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         The voyage out to Australia was fun for Karin, except for the ruthlessness of Kent Willoughby – until the ship caught fire and she was cast adrift in the Indian Ocean with only a manservant and Kent himself.

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         ‘And, K
      arin
      ,’ Mrs. Makepiece said, before she settled herself comfortably for her nap, ‘if you see the purser tell him I shall want a cheque cashed tonight, and I shall also want my diamond and ruby ear-clips and matching pendant out of his strong-box. And if by any chance you see Mr. Willoughby…’ there was a slight pause and an anticipatory smile on the thick lips.

         ‘Yes, Mrs. Makepiece?’ Karin said, as she paused in the open cabin door.

         ‘Tell him I shall expect him to allow me my revenge tonight. Last night he and Mrs. Beaumont robbed me and Colonel Ridley of all our spare cash. It was a most ungentlemanly thing to do… But I forgive him because he’s the best bridge player I’ve ever met, and the handsomest! I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a good-looking man before in my life.’

         ‘Haven’t you?’ Karin murmured, with a faint air of surprise.

         Mrs. Makepiece looked equally surprised.

         ‘My dear girl,’ she replied, with a touch of impatience, ‘you can hardly expect to recognize a good-looking man when you see one since you’ve spent all your life in a country parsonage. But you can take it from me Kent Willoughby is quite something. That hint of red in his hair is exciting, and I’ll swear the man’s got green eyes. I’ve only met one other man with green eyes, and he was a positive slayer where women were concerned. They went down before him like ninepins, and he spurned most of them out of hand. But that didn’t prevent them worshipping him as if they were a lot of slaves. I think he enjoyed his power over them.’

         ‘I don’t think Mr. Willoughby enjoys his power over women… If he has any,’ Karin added hastily. ‘I would say he avoids them as much as possible. I think the thing that attracts them is the rumour that he’s rich.’

         ‘Rich and handsome.’ Mrs. Makepiece lay back against her pillows and gazed dreamily at the ceiling. ‘What a combination! If I were more susceptible I’d probably be in danger myself.’

         Karin moved hurriedly away from the cabin and felt a little revolted as she avoided a collision with the pleasant-looking third officer in the narrow corridor. It wasn’t that there was anything about Mrs. Makepiece that revolted her – as an amiable employer she could hardly have been bettered; but she was too fat and far too advanced in years to display an interest in men… or so Karin thought. And when the man was somewhere in his early thirties it made it all seem a little indecent.

         Her diamond and ruby ear-clips and matching pendant and a cheque cashed for that night. That meant she fully intended to pursue him, whether Mr. Willoughby was willing or not. She would probably wear something completely unsuitable and breathtakingly expensive just to dazzle him… if such a hard-jawed, stern-browed, narrow-eyed man could ever be dazzled.

         Mrs. Makepiece’s cabin was on A Deck, and the corridor on to which it opened was softly carpeted and very quiet at that hour. Most of the first-class passengers who were not in the first flush of their youth – and there were not many young people in the first-class – were quietly resting in their cabins, snoozing off the effects of their many-coursed lunch, and apart from a gentle snore which escaped through an open ventilator all was halcyon calm. They were as yet only a few days out from England and the weather had not really hotted up, although it was warm and pleasant enough following a sharp crossing of the Bay.

         Karin was one of the few who had not been affected by the mountainous seas in the Bay – Kent Willoughby was another – and her sea-legs were already firmly established. She made her way on deck having consumed a moderate but healthy lunch with every prospect of enjoying her afternoon, and she didn’t really wish to run into Mr. Willoughby, any more than she looked forward to her few words with the purser, for he had been at sea long enough to acquire an eye for a pretty girl, and Karin was very pretty… although Anthea Makepiece thought it was in her own best interests not to allow her to think so herself.

         She was reasonably tall and very, very slender… a little like a willow wand when she bent to the breeze. She had copper-coloured curls and smoke-grey eyes and a skin like Devonshire cream, and even when she hurried or the wind crushed at her cheeks she seldom appeared flushed or over-heated. A man on board had described her to another man as ‘that pale peach of a girl…’ and the other man had corrected him and said she was much more like a magnolia.

