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Signa Manton lay on a deck-chair on the veranda of her father’s bungalow in Sungei Muran, Singapore, and fanned herself with a newspaper which she had been trying to read.


It was the most difficult season of the year. Far too hot, she thought, for any English girl to cope with. Although she was dressed in the thinnest of shirts and white linen shorts, arms and legs bare, and was sheltered from the fierce sun by rush blinds, her head ached and throbbed. A storm was gathering. She could feel thunder in the air and longed for the downpour of rain which might cool the stifling atmosphere.


Suddenly she started up, a look of fright on her thin, pale face. Signa was pretty, of an almost Scandinavian fairness, and exquisitely built, but the hot sun and the damp, evil atmosphere of this part of Malaya had robbed her of her natural vigour and colour. She seemed drained of both. Her greatest remaining beauty was her wide blue eyes, almost violet-blue, and the pale gold of her smooth hair, cut like a page-boy’s, with a fringe. Today she was frightened, her nerves on edge, and the sudden appearance of a native slinking round the corner of the veranda made her heart jerk violently.


‘You’re an idiot, Signa,’ she admonished herself. ‘It’s only one of the boys.’


She lay back in her chair with closed eyes, and wished passionately that her father would come home. Where was he? What had happened to him? For nearly a week now he had been missing and she had been living alone in the bungalow.


She was used to Singapore. She had been born and bred in the Malay States; but after her mother, who had been Norwegian and from whom Signa had inherited her beauty, had died, Signa had only had Daddy. Daddy, the genial, kindly planter, known to everybody in these parts as ‘old Tom Manton’.


Heavy footsteps sounded on the path which led from the garden. Once again Signa started up. She was alone and unprotected. If the boys discovered that her father was missing, there might be trouble. The colour flamed to her face when she saw the heavy figure of the man who approached her. One look at his hard, lined face was enough to increase her nervousness. It was Stanley Richards, a hard-drinking planter who was a near neighbour. It was obvious to Signa that, even at this hour of the morning, he was in a dangerous state of intoxication. He swayed unevenly on his feet. When he reached her and spoke she could hear that his voice was thick and blurred. He looked down at her and said: ‘All by yourself, eh, girlie?’


‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘Daddy has not come back yet.’


Pulling a chair towards her, Richards sank down, mopped face and neck, and lit a cigarette.


‘It’s queer,’ he said. ‘I wonder what’s happened to him.’


Signa looked nervously around her.


‘I wish to heavens I knew. Surely if he’d had an accident or anything like that one of the boys would have come back to tell me.’


‘Of course they would,’ said the planter reassuringly. ‘Don’t you worry. Why don’t you get a drink for me and let us forget our troubles. Let’s have some fun together.’


Signa flushed angrily.


‘I don’t wish to forget,’ she retorted. ‘And it’s obvious that you’ve already had too much to drink.’


He laughed and throwing back his head to sing in a raucous voice:




‘While tearing off a game of golf,


I may make a pass at the caddy,


But if I do, I don’t follow through,


Because my heart belongs to Daddy. …’





Jumping to her feet, Signa looked down at him, her eyes bright with scorn.


‘You swine,’ she said. ‘Will you get out, or must I ask the servants to throw you out?’


Suddenly he put out a hand towards her and tried to pull her towards him. Looking into his eyes, she knew the real meaning of terror. She feared the gentle, well-mannered Malayans less than this drunken Englishman. Her heart seemed to stop beating. She realised that there was no time for hesitation. She was without protection. Richards was an unscrupulous man—and he was drunk. She must get away—escape from him.


Before he could realise her intention she had fled past him down the veranda steps into the blazing sunshine of the garden. As she ran she could hear him shouting: ‘Come back, Signa. Don’t be a fool. Come back.’


