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When Sara arrived to work at the hospital at Kwaheri in Tanzania, she found that Matt Halifax believed she had come only because of a family manoeuvre and that he doubted her abilities.

She would show him what it meant to have a
nurse
on his sisal estate, she told herself grimly.
And what was sisal anyway?



 


CHAPTER ONE


The
train from Dar-es-Salaam was pulling into another halt — it was too small to grace with the name of station — and Sara Wayne watched with amusement as the inevitable crowd of African children ran excitedly down the train begging for coppers.


‘Bananas, memsahib?’ one of them asked her, grinning all over his face. ‘Bananas for prettiest lady on train?’

Sara shook her head, wondering where he had learned that particular brand of flattery. He looked so dejected at her refusal that she very nearly relented, but a second later she saw him employing the selfsame tactics on another woman a little farther down, and such were her features that the little warm glow that the boy’s words had given her died an abrupt death.

‘Ah well,’ she told herself philosophically as the train came to an abrupt halt, ‘men were deceivers ever!’ And then she laughed at herself for making so much of the incident.

She heard the door of the next-door compartment open and glanced up to see a tall young man fling his suitcases into it from the corridor. He was so enormous that she wondered almost inevitably whether he was a Rugby footballer. His suit was well-cut and obviously expensive, too expensive, she reflected, for him to be in anything but the upper income brackets!

She watched him jump down on to the hard sun-baked ground that served as a platform and disappear into the crowds. Curious, she went out into the corridor and waited for him to come back. This was all part of the game she had been playing with herself ever since she had embarked on the Union Castle liner that had brought her out to Africa. The game consisted in guessing the occupations of her fellow-travellers, and she was becoming quite adept in the art.


She caught a glimpse of him, some way off, and noted with satisfaction the way the African porters treated him with a deference not accorded to all the other passengers. She had been right so far, she told herself. He was used to giving orders and obviously expected them to be carried out promptly and well. He was a very good candidate indeed for her game!


She lost sight of him then, for an anguished shout followed by twenty voluble voices all talking at once caught her attention at the other end of the train, where they were endeavouring to unload the new car of a por
tl
y and harassed-looking Greek farmer. There was a brief anxious moment as the car was poised perilously several feet off the ground, and then miraculously it was lowered down the two planks of wood to the earth amidst a further discussion as to its size and beauty.

Sara breathed a sigh of relief at its safe delivery and began to look for the young man again. He was walking towards her now, with an older woman beside him.


‘—How on earth did they talk you into it?’ she heard him ask. He had a pleasant speaking voice, she noted.

The older woman looked at him a little anxiously. She was tall, too, and very good-looking, though the heat was already spoiling the effect of what looked to be a brand-new perm, and the sun had etched in
little
premature lines around her eyes and mouth.


‘They didn’t
talk
me into it, dear,
’
she said a little dryly. ‘They bludgeoned me into it with a hurt silence! And you never know, she just may be possible. After all,
s
he is his niece, not hers!’

He looked down at her with a mixture of impatience
and affection.

‘Really, Mother, we can’t take the girl on as a nurse when all we know about her is that Mrs. Wayne
thinks
that she must have passed her State Registered exams by now!’

So he was a doctor, Sara hazarded. It was rather a disappointing conclusion to come to — not that she had anything against doctors, but he looked so tough, and of the great outdoors, and not in the least like any of the doctors she had ever known. Then, like a blinding flash, the rest of his conversation came to her. Mrs. Wayne! Not my aunt, oh, please God, she prayed, not my aunt!


But it seemed more than likely that that was exactly to whom he had been referring. Her aunt Laura, whom she had never met, but who had been so anxious for her to come out to Tanzania, partly as a companion to her cousin Felicity, and partly to work as a nurse on the huge sisal estate of which her uncle had been the manager before his untimely death in an accident.

Sara’s mouth tightened a little, for no one could have said that either of them had sounded as though they cared for her aunt, and it was just a little daunting to be faced with such hostility before she had even begun her new job. Though he needn’t have worried about her qualifications, she reflected bitterly, for she had not only passed her examinations extremely well, but had also won the gold medal for the best nurse of her year. She would show him what it meant to have a
nurse
on the estate, she told herself, and thought grimly of the positions she had turned down for the privilege of burying herself alive, miles from nowhere, in this heat-hazy land. And what was sisal anyway?


The train gave a sudden jolt and subsided again. She glanced at her watch and saw that there was only one more hour to go. Automatically she took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. That would just give her time to go along and have something to eat before she washed and re-packed her suitcase
.

The heat in the station was quite appalling. Almost everyone had a wilted and rather dog-eared appearance, and nobody minded at all when the African porters strolled towards their luggage rather than ran.

Sara gazed round her rather vaguely, wondering whether her aunt or her cousin had come to meet her. She saw her future employer and his mother already vanishing into the distance and was rather glad. It would have been embarrassing if they had noticed her and suggested that she drove on with him, and they could hardly have missed her, for it was obvious that they knew everyone else who had got off the train.

She stood for a moment on the platform wondering what was the best thing to do. Her suitcase was heavy and she was reluctant to carry it herself in the heat, but all the available porters had been grabbed, and so she picked it up and made her way towards the barrier. The young man, whose name she remembered was Halifax, had no fewer than three porters attending to him! All of them smiling broadly and suddenly active in the intense heat.