         Whether she resembled a peach or a magnolia Karin would not have greatly cared, but she did have a natural feminine pride in her appearance, and her clothes were well chosen and as expensive as she could afford. Her father when he died had left her a small sum of money which she had devoted to equipping herself for this job which she landed by the greatest good fortune and with the maximum amount of ease.

         Mrs. Makepiece had wanted a companion for her voyage to Australia – someone who could type her letters and do little things for her as well as relieve the tedium of being a widow in her sixties, and Karin had typed all her father’s sermons as well as made herself well-nigh indispensable in the large, rambling rectory that was at the moment in process of being turned into flats. She had hoped for a job that was not strictly routine, and Mrs. Makepiece had wanted a companion who was young enough to take orders and not too dependent to be a burden. Karin had enough money in the bank to keep her for a year if necessary, and if when she got to Australia she found she couldn’t possibly bear to remain in Anthea Makepiece’s company a moment longer she could pay for her own passage back to England. If, on the other hand, she liked Australia, and didn’t like Mrs. Makepiece enough to go on a series of visits with her, she could look round for a job for herself in that outsize continent, and it was just possible she might remain there for some time.

         Deep in her heart she cherished a memory of a young man who had farmed the land that adjoined her father’s glebe, who had sold up and gone off to Australia because he was interested in sheep and he thought there were greater prospects there. His name was Ian Maxton, and before he left he gave Karin a ring which had belonged to his mother.

         ‘It’s just a cheap trinket,’ he apologized, flushing, as he slipped it on to her finger, ‘but I thought you might like to have it. You and my mother got on very well together.’

         It was true. Karin couldn’t remember her own mother, and Mrs. Maxton had been one of those warm and motherly type of women who have their biggest appeal for slim and slightly lonely young girls like Karin. If everything always went according to plan and things worked out as it often seems they should from almost every point of view – excepting, perhaps, those of the two principals concerned — Karin and Ian would have married some day, and Mrs. Maxton, if she had lived, would have had a well-thought-of daughter-in-law.

         But Mrs. Maxton had died, and Ian grew restless and moved away. He provided Karin with an address through which she could always reach him if she wanted to do so, but so far she had made no attempt to re-establish any sort of a link between them, although she knew he was in Australia, that he was doing very well for himself, and that when he slipped his mother’s ring on her finger there had been some faint idea at the back of his mind that it was to act as a bond between them.

         It was not in any sense of the word an engagement ring, because they were not in love… and in any case, they had never discussed love. It was just a small cluster of very tiny pearls with a garnet in the centre, mounted in gold that had grown thin with the years, and Karin looked on it as a memento… a souvenir of days that were gone, and a friendship that she valued.

         And if, sometimes, when she was rushing round collecting her outfit for the voyage to Australia, having the necessary inoculations and attending to the business of her passport, she allowed herself to think of Ian with a sudden touch of excitement… well, it was perhaps not so very unnatural, when she was twenty-two and he was twenty-six.

         A tall, fair-haired, level-eyed, sunny-tempered twenty-six…

         But she was not thinking of Ian when she appeared on deck after delivering Mrs. Makepiece’s message to the purser and trying not to take offence at his pleasantries. After all, a lot of men had followed her with their eyes and thought up excuses to open up a conversation with her since she arrived on board the Ariadne. In the evenings, after dinner, when the sky was full of stars and the atmosphere as soft as silk as they steamed steadily southwards, more than one had followed her up on deck and offered to share that extraordinary, breathtaking period before the moon rose with her, providing her with an arm to clutch at if she felt like it in the intense, smothering darkness that hid the lifeboats from her.

         But so far she had not been tempted to clutch at any single arm, although Colonel Ridley, who played bridge with Mrs. Makepiece, teased her about it.

         Colonel Ridley belonged to the old school of Indian Army colonels, white-haired, bristly-moustached, with a monocle attached to the lapel of his coat, and an undying interest in every pretty member of the opposite sex he came across.

         He was not in the least interested in Anthea Makepiece, although he partnered her at bridge. Beyond the range of her hearing he was inclined to make unkind remarks about her, which Karin didn’t approve. Anthea undoubtedly tended to invite ridicule, but already, in a curious and not easily explainable way, Karin was fond of her. They got on very well.

         Which was fortunate when the arrangement was providing Karin with a salary, and taking care of all her expenses at the same time.

