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I

IN the 1920’s the long, tiring ride from Livingstone in a cart driven by six mules, with a grumbling, sweating Boer driver for sole companion, was not a very pleasant beginning for any girl, especially for Peril Grant in a strange country about which she knew nothing at all.

She had expected her cousin, Mrs. Johnson, to meet her at the station; had imagined an up-to-date vehicle would be sent from Johnson’s cattle-farm to convey her there. But only this badly sprung, ancient old cart with the mule-team had awaited her. Forlornly she sat on the front seat beside the driver, her modest trunk behind. She looked extraordinarily small and pathetic next to the huge, dark-skinned Boer. She clasped a shabby purse against her breast. Her large eyes stared around at the country, which was singularly unattractive.

This was Rhodesia. She had visioned it as a golden land of rolling plains; wonderful veldt, stupendous power, exquisite peace – the Rhodesia of which she had heard so much, back in England.

But she looked at the sun-baked plain and rough road over which the cart was bumping; at the distant blue mountains; and felt the fierce sun beat down on her head through her thin straw hat; brushed a swarm of flies from her face, and felt indescribably home-sick and afraid of South Africa.

She was only eighteen. She had just left a peaceful English convent school where she had seen nothing of the world, and had come out here to her only living relative, Amy Johnson, whose husband was a cattle-farmer, and who had offered her young, orphaned cousin a home.

Peril felt like weeping out her misery and loneliness; wished passionately that she were back in England, and felt sure she would loathe Rhodesia.

At last she neared her future home. They passed great fields of waving cereals which looked fresh and green after the dun-coloured plain; a row of kaffir huts, long lines of kraals and cattle-boys’ compounds. And now they were in sight of the Johnsons’ farmhouse; a charming, modern bungalow with a veranda, on top of a small knoll, surrounded by a garden of charming flowers. The gay colours of the beautiful flowers, the delicate, flowering creeper over the bungalow, and the sense of homeliness given out by the white casement curtains which framed the open windows made the English girl feel less strange and miserable. She cheered up, and an eager look came into her eyes.

“It’s rather lovely, and the farm looks interesting,” she told herself. “After all, life was dull in the convent, and I’ve always wanted life and adventure. I ought to find it on Cousin Amy’s farm. …”

The Boer driver stopped his team at the bottom of the garden, and looked up at the girl with a grin.

She realised that he expected her to descend. She looked doubtfully at the garden path. She was not a country-bred girl, and she wore thin, high-heeled shoes. She did not relish the idea of jumping from her high seat without help, nor did she want to jump into the Boer’s arms.

While she sat there hesitating, she heard a man’s full-throated, rich voice from the back of the bungalow. She did not understand what he said, although she realised he was angry. He was swearing roundly. But a second later he appeared in view and saw her. He strolled down the path toward the cart with its young, English passenger. He lit a cigarette as he came.

Long after that day Peril remembered Kerry Johnson as he looked when first she saw him coming toward her with that sauntering, graceful walk of his. A tall, magnificent specimen of manhood; face and throat, revealed by the open shirt collar, tanned mahogany; hat on the back of his head, showing crisp black curls; eyes a light, vivid blue in a sunburned face. Later, when she knew him better, she realised that cruelty, selfishness, the egoist, was written all over that handsome face. But this afternoon she saw only the magnificent good looks of the man – the panther-like grace of the tall figure in the khaki shirt and riding-breeches.

He flung away a match as he reached the cart, and pushing his hat farther back on his head looked up at the girl with rather bored eyes.

“Hullo!” he said. “You my wife’s cousin?”

“Yes,” said Peril shyly. “Are you Mr. Johnson?”

“I’m Kerry Johnson, yes. Jump down. I’ll catch you.”

She noticed that he made no apology for not having met her. Kerry Johnson never apologised to anybody. He was a spoiled, ungracious creature – a god in his own domain – waited upon hand and foot by those around him. When he chose to be “nice,” and nobody could be more charming than Kerry Johnson in his most agreeable humours, he was forgiven all his lack of consideration, his selfishness, and his sulky moods.

