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CHAPTER ONE 

Jon Hampton stood on the verandah, staring silently at the view before her. She still could not believe that it was true—this wide beautiful lawn, the trees with their crimson flowers and the purple climbers; there was even a bush covered with gardenias, their sweet fragrance drifting on the hot air while, straight ahead of her, were the mountains. Never in her life had she seen so much beauty. 

‘Well,’ a deep voice interrupted her thoughts, ‘what do you think of your inheritance?’ 

Jon sighed. ‘I can’t believe it. That anything so lovely could be mine.’ 

The tall man by her side chuckled. ‘Don’t get ideas in your head. Those mountains aren’t yours.’ 

Jon felt her cheeks burning. ‘Of course they’re not, I know that, but the view is mine.’ She turned to look at him, annoyed by his amused smile. 

At that moment, her mother joined them, her voice tired and a little irritable. Not that she could help it, poor darling, Jon was thinking, for her mother hadn’t been at all well on the plane. 

‘It’s not too bad, Jon, but it’s so terribly isolated.’ 

‘Do sit down, Mrs Hampton,’ the man, Alex Roe, said. ‘I’ve told Dorcas to bring us out some cold drinks, or would you prefer coffee?’ 

Ursula Hampton smiled. ‘How thoughtful of you! A cold drink, please. It was very good of you, Mr Roe, to meet us at the airport and be so helpful. I honestly don’t know what we would have done without you. Don’t you agree, Jon?’ 

Mrs Hampton glanced at her daughter, but Jon had turned and was staring again, as if hypnotised, at the scene before her. 

‘My pleasure,’ Alex said with a smile. ‘After all, Ned was my best friend.’ 

‘But old enough to be your father.’ 

‘Yes. Actually he was the father I needed when I took over the farm. My parents had run it and when they died and I knew nothing, Ned taught me everything about farming.’ 

Jon turned. She was tall, slim, with short dark curly hair clinging tightly to her head. She was not pretty and yet her face always attracted attention, perhaps because it was so contradictory. Her deep-set, dark, dreamy eyes were so unlike her small square chin. Her mouth was firm, and this, when she was thoughtful, made her look older and more mature, but for most of the time she looked about seventeen, although she was twenty-three. 

She said nothing, for she felt dazed, almost as if she had been hit by a hammer and was slowly regaining consciousness. She had felt like this ever since the news came that Uncle Ned had left her his farm in Africa, plus sufficient money to run it without financial difficulty. She could not believe it. Even today, standing here and knowing it must be true, it still seemed like a dream. 

Dear Uncle Ned, whom she had known for so short a time. Uncle Ned, who had comforted her so when her grandfather had died. Uncle Ned who had written to her and whose letters she had so rarely answered. Not because she didn’t want to but . . . 

‘Jon . . .’ 

Her mother’s voice finally pierced Jon’s faraway thoughts and she turned round quickly. 

‘Jon, I’m just going to have a wash. Do come out of your dreams and talk to Mr Roe. You’re not being very polite, dear.’ 

Jon smiled, ‘Sorry, Mum.’ 

She looked up at the big man who was standing now as her mother rose and hurried inside, not—as Jon well knew—to ‘wash’ but to hurriedly clean her face and put on fresh make-up, for the long flight out from England must have left her feeling like a wreck. Poor Mum, Jon thought with a tenderness she would never lose, it meant so much to her to look nice. 

Now, her mother gone, Jon found herself alone with this man to whom they owed so much and on whom they were dependent, not financially but for advice. 

She stared at him, seeing him, perhaps, properly for the first time. A tall ugly man who yet managed to be good-looking. A square face, deeply tanned by the sun, his eyes were half-closed as he stared at her thoughtfully. 

‘Well?’ he said. ‘D’you think we might sit down and relax?’ 

Again her cheeks burned. ‘Of course.’ Hastily she sat down, tugging at her skirts. How awkward they could be, she thought irritably, still uncomfortably conscious of his amused, almost assessing look. ‘Did you—did you really think I was going to be a boy?’ she asked abruptly. 

He smiled, and it startled her, for she saw his eyes were green. He was the first man she had ever known with green eyes. But his hair wasn’t red. It was blond, almost bleached white by the sun. 

She could not forget the moment when their plane landed with a slight bump and her mother, unused to flying, had grabbed her hand tightly, her lovely face frightened. They had gone down the steps and this big man had come up to greet them. It was a small airport and there was no need to produce passports and visas as they had had to do at an earlier landing. 

‘Mrs Hampton,’ the man had said, smiling but totally ignoring Jon. ‘Welcome.’ Then he had looked round. ‘But where is your son?’ 

‘My son?’ Jon’s mother, still a little unsteady on her feet, had looked dazed. ‘I haven’t got a son. This is my daughter, Jon.’ 

And then Alex Roe had stared at her, his eyes half-closed, his mouth obviously trying not to break into a smile as he apologized. 

‘I am sorry. I thought Jon was a masculine name.’ 

Jon had blushed, thinking of how many times she had been teased about her name. Her mother had merely laughed and the matter was forgotten, but not by Jon. 

Now, sitting alone with Alex Roe, Jon leant forward. ‘Surely Uncle Ned told you I was a girl?’ 

‘He always talked about his little Jon—or his heir. Never his heiress. He talked of you a lot. He loved you dearly, you know?’ 

Jon’s eyes stung and it took her a moment to answer. ‘I loved him, too.’ 

Her eyes grew dreamy as she kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under her, clasping her hands. Her pale yellow frock was crumpled, the heat had caused her make-up to run, she knew her nose must be shining, her hair limp, but none of these things really worried Jon, and certainly not at a moment like this when she was looking back down the years. Nine whole years, in fact. 

