
        
            
                
            
        

    NURSE WITH A DREAM
Norrey Ford
When Jacqueline Clarke came from France to nurse at a Yorkshire hospital, she had never known any Englishmen except her father. Soon she was to meet two very attractive ones; her farmer-cousin Guy, who ruled over his broad acres from a centuries-old farmhouse, and the distinguished surgeon of whom nurses spoke in awed whispers as “the great Mr. Broderick.” Guy fell in love and started proposing marriage almost at once, while she wasn’t supposed even to speak to Mr. Broderick—and what a sensation there was when she did! She couldn’t presume to imagine that he would ever give her a serious thought ... and yet the idea of him seemed to come persistently between her and Guy.
 



 
CHAPTER ONE
NURSE JACQUELINE CLARKE was doing temperatures in Lister Ward. It was a bleak, old-fashioned ward with high windows and walls tiled in a sickly green. Thirty old women occupied the high black-enamelled beds, each wearing a pink bed-jacket in a hue which clashed violently with the scarlet blankets.
Jacqueline looked as young and fresh as a May morning in her pink-striped cotton dress and clean, crisply starched apron, and her St. Simon’s cap with its becoming bow perched very correctly upon her smooth, silky hair, which was as fair and fine as ash-wood.
Old Mrs. Henn regarded Jacqueline with an unwinking stare. “Don’t want me temperature took. I never feel any better for it and it’s bad for me choobs.”
“Nonsense!” Jacqueline popped the thermometer in and took the scrawny wrist, smiling reassuringly at the old woman, whose white scalp shone clearly through thin yellow-grey hair. “It’s splendid for your tubes. Just the thing!”
The occupant of the next bed, Miss Pond, was scornful. “Mrs. Henn thinks nobody else is bronnical only her. She ought to have a gastric stomach like me, then she’d know!” Mrs. Henn glanced at her tormentor, thermometer sticking out of her toothless mouth like a jaunty cigarette.
They trust me, Jacqueline thought. Bless their old hearts, they don’t guess how little I really know yet, and how silly I feel, especially when Sister is watching me.
In which she was wrong, for the women knew exactly. They noted, with crafty experience, how anxiously she scanned the thermometer; how her slim cool fingers felt for the pulse, not dropping upon it with deadly accuracy like Sister or one of the senior nurses. They did not care. Sister understood their ailments very well, and there were plenty of doctors; what they wanted from Jacqueline was to draw strength from her warm youth and vitality; to feast old eyes long starved of beauty upon her richly curved red lips and gentian-blue eyes, upon fine skin as delicate and rosy as a ripe, sun-warmed peach. Their faded eyes followed her progress along the ward with greedy interest, and they felt the better for her being there.
Jacqueline removed the thermometer, which was like drawing a cork from a bottle, and the old woman’s tongue was released. “Not everybody has their appendix in a bottle in this very hospital, Miss Pond, and I’ll thank you to remember that. Wound round me choobs like a length of macaroni, Mr. Broderick said it was.”
“Mr. Broderick said no such thing. Did he, Nurse?” Jacqueline thought it improbable, but asked tactfully, “Let me see, do I know Mr. Broderick?”
Both ladies joined forces to enlighten ignorance. “Not know Mr. Broderick?” Mrs. Henn was at once aghast and sympathetic. “You are new, Nurse, and no mistake. Come from foreign parts, don’t you?”
Miss Pond said in an irritatingly superior way, “France. But you’re not, shall we say, Frenchified, Nurse. You might quite well be English.”
Jacqueline moved to Miss Pond’s bed and acknowledged f the compliment gravely. “Thank you. But I am English, you know. My father was as English as you are; came from I this very part of Yorkshire. So, in a way, coming here was like coming home for me.”
“There now!” said Mrs. Henn, gratified.
“But what about France?” demanded Miss Pond quickly, before Jacqueline could silence her with the thermometer.
“My mother was French. Daddy met her when they were students, and they eloped.”
“Montmartre?” asked the woman in the next bed, who had seen better days.
Jacqueline grinned. “Leeds. They were studying textile designing. Mummy’s family had a silk mill in Lyons; Daddy became their chief designer.” She released Miss Pond and moved on. “They are both dead now. I hardly remember them—they died in the war.”
The old ladies dearly loved a tragedy, and gazed at Jacqueline with more affection than ever. “An orphan, are you, dear?”
“Yes. I’ll tell you some more another time, but I can’t dawdle now or Sister will be cross.”
“Aye!” said Mrs. Henn with relish. “If Sister gets her hair off, there’ll be blood for supper.”
Jacqueline’s eyebrows rose at this alarming prospect, and she hurried along to the next bed, with her thermometer in its little glass jar and her fountain-pen clipped neatly to her apron. She spoke English perfectly, though she had lived all her twenty years in France; she had the slightest trace of accent, just enough to make her sound enchanting to English ears, especially ears accustomed to the broad, flat Barnbury vowels. But sometimes the vivid idiom of the old women in Lister Ward, and the other nurses’ colloquialisms, defeated her entirely.
The conversation had taken her back in time and place to Grand’mère’s pretty, formal parlour, scented with homemade beeswax polish and pot-pourri lovingly gathered and dried throughout the long sunny French summer. In this bleak northern town, almost the only sign of the changing seasons was the visitors’ stiff bunches of bought flowers, as they changed from daffodils to roses, from roses to “a few nice chrysanths”. The gaunt hospital building, with its long draughty corridors, was always cheerlessly cold; the sky glimpsed from its tall, narrow windows was rarely blue because of the grey industrial haze over the town.
“You look dowly, Nurse,” whispered the incredibly old Mrs. Ramsbottom. “Give us a smile, love.”
Mrs. Ramsbottom had not moved a limb without agony for years. She was gnarled and crippled with rheumatism, after a life at a stall in the wind-swept open markets of the district.
“I’m not really sad. Imagine, I have a whole week-end free! All Saturday and Sunday to myself. I shan’t come on duty again until Monday morning.”