He was accustomed to being obeyed. When he said “Jump down” in that authoritative tone, Peril Grant did not dream of hesitating. She jumped straight down into his arms. He caught her, marvelling as he did so at the lightness of her. Just for a fraction of a moment he was conscious of the slim figure against his own; of a pale gold head that only reached his chest; of a white, delicate face with wide, grey-green eyes, fringed by the longest, darkest lashes he had ever seen, and a small red mouth with a short, passionate upper lip.

He realised that his wife’s cousin, who was coming to make a home with them, was not the gawky, idiotic, dull schoolgirl he had gloomily pictured. She was a fairy thing; a slender, delicate creature with fire and spirit behind her gossamer beauty. The gross sensualist that lived in Kerry Johnson woke up at once and was interested.

The bored look left his eyes. His arms fell away from Peril. He glanced swiftly at the slim form in the pale grey coat and skirt, then looked up at the bungalow.

“Welcome to Smokey Hollow, Cousin Peril,” he said.

Even his voice had changed. When first she had heard him swearing, it had been hard. Now it was soft, richer than ever.

She walked beside him, contemplating.

“How handsome Amy’s husband is,” she thought. Aloud she said: “What an adorable name—Smokey Hollow.”

“H’m—I suppose it is,” said Kerry. “We’ve lived on this farm twelve years—from the day we married.”

“I’m longing to see my cousin,” said Peril. “I’ve never met her, you know. But before poor mother died she used to speak of Amy to me.”

“You’ll find her in the drawing-room on the sofa,” said Kerry. His voice had altered again; the bored note had crept back into it. “A permanent invalid she is, these days. Had an illness two years back and she’s never picked up—always ailing.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” exclaimed Peril. “And she has all the work of the farmhouse to do, I suppose. But I’ll be able to help her now.”

Kerry Johnson did not answer, but opened the swing door—made of wire mosquito netting—to let the stranger pass through to the cool lounge-hall of the bungalow. His gaze followed her. He was thinking how nice it would be to have this girl about the farm—how much more exciting existence might prove now that she had come. She stood for youth … and for all the beauty, sweetness, vivacity that are contained in youth. Amy, his wife, was his senior by two years, and might have been ten years older.

Never had Amy looked more haggard and old than she appeared to Kerry now, when he piloted Peril Grant into the drawing-room. Possibly it was because she had had a bilious attack this morning, and her thin face was sallow, her nostrils pinched, her once beautiful dark eyes sunken, the lids reddish as though she had been crying.

It was cruel to compare her to Peril … cruel to compare eighteen years with thirty-five … but Kerry was by nature cruel, and just at this moment took a morbid pleasure in looking from his wife to the golden-haired, pretty girl who was related to her, and thinking how passé poor old Amy had grown.

Peril was not thinking about Kerry just now. She was genuinely eager to make friends with her cousin, who was a link with the idolised mother who had died back in England, two years ago.

“Oh, Cousin Amy, it is nice to be here at last!” she said, running to the couch on which Mrs. Johnson was lying, languidly fanning herself. “The journey has seemed awfully long, and I’ve been so home-sick!”

Amy Johnson roused herself to sit up. She both moved and spoke as though she had no life left in her.

“Glad to see you, Peril,” she said. “No—don’t hug me, child, for the Lord’s sake! It’s too hot!”

Peril, prepared to embrace her affectionately, drew back, somewhat abashed and flushed. She had that sensitive, delicate skin that colours very easily.

“Please don’t disturb yourself, Cousin Amy,” she began.

“Please don’t call me cousin,” said the woman in a fretful voice. “Just call me Amy. You’ve introduced yourself to my husband, I suppose. Well, well, I’ll take you up to your room.”

“It’s wonderfully good of you to have me here,” said Peril gratefully.

“I’m pleased to have you—it’ll make the work a bit lighter, perhaps,” said Mrs. Johnson in a more gracious tone. She examined the girl with critical gaze. “Very like your poor mother,” she added. “I remember her well, back in England, twelve years ago, before I came out here and married Kerry.”