‘You see . . .’ she said, thinking aloud, not noticing the way Alex was watching her intently, ‘Dad died when I was five and we went to live with my grandparents. Mum was wonderful. She had married straight from school, but now she went out to work and Gran so-say looked after me, but it was really my grandfather who did. He was known as old John, and somehow, as I grew up I hated my real name.’ 

‘What is your real name?’ 

‘Joanne Undine Rebecca,’ Jon said solemnly, and as he laughed, her face relaxed into laughter, too. ‘Now you do see why I hated it? It was too ghastly for words.’ 

‘But why Jon and not Joanne?’ 

‘Because everyone said I looked just like my grandfather. Same colour eyes and hair, same stubbornness.’ She smiled suddenly. ‘I know I am. I can be very difficult sometimes. So he was old Jon and I was young Jon . . .’ 

She paused, no longer amused, for she saw he was still laughing, this time at her and not with her. Her cheeks hot, she looked at him. 

‘I don’t see that it’s so strange. After all, lots of girls today are called Jon. In any case, your name is a girl’s. Alex is short for Alexandra.’ 

He laughed outright. ‘That was a good try, but not a success, my little Jon. Alex is short for Alexander. Remember your history? Alexander the Great? My mother had great ambitions for me. Anyhow, please go on. You lived with your grandparents and your mother went out to work. What did you do? Learn shorthand and typing?’ 

She hated him for the patronage in his voice. ‘I went to college and am a pharmacist,’ she said proudly. She had worked hard, got a good job with a high salary, her own car with money enough for regular trips to the Continent. 

‘A pharmacist?’ He sounded more surprised than impressed. ‘Well, I never did! I thought all pharmacists were men.’ 

‘You seem to have a complex about women,’ Jon said sharply. ‘Do you think we’re all dumb blondes?’ 

‘You’re hardly a blonde, unless you’ve dyed your hair,’ he said, laughing, and although it was against her will, she found herself laughing as well. 

‘Let’s return to your Uncle Ned. I gather he was the black sheep of the family?’ 

‘Yes, but that wasn’t fair. Granddad always said so. You see my grandfather had a family business. They were all architects and Ned, as the eldest son, was expected to carry on the family tradition. But he broke away and went to an agricultural college. His father understood, but his mother never forgave him. Gran was hard, at times. Nor did my mother because, you see, my father took Uncle Ned’s place and . . .well, he actually died when doing a job which Uncle Ned should have been doing, surveying some land which gave way and he was . . .well . . .’

Jon paused, looking anxiously at the door that led to the house, for it was a subject her mother refused to discuss. 

‘Anyhow, Uncle Ned had left years before and they heard little about him, but the family solicitor had his address and when my grandparents died, Gran first and Granddad only three months later, Mr Williams, our solicitor, must have cabled Uncle Ned, because he flew back at once and took over. I don’t know how we’d have managed without him.’ 

‘And your mother? She forgave him?’ 

Jon sighed. ‘I’m afraid she couldn’t. She loved Dad so much, you see. She married him when she was seventeen and I was born when she was only eighteen, then she lost Dad when she was twenty-three, and I guess it was pretty tough.’ 

‘But how could it have been your uncle’s fault? Maybe if he’d been doing the surveying he’d have recognized the crack in the ground. Surely your mother could see that?’ 

Jon stiffened. ‘It’s easy to talk, but unless you’ve lost someone who means everything to you, you can’t understand,’ she began indignantly, but he ignored her words and went on: 

‘So your uncle flew over and took charge of everything. Was there much to do?’ 

Sighing, Jon ran her hand through her damp hair. Gosh, was it hot, she thought as she found herself longing for a nice long cool bath and a drink full of ice. 

‘I honestly don’t know. I was only fourteen, but Mr Williams had warned us that by the time the death duties were paid, there wouldn’t be much money. However, fortunately he was wrong, because in the end, we had quite a nice income.’ 

Alex Roe smiled, took out a silver cigarette case and offered her a cigarette. When she shook her head, he nodded. 

‘Wise girl! Awful waste of money,’ he said, lighting one for himself, then he looked at her and said casually, ‘Your uncle gave you that income.’ 

‘Uncle Ned?’ Jon leant forward. ‘Uncle Ned . . . ?’ She caught her breath. All those years and they had not known. ‘I must tell Mum.’ 

Alex shook his head. ‘He didn’t want her to know. He loved you very much.’ 

Jon’s eyes were bright. ‘I loved him, too. He was so kind, so understanding, and we both had loved Granddad so much. Mum got on well with Gran, but Granddad had meant everything to me. It was terrible to lose him and somehow Uncle Ned helped me get over it.’ 

‘When he came back, you wrote?’ 

Her cheeks burned uncomfortably. ‘I did, but Mum . . .’ 

‘Didn’t approve?’ 

‘No. I . . . well, I even gave Uncle Ned the address of one of my friends, but she brought a letter round one day when Mum was there and . . . well . . .’ Jon hesitated. She didn’t want to tell Alex Roe, but she could vividly remember the emotional scene, her mother’s tears, bitter words, accusation of disloyalty, the repetition of the old words: ‘If Ned had done his duty, Dad would be alive today, because he never wanted to be an architect. It was all your uncle’s fault.’ Even as it hurt Jon, she had understood, for in her mother’s world there was only right or wrong, nothing in between. It seemed odd that anyone so lovely as her mother could be so narrow-minded, so full of bitterness, even of hatred, yet Jon always thought it might be due to her mother’s strict upbringing by aged parents, for there had to be a reason or a cause. 

‘I’m beginning to understand a lot of things,’ Alex said slowly. ‘I only wonder your mother hasn’t married again, because she’s most attractive.’ 