She spoke gaily, hoping to hide the terror she felt at having to touch Mrs. Ramsbottom. She was always afraid her inexperience would cause the old woman more pain than was necessary. Gently she felt for the thread of pulse. Let it be easy to find this time! Let me not hurt her! “We’ll miss thee, lass. Going away?”
“Only a long bus ride away. I want to see the moors. I’ve never seen proper north-country moors.”
“Eee! Fancy that, never seen t’moors, eh?” She closed her eyes; her lids were almost transparent. “What month is it?”
“Late August. Nearly September.”
“Moor’ll be bonny.” She gave a dry cackle. “Used to do my courting up theer. You got a man, love?”
Jacqueline dimpled. “Half a dozen Frenchmen, if I care to have them.”
“Nay, pick a nice young English chap, Miss. Nowt to beat ’em. You ought to have seen mine. Used to smash crocks on the market patch.”
“Dear me,” said Jacqueline doubtfully, remembering one or two breakages of her own. “That must have been expensive! I’ve never spoken to a young Englishman. Only old ones, or officials who wanted to examine my luggage or collect my ticket.”
She finished Mrs. Ramsbottom and moved on. After duty to-day, she thought, I’ll be free of uniform and discipline, of hospital smells and cold air. Out of sight of tired, pain-filled eyes, which fasten upon one and drain one’s strength endlessly.
When the temperatures were finished, Liz Hannon, who was three weeks senior to Jacqueline and inclined to put on airs on that account, beckoned her mysteriously into the ward kitchen. “Sister has gone to see Matron, and we’ve made a cuppa. Sit down for a minute.”
Jacqueline accepted this invitation thankfully. Liz put her broad, sensibly shod feet up on a low stool and massaged her beefy ankles. “Feet are the real drawback to nursing. I wish we could be fitted with casters, like the beds. And what are you doing with your week-end, you lucky little nurse, you?”
“Walking, up on the moors. I want to stay at an inn Daddy used to talk about, and just tramp around, looking up the old landmarks. I’ve got a big-scale map.”
Liz covered her round, good-natured face with large hands. “Walk! Ye gods! My first week-end I stayed in bed or soaked my feet in hot water and bath salts. Aren’t you perpetually tired?”
“Only sometimes. Liz, could I go to-night? I want to wake up in the country, to hear and smell it all around me very early in the morning.”
“It’s a morbid taste, ducky—walking. But there’s nothing to stop you starting off as soon as you’re off-duty. You must be a glutton for punishment, though. Look, are you sure this inn is all right? Don’t get lost on the moors, will you?—they can be treacherous.”
Jacqueline laughed. “You and your moors! I’ve walked in the Alps with my grandfather. I’m really quite experienced at some things, even if nursing isn’t one of them. The inn is all right. I saw it in the telephone directory. The Moor Hen.”
“The Moor Hen? Yes, that’s right. If you’re fixed up at the Moor Hen, you’ll be safe enough. But it’s miles from anywhere, I hope you realise.”
“It’s exactly two miles from the bus route.”
“I told you—miles from anywhere. How are you going to get there, child?”
Jacqueline stretched out her two small feet, side by side. “Walk—on these. It’s a straight path, you can’t miss it.”
“Odd soul, aren’t you?”
Jacqueline finished her tea and rinsed both cups. “Why odd?”
“Coming to England to slog away at nursing when you could have stayed in France. Lovely sunshine, glamorous Frenchmen kissing your hand and all that.”
“I set my heart on nursing, as a child. And I am English. I wanted to stay English, not live always in France and marry a Frenchman.” She gave her swift, attractive smile. “They are not as glamorous as they seem to be in films, you know. I’m sure Englishmen are more romantic really; but I’m not interested in men. I just want to be a nurse.”
“Rubbish—every woman is interested in men. Stands to reason. But why Barnbury? Why not the Gobi Desert if you wanted a hard life? At any rate, why not London or a nice warm spot on the south coast?”
“In some ways, Liz, you remind me of my grandmother! I came here because I wanted to find my English background, which I lost when Daddy was killed.”
“You were fond of your dad?”
“I adored him. If I ever do marry, Liz, I’d be hard to please. I’d want a man just like him.”
“H’m. My father was a drunk. Mum and I ran away from him when I was five, but I still remember being scared stiff of him. I’d rather be an old maid than marry anyone like him.”
“Poor Liz!”
“It’ll be poor both of us if we don’t watch that clock. The Sparrow is in a shocking temper to-day. Get cracking.”
In all her life, Jacqueline had never been so aware of the clock as she was these days in the hospital. Because they were so silent, their hands sweeping on like scythes, the electric clocks of the hospital seemed remorseless, ruling everybody under them; parcelling out time grudgingly, the amount of it they allowed always too small. Too little time for sleeping; too little for finishing the routine tasks: for bed-making, for serving breakfasts, for washing and tidying and doing the flowers. For the patients, it was the same. The big black hands sliced up their day, moving slowly, slowly, and then, suddenly, when it was visiting-day or the last hour before an operation, carving up the time in four swift quarters, like a busy cook cutting a heavy pudding.
But at this moment the clock was slicing off the last hours of Jacqueline’s duty. In two hours she would be free.
Staff Nurse Sparrow beckoned her. “I want you to help me with Mrs. Ramsbottom to-day, Nurse.”
She swallowed and said obediently, “Yes, Nurse,” but something of her feelings must have shown in her face, for the staff nurse added quietly, “Learn not to show when you are afraid, Nurse.”
The girl felt her colour rise. “I—”
“Mrs. Ramsbottom scares you. You must overcome it.”
“I do try, but I’m afraid to touch her. I’m afraid of hurting her.”
“You’ll meet hundreds of Mrs. Ramsbottoms in your time, Nurse. The way to avoid hurting them is to gain more skill by practice; you must school yourself to be more objective, more—detached.”
“But it’s impossible to ignore pain.”
Nurse Sparrow snapped, “I didn’t tell you to ignore pain. I told you to learn to deal with it. Come along and don’t waste time.”
