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Chapter |

L%rlett O’ Hara was not beautiful,

but men seldom realized it when
caught by her charm. She was always
the center of the party, and she knew
all the tricks to attract bachelors.

On that bright April afternoon of
1861, in the cool shade of the porch
of Tarra, her father’s plantation, she
got surprising news that Ashley’s
going to get engaged to Miss Melanie.
It was like a stunning blow and in the
first moments of shock,  Scarlett
couldn’t believe her ears.

Ashley to marry Melanie Hamilton!
That plain, weak girl! Oh, it couldn’t
be true. No. Ashley couldn’t be in love
with Melanie, because she, Scarlett,
was the one he loved she knew it!
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Suddenly an idea flashed like a
comet through her brain. “Why, Ashley
hasn’t an idea that I'm in love with

him! He’s been broken —hearted
because he thinks I'm in love with
Brent or Stuart or Cade. And probably
he thinks that if he can’t have me,
he might as well please his family
and marry Melanie. But if he knew I
did love him, he wouldn’t marry
her. I must think of some way to let
him know. So we can run away to
get married.

The next day, the Twelve Oaks
was thronged with guests. Scarlett
attracted almost all the unmarried
man in the party, especially Melanie'’s
brother, Charles Hamilton. She was
undoubtedly the most charming girl
of the barbecue, the center of attention.
But she felt that she had never been

more miserable in her life, for Ashley g
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had made no attempt to join' the
circle about her.
Then she thought: “If I can just

live through this barbecue till this
afternoon, I'll stay downstairs and
get to talk to Ashley.”

At noon when all the women were
sleeping upstairs, and men were
arguing about the war to the Yankees.
She stayed in the study, waiting for
Ashley to pass by.

Why, Scarlett! " sounded Ashley’s
voice suddenly. He stood in the hall
peering at her through the partly
opened door, a quizzical smile on
his face. “Who are you hiding from
Charles or the Tarletons? ”

So he had noticed how the men
had swarmed about her! She put out
a hand and drew him into the room.
He entered, puzzled but interested.
“What is it? A secret to tell me? ” he
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said, almost in a whisper.
“Yes. A secret. I love you.”
For an instant there was a silence

so acute it seemed that neither of
them even breathed. Then he smiled.
“Isn’t it enough that you’ve collected
every other man’s heart here today?
Do you want to make it unanimous?
Well, you’ve always had my heart,
you know.” he said, with the old,
teasing note.

“Ashley—Ashley— Tell me— oh, Don’t
tease me now! Have I your heart?
Oh, my dear, I love.”

His hand went across her lips,
swiftly. “You must not say these things,
Scarlett! You don’t mean them. You’
Il hate yourself for saying them, and
you’ll hate me for hearing them! ”

She jerked her head away. A hot
swift current was running through !
her. “I couldn’t ever hate you. I tell j‘i
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~you I love you and I know you must
care about me because Ashley, do

"

you care you do, don’t you?

“Yes,” he said, after a pause.“l
care.” If he had said he disliked
her, she could not have been more
frightened. She plucked at his sleeve,
speechless. But then he said, “I'm
going to marry Melanie. But I never
dreamed that you -You’'ve many
boyfriends. 1 thought Stuart. ”

“But you said you cared.”

“I shouldn’t have said it.”

Somewhere in her brain, a slow
fire rose and rage began to destroy
everything else. “Well, having been
cab enough to say it.”

His face went white. “I was a cad to
say it, as I’'m going to marry Melanie.
I shouldn’t have said it. I did you a
wrong and Mclanie a greater one.”

“You coward, you cad, you-You g
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made me believe you were going to
marry me.” She sprang to her feet,
her hands clenched. “I shall hate

you till I die, you cad—you son of a
bitch—" She could not think of any
“word bad enough.

“Scartett—please—" He put out his
hand toward her and, as he did, she
slapped him across the face with all
the strength she had. The red mark
of her hand showed plainly on his
white tired face. He said nothing,
but lifted her hand to his lips and
kissed it. Then he was gone before
she could speak again, closing the
door softly behind him.

Her hand dropped to a little table
beside her, fingering a tiny china
vase. She picked it up and hurled it

violently across the room toward the
fireplace. It broke with a little crash.
“This,” said a voice from the depths g
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_ of the sofa, “is too much.” Nothing
" had ever startled or frightened her
so much, and her mouth went too dry
for her to utter a sound. She caught
hold of the back of the chair, as
Rhett Butler rose from the sofa where
he had been lying and made her a
bow in an unnatural way.

“It was bad enough to have an after—
noon nap disturbed by such a passage
as I've been forced to hear, but why
should my life be endangered?

Oh God, he had heard everything!
“Sir, you should have made known
your presence.”

“Indeed? " His bold dark eyes laug—
hed at her. “But you were the intruder.
I was forced to wait for Mr. Kennedy
here where I thought I would be
undisturbed. But, alas! ” He shrugged
and laughed softly.

Her temper was beginning to rise g
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