laughing party. But his grey eyes were thoughtful. He was thinking of Sandra—Sandra, whose loveliness and allure had crept into his heart without his knowing it. He couldn’t really approve of her. She was too gay, too wild. And what a pity … for she was lovely, charming … and he had never seen more beautiful; more tragic. Why tragic? What had happened in her life?

He was pushed and pulled in the midst of the scrambling crowd in pitch-blackness. Then he heard a low, gay laugh … and two velvet-smooth arms went round his neck.

“Don’t know who my victim is, but here I am …” said a low, sweet voice.

He knew immediately that it was Sandra. Impulsively his arms went round her, and he felt her fragrant breath on his cheek. He thought:

“She expects to be kissed, in this silly studio-game, I suppose. Oh, very well …”

The next moment he was kissing, quite wildly, and against all his principles—the softest, most fascinating mouth he had ever touched.

The emotion that Sandra’s kiss roused in him was tremendous. The light flashed on. She saw who it was who held her, who had kissed her so passionately. Saw his grey eyes regarding her rather solemnly and a little regretfully.

Sandra caught her breath and drew back from him.

“Oh!” she said. She went absolutely white. Michael wondered why. Then she laughed and moved away from him.

She didn’t dance with him again. He went home, slightly bewildered, half inclined to disapprove of this fascinating Sandra and wholly unable to forget that moment in the darkness when he had held and kissed her.

Sandra went home alone. She, too, was unable to forget Michael’s embrace.

But she believed that Michael of the brown, strong face and blue-grey, critical eyes regarded her as a girl whom one could treat lightly and with flippancy. And she hated the idea—hated it, because she knew that this Michael Hunt was the one man on earth who had ever moved her with a single kiss. In other words, she was in love. And she would probably never see him again.

But she found that she did see Michael again. She saw him several times. He was in John’s studio two or three mornings while she posed for the painter. She who could pose exquisitely, indifferent to most staring eyes, found herself nervous, embarrassed, flushing because Michael’s serious, handsome eyes were watching her.

She tried to be gay and flippant, and failed miserably. She lapsed into silence in his presence. Every time he met her he found something new and intriguing about this lovely model. He had only intended staying in town a week. He stayed two. And every day he ran up against Sandra.

The deeper Sandra fell in love with him, the more shy she was, the more reticent in his presence. Her very shyness fascinated Michael. He was altogether enchanted by her before his fortnight’s holiday in Chelsea ended.

There came an afternoon when John Trent held a little tea-party for three in his studio. Sandra was asked, and she found that Michael and herself were John’s guests. And soon after tea John had a pressing engagement. Sandra and Michael were left alone.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Michael.

“Nothing,” she said. Then stood up, her cheeks burning. “I must go home.”

“Home already?” Michael threw away his cigarette-end and also stood up. “But why? Won’t you stay and talk to me?”

“No,” she said under her breath.

“Sandra,” he said with a laugh, “I believe you dislike me.”

She tried to answer and could not. Her heart beat frantically. She seized her hat and crushed it down on her curls.

“Well by-bye—” she began.

Then suddenly there leapt in Michael’s a fierce flame. He seized her in his arms and crushed her close to him.

“You shan’t go. You shan’t dislike me, Sandra. I love you … love you … Do you hear? I’ve never loved any other woman. But I love you. Sandra listen to me—look at me!”

She trembled in the strength of that embrace.

“I love you—I’m mad about you!” he said huskily. “Sandra, Sandra—my darling—don’t you care?”

She gave a little sob, and surrendered blindly, both arms locked about his neck.

“Oh, Michael, I love you so! Don’t you know? Haven’t you guessed? Oh, my darling. …”
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