Outwardly meek but with burning cheeks, Jacqueline followed. By the time the old woman was settled down for the night, Jacqueline’s spine ached and her palms were wet with perspiration; but she had seen a different Nurse Sparrow. The staff nurse had been in a temper all day, and even on her good days she was harsher with the juniors than Sister; but now she was tender, infinitely patient, gentle.
When Jacqueline was tidying the trolley afterwards, Nurse Sparrow paused beside her. “You must nurse with your heart as well as your hands, Nurse,” she said quietly. “If Sister and I are sharp with you, it is because we can’t bear you to be clumsy or slow. It’s for the patients’ sake, Nurse. The patients’ sake.”
Jacqueline bit her lip. “I understand. I—I do try.”
The formidable Sparrow smiled grimly. “We’ll make a nurse of you some day.” The smile deepened. “Even if we kill you. I think maybe you’ve got what it takes.”
Jacqueline gasped with pleasure. It was the first word of praise she had received since coming on the ward. Her eyes shone. “Oh—thank you, Nurse. I do intend to work hard and—”
Nurse Sparrow poked a sharp red finger at her trolley. “Don’t get over-excited, girl. Scissors!”
Sighing, Jacqueline moved a pair of scissors an eighth of an inch to the left. No matter. The big black clock hands had sliced half an hour off this interminable day, and some day—some day—she would be a good nurse.
And at last it was all over. There was only supper, and then she would be free. She finished packing her shabby, serviceable rucksack before the supper bell rang, and joined Liz on the stairs. As they crossed the tiled hall to the dining-room, they saw Home Sister chatting with a tall, darkly handsome woman in the becoming uniform of a St. Simon’s sister.
Liz nudged Jacqueline. “You haven’t met her yet. Night Sister. Clever as they come, and hard as nails. A good-looker if you like that dark slumbrous-passion type with plenty of figure. They say Mr. Broderick took her out a couple of times, but that’s probably a rumour. They say he doesn’t care for nurses—except as nurses. He’s a terror and twists their heads off, like eating shrimps.”
“A nice type, he sounds. This hospital revolves round Mr. Broderick, it seems.”
“He works miracles. You’ll see.”
“And get my head twisted off like a shrimp?”
Liz grinned. “Small fry like us never get near enough to the great man to be in any danger.”
Jacqueline looked after the straight, retreating back of the Night Sister with frank envy. Clever as they come! Would anyone ever say that about her? So tall, too—such vivid colouring and vitality. Jacqueline always deplored her own slightness, and was apt to think her pale, smooth hair uninteresting; she admired extravagantly the dark, vivacious French girls amongst whom she had been brought up, and took her own looks at their valuation—colourless. Night Sister was just such another. She sighed.
“She’s awfully good-looking, Liz. I’ll bet the great Broderick did take her out.”
“Be that as it may, child, they do say La Clarke is mad on him...” She broke off, eyes wide, and burst into a fit of merriment. “I say, I never realised—she’s called Clarke, too. I wonder if she’s a relation?”
“Clarke’s a fairly common name. We’ve one in the ward, though mine is with an ‘e’. It puzzled them in France. I’m so used to their variations that I don’t bother much now. Funny, if Sister Clarke is one of my relations! After all, we did come from these parts.”
“I can’t think of anything more awful! She’s as hard as nails, and, besides, there’s not a trace of family likeness. Sister is a huge flaunting peony and you’re a snowdrop. No, you’re my favourite flower, a cool mauve tulip in a pointed bud—a sort of self-contained serenity and perfection. Gosh, I’m getting poetic, and oh, heck! it’s rissoles again. When I came off-duty I was hungry enough to eat a dead dog, but I didn’t think I’d have to.”
They filed demurely into place, stood with bent heads as the Sister in charge said grace.
“What a day!” groaned Nurse Patterson, sitting next to Liz. “We lost Mr. Aldridge’s stomach and Broderick was furious. Wanted to send it to London—but of course he hadn’t said so. Expects us to read his thoughts, the brute! We found it all right.” She ate half a rissole with healthy young appetite before adding thoughtfully, “I hope to Heaven it was Aldridge’s we found. It might have been Mrs. Appleton’s.”
Jacqueline pushed away her rissole, and wondered if she had chosen the right profession, after all. The way the others talked made it sound as if conditions in this hospital were the same as in the Crimean War, when Florence Nightingale complained that the rats ate the poultices. She had a mental picture of the theatre nurses rummaging in a dustbin and asked curiously, “How could you lose a stomach?” Before Nurse Patterson could answer, she added, “No, don’t tell me now. Some other time.”
“They say a leg was lost once, and never found. A great hairy leg. Vanished—completely!”
Jacqueline said, “V-vanished?” rather shakily, and a nurse from across the table leaned towards her.
“Utterly. Never heard of again, but now it haunts the corridor outside Men’s Surgical. Looking for its owner, you see. Watch out, young Jacky—it appears to young nurses on their first spell of night duty.”
“Tosh!” said Jacqueline firmly. “I don’t believe in whole ghosts and certainly not portions of ghosts.” All the same, she thought uneasily, I’ll remember the story when I am on nights and alone.
“Broderick’s thing this afternoon took hours. We were all ready to drop. Shouldn’t like to be his wife at this minute.”
Liz asked curiously, “Why? I’ll bet her feet don’t ache.”
“He’s an angel of patience when he’s operating—so cool and easy, yet so quick. I could fall in love with him then. But afterwards he’s a demon. Takes it out of him.”
A stout nurse across the table guffawed. “You mean he takes it out of them! Broderick isn’t married. He lives in that double-fronted stone house standing back from the Low Moor road. Used to be a farmhouse when Barnbury was a village. They say it’s lovely inside. My aunts knows his housekeeper.”
“Not married! There’s a chance for us all, then,” said Liz.