Grateful for the chance to change the conversation, Jon unwound her legs, letting them swing down as she leaned forward. ‘I know. That’s how I feel. I want her to marry again. She’s so young.’ 

‘How old are you?’ 

‘Twenty-three.’ 

‘You look barely seventeen,’ he teased. 

‘Is that a crime?’ she asked coldly. 

‘Of course not.’ He laughed again. ‘That makes your mother only forty-one. I wonder why she never remarried. I’m sure she must have had plenty of chances.’ 

‘Oh, she has. There was Bill in Bexhill where we lived. I liked him and I thought . . . but then we heard about this and Mum said I couldn’t come out to cope with the farm alone, so she . . . she came out.’ Suddenly worried by his silence, Jon looked at him. ‘She’s wonderful, you know. She’s sacrificed a lot for me.’ 

His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. ‘I can believe it,’ he said, but something in his voice told her he didn’t. 

Jon twisted her hands together, avoiding looking at him, for she was hoping he could not read the thoughts in her head. Her mother’s ‘sacrifices’, if they had been that, had been wasted. Jon had longed to work her way round the world, but how could she leave her mother who was so dependent on her? 

‘Did you have a boy-friend you had to leave?’ Alex sounded amused and to Jon’s utter humiliation, she felt her cheeks burning again. 

‘Yes,’ she began, about to tell him of shy Jimmy, a year younger than she was and who was a marvellous dancer but that was all. 

At that moment a plumpish African girl in a blue frock and crisp white apron came out on the stoep, carrying a large brass tray with glasses, bottles of orange and lemonade, and an ice bucket. 

‘Thanks, Violet,’ Alex said, and Jon stared at the girl, who gave her a quick curious look back. 

Jon knew there were two maids. The other would be Dorcas, then. It seemed odd, Jon thought, to think of her new life with servants to do all the work, garden boys and a large number of farm workers. She remembered the small two-bedroomed flat on the Bexhill front with the floor polisher, vacuum cleaner and small but adequate washing machine and spin dryer. It would be odd to have no housework to do. She wondered if they did the cooking. 

‘Violet’s the cook,’ Alex said, almost as if he was able to read Jon’s thoughts. He stood up, to pour out the drinks. ‘A darned good one. Your Uncle Ned was fussy about his food.’ 

At that moment, Jon’s mother joined them. She looked cool and beautiful in a yellow kaftan with loose sleeves, her dark hair shining, her long dark lashes against her creamy skin adding to the beauty of her eyes. 

‘How lovely—a cold drink! There’s plenty of water, if you feel like a bath. Sorry I’ve been so long, but I suddenly felt so wet and sticky in this dreadful heat,’ she said, and sat down with her usual gracefulness. 

Alex passed her glass to her. ‘I’ve arranged a cold lunch for you about one o’clock. That’ll give Jon time to have a bath. Then I suggest you both rest this afternoon and I’ll be along later to show you round the place and I hope, if you’re not too tired,’ he smiled at Jon’s mother, ‘I would like you and your daughter to come to dinner tonight. First nights in strange houses are always dismal and there are a few people I’d like you to meet. That is, of course, if you’re not too tired,’ he repeated, looking anxiously at Jon’s mother. 

Ursula Hampton’s eyes shone. ‘We’d love it, wouldn’t we, Jon?’ she said, and sounded so pleased that although Jon felt more like curling up in bed for the next twenty-four hours, she had to agree with a smile. 

They watched the car drive down the rutty earth track, over the cattle trap and then on to the wide earth road. 

Ursula Hampton turned to her daughter with a smile. ‘Maybe life here won’t be so bad after all, darling. He seems quite nice, doesn’t he?’ 

Jon yawned. ‘He’s all right, I suppose. I must go and bath,’ she said, and went inside. 

*          *          *

After Jon had had her bath, the lunch was served in a square shaped room where there was a fan bringing in the breeze. It was a pleasant but simple room with white walls and dark brown antique furniture. The table was circular, there was a Welsh dresser and a long sideboard. The curtains were yellow and there were yellow grass mats on the polished brown boards. 

Dorcas, a thin African girl in a yellow and white check overall with a white apron, waited on them. She moved lightly and silently, but smiled when they thanked her It was a simple but delicious meal of cold ham and salad with sliced onions, tomatoes and lettuce. Afterwards they had ice cream. 

‘Your Uncle Ned certainly lived well,’ Jon’s mother said dryly. 

Jon looked up quickly, but fought back the words she wanted to say. Why shouldn’t Uncle Ned live well? she asked herself silently. He had earned the money. She still could not get over the fact that it had been Uncle Ned’s money they had lived on for these long nine years. She longed to tell her mother, but Alex Roe had been very definite about Uncle Ned’s desire for it not to be known. Surely the knowledge would make her mother think more kindly of poor Uncle Ned? On the other hand, her mother might say it was a sign of his feeling of guilt—or even that as Uncle Ned was the eldest of the family, it was his duty . . . That was something her elderly parents had taught her. 

But Jon herself knew that she would never forget it. How good of him, how thoughtful and understanding. 

Dear Uncle Ned who had given her the farm and the money. That had annoyed her mother. 

‘He should have left it to me. You’re too young, Jon,’ she had said angrily. 

Jon had tried to find a logical reason to remove the hurt her mother obviously felt. ‘He knew you were a city girl, Mum, and that my dream has always been to live in the country.’ 

How startled her mother had looked! ‘Has it? I never knew,’ she had said, but Jon had changed the subject, for it was true, her dream had always been to live near mountains where there were wide open spaces and a lake or sea. Here—the first two parts of her dream had come true, but, so far, there was no river or lake in sight! 