          
   

         The afternoon was brilliant, with just enough breeze to temper the warmth, and an incredibly, magnificently, exquisitely blue sky and sea.

         The sea was darker than the sky… reminiscent of a bowl of blue hyacinths. The sun fell like a golden shower all over the deck, gilding the reclining couples, the other couples who deemed it healthier to keep moving and did their daily mile several times over – or so it often appeared. The brasswork winked dazzlingly, the bleached boards of the deck were not at all unlike bleached bones. And down on the sun-deck bikinis were appearing and some magnificent golden tans were in the process of being acquired.

         Karin walked over to the rail and stood looking out at the lightly tipped waves. There was just enough wind to provide them with a milky crest that was repeated in the wake of the vessel, where foam rushed and sparkled like moving snow on the side of a sunlit mountain.

         Karin bent over to study the wake, and then became aware that someone had stopped beside her. She looked up and over her shoulder swiftly, and Kent Willoughby smiled at her as if he was amused.

         ‘You reminded me just now of a little girl who had never seen anything like it before,’ he said.

         ‘Like what?’
      she asked, rather rudely – and then flushed because she realized it sounded rude. She was wearing navy blue slacks and a white, sleeveless top, and already her pale skin had a golden sheen. Her hair was gloriously Titian against the heaving, dark blue sea.

         ‘All those soap-suds in the rear. Don’t they remind you of soap-suds?’

         ‘Yes, I suppose they do.’ She surveyed him for a moment with a faint feeling of hostility agitating every sensitive nerve she possessed. She didn’t know why it was, but his cool, aloof smile did something to her that had nothing to do with bringing out the best in her. It was such a withdrawn smile, not really amused, not even particularly friendly. His brilliant green eyes – and they really were as green as glass – studied her with a kind of insolence between his thick dark eyelashes, and he had a habit of narrowing them so that a faintly Oriental appearance was lent to the whole of his face. He was very brown, as if he had spent much of his life under fiercer suns than this, and his features were extraordinarily regular… a firm mouth, square jaw, straight nose, beautifully marked eyebrows that were a sort of reddish-brown which was the colour of his hair.

         And it was hair that was beautifully barbered, with an intriguing crispness about it and a shimmer like polished mahogany. Today, because of the increasing warmth – although it was still very early March when they left Southampton – he wore an open-necked shirt that excited her admiration because it was made of heavy silk.

         Everything about him indicated the possession of wealth. His baggage – that she had seen borne to his cabin – the fact that he owned a personal servant. Not for him the attentions of a steward, however obsequious. His morning tea was carried to his cabin by a little man in a crisp white jacket who always wore a broad smile, and answered to the name of Rolands. He had rescued a handkerchief for Karin and returned it to her while she was walking on the deck. He had indicated the initials in the corner smilingly.

         ‘I think that’s you, miss… K.R.H. You’re the young lady who works for that very fat lady who can’t resist losing money to my boss. Mrs. Makepiece, I think her name is.’

         Karin smiled at him.

         ‘That’s right. I’m her companion… and the initials stand for Karin Rosalind Hammond. It was clever of you to associate the handkerchief with me.’

         He grinned at her in a cheerful cockney fashion.

         ‘Not really, miss. I watched you taking your turn along the deck, and the hanky fell out of your handbag. Lucky I saw it or it might have been blown out to sea.’

         ‘It might.’

         She smiled at him again, and a kind of friendship was established between them. She didn’t at all mind the admiration in his eyes, and he thought she was one of the most delightful young things in skirts he had ever seen. He even remarked about her later on to his boss, surprising him because he had actually noted the exact colour of her eyes.

         ‘Grey as smoke they are,’ he declared with enthusiasm. ‘She’s as pretty a piece as you’d ever find. You must have seen her hanging about after that old bag Mrs. Makepiece. I don’t like to see a young girl like her tied to an old nightmare like the dowager.’

         Whereupon Kent Willoughby rebuked him with firmness for making impolite observations about Mrs. Makepiece, and cautioned him at the same time against the wiles of young women, particularly pretty ones.

         ‘In my opinion it’s safer to stick to the old ones,’ he remarked with acidity. ‘And the plainer the better! They’re unlikely to cause you any trouble!’

         Rolands grinned feelingly but half-heartedly.

         ‘If you say so, sir,’ he replied. ‘But I still say that particular old one’s an old bag!’