“Not me!!” declared the Theatre Nurse hurriedly. “He’d frighten me to death. Once he was asked what he thought of a famous actress who’d made a big hit in New York. She was a local girl made good, see, and naturally the Barnbury tabbies were pulling her to pieces. Broderick said, ‘Charming, charming! The most fascinating appendix I ever saw!’ ”
Everybody laughed. Jacqueline was not interested in the fabulous Broderick. She wanted the meal to finish, so that she could hurry to the market-place and catch her bus. It would be almost dark by the time she reached the Moor Hen, but she didn’t mind. She had a yearning to wake up in the deep country, to the sound of birds.
The bus had left Barnbury, left the fringe of mining villages clustered about the town, and was slowly pulling up the long climb on to the moors. Only low stone walls divided the road from the open moors, which stretched dim and mysterious in the failing light.
Jacqueline was the only passenger now. Her rucksack was propped on the seat beside her, and she peered out of the dingy window, anxious not to miss the opening to the track which would take her to her destination. She had studied the map carefully. Two brisk miles of walking would bring her to the Moor Hen Inn. She smiled to herself, remembering the thrill she had experienced on first seeing the familiar name on a large-scale map, just as her father had described it. How many times had she curled up on his knee, her head tucked cosily under his chin, and listened, only half comprehending, to tales of the moors, the becks, the royal purple heather, the welcoming light of the Moor Hen with its beamed ceiling and the row of shining copper measures, from a teeny one as small as a thimble to a big one fit for a giant.
“Moor Hen Lane End,” said the cheerful robin of a conductress, ringing the bus to a stop. “Here y’are, love. Sure you know your way? It’s real dark now, proper creepy on these old moors. Give me a bit of light and a good pavement, I say.” She lifted Jacqueline’s rucksack down with a strong grimy paw, the broken nails lacquered scarlet. “Better you than me.”
“It’s only two miles.”
The girl frowned. “Yes, but how are you going to get there?”
“Walk, of course.”
The plucked eyebrows flew up. “Walk?”
“Why not?”
“Walk two miles? You must be barmy. Oh well, there’s nowt so funny as folks, my grandma says.” She swung back on to the platform, but, with her hand on the bell, hesitated. “I don’t like leaving you here, love, and that’s the truth. What if someone does you in, like?”
Jacqueline shouldered her rucksack. “No one is likely to.”
The girl’s face cleared. The rucksack, now snug on her passenger’s back, struck a familiar note. “Oh, I get it. You’re a hiker. It’s okay, then. Ta-ta for now.”
The bus rumbled away into the violet dusk like a caravan full of warm light. A bird piped sadly; startlingly near, a sheep bleated. The familiar weight of her Bergen rucksack was an old friend, welcome after the strangeness of starched caps and rustling aprons. Her walking shoes were old and good. She stamped to feel their comfort, and set off at a good pace.
The Moor Hen was exactly as she expected to find it, from the outside. Light streamed hospitably from its windows, there were one or two cars parked on the cobbled strip before the open door. Inside there was a stone passage, bright with copper and brass, with polished black oak and a low-beamed ceiling. And there, across the biggest beam, were the measures, and above them a long slender coach-horn.
Daddy, oh, darling Daddy, I’m here! It’s all true. She blinked rapidly, hoping she wouldn’t cry. A warm, strong hand had reached out of the past, and for a moment she was a child again, with a big laughing father and a pretty mother, just like other children.
From the door marked dining-room came a pleasant smell of cooking and the clatter of dishes. In a moment a woman came out, dark, attractive, about thirty perhaps, with an air of disciplined efficiency which reminded Jacqueline of the senior nurses. But she was redeemed from too much efficiency by merry grey eyes and a cheerful smile.
“Oh—I didn’t hear you come in. Can I help you? You’re not too late for dinner, if that’s what you are looking for. Go on in. We’re always rather late on Fridays; people come out here after office hours, for the week-end. If you’d like to wash first—”
Jacqueline swallowed nervously. She felt like Aladdin; she had rubbed the lamp confidently, never really believing that a genie would appear. But genie, fairy palace and all were actually here, and she had to be practical about it. Though she had stayed often in climbers’ huts, with her grandfather or a party of young friends, she had never stayed in an English inn before, and suddenly she realised the procedure might be quite different.
“I’d like to stay two nights, please. A single room.”
“What name, please? You’ve booked, of course?”
“No. I didn’t think. My—my father said no one ever came here.”
“They do now. Since Lance and I took over, we’re full nearly all the time. That’s Lance’s cooking—he’s a wizard. And this is August, remember—our high season.”
“Oh, dear, you must think me a fool. I’m not really used to England. I didn’t think there’d be so many people everywhere.”
“I am so sorry, believe me. This tight little island is a bit overcrowded nowadays; but you could get a room at the Dog and Gun, I’m certain. You could telephone from here if you like.”
“Thanks. I’m disappointed, though. For ages I’ve dreamt of sleeping here, and it is all just as I imagined it—like a Christmas-card. Do you know, my first fairy-tales were about those measures up on your beam, though this is my first visit to England?”
“Good gracious! Then I’m sorrier than ever to turn you away. I’ll show you round the rest of the house, if you like, before you leave. But first you must telephone. This way.”
“I’m taking up your time. You were busy.”
Her hostess smiled. “That’s all right. We’ve always time for a customer.”
“But I’m not one,” Jacqueline exclaimed. “How I wish I were! How far is it to this Dog and what’s-it?”
“Gun. About ten miles.”
The girl stared. ‘Ten miles! I can’t walk as far as that to-night. And I’ve missed the last bus back to Barnbury.”
“Walk? Are you on foot? I thought I heard a car.”
“Some people were leaving as I arrived.” She smiled to hide the panic she felt. “Well, I got myself into this jam, and I’ll have to get myself out. Ten miles isn’t far if I’m certain of a room at the end of it.”
“Nonsense! We never turn walkers away at this time of day. Could you manage on a folding-bed in the sewing-room? It’s tiny, but—” She glanced at Jacqueline’s slight figure and smiled.
“But so am I, you mean? I’d love it, if you can really manage. I don’t need a meal, I had supper before I came out.”
“Sit in the lounge, then, and make yourself comfy. I’ll have a word with Lance. He’s my husband—our name is Medway, by the way. Ex-Royal Navy, both of us. Sit by the fire; even in August our evenings are cool.”