Now, as they ate their lunch with Dorcas moving quietly round the room, Jon’s mother talked of their new home. 

‘It’s quite nice, but I had no idea we’d be so isolated, Jon. Your uncle should have thought of that. Two women living alone.’ 

‘I expect we’ll have a night-watchman, Mum.’ 

‘If we can trust him.’ Jon’s mother played with a piece of bread, gazing out of the window across the valley to the distant blue-grey mountains. ‘I wonder where the town is. We didn’t pass any shops or houses on the way here. I wonder if we did the right thing in coming out, Jon. Maybe we should have taken Mr Williams’ advice and sold the farm.’ 

‘But he didn’t advise us to sell it, Mummy. He merely said that if we were unhappy here we could sell it. Uncle Ned wanted me . . . us . . . to live here and we must give it a try.’ 

Her mother sighed. ‘I suppose so, but somehow I can’t see us settling here for good. Now, be honest, can you, Jon?’ 

Worriedly Jon looked at her mother. How frail and unhappy she looked! If this sort of life was really impossible for her, Jon thought, but somehow she managed to smile: ‘Let’s give it a chance, Mum, and if it doesn’t work out, we’ll think about selling it.’ 

Her mother smiled, lifting her hand to touch her pretty dark hair. ‘All right, darling, but somehow I have a feeling that we won’t be here for long.’ 

They had coffee outside on the mosquito-screened stoep. It was very hot and the mountains were vanishing in a haze. 

‘It’s so terribly quiet,’ Jon’s mother said. ‘Almost eerie. I wonder if we have any people near us. It’s so lonely. Maybe we’re the only people for miles and miles.’ 

‘There must be people, Mum. Alex said he would introduce us to some this evening.’ Jon stifled a sigh. Strange how different she and her mother were. Already Jon loved the quiet serenity of the silence, the isolation, the scent of the gardenias, the lovely colour of the purple creepers, the tiny lizard she had just watched scuttle over the stones and up the wall as if aware of danger, but her mother was yawning, seeing none of the beauty. 

‘Well, I don’t know about you, darling, but I feel like a good rest.’ 

‘You are feeling better?’ Jon asked anxiously. 

Her mother laughed. ‘Yes, but I must confess I prefer being on terra firma. That last flight really scared me.’ 

They went into the quiet house, separating to go to their own bedrooms. 

Jon liked hers. It was austere in a masculine way with a single bed against the wall. Uncle Ned must have been fond of yellow for her curtains, too, were that colour. There was a chest of drawers with a small mirror on the wall and a large cupboard. But Jon stood by the open window, shielded from the mosquitoes by a screen, as she looked almost hungrily at the mountain peaks, fast vanishing in the heat haze. She unpacked, hanging up her clothes. Thinking of the trunks and crates that were coming out by sea, she knew a moment of dismay. Had they done the right thing, she wondered, making such a decision, giving up the flat, selling the furniture and rushing out here? It had been her mother’s idea, then, yet now . . . 

‘Alex Roe is coming at four o’clock,’ Jon’s mother said urgently, standing by Jon’s bedside. 

Slowly and with difficulty, Jon woke up. She yawned, stretching herself. ‘I must have been tired.’ 

‘You’ve only got ten minutes.’ Ursula Hampton hesitated. ‘Jon, I wonder what we should wear tonight? First impressions are so important.’ 

Jon slid out of bed and shrugged. ‘We’ll ask him if it’s black tie.’ 

‘Black tie?’ 

Jon laughed. ‘That’s what they call it when you have to dress up. Surely you knew?’ 

‘My friends never dressed up, unfortunately,’ Ursula Hampton said sadly. ‘Bill always said it was too much bother. If they knew what it means to us! It’s so much more fun. Well, darling, you’d better get going. Alex Roe is a busy man and . . .’ 

‘I know, Mum,’ Jon said patiently, and hurried to the bathroom where she had a quick shower. Then she dressed, pulling on a pink cotton frock for the time being. It was much too thick, she thought. Somehow they must find some shops so that they could buy some thin dresses, more suitable for this intense heat. 

She was on the stoep as the big black car drew up. Alex got out. He was wearing khaki shorts and a matching shirt. His hair was damp as he smiled at her and opened the car door. 

Out tumbled three dogs who hurtled through the air towards Jon, and Alex called sharply: 

‘Steady on, Rex, Sandy, Jock! Calm down!’ He grabbed at the dogs and they looked up at him, their tails wagging. ‘Sorry about that, Jon,’ he said. ‘I should have let them out one by one. These are your dogs, incidentally.’ 

‘Mine?’ Jon stared at him, her eyes wide with delight. ‘They were Uncle Ned’s?’ 

‘Yes, I’ve been looking after them. You like dogs?’ 

‘And how!’ Jon held out her hands invitingly and the dogs came round her, sniffing at her suspiciously at first, then finally showing their acceptance of her friendliness by licking her hands. 

Alex turned to open the car door for a moment. When he came back, he held a small cat in his arms. ‘This is also yours,’ he said. ‘Little Tim, Uncle Ned called him. It was a stray kitten he found in the market, terribly thin and covered with sores.’ 

‘He looks all right now,’ Jon said as she took the small bundle of fur in her arms. 

‘What on earth!’ 

She swung round as she heard her mother’s startled voice. ‘Our watchdogs, Mum. They’ll look after us all right.’ 

Alex smiled. ‘You also have a good night watchman, Mrs Hampton. You have nothing to worry about.’ 

‘It seems so lonely after living in a flat, Mr Roe.’ 

‘I’m sure it must. Look, couldn’t you call me Alex? We don’t go in for formalities here.’ 