         Now Karin found herself meeting the insensitive green eyes of Rolands’ employer, and she felt instinctively that she could never like him. Mrs. Makepiece might rave about him, and the women on the ship pursue him, but he was an unresponsive, ice-cold type who would break a heart without flinching… even derive a certain amount of satisfaction from witnessing the after-effects of the broken heart. She didn’t know why she was so sure of that, but she was.

         ‘It’s wonderful weather,’ she remarked, because he made no attempt to move on, and he simply stood there regarding her with a faintly whimsical expression in his eyes. ‘I suppose that’s because we’ve cleared the Bay.’

         ‘Yes. It should get steadily warmer from now on.’

         ‘I’m not at all sure that I like hot weather.’

         His eyebrows went up.

         ‘Then you should go to Scandinavia, or somewhere like that. How far are you going, by the way? I’ve an idea your journey is linked with that of Mrs. Makepiece?’

         ‘Yes, she’s my employer. I’m going to Australia with her.’

         ‘And after that?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘It all depends whether you like Australia?’

         ‘Yes.’

         He leaned on the rail and the brisk breeze slid like silk over his hair. With the sunlight full upon it it was a strange mixture of blackness and brightness… as if the sun had burnished it in parts, but at the roots it was still very dark. He offered a cigarette.

         ‘No, thank you,’ she said.

         ‘You don’t smoke?’

         ‘Sometimes.’

         ‘But it’s not a habit with you?’

         ‘I dislike habits,’ she replied.

         This time, in addition to his eyebrows lifting, he looked amused.

         ‘A controlled young woman, is that it? If you don’t mind my saying so, you have the appearance of being rather well organized. You’re very neat and trim,’ his eyes roving over her, ‘and there’s a kind of detachment in the way you talk. Don’t you ever get excited about anything? With your hair you should.’

         Without quite realizing what she was doing she looked upwards at his own hair.

         ‘Do you?’ she asked, with a kind of pointed sweetness.

         Kent Willoughby laughed.

         ‘Ah, but you’re auburn,’ he said, ‘and I’m only auburn in parts. I’m a little like the curate’s egg, really, because parts of me are good and parts bad. Very bad!’ His white teeth cleamed at her mockingly. ‘But to get back to the subject of my hair… I’ve lived in very hot climates for most of my life, and I’m afraid my natural colour has surrendered to the caress of the sun. You, quite obviously, were born a redhead… or perhaps you don’t like being described as a “redhead”?’

         ‘I don’t mind,’ with stiffness.

         ‘There you go again!’ His eyes flickered over her with contempt. ‘You deal in evasions, but I suppose it’s as good an armour as any.’

         ‘I don’t think I quite understand what you mean.’ She spoke slowly, with widening eyes, and her whole slim body grew stiff. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever found it necessary to put on armour.’

         ‘No?’ But the whiplash of contempt was in his voice. ‘That’s what you think… or you don’t think, according to how well you know yourself. With my manservant you could unbend and be friendly, full of girlish charm and unconscious wiles, but with me you put on an act. It wouldn’t be worth it in the case of my manservant, but with me…’ He broke off. He tossed his cigarette over the rail into the sea, and the bright tip of it was remorselessly extinguished by the heaving water. ‘And no doubt, although you work for her, and she probably pays you an excellent salary, you, like Rolands, hold Mrs. Makepiece in contempt because the one thing she never does is put on an act, and she’s exactly what she seems to be all the time… all her wares in the shop-window, and no mistake about it! You probably think she’s vulgar, and would tell her so if you dared!’

         ‘Well!’ Karin exclaimed. She straightened her slim back against the rain, and looked at him with angry eyes. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr.–’ she even forgot his name for a moment – ‘Mr. Willoughby!’

         ‘Don’t you?’ He could not have regarded her with more hostility if she had suddenly developed the outward shape of an adder, and he was anxious to remove it from his path. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter… it doesn’t matter in the slightest! Only I might as well let you know that my opinion of your employer is far higher than it’s ever likely to be of you, or any other brash young female of your age, and the less I see of you the better during this trip…’

         He had actually started to move away from the rail, but she called after him in a furious voice:

         ‘And the less I see of you, Mr. Willoughby, the happier I’ll be!’