“What a queer fire!”
“It’s peat—didn’t you know? Wasn’t it included in the fairy-tales?”
“Yes—oh yes, I remember now. A peat fire. I simply couldn’t imagine what it was like. Besides, Daddy said it hadn’t gone out for a hundred years, so I knew that wasn’t really true—just the fairy-tale part.”
“It is true. And that is the very one.”
Awed, the girl stretched her hands to the glow. “Then, my father warmed his hands at this very same fire?”
“I say, this is a sentimental journey you’re on!”
“It is. I suppose that’s why I’ve behaved so stupidly over it. I’m quite practical, as a rule.”
Mrs. Medway smiled at her. “I’m sure you are. Sit and rest while I go and be practical about beds.”
She was glad to rest in the depths of a leather-covered chair. She had been up early and had spent a long day in the ward. Soon the gentle warmth of the fire after her walk in the cool air made her sleepy. In no time at all, it seemed, Mrs. Medway returned.
“Good news. Lance says you’re to have Alan’s room. He’s a friend who photographs birds. He comes most weekends when he can get away; but Lance says it’s much too late for him to turn up to-night, and if he does come, he must make do with the sewing-room.”
“I don’t want to rob your friend. I can manage with the sewing-room, really I can.”
“He won’t come now. Maybe some emergency has kept him. That sort of thing is liable to happen to Alan. You were almost asleep. Do you want to go to bed now? It’s a goose-feather bed. I hope you know the story about the Princess and the Pea.” She grinned impishly.
“I do. By the way, do you know a place called Timberfold? My map tells me it’s about four miles from here.”
“Four miles in a straight line across the moor. Six by road. We used to buy turkeys there, until I disagreed sharply with Connie about prices. Don’t tell me this is part of the journey, too? Or—Guy’s a nice boy, isn’t he?” Her kind grey eyes twinkled. She lit a heavy silver candlestick and offered it to Jacqueline. “We have no electricity upstairs. Good for trade, our guests adore it. Mind your head on the beam.”
The girl bent her head obediently as she followed her hostess. “I don’t know anybody at Timberfold. I only want to see the farm. My father lived there as a boy. He hated the family, but he loved the old house and the wood which surrounds it. Does a wood surround it?”
“It does. A fir plantation, rather dark and gloomy. The landing floor is uneven, watch your step.” She halted with her hand on the heavy glass knob of a door. “You are not afraid of disappointment?”
“The first step turned out so well, after all, that I have gained a lot of courage for the next. But frankly I am a bit scared of Timberfold. When you bought your turkeys, did Saul Clarke live there? He was my father’s half-brother—a big, dark man. At least, I was never quite clear which was Uncle Saul and which was the Ogre in Jack and the Beanstalk.”
They both laughed, and Mrs. Medway opened the door to a charming room of oak and chintz, with white-painted walls and a light two-poster bed. “Not a pleasant character, your Uncle Saul! I think he must be dead. Connie Clarke—is she your aunt?—is a widow, and Guy must be her son. We’ve only been here three years. I seem to remember hearing Connie’s husband got pneumonia and died during the war. Home Guard duty, I believe.”
Jacqueline shook her head. “That’s wrong somewhere. Connie was the nasty little maidservant who took sides with Saul against Peter—that was Daddy—because he was like his mother, fair and small and more refined. They used to lock him in a cupboard till he yelled himself sick; then let him out and laugh. Saul married May—she was pink and white, like mayblossom, and too delicate for a farm.”
“I don’t wonder you’re not interested in the family, they sound horrid. There’s no May there now, only Connie and Guy; but where they fit in, I can’t tell you. Sure you’ll be all right? Bathroom third on the left, lots of hot water. Breakfast is at nine, cup of tea eight-thirty.”
“Music in my ears. Sorry, I can’t stop yawning. Good night, Mrs. Medway, and thank you.”
Jacqueline examined her room with interest. There was a small casement window set into a thick stone wall. The floor was made of wide polished boards which sloped away to one corner disconcertingly. She tried a pencil on the floor and it rolled away so fast she had almost to plunge under the valanced bed to recover it. Over the chimney-piece there was an embroidered picture of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in the Fiery Furnace, the flames very splendidly done in scarlet, yellow and orange, and not much faded. The pillows were softest down, and the bedcover was an intricate patchwork pattern.
I feel like the Queen of Sheba, she thought; the half has not been told me. If Timberfold is half as good as this, I’ll want to cry with happiness. A piping hot bath to-night and early morning tea to-morrow—and I thought it would be like a climbers’ hut! I’ll bath first and unpack afterwards—if the inn is full there may be a run on the bathroom later. Luckily my washing things are on the top.
The candle threw shadows up and down the white walls of the passage; shadows which looked so much like long waving legs that she was unpleasantly reminded of the ghost of the hairy leg reputed to haunt St. Simon’s. She dismissed it, only to remember the inn was three hundred years old and had no doubt sheltered a few unsavoury characters in its time. Had travellers been murdered here—for their money-bags? Were throats slit and duels fought? The big white bath and cheerful chromium taps were a welcoming sight after the shadowy landing. Hot water gushed out in a delightfully twentieth-century way.
On the return journey she was too sleepy to worry about shadows or legends, and opened her bedroom door yawning unashamedly, her imagination already climbing into that deep feather-bed.
There was a man in the room. His shadow ran up the wall and wavered on the ceiling, making him look twelve feet high. He wore a green jerkin of some kind, and looked like someone out of the Middle Ages, with a high crest of black hair and a thin brown face with dark deep-set eyes. Jacqueline swallowed a scream, gulped, and said, “What are you doing in my room?” firmly, as if speaking to a mischievous child.
The man exploded into such an everyday masculine voice that her fear of ghosties and ghoulies vanished at once.
“What the deuce! Sorry, this is my room. You’ve made a mistake.” His shadow danced as he moved towards her and stretched out an arm which seemed a mile long. She drew back slightly, but he smiled and took her candlestick out of her hand. “It’s easy to get lost up here. Let me guide you. What is your number?”