Jon saw her mother’s face brighten. ‘I’m glad. My name is Ursula,’ Mrs Hampton said quickly, ‘Alex.’ 

Alex Roe gave a little bow. ‘Thank you, Ursula.’ He turned to Jon. ‘Would you care to be shown round? That is, if you want to see it all?’ 

‘Of course,’ Jon said quickly. What a stupid question, she thought. Naturally she wanted to see her farm. 

Alex had turned to her mother. ‘Would you care to?’ but Ursula Hampton was shaking her head as she sat down. She had put on a blue skirt and thin, matching blouse. Now the boxer, Sandy, came up to nuzzle his nose against her hand. 

‘Some other time, Alex, thanks. I’m still tired.’ 

Alex nodded. Then he led the way into the house, Jon following him. ‘That,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘is called a stoep out here. Spelled S.T.O.E.P. Not a verandah.’ 

‘I see.’ Jon had already wandered round the house, but now Alex showed her the small office with the filing cabinet, desk and typewriter. 

‘Your uncle was clever at figures and he has a good African clerk who does most of the work. You’ll soon grasp it. Pay day is always busy, but . . .’ 

‘How many people will I be employing?’ 

‘Depends on the season. Being October, this is our spring. We’re ploughing and planting like mad. It’s also dependent on the weather, of course. If it rains we can’t plough. Most of the work is done by piece work, but of course there are a number of regular workers, too.’ 

They went into the lounge that ran the width of the house, with two french windows opening on to the stoep. It was an attractive room with deep comfortable armchairs, oil paintings on the walls of sea scenes, brocaded curtains, a number of small coffee tables. 

‘Your uncle entertained a lot,’ Alex said casually. ‘He was a popular man and a bachelor, too. That always helps, so he was often invited out.’ 

‘Are you married?’ Jon asked—and then wondered what had made her ask such a silly question, for she was not the slightest bit interested. 

‘Not yet.’ Alex gave her a quick amused look. ‘So far I’ve managed to steer clear of that hazard.’ 

He led the way to the kitchen. It was clean and neat with a huge fridge with its deep freeze. There was a double sink and many cupboards. 

‘Why didn’t Uncle Ned marry?’ Jon asked, thinking this did not look like a bachelor’s home. 

Alex gave her a strange look as he followed her through the kitchen door and they stood on the concrete paving in the hot sunshine. On one side were several white buildings and Jon could hear the sound of music coming from one of them. 

‘Don’t you know?’ Alex asked her. 

Jon looked up at him. What a strangely ugly face, she thought again, and looked for the word to describe it. Craggy? He had a biggish nose and a square chin and that dark sun-tan. And those strange green eyes you rarely saw, for most of the time his eyes were half closed. 

‘No, I don’t know,’ she said. 

Alex looked down at her. ‘He loved your mother.’ 

Jon’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh, no! Poor Uncle Ned! But when . . . He’d gone away when Mum met Daddy.’ 

‘When your grandparents died and he went over to help you out. Your mother had been a widow for nine years, but she made it very plain that she still hated the sight of your uncle.’ 

‘Poor Uncle Ned! How wonderful if . . .’ 

Alex shrugged. ‘I doubt if it would have worked. It’s no good forgiving if you can’t forget. It wasn’t to be, so . . .’ 

Impulsively Jon caught hold of his arm. ‘If he loved her, why did he leave everything to me?’ 

Looking grave, Alex Roe told her, ‘He was afraid that your mother, in her bitterness, might refuse to accept it and that would have hurt you. He wanted you to have it because he knew you loved him.’ 

‘I see . . .’ Jon said thoughtfully, thinking of the long years Uncle Ned had lived there alone, remembering the woman he loved who could never forgive him for something that was not his fault. 

‘We’d better get cracking,’ Alex said curtly. ‘I haven’t time to waste.’ 

‘I’m ready,’ she said at once, frowning because he had implied that she was wasting his time and actually he had been the one doing most of the talking. 

The walk round was quick, and although Jon tried to look intelligent and as if she understood everything Alex said, most of the time she was completely lost. Never before had she seen pineapples growing, but here they were, acres and acres of them, stretching away as far as the eyes could see. 

Had she been asked, she might have said she thought they grew on trees like coconuts. Someone, hearing Jon had inherited a farm of pineapples, had told her seriously that they grew in the ground like carrots! 

But they didn’t. They grew on plants which were about two to three feet tall. The plants had long pointed spiky leaves, and had thorns with the fruit half-hidden. 

‘It takes two years after planting to bear fruit,’ Alex was saying curtly as he strode along rapidly, Jon almost breathless but managing to keep up with him. ‘You then get fruit every year. However, after five years, you have to uproot the plants, plough the land and plant again.’ 

He showed her the compound where the workers lived, showed her some women picking pineapples. All the time he talked brusquely, mostly over his shoulder as she tagged breathlessly behind him, and often she was lost, but somehow didn’t like to ask him to explain more slowly in case he looked upon her as ‘a dumb brunette’. 

The dogs had gone with them, and were leaping over the pineapples, chasing the birds that came down to tease them by swooping low and then rising up in the air as the dogs barked. 

As they walked back towards the house, Alex looked down at the quiet girl by his side. ‘Well, how are you going to like being a farmer?’ 

She drew a long deep breath. ‘I think I shall love it.’ 

She saw the amused look on his face as he asked: ‘You really think you could run this farm? You don’t want to sell it?’ 

Startled, she stood still, looking up at him. ‘What makes you think I’d want to sell it?’ 

‘A number of reasons. You’re obviously a city girl, knowing nothing about farming. You could get a good price for this farm. Good money.’ 