She moved with tired footsteps across the cool, dim drawing-room, which was shaded from the sun by green rush blinds, and passed her husband, who had thrown himself into a rocking-chair and was chewing the end of a match.

Peril saw her face undergo a transformation. The weary dark eyes lit up; the thin, peevish mouth softened. She put out a thin hand and laid it on Kerry’s head.

“Would you like a whisky and soda, darling?” she asked.

“No, thanks, my dear,” he said.

His gaze went by the thin, angular figure in a washed-out pink cotton frock which trailed to her heels, to the girl, who was so trim, so pretty, so fresh in her neat grey suit and white silk blouse.

“Perhaps Peril would like a drink after her hot drive,” he suggested.

Amy Johnson’s eyes opened wide with astonishment. Then she laughed, and dragged her steps to the door.

“Something new for you to think of any one else, Kerry,” she observed. “Peril is honoured.”

He frowned, then echoed her laugh.

“Oh, come, Amy,” he said lightly. “Don’t give your cousin such a bad impression of me.”

Amy Johnson—neglected, ill, soured by the lack of attention and indifference from the husband with whom she was still wildly in love, after twelve years of marriage and disappointment—responded at once to any note of affection in his voice.

She came back to his chair, put an arm around his neck, and kissed him on the mouth passionately.

“Of course I shan’t give her a bad impression of you. You know how I love you, Kerry,” she said.

Peril stood by, embarrassed and silent. She did not know that the man inwardly chafed against this public embrace, and wanted to thrust his wife’s thin arm away and be rude to her. He was sick of her—sick of her ailments—her haggard, peevish face. Her passion for him had survived the long years, but his had died speedily—never had been very strong. He had only married her because she had money of her own—money enough to buy this farm which he had wanted, and which now occupied his whole time. He was making money out of it. He wanted money … wanted to be independent of Amy, quite independent financially should they ever separate.

Aware that Peril Grant’s eyes were fixed on him, he smiled and touched his wife’s head with careless tenderness. She had thin dark hair untidily looped into a knot at the nape of her sallow neck. He found himself wondering what Peril’s hair was like—what she would look like when she removed her hat.

The girl watched him as though fascinated. He had long, brown supple hands. His tremendous strength awed Peril. She began to imagine that Cousin Amy was very lucky to be married to such a man. …

Later she unpacked her small tin trunk, and made herself at home in the small bedroom which Mrs. Johnson allotted to her. It had whitewashed walls, somewhat faded pink curtains, rush-matting on the floor, and a white enamel bedstead. Quite a nice little bedroom, which pleased Peril after years of sleeping in a convent dormitory.

“It is good of you to give me a home, Amy,” she said shyly to her cousin, who was sitting on the edge of the bed, watching the girl unpack. “I shall try and repay you by working hard.”

“That’s all right,” said the elder woman. “I have a Dutchwoman who cooks, and a house-boy. I only have to do a bit of housework. When I was stronger I used to keep some chickens. But I don’t feel like doing anything now.”

“I’m so sorry you are not well,” said Peril.

Amy started a long recital of her ills. Later, when Peril knew her better, she realised that Amy Johnson’s indispositions were largely of the imagination. She had just let herself “go to weed.” She was by nature an indolent, discontented woman. Her sole absorbing passion was her handsome, virile husband … and she was doing her best to kill his affection for her by making no effort to remain either young or attractive.

During tea, which they had in a cool, oak-furnished dining-room after the sun had started to sink behind the blue range of mountains, Kerry Johnson hungrily ate home-made cakes, drank huge cups of tea, and watched Peril with a queer inner excitement. Amy spoke of her as a child. But to him she was eighteen, and a woman. One of the prettiest girls he had seen since he had left Jo’burg, where he had spent his youth.

“She makes Amy look an old hag,” was his cruel mental observation.

Peril sat opposite Kerry, eating her tea with the healthy appetite of youth. Amy lolled in her chair, yawned, and announced that she felt “too seedy to eat.”