She ran on, gasping for breath, half blinded by the glare of the sun. She had no idea where she would go, but instinctively she went towards a Chinese temple half-way up the hill on the road to the town, a ruined temple where, as a small child, she had often played with her amah. Not until she reached the shadow of the great building did she stop. Then she knew that the race in the heat had been too much for her overwrought nerves. Her legs grew suddenly weak beneath her. The earth seemed to rise up towards her, and with a little moan she fell forward in a faint.


The sun disappeared behind a bank of black cloud. In the distance thunder rumbled. The storm that Signa had anticipated broke with sudden violence over the country-side. The heavy, tropical rain came down in a solid sheet, blotting out the Chinese temple and the blue-green hills, like a pall. The girl did not feel or hear it. Nor did she see the grey Ford which came racing down the road from the town. The car was almost level with her before the driver saw the prostrate young figure, and, standing on the brakes, drew up with a wild skid.


In a moment the man was beside the girl, lifted her into the circle of his arms and looked with wonderment and concern at the pale little face and the wet, golden hair which clung about her head.


‘It’s Tom Manton’s daughter, he murmured to himself. ‘What the devil can have happened?’


At the same moment Signa opened her eyes and, half delirious with fright, screamed when she saw his face bending over her. ‘Let me go,’ she cried wildly. ‘Don’t touch me.’


‘It’s all right,’ said the man gently. ‘I’m Blake Saunders—a friend of your father’s. Just tell me what’s happened to you.’


Signa ceased to struggle and her eyes looked more sanely at the boy’s face. The fine grey eyes smiling down at her were wonderfully kind, not the bloodshot, leering eyes of Stanley Richards. Blake Saunders? For a moment the name penetrated the mists in her brain. Yes, she knew about him. She had heard her father speak of Blake. He was a newcomer to Singapore. He had just bought a partnership in a rubber-estate out here in Sungei Muran with another Englishman named Ivor Gardiner.


‘I’m so glad it’s you.’ Signa gave a sigh of relief. She added with a child’s simplicity: ‘I think I must have fainted. I was running from our bungalow. Stanley Richards was there. He’s been drinking again. I was scared, I’m ashamed to say.’


Blake’s face grew stern when he listened to her explanation. He understood. He had heard a good deal of gossip in the club about the mysterious disappearance of old Tom Manton. And Richards’ drinking bouts were notorious. It was obvious that this girl was in a state of mind bordering on hysteria, and it was not difficult to understand why. She should not be allowed to stay on the estate alone save for a few Malay boys and her old amah.


‘Look here,’ Blake Saunders said, when she had finished her story. ‘You must come back to our place. Ivor and I will look after you until your father gets back. We’ll send for your amah and some clothes. You can drive straight there with me in the car.’


Signa became conscious of enormous relief. She struggled on to her feet and ran a hand over her dishevelled hair. There was a blinding pain in her eyes. It hurt her to look upon the landscape, even on this grey sultry afternoon. Every bone in her body ached. She had felt like this before, and realised, grimly, that she was in for a bad bout of fever. Young though she was—only nineteen—malaria had already laid a mark on this girl and she had not the physical strength to stand up to it.


She tried to smile at Blake Saunders.


‘Yes, please, let me go back with you,’ she said.


He stood up and held out a hand to her. She placed hers in it and immediately he was aware of her fever. Those small thin fingers were burning hot. There was a dazed look in her eyes. She rocked slightly on her feet, and the next moment he had put an arm about her and felt her dead weight against him. The fair silky hair brushed his lips. He caught the fragrance of it … of her. She was very sweet and slender and wholly adorable. And it was in that moment that Blake Saunders fell suddenly and blindingly in love—for the first time in his life.


He picked Signa right up in his arms.


‘You’re ill, my dear,’ he said. ‘I’m going to carry you to the car.’


She did not answer. She was lost in a daze of pain, of ague, of acute physical misery. Shivering, moaning in his arms, like a sick child.


He put her in the back of the old ramshackle Ford, and folded his coat under her head. He was filled with pity and tenderness for her.