         That night, while she was helping Mrs. Makepiece into her too-tight evening gown, and zipping it up the back, her employer asked the inevitable question.

         ‘By the way, dear, did you see Mr. Willoughby and give him my message? He’s usually to be found on deck at some time between lunch and tea, and you must have run into him.’

         ‘I did,’ Karin answered, in a small voice that became frozen almost instantly, ‘but I didn’t have any opportunity to give him your message.’

         ‘Why not, child?’ Mrs. Makepiece turned to her and looked for a moment surprised. ‘If you spoke to him…’ And then understanding dawned, and she looked arch. ‘You mean he didn’t give you an opportunity to speak to him? He really can be terribly rude to some of the young things like you… and to some of the older women as well. The bored wives and the eager widows. I expect it’s a kind of protection he finds it necessary to adopt. But I’ll have to speak to him about you, because you really are a nice little thing, and he needn’t have any fears that you would ever run after him… or any man, I would say! You’re just not the type!’

         ‘Thank you, Mrs. Makepiece,’ Karin replied, as she sprayed her with expensive French perfume and then handed her her bracelets to put on, ‘but I’d rather you didn’t mention my name to Mr. Willoughby, if you don’t mind. I’d rather you refrained altogether from ever mentioning me to him.’

         The rather sparse grey eyebrows that had had a thin black line drawn through them with an eyebrow pencil lifted.

         ‘But, my dear girl, why not? If he was rude to you this afternoon there’s no reason why he should go on being rude to you. Besides, it might prove inconvenient – if I want you to convey a message, or simply pass on a tit-bit of information. After all, that’s what you’re paid for, you know,’ with a smile that robbed her words of any unpleasantness.

         ‘Yes, I know. But, as a special favour, I’d rather you didn’t mention me all the same.’

         Mrs. Makepiece shrugged.

         ‘Very well, if you insist. I won’t say anything about you tonight, but I can’t promise I won’t mention you in the future. After all, one can’t have a companion and keep silent about her all the time, and I think you’re being ridiculously over-sensitive.’ She held out her hand for her brocade evening bag, which was lying on the bed. ‘And I think I’d better have my mink stole, because even though it’s so much warmer it’s often a little chilly on deck once the sun has set. I don’t like sitting about on deck at night – I much prefer playing cards; but one never knows… If someone asks one!’ and she smiled with sudden roguishness. ‘Do you know, dear, I feel younger with every day that passes since this voyage started!’

         ‘Do you, Mrs. Makepiece?’ Karin murmured, and added mechanically: ‘I wonder why that is?’

         Mrs. Makepiece nudged her in the ribs with her elbow.

         ‘Silly child! What’s one man’s meat is another’s poison… and Mr. Willoughby is always over- poweringly nice to me. We are, I think you might say, twin souls!’

         Karin shuddered.

         What kind of a man was Mr. Willoughby? she wondered. He couldn’t be a gigolo, because he had no need to be anything of the kind. And gigolos were not drawn from the ranks of the rich and the tight-lipped, especially when they had green eyes as cold as frozen rivers.

         Did he, perhaps, seek safety in the company of someone like Mrs. Makepiece? Or was it that he enjoyed her conversation?

         Karin shook her head in some bewilderment as she followed Mrs. Makepiece out of the cabin. Mrs. Makepiece’s brand of conversation was soon exhausted… and enough of it that was intelligent would not suffice to beguile the ears of an intelligent man throughout an entire evening. Unless, of course, the subject under discussion was bridge, and nothing but bridge.

         Mrs. Makepiece was a woman of some substance, and she had more or less insisted before she made her booking that she should be placed at the captain’s table in the dining-saloon. It so happened that there were few celebrities on board, and of that number the most important pair preferred to remain cloistered in their suite on A Deck, so Mrs. Makepiece was accommodated with her seat at the one table that became the cynosure of all eyes once the captain made his appearance and joined the rest of his guests. And as Karin was Mrs. Makepiece’s companion she, also, was allotted a place at the table.

         Karin would have preferred to be less in the limelight while taking her meals, and she would have preferred it if her employer had made a little less obvious effort to attract a good deal of it to herself once the captain’s steward had seen her comfortably seated. Her slightly outrageous gowns and her jewellery caused raised eyebrows and amused smiles amongst those who were not as favoured as the plump widow, and Karin could have understood it if Kent Willoughby, who sat opposite to her, had copied their example and looked at least a trifle supercilious when introductions were made on the first night, and Mrs. Makepiece acknowledged his formal bow with a beaming smile and a positive flood of inquiries concerning his background and members of his family whom she thought she might have met.