Now Kerry could see Peril’s hair. It was exquisite—pale gold, soft as silk, and “bobbed.” It curled naturally around her ears, and she wore a fringe. In contrast to that pale gold fringe across her brow, her brows and lashes looked startlingly dark.

“She’s a beautiful thing,” Kerry thought.

“I can’t think what made your mother call you a silly name like Peril,” Amy said suddenly. “Why weren’t you called Eleanor, after her?”

“I don’t know,” said Peril, with a laugh. “But I agree. My name is very stupid.”

“I don’t think it is. It’s rather pretty,” said Kerry.

He finished his tea and leaned back in his chair, rolling a cigarette between his strong brown fingers.

Peril looked across at him—met the full gaze of his handsome eyes. She knew not why, but a queer thrill ran through her. She looked away, self-consciously, at her cousin.

“Peril,” thought Kerry. “Yes … rightly named … you lovely, golden-haired child. You are going to be a very great peril to me … and my peace of mind. …”


II

AFTER a fortnight on the farm, Peril had settled down to the life as though she had been born and bred to it. She not only helped Amy with the work, but took the entire labours of the bungalow, with the exception of the cooking, on her shoulders. Amy kept more and more to her couch, and became more and more sure that she was a hopeless invalid. The consequence was that Peril and Amy’s husband were thrown together a great deal.

Kerry was accustomed now to the sight of Peril, in a blue or pink overall, about the house and farm. He would have missed the brightness she threw around her and the sound of her gay laughter had she been absent from the farm for a single day.

She, on her part, looked forward to the hours spent with Kerry … missed him while he was down on the farm with his cattle-boys … found him a wonderful companion. He never showed her the selfish, intolerant side of his character. In her presence he was long-suffering and gentle with his wife. He did everything he could think of to please Peril. He gave her a beautiful pony; taught her to ride; took her out on the veldt and showed her the beauties of the Rhodesian spring; the starry flowers, gaunt kopjes, the vleis, the little winding riverlets that ran from the great Zambesi. And now Peril loved Rhodesia … was her lover, like everybody else whom Rhodesia took to her broad, lovely bosom.

“One day I shall show you the veldt at night, Peril,” Kerry told the girl—“at night when the sky is blazing with stars, and the moon makes magic of everything and everybody. …”

But he had not shown it to her at night yet. He had not dared. He was growing far too interested in Peril … and he knew that she was growing to care for him. But she, in her innocence, was not yet aware of the fascination this big, strong, handsome South African had for her … told herself that he was just “her friend.”

In the Convent at home she had not thought very often of love … or lovers. But like all girls she had her dreams and ideals. Kerry Johnson seemed to her a godlike creature. She had tremendous admiration for him. She was blind to his multitudinous faults.

If Amy Johnson had seen the growing feeling between these two she might have put an end to it—nipped it in the bud. But she was too lazy to notice—too sure of her husband to dream that he might contemplate any infidelity. It never struck her that it was the most natural thing on earth for the young, virile, handsome man to turn his thoughts to Peril’s youth and sweetness.

Meanwhile, Peril lived in a kind of rose-coloured dream, in which Kerry was always present, ready to amuse and interest her, to take her out, to make her happy. Only the evenings at the bungalow were unsatisfactory … evenings when they were a trio, sitting silently in the lamp-lit drawing-room. Amy read novels, stretched on her beloved sofa. But Kerry was restless and hated reading. Night after night he sat moodily in the rocking-chair, and stared across the shadowy room at Peril, whose golden head was generally bent over some darning—more often than not, darning for him.

Sometimes his bored eyes met hers, and she would smile but bend her head swiftly again before she caught the passionate look that darted into his eyes. She would feel her heart beating fast—much faster than usual—and wonder why … blush vividly at her own inexplicable emotions.

One evening when the three of them sat there in the usual way, Kerry felt himself stifling in the room. He got up and began to slouch up and down, hands thrust in his pockets.