As he drove through the drenching rain towards his own plantation he thought a great deal about this girl and his own startling emotions towards her. He might have laughed at himself, but he did not, could not. After all, there was nothing really laughable about it, he told himself. A fellow could fall in love at first sight. Dozens of ’em did. But it was strange for Blake Saunders. Up till now there had been no women in Blake’s life. Not because he had not felt the need of them. He liked the opposite sex. He enjoyed feminine society, and humbly and secretly worshipped at the shrine of beauty. But he was incurably shy. He had an inferiority complex about his own lack of charm, of ability to attract women. Not one but many had told him that he was good-looking and that if he tried he could get any girl he wanted. The trouble was, he had never really tried. He lacked confidence. But Signa … Signa Manton, who was so small and young and lovely, and somehow so helpless, went straight to his heart. He knew that here was a girl he could talk to, make friends with … adore. And he could tell her so.


He had not long been in the Malay States. After leaving Cambridge where all the qualities of a sportsman, and the fact that he had won the diamond sculls at Henley, had gained popularity for him, rather than intellectual triumphs, he had gone out to Ceylon as a tea planter. Whilst there, six months ago, his widowed mother had died, leaving, him a small amount of money. The tea plantation had never, somehow, interested him. A chance meeting with his present partner, Ivor Gardiner, in a hotel in Kandy, resulted in his making a change both in job and country. Ivor had interests in a big plantation outside Singapore. He asked Blake to go in with him, buy it up and work it with him. So, for the last two months they had been here in Sungei Muran. But this was the first time that Blake had come across the daughter of their elderly neighbour, old Tom Manton.


Blake knew that Ivor had not met Signa either. Otherwise he would have said something about it. Ivor was a handsome, easy-going fellow, very popular with the ladies in the district, and rather fancied himself as a heart-breaker. Without doubt had he met Signa he would have made a dead set at her.


By the time Blake reached his bungalow—a fine white building half-hidden by the flowering creepers, and magnolia-trees— Signa was barely conscious. It was a shivering, moaning little bundle that he deposited on his own bed and to whom he administered a stiff dose of quinine. Then he hurriedly sent for the amah from Manton’s bungalow, and dry clothes.


When Ivor Gardiner, his partner, returned at sundown from the plantation he was met by a Blake with rather a sheepish face.


‘I say, Gardiner,’ he said, ‘we’ve got a visitor.’


Ivor Gardiner hunched his shoulders in bored fashion.


‘Who?’


‘Tom Manton’s daughter, young Signa.’


The bored look which had crossed Ivor Gardiner’s handsome face at the mention of the word ‘visitor’ passed—changed to interest. He had heard at the Club in Singapore that old Tom’s daughter was extremely pretty.


‘Indeed!’ he said, throwing himself into a chair on the veranda and, ordering a gin-and-lime from the number-one boy, said: ‘What happened to her?’


Blake explained how he had found Signa in the storm up on the hill by the old temple.


‘She’s down with fever now,’ he said. ‘Doctor Jeffries came at four o’clock and gave her an injection and her amah is nursing her. I put her in my bed, and turned into your room, old fellow, on a camp-bed. Knew you wouldn’t mind. Can’t think what has happened to Manton. It’s very queer.’


‘H’m,’ said Ivor, sipping his drink with relish. ‘Got bitten by a snake perhaps.’


‘But as the girl says, there would have been news of him. He set out on some mysterious errand, with a couple of boys, and none of ’em have come back.’


Ivor stared at his glass. A curious, secretive look had come into his eyes. But Blake was not looking at his partner. He was thinking of the white, tired young face of the girl here in the bungalow … of the fair, rain-wet page-boy’s head … the slender arms, the gallant effort she had made not to let him see her complete and utter fear for her father.


‘Poor little girl,’ he thought. ‘Singapore’s no place for her without her people … without a father now …’


Suddenly both the men started and swung round The door, which was made of mosquito-netting, which led into the living-room had opened. A slim figure in a Chinese dressing-gown of white silk embroidered with pink chrysanthemums stood swaying there before them.


Blake sprang towards that figure.