‘Do you know if Mrs. Wayne has come to meet me?’ she asked the ticket collector when her turn came to give up her ticket.


He nodded cheerfully and pointed over to a very old station wagon sitting in the yard.

‘You going out to Kwaheri, memsahib?’ he asked.

Sara nodded. It seemed odd that he should know the name of a farm some forty miles away.

‘You should have gone with Bwana Halifax,’ he told her, his eyes like saucers in his black face. ‘Memsahib Wayne very bad driver!’

He shook his head dolefully and picked up her suitcase, carrying it rapidly across to the car. Sara wondered what happened to the rest of the passengers’ tickets, but was too glad of his help to ask. There had only, after all, been about half a dozen people who had got
o
ff.

The car door swung open and a girl’s face peered round it. She looked hot and tired.

‘Are you Sara?’ she asked.

Sara took in the girl’s coppery, well-cut hair that contrasted so oddly with her old jeans and sailcloth shirt and smiled.

‘You’re Felicity?’

The other girl nodded, her m
o
uth curling into a smile.

‘Put that case in the back, Tom,’ she called to the ticket collector. ‘And here, catch!’ She threw him a silver coin that glinted in the fierce sunlight.

‘Thank you, memsahib!’ he cried, and dashed back to his post at the barrier.

‘Tom doesn’t seem to feel the heat as everyone else does,’ Felicity explained. ‘I think he really likes to run!’

She smiled again, the same slow smile as before, and immediately looked quite pretty. It was a pity that she didn’t smile more often, Sara thought, for her face was almost sullen in repose.

‘It was nice of you to come and meet me,’ she said out loud.

‘Oh, heavens, that’s nothing! I come down once a week anyway for the post, and Kwaheri’s not so far away — not
by our standards. You could have come on our local line, but I wouldn’t ask a dog to do it in this heat.’

She threw herself into the driver’s seat and reached across to open the other door for Sara.

‘I see Matt travelled up with you,’ she said. ‘His car broke down, or something. Did he make himself known? Or has he still got that pleasure to come?’

Sara thought back to the conversation she had overheard on the train and blushed a little.

‘I’m not sure that he’s going to find it entirely a pleasure,’ she said, laughing without very much amusement.

‘Why not?’ Felicity demanded. ‘Matt Halifax likes a pretty face as much as anyone else!’ She gave Sara a deep searching look. ‘And you’re not bad at all! With that skin, of course, you have a most unfair advantage!’

‘Of course!’ Sara agreed demurely. She had already learnt how much English women were envied their soft, rain-washed complexions by their expatriate sisters.

Felicity chuckled.

‘It’s going to be fun having you around,’ she said, and sighed. ‘That is, if you can put up with Mother. Most people can’t, but she’s not so bad really, if you handle her the right way.’

Sara felt rather uncomfortable. It would be much better, she thought, if she were left alone to find out about her aunt. It was rather daunting to feel that no one really cared for her.

‘If you can get on with her, I expect I can,’ she said as comfortably as she could.

Felicity looked relieved.

‘
You’ll be out most of the day anyway, I suppose,’ she said.

Felicity drove the car with a reckless abandon that had made her a byword on the Tanzanian roads. Everyone they met cowered out of her way until she was safely past, and Sara, had she not seen the gleam of satisfaction in the other girl’s eyes, might have been nervous of being swept over the countryside in such a manner. But as it was, she suspected that Felicity was only enjoying herself and had driven the elderly car so many miles that she knew exactly what it was capable of doing.

There was little to see but sisal, a harsh, spiky plant with as much charm as a cactus. If you like it, you go all the way, but if you don’t, you never will see what all the fuss is about.

‘What’s it all used for?’ Sara asked, ashamed to show her ignorance so early of her new surroundings but unable any longer to bear the suspense.

‘Sisal?’ Felicity asked. ‘Rope mostly. It’s a dying crop, though. Even the Royal Navy are using nylon now.’

‘Why don’t they grow something else, then?’ Sara asked
—
reasonably, she thought.

‘Nothing else would grow here. It’s sisal or nothing. But don’t feel too sorry for the owners, they made a packet during the war, and most of them are still making a fair living.’

Sara lapsed into silence. The ground certainly didn’t look very fertile. It was a dull reddy colour, with occasional hillocks that were completely barren, and the grass, such as it was, had been burned by the sun until it was the colour of ripe wheat. It looked a tough country, but Sara was already beginning to lose her heart to it. This was Africa, the land where the impossible happened every day.

As soon as she saw the house in the distance, Felicity put her foot down flat on the accelerator and the car sped forward almost as though it had suddenly sprouted wings.

‘Home!’ she explained. ‘We were lucky not to run into Matt’s dust. He really does drive at a shocking speed, but then his car has the legs and mine hasn’t!’ She grinned. ‘You can always tell who’s driving the Halifax Jaguar. Matt’s the fastest, Mrs. Halifax the slowest, and his sister the wildest! James doesn’t drive it much, he has a Land Rover of his own.’

‘James?’ Sara asked. Really, she thought, her aunt had told her very little about the estate.
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