She saw now that he was wearing a turtle-neck sweater knitted in thick wool, which had given his silhouette a mediaeval look, but the lean brown hand had square capable fingers and his wrist wore a thin gold watch with a broad leather strap.
She laughed shakily. “Ghosts don’t wear watches, so I suppose you are real. That’s a comfort.”
“What?” Concerned, he brought his own candle close to hers, throwing a better light upon them both. “My poor child, did I frighten you? I’m so often at the Moor Hen, it never occurred to me—but if you’re not used to candles they can be a bit creepy. Come, I’ll take you to your room.”
“You must think me a complete fool. The passage made me think of highwaymen and so on. Oh...” Her hand went to her lips in surprise. “This is my room, after all. There’s my rucksack—and those are my toilet things on the dressing-table.”
Smiling, he shook his head. ‘This room was reserved for me. I always have it. And these”—he swung a hand around the floor—“are my things. Sorry, but possession is nine points of the law. I’ll help you move.”
Jacqueline’s temper rose. She grabbed her silver candlestick from his hand and raised it. He was an untidy unpacker. She indicated his strewn possessions with an imperious sweep of the hand holding her pink toilet-bag, which swung on her finger like a weapon. “You must tidy those away. I want to go to bed.” She marched to the wardrobe, which resisted her tug and then swung open disconcertingly, almost knocking her over. “Whose clothes are those? Mine. That’s my brush and comb on the dressing-table, my rucksack in the corner there.” Suddenly her temper vanished and she laughed sunnily. “I’m dreadfully sorry, but you have to sleep on a folding-bed in the sewing-room. You’re Alan—you were late and I’ve been given your room.”
His quick smile transformed a stern face. “I surrender. I should have spoken to Lance or Mollie before coming upstairs, but they were busy in the bar so I grabbed a candle and came up. Sorry I scared you. Give me a minute to pack, and I’ll retreat defeated to the sewing-room.” He knelt, put his candle on the floor, and swept his luggage together, dumping it into a zipped canvas bag without ceremony.
“I’m sorry about the sewing-room.” Jacqueline could afford to be generous now.
“I’m sorry I scared you. And thank you for not making a fuss. Most women would have screeched the place down. You have courage.” He glanced round the empty floor. “All packed now. Good night. Sleep well, and don’t dream of highwaymen or smugglers.”
“I shall sleep like a kitten and not dream at all. I hope you’ll be comfortable in the sewing-room, Alan.”
“Thanks...?” He hesitated questioningly, the dark eyebrows raised.
“Jacqueline. Usually called Jacky.”
“Aye you would be. Waste of a lovely name. I shall call you Jacqueline. Breakfast is at nine.”
The feather-bed was a dream of comfort. Jacqueline snuggled down with a sigh of pleasure. Poor Alan—he looked too tall for a folding-bed. Hope he’s comfortable. I feel a mean beast, but a deliciously cosy beast. It’s a nice name—Alan. He has an obstinate chin—was that a scar or a trick of candlelight? Not disfiguring, anyway. I liked him.
It was a morning when the world seems newly starched and ironed, clean and crisp. There were marigolds in narrow beds under the Moor Hen’s windows; a patch of worn cobbles and a mounting-block. Then a narrow white road and a dry-stone wall. Beyond the wall, the moors, clothed in royal purple and gold.
Alan, coming back to the inn after an early-morning walk with Andy, the Medways’ miniature white poodle pup, saw Jacqueline come out of the door, pause to draw, a deep breath of the sweet air, then cross the road to lean on the stone wall and stare at the purple slopes.
He halted silently, checking the pup. He did not wish to interrupt. He had an absurd feeling that she might vanish if he disturbed her. She felt herself alone, and although he had a vague sense of intrusion, he could not stop looking at her. He knew at once that she was seeing the moors in glory for the first time, and that their beauty had her by the throat, as they still gripped him even after many years. Her oval face was still as a pool, yet it reflected her emotion as a pool reflects the blue sky. He was watching a girl fall in love.
The puppy sprawled at his feet, temporarily exhausted by its scamper. Trained to move quietly, he groped for his pipe and clamped it between his teeth. The moors, even now when the heather was in bloom, were not everybody’s cup of tea; some people liked trees, or rivers, or a pattern of fields and hedges, or maybe mountains. But these treeless, rolling hills, curve upon curve, like a smooth swell on the deep sea under a vast sky—they held the hearts of those who loved them, and for ever called one back.
The breeze, with its tang of heather and thyme, a delicate edge of cold air even on this summer morning, blew her neat golden-tan dress against her, revealing the slim lines of her figure. She was a little older that he had guessed last night—nineteen or twenty, and he had put her down as perhaps sixteen, almost a child. Her red lips were softly parted in delight, and her rounded chin was—he chuckled as he studied that deceptively soft chin. The girl had a will of her own, by golly! He remembered with wry appreciation her swift flare of temper last night. Booted him out of his own room, neck and crop, she had!
The chuckle betrayed him. She flashed round, startled. Her fine hair, boyishly straight, shone under the morning sun, and she put a hand up to tidy it. Her eyes, he decided, must be blue.
She nodded towards the moor. “Why is it beautiful?”
He shrugged. “Can beauty be analysed?”
“But so plain,” she said almost crossly. “No lakes, no trees, just—that.”
“You’re disappointed?” Oddly, he was disappointed, too. He had for a moment believed her a moor-addict, like himself.
“No,” she breathed gently. “Oh no! This is the most wonderful sight I’ve ever seen.” She looked at him directly, and he thought, I’m right, her eyes are blue, dark as violets.
“They call to their own, these hills. The Swiss mountains for spectacle, they say—the Italian lakes for colour—but the English moors for your soul.”
She nodded, grave with understanding. “This is my first time. All my life I’ve lived in France, but now I am home.”
“Come for a walk with me this morning, and I will introduce you properly.”
“That is kind—but shouldn’t I be in the way? Mrs. Medway said you photograph birds.”