‘My dear child!’ he began, shocked and startled. ‘You ought to be in bed with that temperature. …’


He paused, embarrassed. Signa’s white face quivered. Her long-lashed eyes, brilliant with fever, turned from Blake to the other man who was staring at her curiously. She clutched the back of a chair just in front of her. She was obviously unsteady on her feet.


‘I—can’t stay in that room—I’m stifled,’ she said. ‘Mr. Saunders … I’m frightened. …’


‘But what of?’ he asked gently.


‘About Daddy. … Where is he?’ she asked. ‘It’s a week since he left me. Something frightful has happened. I know it.’


‘I admit I’m puzzled,’ said Blake, his face puckering. ‘But don’t give up hope … he’s sure to turn up. Sit down here, if you can’t sleep indoors. …’


She sank into the long cane chair he pulled forward for her, and shut her eyes. It was cool on the veranda in the sundown, and she felt she could breathe more easily. The two men, each admiring her fairness, her obvious charm, sat opposite her, both watching her. But her eyes had closed and she sat motionless as though exhausted, careless of their presence.


Blake fetched an old plaid rug from the living-room and tucked it about her with hands as tender as a woman’s.


‘You mustn’t catch cold,’ he said.


Her eyes opened and smiled at him gratefully. Then suddenly she seemed to grow conscious of the other man … of the intent gaze he was levelling upon her. Signa looked at Ivor. She had seen Blake before … never this man. He was extraordinarily handsome, strikingly so, she thought. Blake wore this clothes carelessly. Ivor was immaculate in his spotless white suit … and about six or seven years older than Blake. He had dark, smooth hair, greying delicately at the temple, a rather olive skin and dark brilliant eyes. That Ivor’s mouth was thin, selfish, almost cruel, women never seemed to notice. They only saw his extreme good looks, and that charming, almost mischievous smile which he knew just when and where to display. He was smiling at Signa now. He thought her the loveliest young thing he had seen for years in that embroidered Eastern kimono, with that fair Scandinavian head and white skin.


Suddenly a bright pink stain spread over the pale young face and slender throat, and Signa looked quickly away from Ivor. She was all woman now, subtly conscious of her own looks, and of the man’s admiration.


‘Let me introduce myself,’ Ivor said softly. ‘I’m old Blake’s partner, Ivor Gardiner. I’m glad he brought you to us. We’ll look after you, you poor sweet.’


Easy words, easily spoken. Ivor was an adept at saying charming things to pretty women.


Some of the acute pain in Signa’s head, in her heart, seemed to pass away as she sat there, listening to Ivor’s musical voice.


‘It’s very good of you both,’ she said. But she looked at Ivor and not at Blake.


Ivor leaned forward and offered her a glass.


‘What about a drink?’


‘I never drink, thank you.’


‘Wish I could say the same,’ said Ivor with his gay laugh. ‘Come on, it’s time you started and it will do you good.’


Signa managed to laugh with him. She felt suddenly light-hearted.


‘No, I don’t think I will.’


‘Ah! she is very young, isn’t she, old boy?’ Ivor said, addressing Blake.


Blake, who was watching the girl thoughtfully, nodded.


‘Just a kid.’


Signa laughed again.


‘The kid, as you call her, will be twenty next birthday.’


‘Infant in the eyes of the law,’ said Ivor. ‘Why good gracious me you can’t even be married without your father’s permission.’


The mention of Signa’s father was unfortunate. It drove the light from Signa’s eyes again.


Anxiously she looked at the two men. ‘Have you neither of you any theories about Daddy’s disappearance?’


Blake said: ‘I am still hazy as to the details about it all. Tell us all that you can.’


‘Yes, tell us,’ seconded Ivor. And he sat back in his chair, holding his gin-and-lime in one hand and a cheroot in the other. He hardly listened to the girl. He was feasting his eyes on the extraordinary fairness and beauty of her.


But Blake Saunders took in every word that Signa said.