         But his reaction had been that of a perfect gentleman, and he hadn’t hesitated to provide the information Mrs. Makepiece desired. Apparently his family was well known, not only in England – where he had an estate – but in Australia, and parts of Africa. They had been Empire-builders, soldiers, too. Mrs. Makepiece thought her sister might have been at school in Paris with an aunt of his, and it created a bond. They discovered there were quite a large number of people with whom they were mutually acquainted, and the talk lasted throughout the length of the meal. Even the captain found it difficult to get a word in edgeways while the discussion lasted.

         After dinner Kent had accepted an invitation to play bridge, and on the following night he was quite prepared to play bridge with her only she was confined to her cabin. In fact, there were only two people at the captain’s table that night apart from the captain, and they were Karin and Kent Willoughby.

         Conversation was practically non-existent – or it would have been if the captain hadn’t gallantly turned all his attention to the slim girl in the neat little black dress who was strangely ignored by the frozen-faced man opposite her – and on the following night, Mrs. Makepiece being at the top of her form again, she and Willoughby disappeared with Colonel Ridley and Mrs. Beaumont into the card-room.

         Since then there had been one night when the programme was repeated, and now, tonight, after being insulted by him in the afternoon, Karin had literally to force herself to enter the dining-saloon and take her place opposite him.

         He appeared to be in a somewhat more reserved mood than usual, and even Mrs. Makepiece could not draw him forth. After failing with a whole series of topics like diamond mines, the African situation, European hotels and winter sports centres, the widow gave up – albeit with a mild air of surprise and hurt vanity – and concentrated her attention to the captain, who responded with rather less unwillingness, and Willoughby frowned over his soup, his main course, and a savoury which he dismissed after he had barely tasted it, and left the table well ahead of anyone else, to be swallowed up in one or other of the public lounges before Mrs. Makepiece could get over the shock of finding he was not always as charming as he seemed on the surface… although, as she confided to Karin as they made their way to a powder-room to attend to their make-up, she was fairly certain he had something on his mind.

         A man as completely reasonable as Kent Willoughby would not behave as he had done tonight unless he had something quite serious on his mind.

         Karin – who could have retorted that she hoped it was the recollection of his rudeness to her that was pressing on his mind – made no reply; and as soon as she had her employer’s permission to do so she escaped and made her way up on deck to watch for the nightly miracle of the moonrise in the safe seclusion of a roped- off corner to which she had no right of access, although nobody else ventured there.

         She was wearing her slim black dress that had cost her quite a lot of money before she left London, and what with the shadows on deck she was quite indistinguishable until the moon rose. Then, as the batswing darkness fled away and a flood of pure molten silver light poured on to the deck she became as easily visible as the deck-chairs arranged in discreet pairs on the other side of the rope.

         A young man who had been stalking her for days spotted her with relief and attached himself to her without thinking it necessary to ask for her permission. Couples were dancing on the lower deck, and strains of beat music interspersed with old-fashioned waltzes reached them, and the eager young man wanted to know whether she wouldn’t like to dance. Karin, who had had her toes badly trodden upon by him the night before, gave a firm refusal, so they walked up and down the deck in the brilliant moonlight while Karin gazed out to sea and thought what a magical world it was out there in that vast immensity that had nothing at all to do with the self-contained unit aboard the ship; and that set her thinking how odd it was that they should be drifting like this across the broad bosom of the ocean, with no real contact with the land or other ships save that maintained by radio and radar. And remembering how black it had been before the moon rose, and how little light the stars provided without more powerful beams to assist them, she shivered a little and drew closer to her companion because it suddenly struck her that if one was unfortunate enough to fall overboard during that period of infinite blackness, and there was no one on hand to hear the splash, the hope of being recovered from the cold darkness of the water was remote in the extreme.

         Her companion, mind romantically attuned to the beauty of the night, accepted it that the move nearer to him was not unnatural. He placed an arm about her shoulders and drew her closer just as a tall man in a dinner-jacket, with an arrogantly well-held head and a jutting jaw, surrounded by an aura of pipe-tobacco, and with hard white teeth gripping the stem almost fiercely, passed them going in the opposite direction.