He laughed, scooping up the white puppy which was trying to eat the toe of his boot. “I lose my temper when I take people bird-watching, but as you are new to our moorland, I’ll try to behave.”
She was amused. “That doesn’t sound an over-enthusiastic invitation, but I realise I am honoured. I think you don’t invite many people to bird-watch with you.”
“You’re darned right I don’t.”
“Thank you, then. But I can’t come. I have a purpose in coming here, and not much time. I want to find Timberfold.”
Lance Medway came out and shouted, “Hi, you two—breakfast!”
Alan piloted Jacqueline across the road. “In decent hotels,” he said to Lance, “they use a gong. Jacqueline and I are going bird-watching!”
Lance turned his eyes heavenwards. “My poor girl! Do you know what you are in for?”
Jacqueline shook her head. “I have refused Alan’s invitation—evidently he didn’t hear. I am going to Timberfold.”
“Nonsense,” said her host firmly. “Nobody goes to Timberfold. You will take beef sandwiches and go bird-watching, and may the Lord have mercy on you, for Alan won’t.”
‘Timberfold,” said Jacqueline.
“This girl is stubborn, Lance. She threw me out on my ear last night—my own room, too. And, in passing, I may remark that your folding-bed is eight inches too short and a darned sight too folding. I smell ham.”
“Home-cured, and a pair of eggs apiece. With water-wallops.”
“Whatever are water-wallops?” The girl’s curiosity, and her healthy hunger, overcame her determination to say no more.
Alan grabbed her elbow and hurried her before him into the dining-room. “They are small hot cakes with which one rudely but greedily mops up the dip. And don’t say,” he went on hurriedly, seeing Jacqueline’s lips open, “what is dip, because it is the ham-fat plus gravy, the making of which is Lance’s secret.”
“Now,” he said when they were seated, “I shall tell you my plan. You will spend the morning learning to know your moor, and we’ll eat our sandwiches by Black Crag beck. Then I will leave you on the path for Timberfold. Follow your nose and you’ll be there in five minutes. Will that do?”
“That will be splendid. Thank you enormously. I can find my own way back.”
He laid an earnest finger on her arm. “Not across the moors. You’ll get lost and Lance and I will be put to the trouble of finding you. Or you might fall over Black Crag and be drowned in the beck at the bottom. Guy must bring you back in that estate-car thing of his.”
“I can walk. Mrs. Medway says it is six miles by road. You see, I don’t actually know anybody at Timberfold. I just want to see the house.”
“Why? You don’t want to buy it or anything, do you?”
She shook her head. “My father lived there, as a boy. He adored the house but hated farming; I want to see all the places he knew. He came here often, to the Moor Hen. They used to do ham-and-egg teas then. That’s how I knew about the inn.”
“Are the Timberfold folk relations, then?”
“I suppose so. My grandmother married a widower—he had a little boy called Saul, and a baby girl whose name I can’t remember ... I think she died. Grandmother had Peter—that was my father. Saul had the farm and Peter ran away to be an artist.”
“What a delightfully romantic thing to do. Do go on, I am incurably inquisitive about other people’s business.”
“He wasn’t a proper artist painting pictures. He studied textile designing at Leeds—at evening classes because he had to earn his living during the day. There he met my mother, who was also studying textiles. Her father was a silk manufacturer in Lyons. They fell in love, married, and—”
“Lived happy ever after?”
“For a time. Daddy designed for the silk, of course. We lived in France, just outside Lyons. Then the war came.”
He cupped a big hand over hers, as it lay on the black-and-white checked cloth. “I sense a sad ending to this tale.”
“They were Resistance, naturally. Mummy was killed first, Daddy about a year later. I shouldn’t complain, it happened to so many, and I had Grand’mère and Grand-père. They were angels, and didn’t even grumble when I wanted to come to my father’s country. I had to come, to find out how much was real and how much was fairy-tale. Daddy told me stories by the hour, and I’m pretty muddled by now. I was so young, you see. The bit about the fire never going out for a hundred years I firmly believed was fairy-tale—but it’s true!”
“And the family? You don’t intend to announce yourself as the long-lost—what are you, niece?”
“Certainly not Saul—Daddy’s half-brother—was a pig. He was bigger and stronger than Daddy, who took after his mother, fair and slight, like me. You’ve noticed I’m rather small and colourless?”
He choked. “I’ve noticed you are a pocket battleship, but if you think you are colourless you’ve another think coming.” He half-closed his eyes and tilted his head back, as if examining a work of art. “Not the obvious beauty, perhaps; a connoisseur’s girl. Your hair is the colour of polished pine wood and your skin is—what? Apple blossom, that’s it—the faint flush of pink. Oh dear me, no. Not colourless, by any means. And now I’ve made you blush. Sorry.”
“I am used to compliments, because young Frenchmen can be rather complimentary without meaning much. But up to now I haven’t been dissected.”
For some unknown reason that amused him, and he laughed so loudly that Mollie, coming in with fresh hot toast leaned over and asked to be told the joke.
“I am accused of dissecting Jacqueline,” Alan complained bitterly. “We were discussing her looks.”
“Then you’re probably guilty,” Mollie said sternly. “Was he being rude, Miss Clarke?”
“He didn’t mean to be.”
“Then he wasn’t. Alan can be ruder than any man I know, but only when he intends to be.”
“Go on, about your father,” he ordered, when Mollie had left them.
“Grandfather Clarke was a bully—a big, dark man. He loved Grandmother for being small and fair, but he couldn’t seem to help bullying her. And Daddy he bullied, too. Said he was a nincompoop. He loved his son Saul best, because Saul was like him, huge and black.”
“What happened to Saul?”
She frowned. “Mrs. Medway says he is dead. I suppose the Guy you mention is his son. But I’m puzzled, because he married a fair girl, like mayblossom, Daddy said. And now Mrs. Medway says Saul’s widow is called Connie. Connie was the maidservant in Daddy’s time.”