Her father, it appeared, had received some mysterious news one day while he and Signa were at breakfast. Then he had had an interview with a Chinese gentleman. Signa had admitted him into the bungalow and then had left him to talk alone with her father. She had no idea what it was all about. The Chinaman seemed all right … dressed in European clothes … speaking good English, and the usual kind of gentleman of his type to be found in dozens in Singapore. Her father, Signa said, seemed very excited after this interview. And that night he packed up and told Signa that he was taking a short journey. Where, he did not inform her, but he said that it was ‘on business’ and that if it turned out well they would be rich.


He had suggested that she might like to go and stay in another bungalow with one of the other planters’ wives, or have somebody to stay with her. But she had said that as he only expected to be away for forty-eight hours, she would rather remain by herself at the bungalow. She had a great deal to do. Little things she had neglected because of the appalling heat and persistent attacks of malaria.


She had wanted to supervise the boys spring-cleaning the bungalow. Get some sewing done. Make herself a new dress. Daddy hadn’t been making much money lately, and she was hard-up for clothes. She told the two men her story in an artless manner, and it struck Blake Saunders as being rather pathetic. Signa Manton was young for her age. In truth, a mere child. And it hadn’t been much of a life for her out here. Motherless, living on a Malayan rubber plantation all these long lonely years. He said:


‘But did your father give you no intimation as to what this mysterious business was, or where?’


‘None. He just seemed enormously excited about something, and kept telling me that if everything went well he would be a rich man and we could then go back to England. And, of course, I was thrilled. I have never seen England that I can remember. And I am so sick of Singapore!’


‘But I’m sure Singapore isn’t sick of you,’ put in Ivor with his brilliant smile.


But Blake wasn’t wasting time flattering her. He was concerned with her story.


‘It’s odd,’ he said. ‘Very odd. Did your father go into the town or up-country?’


‘Up-country,’ she said. ‘But the queer thing was that he didn’t take the car. He went on foot with two of the boys.’


‘How long ago?’ Blake was still questioning her.


‘Over a fortnight. That’s what frightens me. Over a fortnight, and he said he would only be gone a couple of days at the longest.’


‘It certainly is a bit worrying for you,’ said Blake. ‘And I think we ought to call in the police.’


Signa looked up at him with her large limpid eyes.


‘Of course, Daddy said particularly that I wasn’t to worry if he was delayed. And somehow or other I feel that he wouldn’t like me to call the police or interfere with what he is doing. I suppose I must be patient and put up with it till he comes back.’


Blake Saunders looked at his partner.


‘What do you think about it?’


Ivor shrugged his shoulders and took a long drink.


‘I think that as Miss Manton suggests … or can we call her Signa? … it’s best to do nothing for the moment. Her father particularly cautioned her not to worry if he was delayed. In a place like this one doesn’t want to start a lot of fuss and call in the police just because a chap is hung up over some deal up-country.’


Blake smoked in silence. He was far more worried about old Tom Manton than he would let Signa see. And he thought that Ivor was making a bit light of it. He wondered, in truth, whether something had not gone very wrong with the old man. The whole story seemed peculiar.


But Ivor seemed determined to drive all worry from Signa’s head and in a few moments he had restored all her confidence and she was smiling again.
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Another week passed.


Tom Manton was still missing, and now even Signa was determined to call in the police and start investigations if her father did not return within the next few days.


She stayed on at the bungalow with Blake and Ivor. She completely recovered from her bout of fever, and except for her anxiety she was thoroughly enjoying her existence with them. It was all great fun, looking after the two men, and she was thoroughly spoiled by them. She was alone during the day when they were at work on the estate, but from sundown onwards they were with her, both eager to amuse, to wait on her. The presence of this girl in their bungalow was making life altogether different for both the men. But it was also making a difference to their friendship. Jealousy had stepped in between them. Jealousy on Ivor Gardiner’s part, rather than Blake’s. Blake’s was not a jealous nature. He had an open, honest nature and a great respect for women. Since his mother’s death, he had been suffering from repression … the need of love, of someone to love.