‘I’m not interested in money,’ she said firmly. ‘Uncle Ned left me the farm and I intend to run it.’ 

‘That’s very brave of you.’ She could see how his mouth twisted as if he was trying not to smile. ‘Now let’s see how much you’ve grasped.’ 

He immediately shot a number of questions at her. She tried her best to answer them, but knew she had dismally failed. 

He laughed as if triumphant. ‘You’ve got an awful lot to learn.’ 

She glared at him. It hadn’t been necessary to humiliate her so. 

‘So had you, once. You told me Uncle Ned . . .’ 

Alex laughed outright. ‘Touché! You win and I lose. I was lucky, because I had Uncle Ned.’ 

And I have you, she thought silently. You may be a help, but you’re also a pain in the neck. 

They walked the rest of the way in silence, Jon trying to keep calm but glancing now and then at the man by her side. He was a mass of contradictions. Sometimes easy to talk to, sometimes understanding, and, at other times so horribly unpleasant. 

At his car, they stopped. ‘I’ll pick you up at a quarter to seven,’ he said curtly. 

Jon remembered something. ‘Mum wondered what we should wear.’ 

Alex looked at her and smiled. ‘Clothes, little Jon, what else?’ 

Jon’s face burned. ‘You know very well what I mean. Do we dress up?’ 

Alex ran his hand through his hair and looked thoughtful. 

‘Madeleine always does. I suppose one could say cocktail party frocks. Trouser suits are acceptable.’ He smiled. ‘See you later.’ 

She watched him drive away, then turned and walked slowly towards the house. Who was Madeleine? she wondered. 

*          *          *

As Jon showered and dressed, she thought how totally different this new life was going to be from their life in England. She was glad the dogs had come, for already her mother sounded happier as Sandy, the friendly boxer, had adopted her and now followed her wherever she went. 

‘What a difference it makes,’ Jon’s mother had said, and a lot of Jon’s anxiety was lifted as her mother continued, ‘That awful quietness has gone.’ 

Rex, the Alsatian, seemed to have chosen Jon and she already loved his questioning eyes and the way he stood close to her, not touching her but as if telling her that he was there if she needed him. Jock, the spaniel, was something of a problem, for he ignored everyone, going straight for his basket under the kitchen table, curling up and going to sleep. 

Jon had wondered about how to feed the dogs, but Violet, the plump, cheerful African girl, had smiled, saying she knew. 

Wondering what dress to wear, Jon looked through her wardrobe. Finally she chose a dark crimson kaftan with loose sleeves and gilt trimming. She made up carefully, then brushed her hair, thinking as she did, wondering who this Madeleine was that Alex Roe had mentioned. Was she the girl he planned to marry eventually? He had joked about it, but then, with Alex, you were never quite sure when he was serious or teasing. 

She put on gold sandals with flowers on the straps. She looked out of the window. Already the night was beginning to close in. The sun was going down half-hidden by the mountains, but the sky was a mixture of pale green with streaks of red and gold. How early it got dark out here in Africa, she was thinking, as the electric light suddenly went on and she heard the rackety roar of an engine. That meant they had their own engine. She had a vague memory of Alex telling her this, but there was so much to try to remember. She wondered who switched it on and off. Did it run all night? 

All questions that only Alex Roe could answer—which meant that she must swallow her pride and ask them! 

She sighed now as she looked in the mirror. Alex was right. She looked ridiculously young. Tonight she felt as young and helpless as she looked! It was so easy to talk confidently, but was she going to be able to run the farm— alone? She hadn’t a clue. Not a single clue. Of course there was Alex to help her as he had been helped by Uncle Ned. But how long would she take to learn it all? He had his own life to lead . . . besides, she thought, as she got into the kaftan, she hated the thought of having to be dependent on him. Or on anyone, for that matter. 

‘Jon!’ her mother called. ‘Come and zip me up, darling.’ 

With one last look in the mirror, Jon hurried to the next room. It was similar to hers, but the colour scheme was different. In here the curtains were made of deep red and black striped material with a matching rug. 

Her mother was peering into the mirror. ‘How can you be expected to see in this bad light?’ she was grumbling. She was wearing a long green velvet gown. Its very simplicity ensured its elegance, Jon thought. Her mother had brushed her dark hair up, piling it high on her head. She wore a diamond necklace and matching ear-rings, but, Jon thought with dismay, wasn’t it rather overdressed for a cocktail party? Knowing how sensitive her mother was, she was tempted to remark on this, but then decided to say nothing. 

Sandy, the boxer, lay patiently watching as Jon did up the long back zipper. 

‘You look super, Mum.’ 

Her mother smiled. ‘Thanks, darling. First impressions are so important. I wonder what sort of social life one has here. I do hope we make lots of friends. It would be so nice to have a full social life,’ she added, almost wistfully. 

Jon looked at her in dismay and hoped her face didn’t show it. Surely her mother couldn’t mean it? she thought. A farm in an isolated district hardly promised a busy ‘social life’. They’d probably get to know a few families around, but . . . 

‘You had friends in Bexhill, Mum.’ 

‘They were so boring, Jon. Bill never stopped talking about cricket. Sometimes I wanted to scream. When is Alex picking us up?’ 

‘In ten minutes. I must just finish my face.’ 

‘Let me look at you, darling. A pretty frock, but . . . well, Jon dear isn’t it a little . . . well, casual? I mean a kaftan is only a housecoat, after all.’ 

Jon smiled, wondering what her mother would say if she pointed out that if a kaftan was ‘casual’ a long velvet gown had gone to the other extreme. 

‘Kaftans are all the rage in the fashion world, Mum. Besides, it is comfortable. See you in a moment.’ 