         About to detach herself with indignation from her escort’s hold, Karin recognized the well-held head – and particularly the effect moonlight had on the burnished hair – and refrained from making the move seem too noticeable. Indeed, she slipped her hand inside the young man’s arm, leaned against him, and giggled.

         It was a clear, empty, fatuous giggle. She repeated it before Kent Willoughby was out of earshot.

         Tom Paget, who was going out to join a brother in Australia, and not too eager to get involved seriously with a girl as yet, looked down at her in some curiosity and also with a sense of relief. If she could clutch at his arm in such an uninhibited fashion and laugh in a way he would never have believed her capable of – in fact, up till this moment he had been a little in awe of her, because she was a parson’s daughter, and he would have expected to get his face slapped if he had tried to kiss her – she was rather more of a good-time girl than he had supposed.

         With an answering laugh and a gesture that was very revealing because it indicated how satisfied he felt he turned to draw her into the shadows of a lifeboat for the purpose of trying out the experimental kiss, received a smart blow on the shoulder with a small fist that surprised him by its vehemence, and intrigued him because it smelled delicately of the lace-edged handkerchief that was crushed up in her fingers, and heard her actually hiss at him.

         ‘How dare you? You – you…’ She struggled violently as he refused to let her go. ‘If you don’t release me at once I’ll scream!’

         ‘Scream away!’ He was more than intrigued by the attractive scent of that shapely hand, and once he had really snatched her into his arms he could smell the sweetness of her hair, too. It was exciting, gorgeous, copper-coloured hair, and it curled like an aureole round her face. There was nothing of the modern trend for straight, lifeless hair in the silky feel of those vital curls as they brushed his face, and with the blood pounding in his veins and determination making a temporary bully out of him he crushed her to him and somehow found her mouth.

         After all, she had asked for it. She had refused to dance with him, and then she had tempted him!

         She was a typical example of the eternal Eve!

         As soon as she was free Karin made no bones about the way she smacked his face. The sound echoed on the still calm of the night like a pistol shot, and then with brilliant cheeks and furious eyes she rushed away along the deck in the direction of the nearest companion entrance, but in the midst of her agitation omitted to notice that she rushed after Kent Willoughby rather than away from him.

         He was standing still and apparently doing something to the bowl of his pipe when she fled past him like a streak of light. How it happened that, after she had stumbled down the carpeted stairs and entered the corridor that led to her own cabin he should appear in the opposite entrance, she was unable to fathom, but he moved to meet her before she could reach her own door, and in the bright lights he looked a little tight- lipped.

         ‘Give and take, Miss Hammond,’ he said, without any expression in his voice. ‘You shouldn’t smack the young man’s face because the temptation proves to be too great after all.’

         ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she said, leaning against the white panels of her door and looking at him with stormy eyes, while the slim breasts beneath the black organza of her dress continued, to heave with indignation. ‘In any case,’ she added, ‘it’s nothing to do with you. Nothing at all!’

         ‘Agreed,’ he returned unsmilingly. ‘But I thought you were leading him on when I passed you, and why you turned on him like a vixen afterwards beats me. Is that the modern idea of behaving with a certain coyness?’

         ‘I’m not coy.’ She could not have felt more furious under any circumstances, and her indignation practically choked her. ‘I detest the word, and I’ve nothing to be coy about. Please,’ she tried to thrust past him, ‘do you mind letting me enter my own cabin?’

         ‘I will after you’ve accepted an apology.’

         ‘An apology?’

         Her lowering grey eyes surveyed him in astonishment.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Simply that I was unnecessarily rude to you this afternoon, and I regret it. At least,’ looking down at her from his infinitely superior height of six feet and two inches with eyes as green and cool – by contrast with her own – as green ice floes, ‘I did regret it until a few minutes ago, and then it struck me that the apology was perhaps unnecessary. However, I’ve offered it, and my conscience is somewhat clearer as a result. If you decline to accept it I shall be neither displeased or offended, and whatever happens I’ve no doubt we shall continue our policy of behaving towards one another with the distant friendliness that should deceive no one. That is to say, I have no time for young girls – or indeed, any woman under forty – and you obviously like your young men to be fairly raw and responsive, although apparently you object unreasonably when they take advantage of what is offered and begin to paw you. Being somewhat fastidious myself I can’t say that I altogether blame you… but I do blame you for not being more selective in the beginning.’