When he had found Signa Manton in the storm that afternoon he had fallen in love with her, and it was a love born of compassion and the desire to protect and help. Later it developed into a deep and enduring passion. He was her slave. He wanted to fall at her little feet and kiss them. He wanted to adore—prove himself worthy of her. It was Blake rather than Ivor Gardiner who waited on her, gave every order for her comfort, endeavoured to chase the fears and doubts from her mind. And she accepted his many kindnesses, his almost dog-like devotion, with friendliness and sincere gratitude.


But it was to Ivor Gardiner that Signa gave her heart. It was under Ivor’s handsome eyes and attractive smiles that she blossomed and expanded like a flower in the sun. Ivor lazed around. He seldom stirred himself to wait on her. He let Blake do that. He preferred to sit at her side, to make her laugh with amusing stories, to flatter and tease and thrill her. It was Ivor who won from Signa the smiles, the eager interest for which Blake would have given everything in the world. And Ivor took them carelessly. At the same time he was fascinated by her beauty and a rare quality of innocence in her. Signa had never had a lover. He knew that. He came to the conclusion that it would be interesting to teach her how to love. It would relieve the boredom of life on a Malayan rubber-plantation.


Blake looked on without malice or jealousy. But with a depression that increased every day. He wanted to ask Signa to marry him. But it seemed obvious that she was only interested in Ivor. He believed Ivor to be a decent enough fellow, and he steeled himself for the day which he supposed must come when Ivor would announce that he and Signa were engaged. Another week went by. And still Tom Manton remained lost to his daughter, and to the little circle that had known him in Singapore.


The heat made Signa pale and listless, but she was much stronger and more buoyant than she had been for weeks. She longed for news of her father. But she was happy in this bungalow—happier than she had dreamed it possible to be. Blake was a dear, faithful friend. And Ivor … Ivor Gardiner was everything in the world to Signa now.


Day after day she looked forward to sundown … to the return of the two men … to sitting on a cushion at Ivor’s feet, listening to his light, amusing chatter … thrilling to the admiration in his brilliant eyes.


One afternoon, Ivor was kept late on the rubber-estate and Blake came home first. The young man felt a stab of pain in his heart when he saw the frank disappointment in Signa’s blue eyes as he came up on to the veranda alone. But he concealed his chagrin. He mopped his streaming face and neck, and pretended not to have noticed that tell-tale look in her eyes.


‘Damned hot, eh, Signa?’


‘Very,’ she smiled back. ‘Where’s Ivor, Blake?’


‘He’ll be up in a minute or two. Having a row with one of the planters … your friend Richards, in fact.’


‘Stanley Richards …’ Signa shivered and her smile faded at the memory of the man who had terrified her that day when she was alone in her father’s bungalow. ‘Ugh! The great brute.’


Then she looked up at Blake who was standing before her with a wistful look in his grey eyes. Dear old Blake, kindest of friends. She liked his rugged, boyish face, the strength of his shoulders, the gentleness of his hands.


‘D’you remember that day you found me?’ she said.


‘I couldn’t forget it, Signa,’ he said, with a deep look at her.


All day long, in the heat, during the working-hours, he had been thinking of her, haunted by her sweetness … torn with the longing to protect and care for her always. He was a shy, reserved young man, but now, just for the moment, emotion impelled him to say more than he had intended. He came closer to Signa, looked hungrily down at her fair face in its frame of straight fair hair … at her boyish, yet feminine figure in the shorts, the linen shirt which had become so dear and familiar a sight.


‘Signa darling,’ he began desperately.


She was startled and dismayed by the new note in his voice. A flush stole up to the roots of her fair hair.


‘Shall I get you a gin-and-lime, Blake?’ she asked hurriedly.


The spell was broken for the boy. He knew, then, the hopelessness of his love. Signa liked him as a friend … but as a lover, never. No further words were spoken … only that name ‘Signa’, and her flush of dismay. But he accepted his fate resignedly.
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