Amy, sucking peppermints, and reading an ancient Ouida novel, looked up at her husband’s restless figure.

“Do sit down, Kerry—you’re getting on my nerves,” she said.

He turned round on her, glaring. He wanted to say, “You are getting on mine … I hate you … hate the sight of you … I wish Peril were my wife … that Peril lived alone with me in this bungalow.” But aloud he said:

“It’s infernally hot in here. I’m going out on the veldt for a ride. Like to come with me, Peril?” he added, casually enough.

She looked up at him. Her cheeks flushed and she hesitated.

“You’ll catch your death riding at this hour, Peril,” observed Amy, without enthusiasm.

The girl bit her lip. She realised suddenly that she, too, felt the heat, the closeness of this room. But it was a mental, rather than a physical closeness. She, like the man, was stifled by the elder woman’s presence. She wanted very badly to go out on the star-lit veldt and ride beside him, alone.

Kerry came up to her chair.

“Coming?” he said.

For one instant her beautiful eyes stared up into his … read the suggestion of passion in them. The colour left her cheeks. Breathlessly she went on staring up at him. She saw him put a hand up to his head, run his fingers through the thick black curls, as though he were in the throes of a strong, nervous excitement.

She responded in that moment, ardently. She knew beyond doubt that the good looks, the youth, the strength of this man called her, and that she wanted to answer … wanted to go with him tonight, follow him blindly under the stars. She realised for the first time that she was in love … in love with Amy’s husband. The knowledge terrified her. Horrified by her own feelings she sat there, unable to speak or move.

“Are you coming, Peril?” Kerry asked again, very softly.

Suddenly she knew that she was afraid to go. … In that moment her natural reserve and purity fought against her desire to give way to her feelings. She was wicked, wild, mad to allow herself to think about Amy’s husband like this for a single moment.

She dragged her gaze from his compelling eyes.

“No,” she said. “I—I don’t want to come.”

Her whole manner showed the man what he wanted to know. Peril was in love with him—head over ears in love with him. This silent mental combat between them would be followed by many others. And in the end he would win. He wanted her … wanted her more than he had ever wanted any woman in his selfish, self-centred life. What chance had innocent eighteen against his experience?

He did not urge her again now. He was too cunning for that. He just looked down at her mouth—a long, passionate look that thrilled and frightened her—then turned on his heel and walked out of the room.

He knew quite well that after he had gone she would think of him … think … think … wish she had followed him. He was content to await another evening … an evening when she would let him take her in his arms and crush that flower-like mouth of hers under his own … hold that delicate, golden, fragile beauty to his heart. He was a ruthless, selfish male being. Not for an instant did he trouble to consider that delicate porcelain is easily smashed … that Dresden china breaks at a rude, rough touch … that a young girl’s first passion can either make or mar her, according to the man upon whom she lavishes her devotion.

Long after he had ridden out on to the veldt alone, Peril sat with her cousin, sewing, pondering, still bewildered at the pace at which her heart beat whenever she thought of Kerry.

“It’s being disloyal—disloyal to Amy,” she told herself repeatedly. “I mustn’t allow myself to think of Kerry at all. …”

But she went on thinking of him. That night, tossing and turning in her white, narrow bed, she dreamed of him … dreamed that he was holding her to his heart and that his lips touched hers, drained her heart’s blood in the ecstasy of a kiss. She woke from that dream ashamed, afraid …

That next day she did not see much of Kerry. He deliberately avoided her. He was a clever man, content to wait and watch. He knew that if he ignored Peril for the next few days she would grow anxious and unhappy; knew how she had grown to count on his companionship.

He took practically no notice of her. The poor child was naturally filled with disquietude; asked herself what she had done to offend him. Whenever she looked at him, his face appeared cold, wooden, and he refused to meet her gaze.

She lost her appetite, and moped about the farm; felt more than ordinarily wearied by Amy’s incessant demands for her services. And all the time her brain was obsessed with the thought of Kerry … Kerry … she hungered for one kind word, one friendly smile.