In her room, she stared round, surprised. In that short space of time while she had been with her mother, either Dorcas or Violet had quietly come in, turned down the bed, pulled the curtains across and tidied away the dirty clothes. 

Jon laughed at herself. Now she was a lady of leisure with two maids to look after her, so she must adapt to this new life. How strange it seemed after life in Bexhill, for she had always been the tidy one, cooking the meals, doing the washing, tidying things away, for she knew her mother got very tired doing her job as hotel receptionist and book-keeper, though she never complained. 

Having one last look at her reflection in the mirror, Jon asked herself a question. 

‘Tell me, Jon, are you going to like this new life?’ 

She scowled at herself, her firm young mouth tightening. She most certainly was. This was what Uncle Ned wanted. That she should have the farm and enjoy life here just as he had done. 

‘Jon,’ her mother called, ‘Alex is here.’ 

‘Coming!’ 

Unconsciously she braced herself and as she joined them, seeing her mother talking eagerly to the tall man, she was prepared for that familiar look of amusement in his eyes. 

‘All right,’ Jon said wearily. ‘You don’t have to tell me. I look younger than ever.’ 

Alex put his head back and laughed. ‘You read my thoughts so accurately, but why get so mad about looking young? In twenty years’ time you’ll be glad you do.’ 

‘In twenty years’ time I’ll . . .’ 

‘Look twenty-three,’ he teased. 

‘She always looked young,’ Ursula said. 

Alex turned to her at once. ‘And so do you, Ursula. You look ridiculously young to have a daughter of twenty-three. You must have married out of the cradle.’ 

Jon saw the glow of happiness in her mother’s eyes. Bless her, Jon thought, this was just what her mother needed. In Bexhill, they’d known so few people of her mother’s age group. Most were too young or too old. 

‘I had just left school,’ Ursula admitted as they went out to the car, a path across the dark grass shown by the lights of Alex’s car. 

‘The dogs . . .’ Jon said worriedly. 

Alex laughed. ‘They know. You just have to say Stay and they’ll wait for your return.’ 

‘I’m just not used to this way of living . . .’ Jon began. 

Alex was holding open the front door of the car for her mother, so Jon got in the back. 

‘You’ll get used to it, little Jon,’ he said as he slid in behind the steering wheel. The sky was fast darkening, but the car’s headlights blazed a bright trail ahead as he drove slowly. ‘Sorry about the bumps, but nearly all our roads are just earth tracks.’ 

Jon sat in the back quietly, listening to the two in front as they talked. Suddenly she felt nervous, wondering what sort of people they were going to meet. Would her mother find anyone who shared interests in common, who, as Uncle Ned used to say: ‘talked the same language’? Would her mother find it possible to make friends here? Or would she go on being unhappy? 

Jon dreaded the thought of being torn in two by her different loyalties—her love for her mother as against her strong feeling that she must carry out Uncle Ned’s wishes and live on and love his farm. Jon could only hope that such an occasion might never arise or she be asked to make a decision between the two. 

The car slowed down outside two big gates. Jon could see a high wire fence. 

‘Does . . . does our land come up this far?’ she asked. 

‘Yes. Your land runs alongside mine,’ Alex said as a tall African came to open the gates and lift his hand in greeting. 

‘Why the high fence?’ Jon asked as they drove through and she saw the African closing the gates behind them. 

‘Because I haven’t got a farm. It’s a wild life sanctuary. I doubt if you’ll see much tonight, but I have several giraffes, ostriches, impalas and a lot of wild birds.’ 

Jon leaned forward eagerly. ‘What fun! 

‘It’s also hard work,’ he said dryly. He drove up a steep climbing track and Jon saw that while her farm was in the valley, Alex’s was on the side of the mountain that was behind her farm and on which none of the windows looked, suggesting that the builder of the farmhouse had preferred the distant mountains to the overpowering closeness of the one behind him. 

‘I thought you farmed. You said Uncle Ned . . .’ Jon began. 

‘Yes,’ Alex laughed ‘I loathed pineapples, and judging from the way they behaved, I reckon they loathed me. I was not a success like your uncle. In the end, I gave up. I still grow some things, of course.’ 

‘Such as?’ 

‘Well, a little citrus, cotton, tomatoes, beans, potatoes, but most of my land is used for wild animals that are being slowly eliminated from our world.’ 

‘But that can’t pay!’ 

‘Really, Jon!’ her mother put in. ‘It’s no business of yours.’ 

But Alex laughed. ‘Naturally she’s interested now she’s a Farmer. Frankly, my place doesn’t pay yet, but I have other means of support. However, one day it will when I open it to visitors. We get a lot of tourists up here. Ah . . .’ His voice changed because of what was before them. 

Jon caught her breath with delight as she watched the little deer-like impala, caught in the bright glare of the headlights as they leapt high—some, in confusion, bumping in mid-air, caught in the light at one moment, vanishing into the dark night the next, they were like tiny ballet dancers. 

‘They must be rather a hazard when driving,’ her mother said. 

‘They would be out on the main roads, but I tell my friends that they must drive slowly here. Well, Jon, what did you think of them?’ 

‘Absolutely lovely!’ Jon’s voice had a dreamlike quality. ‘Incredibly beautiful. I’ve never ever seen anything like it.’ 

The track ahead curved and suddenly the headlights shone on the house. Surprisingly, to Jon, it was a modern house, built L-shaped with a long verandah . . no, Jon corrected herself, stoep, of course. It had huge picture windows with curtains drawn but light glowing through them. 

As the car stopped, Jon noticed there were two other cars already there. 

‘Then we’re not the first?’ she asked, unaware of the dismay in her voice. 