         ‘I think you’re detestable!’ she told him, in sharp, clear accents.

         ‘But you accept my apology?’

         ‘Certainly not. What you’ve just said demands an apology on the spot, but as it would almost certainly be followed by more insolence I prefer to do without it.’

         ‘Be careful,’ he said, softly, while his green eyes warned her. ‘I don’t allow little girls like you to describe me as insolent. And I certainly don’t allow the easy-kissers amongst your kind to hand me back my apologies in quite such a rude manner! Not without listening to some plain speaking! As a matter of fact, I seldom tender apologies, and when I do–’

         ‘The victim has to be persecuted afresh,’ she said between clenched teeth.

         He looked her up and down as if she was something quite new in his experience, and as they were standing beneath a roof-lamp that cast a flood of revealing light over both of them it seemed to her that his green eyes flickered for a moment, and then came to life as if they were made of pure, green flame. His chin and jaw hardened, his mouth became a thin, hard line… and the green eyes narrowed to keep them company.

         ‘Quite possibly,’ he said, ‘I’ve been wasting my breath, and there is only one kind of language that you understand. Possibly you consider me very “square’’ to make such a thing as an apology. Perhaps I should have tried different tactics altogether. How stupid of me not to be more up to the minute!’ and before she could quite realize what he intended he had caught her by her slim shoulders and dragged her forcibly up against him.

         There was one moment, while the dazzling light shone down upon them, when she felt the hardness of his body, and the bruising quality of his arms; and then her face was jerked up to the light by a ruthless hand and held there for a moment while she blinked her eyes in anguish because the flood of light hurt them, and one of her ribs was threatening to crack. And then he kissed her as she had never even imagined she would be kissed in the whole of her life… not by a mere youth bent upon diversion and expecting a certain amount of willing co-operation, but by a man who was plainly not giving his first performance and knew very well, and by what means, he could effectively humiliate. In fact, outrage.

         Karin, as soon as he let her go, was too stunned to react. Her lips felt scorched and bruised, and her wits dulled by the suddenness of what had occurred. And then, as she saw the way he smiled at her, with gleaming teeth and mocking eyes, a sense of sheer fury took possession of her.

         ‘Is that your language?’ he asked, standing aside for her to pass him in the corridor. ‘It’s certainly an excellent way of getting acquainted!’

         For the second time that night Karin lifted a small, clenched fist and struck a man between the eyes. This time she was trembling all over with rage as she did so, and she hardly knew what she was doing… and when Mrs. Makepiece came hurrying along the corridor on the way to her cabin and witnessed the extraordinary spectacle of her companion and Mr. Willoughby standing confronting one another like a couple of caged tigers who had recently engaged in mortal combat there was nothing she could do about it.

         Nothing she could do to soften the shock of it for Mrs. Makepiece.

         ‘My dear!’ Mrs. Makepiece exclaimed, and then stood staring, open-mouthed. She looked at the man for something in the nature of an explanation. ‘Mr. Willoughby…?’

         He was pale, and his eyes actually glittered like the cool depths at the bottom of the sea.

         ‘Good evening, Mrs. Makepiece,’ he said, with the utmost formality.

         As if fascinated her eyes remained glued to the angry red mark that was beginning to stand out like a livid bruise on one side of his face. She simply couldn’t believe that it had been caused by anything but an accident. And yet what sort of accident would cause such a suspicious-looking mark, and why was Karin standing there looking pinched and bleak while her red hair actually seemed to flame?

         Her red hair! Oh, no, Mrs. Makepiece thought! Not when she had taken such a fancy to Kent Willoughby herself! Surely he understood that the girl was a parson’s daughter?

         ‘I’ve been looking all over the place for you, Mr. Willoughby,’ she said, adopting a coy note, and pretending not to notice that anything was amiss. ‘You know you simply cannot refuse to allow me my revenge tonight…’

         But Kent Willoughby turned crisply on his heel and walked away. Before he left them he said good night icily, and it was understood that it included both ladies.

         ‘Oh, dear!’ Mrs. Makepiece said. And then she looked at Karin for an explanation. ‘What happened?’
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