He saw her pallor, her anxiety, and smiled to himself—went on steadily ignoring her. He was awaiting the psychological moment to step in—put an end to her misery.

After three days of this silent despair on Peril’s part, and Kerry’s continued avoidance of her, she was reduced to a state of apathy; and looked exhausted through lack of food and sleep.

She was now violently in love with Kerry. Sick with hunger for the touch of his hand … the old, warm camaraderie that had existed between them. At the same time she was ashamed of her feelings. Kerry was Amy’s husband. What right had she to feel unhappy because he ignored her? She thought he had grown bored with her companionship … never dreamed he was madly in love with her … playing her as a cat plays a mouse. …

Amy noticed her young cousin’s pallor.

“You’ve got fever, I think, Peril. I’ll send one of the boys for the doctor and let him look you over.”

“No—no—I’m all right,” stammered Peril.

“I don’t want you getting ill. It’s bad enough me being an invalid,” said Amy fretfully. “You must see Dr. Bryant. He has a bungalow a few miles off. I’ll see him myself at the same time. I want an indigestion mixture.”

Peril felt too apathetic, too unhappy, to protest further. The conversation had taken place at the breakfast-table. She stole a piteous look across the table at Kerry. He was not looking at her. He was rolling a cigarette in a way grown very familiar to her, and humming under his breath.

“He doesn’t care whether I live or die,” Peril thought, with the exaggerated passion of the very young. “He is bored—fed-up with me!”

But Kerry, as he strolled out of the room on to the sunlit veranda, glanced at the girl, when her head was turned from him, and smiled to himself.

“You don’t want a doctor … you just want one word, one kiss from me to bring the lovely colour back to your cheeks, you darling,” he thought. “Wait … and perhaps to-night …”

He trembled at his own secret, wicked thoughts.

The boy was sent for the doctor, who rode over from his bungalow at midday to see Mrs. Johnson’s cousin.

David Bryant had been in Rhodesia all his life, but had only lately settled in this part of the country. He knew the Johnsons fairly well. He admired Kerry Johnson’s physical strength and good looks, and his prowess as a cattle-farmer, but beyond that, despised him. He knew too much about Kerry … had heard too many rumours of Kerry’s light treatment of women. There had been an affair in Jo’burg, years ago, where a Rhodesian girl had committed suicide … it had been all hushed up … but Dr. Bryant had heard that Kerry was at the bottom of it, that he was morally responsible for the girl’s death.

For Mrs. Johnson, Dr. Bryant had some pity, although he looked upon her as a malade imaginaire. He believed it would be a good thing for her to have a young companion about the place.

He had pictured the cousin from England as a buxom, bounding schoolgirl. He received almost a shock when he first saw Peril—she was so completely different to the person of his imagination.

She was standing at the foot of the garden, leaning over the gateway, when he rode up to Smokey Hollow. He never forgot his first impression of her—a slender, fragile girl with hair of palest gold, and wide, wistful eyes between black, thick lashes. Her extreme pallor aroused his professional interest at once.

“Lord!” he thought. “She doesn’t look strong enough to be on a Rhodesian farm. …”

But later he knew her ethereal white-and-gold beauty was misleading. Peril was really very strong and healthy. To-day—when he first met her—she looked her worst. She was haggard with worry about the man with whom she was now infatuated.

David Bryant slid off his horse, and lifted a wide-brimmed hat from his head.

“I suppose you are Miss Peril Grant—Mrs. Johnson’s cousin,” he said. “I’m the doc round here—David Bryant.”

Peril gave him a fleeting smile and held out her hand. He marvelled at the smallness, the softness of it. It was lost in his huge, sunburned fingers.

“How-do-you-do,” she said.

He walked up the pretty flower-gay garden with her, mopping his forehead with a large scarlet handkerchief.

“Bit warm riding to-day,” he said. “Ought you to be out without a hat?”

“I don’t usually come out without a hat,” said Peril. “As a matter of fact, I was in the middle of turning out my bedroom, but I felt so—so kind of rotten—I came out for some fresh air.”