‘Madeleine always comes early to get everything organized. Or,’ Alex’s voice was amused, ‘she likes to think she gets them under control. I have a very good houseboy, Jeremiah, who doesn’t need help. He’s been with me for ten years.’ 

Alex opened the car door and helped Ursula out while Jon was scrambling ungracefully from the back seat. There were large lamps on the front of the house, throwing light over the paved courtyard. 

As they went up the few steps to the stoep, the door opened. 

‘There you are at last, Alex! I wondered . . .’ an impatient feminine voice began, and then Jon saw her. It could only be Madeleine, she thought—and thought rightly. 

Madeleine was tall with the sort of figure every woman wants. Slim, she looked perfect in a long white silk frock, with matching white sandals. Her blonde hair was twisted up into a high elegant style, and she wore green emerald ear-rings. Her blue eyes were wide with amazement as she stared at Alex’s companions. 

‘Who on . . .’ she began, but Alex gave her no time to finish the sentence. 

‘Ursula, I want you to meet Madeleine Cox. Her parents have the farm on the other side of me. Madeleine, this is Mrs Hampton and her daughter, Jon.’ 

‘Daughter? But we thought . . .’ The beautiful girl stared at Jon, her eyes assessing her, Jon felt. 

Alex laughed. ‘I know. Everyone thought that, but it seems that she’s called Jon after her grandfather. Who has come?’ 

‘The Joneses. Come in.’ Madeleine seemed to remember her manners and turned to Ursula. 

‘We’d like to,’ Alex said dryly, ‘if you’d move out of our way.’ 

For a moment, Madeleine looked startled, then annoyed, and then she laughed. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I was blocking the way.’ 

The house was even more beautiful inside than out, Jon thought, as Alex led the way. The lounge went the length of the house, the long part, and was furnished with perfect taste and comfort. Somehow, though, it didn’t look like a man’s house, she thought, then realized that his parents had lived here before him and that the silk curtains of that lovely peach colour were more likely to be his parents’ choice than his. The deep comfortable armchairs, the family portraits on the walls, the huge lamp shades and the different yet related colours made the room very beautiful. 

The Joneses were a middle-aged couple, he as fat as his wife was thin. They welcomed the newcomers and soon Ursula was sitting on the couch with them, answering questions, her face bright, her eyes shining. 

Gradually more and more visitors arrived until there were twelve. Jon, never one with a good memory, found it difficult to fit the name with the face, but she vaguely knew there was a Larry, a Ray, a Nina, an Annabelle, a Peter. One couple was young and obviously very much in love, another couple were in Ursula’s age group and talked mostly to her. The most maddening part for Jon was that everyone expressed surprise and amusement because she was a girl and not the boy they expected, and she found herself growing more and more irritable and wishing that she had been called Jo-Anne. 

Dinner was served in a round room with a round table. The satinwood furniture gleamed and was matched by the beautiful silver and glass. The curtains were a deep rose pink that matched the rugs on the polished floor. 

Prawn cocktails were followed by a wine-rich consommé followed by tender tasty venison and then by fruit salad. Jeremiah, a tall African in spotlessly white shorts and jacket, served them perfectly, helped by Natalie, the African girl in a black dress with white pleated apron and a tiny white cap perched on top of her black curls. Jon and Ursula sat on either side of Alex and he turned to Jon, as if able to sense the question in her mind. 

‘My mother was old-fashioned and she loved to cling to the days gone by, so she insisted on Natalie’s predecessors wearing this uniform. Actually Natalie deems it an honour to wear it, for she sees it as a status symbol and that it makes her far more superior than the other servants. They’re like children,’ Alex said with a tenderness that surprised Jon. ‘I’m lucky to have them both.’ 

It was a pleasant evening with Alex being the perfect host, yet Jon felt out of it. Everyone talked to her, but somehow she wanted to be left alone. There was so much to think about, so many problems to solve. At least her mother was happy, Jon thought, listening to her gay laughter. 

Madeleine acted the part of the hostess, though Alex seemed to ignore her. Not that she ever let him, for she was constantly asking him for a cigarette and when he held out his lighter, her hand would steady his and she would look up at him with a special sort of smile. 

Later, she came to sit by Jon. 

‘Quite happy?’ she asked, her voice husky. ‘I imagine we’re all rather oldies in your eyes, because you are very young.’ 

Jon bit back the angry words. ‘I’m twenty-three.’ 

‘Really?’ Madeleine’s voice gave the impression that she didn’t believe Jon for one moment. ‘I’m twenty-seven and Alex is thirty-five,’ she went on with a little laugh. ‘Just a nice difference.’ 

‘You’re engaged?’ Jon asked. 

Madeleine laughed again. ‘Not officially, but we have an understanding. Alex works so hard and has so much planned ahead that I don’t know when we can fit in a wedding. What are you going to do? Sell the farm, of course.’ 

Jon stiffened. ‘Why of course?’ 

‘Alex is sure you will. After all, what do you know about farming? Besides, this is no life for a girl like you. You couldn’t live alone.’ 

‘My mother is living with me.’ 

‘For how long?’ Madeleine looked at Jon with contempt in her eyes. Both girls looked across the room to where Ursula stood, talking to the young couple now, laughing, looking lovely. ‘Just how old is your mother?’ Madeleine asked, a strange note in her voice. 

‘Forty-one. She was eighteen when I was born.’ 

‘She looks even younger,’ Madeleine said thoughtfully, and then turned to Jon. ‘She’ll marry again, that’s for sure, then you couldn’t live here alone.’ 

The patronage in Madeleine’s voice riled Jon so much that she felt she must hit back. 

‘Maybe I shan’t be alone,’ she said with a smile. ‘Maybe I’ll be married, too.’ 
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