“I expect you aren’t acclimatised yet,” said the doctor sympathetically. “How is dear old England?”

Peril, who had been miserable, depressed all the morning, and rather resenting the doctor’s visit, found herself answering him quite animatedly. His was a genial personality. Nobody could help responding to his friendliness. Everybody liked David Bryant … except Kerry. And that was because Kerry knew that Bryant saw through him.

Peril thought Bryant rather ugly when she first saw him. He was broad-built and not so tall as Kerry, and his face was burned to a rather brickish-red. But after she had spoken to him for several minutes she no longer thought him plain. He had very fine eyes, darkly grey, and a strong mouth and chin. Nice hair, too, she thought; thick and brown. When he smiled he showed white, splendid teeth. He had not the flawless good looks of Kerry. But there was something about Dr. David Bryant that appealed in a vague way to Peril.

Having answered his questions about the mother-country, she politely, if disinterestedly, asked him where he lived, and whether his life was a busy one.

“Fairly busy,” Bryant nodded. “I attend to a lot of the kaffirs, you know. One day when you’re out riding, Miss Grant, you must drop in at my bungalow for a cup of tea and see my five-year-old Billy.”

“Oh—have you a little boy?”

“Yes—a fine little chap, Billy, and a bit lonely.”

“Then his mother …” began Peril, and stopped awkwardly.

David Bryant’s rugged face grew solemn.

“His mother died when he was born. I’ve looked after him ever since, with the help of a Dutch nurse,” he said.

Peril felt less interested in the doctor. So he was a solitary widower. To Peril widowers appeared dull and stodgy. But she loved children, and she promised to go and see Billy.

David Bryant thought her the most beautiful, tender thing he had ever seen in his life. He worried about her now that he saw her—worried to think she lived under the same roof with Kerry Johnson.

“I hope to Heaven the fellow doesn’t start any of his tricks with that child,” he thought, as he sat in the drawing-room, watching Peril, and listening politely to Mrs. Johnson’s long list of grievances about her health. “He’d be a swine if he did.”

He studied Peril closely. Later, when he examined her, medically, he could not account for her pallor and lassitude. She seemed very well—heart, lungs, all organs strong and healthy. He was not sure she was being well enough nourished, nor that she had sufficient sleep.

Mrs. Johnson shrugged her shoulders about it.

“She ate well enough when she first came. Lately she’s certainly been off her food and has said she hasn’t slept. I dare say she’ll buck up soon,” she said, yawning.

David Bryant looked at Peril. She met the steady, questioning gaze of the dark grey eyes, then turned quickly from him. A vivid colour stained her cheeks.

“Now, what the deuce is wrong with the child?” he asked himself, puzzled. “Has she some secret trouble … something on her mind …?”

Five minutes later Kerry Johnson strolled into the bungalow and joined the little group in the drawing-room.

At that precise moment David happened to be looking at the girl. His shrewd eyes noticed at once the transformation that Kerry’s appearance made in her. She grew bright, alert. An expression of passionate wistfulness came into her eyes. She looked hard at Kerry—followed the handsome figure with her gaze, then let her lashes droop. The flush faded, leaving her whiter than before. Her lower lip quivered very slightly.

“Hullo, everybody!” said Kerry. “Morning, doc. Have a drink. Hi, Shilling!” he shouted lustily for the house-boy. “Drinks at once!”

He flung himself into his favourite rocking-chair and handed the doctor a cigarette.

It all appeared very natural, very ordinary. And Amy Johnson obviously saw nothing amiss. But David Bryant had learned in a flash what was wrong with Peril. He need puzzle no more. She was in love—and very much in love—with Kerry Johnson. What Kerry’s feelings were, Bryant did not begin to wonder. Kerry appeared disinterested. But David took it for granted that he reciprocated her passion. What man with Kerry’s reputation would hesitate to respond to a girl so adorably pretty and young?

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DENISE
ROBINS

QUEEN OF ROMANCE

A Passionate Flame





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