“H’m, a family of big black men marrying a series of small fair women. Evidently their taste runs that way—better look out, child, or one of these Calibans will be after you. Saul probably lost his mayblossom wife and married the servant for convenience. They do, you know. A widower needs a housekeeper, and the woman imagines there’ll be gossip if they don’t marry. I know the pattern of life in these parts. One meets it so often.”
Alan led the way along a sheep track. He made no concessions beyond the small one of carrying Jacqueline’s sandwiches in his rucksack. He plodded on at a steady pace which ate up distance, and did not look behind to see if Jacqueline was there. From time to time he halted and beckoned her to his side to point silently to a landmark, a splash of colour, a stream; to warn her of a pool of black boggy water, or indicate a hummock of dry bents she could use as a stepping-stone across a patch of wet ground. Or he would signal her with a downward gesture, and together they’d drop in their tracks, remaining silent, utterly immobile until her muscles ached, while some bird flitted back and forth, hither and yon, settling too far away or flying off without giving him the chance he wanted for a photograph.
After a particularly long and fruitless wait, she rose, rubbing her calf muscles ruefully. “How patient you are! Don’t you long to wring their little necks?”
He grinned over his shoulder. “One good photograph in a week-end is as much as I expect. I shan’t do much good to-day.”
Her chin tilted. “Because of me? Sorry I’m in the way. I dare say I can find the path quite well by myself now. Good-bye—I’ll be going.”
He grabbed her arm. “Don’t be touchy, child. This must be deadly dull, and I am abominably rude. Sorry—I get so interested I forget other people. Let’s drop down to the beck and eat. We are quite near the Timberfold footpath now.”
A narrow stream raced noisily between grey rocks, which were padded with thick moss and diamonded with spray. The water was beer-coloured, the thick foam a deep cream. “Peat makes it like that,” he explained. He spread an oilskin on a mossy boulder and invited her to sit down. “The sandwiches will be good. Lance and Mollie specialise in them. Ah yes—beef with lots of mustard. Here is your share.” He folded his long legs compactly and sat beside her.
They munched contentedly, relaxed and easy. A silence fell, not of constraint but of companionship. The sky was a vast pale blue bowl, and the slight breeze made a singing in the heather stems like fairy music very faint and far away.
“Those are good shoes,” he said suddenly. “Well scuffed, too. Old and good and comfortable, I guess. You’re a walker.”
She smiled lazily. “In the Alps, with my grandfather. He’s an enthusiast, and has taken me with him heaps of times. Not serious climbing, you know, but a few good scrambles.”
“Lucky girl. That’s our only scramble.” He pointed to where a steep cliff jutted unexpectedly into the smooth rounded hills. “Black Crag. No one knows quite why it is there. The local lads try a bit of rock climbing on it, and it is surprisingly difficult and treacherous. I shouldn’t try it alone, if I were you.”
“There you go—dictating,” she teased. “Black Crag looks interesting, I’d like to have a go.”
He spoke sharply. “With any experience of climbing at all, you ought to know it is foolhardy to try a strange climb alone. The crag may not be as impressive as the Alps, but it has its funny ways.”
She laughed aloud. “Don’t worry. I didn’t intend to try it alone.” She stood up and shaded her eyes, trying to see the crag more clearly in the faint heat haze. “It looks fun.”
“Maybe your cousin Guy will take you.”
She sat down again. “I told you, I don’t know the family, and don’t want to know them. I shall have a look at the house from a respectful distance and go away.”
“Without looking inside?”
“How could I?”
“You could ask for a glass of milk or the time.”
“So I could. There’s a clock on the wall over a flour-bin which looks like a chest-of-drawers painted yellow. Or was the flour-bin in Hansel and Gretel? No, it’s real, because Saul and Connie locked my father inside once—when it was empty, of course—and he thought he would suffocate, and screamed and screamed. And the clock said tock tock tock, and never said tick.”
“Quite a story-teller, your father.”
“Oh, he was! Yet he never talked down to me or patronised. We were happy and comfortable together always, like—”
She stopped speaking with a little gasp, knowing suddenly that to-day she had been happy and comfortable with a man who had not talked down to her, or patronised, or treated her as a pretty little woman fit only for flirting; to this man, as to her father, she was a person, with a mind and ideas of her own. He had shared his morning with her on a person-to-person basis, and she had been happy and carefree.
He did not press her to finish her sentence, but began to make an adjustment to his camera, whistling softly between his teeth. She admired the economical way he used his hands; large hands, with practical, square tips—strong, yet able to make the delicate adjustment precisely. This was a man who would do everything quickly, competently. She had never met anyone quite like him before, except her father. Indeed, she had little experience of Englishmen at all.
She studied him with a frank interest, as he bent over the camera, intent on his work. He was thin; not scraggily thin or gangling, but with a fine leanness as if his flesh had been worn by the fret of nerve and mind; about his folded lips and deep-set eyes there were raying lines; not deep as yet, though some day, when he was older, they would be deep and permanent. She saw with quick perception that he often worked like this, serious, intent, his eyes focused on his quick, skilful fingers, his mind watching alertly.
“Do you often do that?” she asked.
He did not look up. “Do what? Mend cameras?”
“Mend something? Make something? Work with your hands and concentrate like that?”
He chuckled. “You sound like a television panel game. Yes, I work with my hands—and I mend things. There, that’s done. Shall we go? You must be anxious to be on your way.”
“I’m almost tempted to turn back and leave Timberfold unvisited.”
‘To keep it in your dreams for ever, like the figures on Keats’ Grecian urn?”
“Good gracious, are you a thought reader? Are all Englishmen like you? If so, I’ll have to be careful.”
“All Englishmen? You sound as if you don’t know any.”
“I don’t. I remember Daddy, and I’ve met Mr. Medway and you. Plus porters, ticket-collectors and a nice Customs official.”
His eyebrows lifted to a terrifying height. “Heavens, I hadn’t realised that Ought you to be out alone? Let me give you a sound piece of advice. Lance Medway is all right, he’s a grand fellow, and if you take him for a standard pattern you’ll never be far off the beam. But don’t take me as typical. I’m exacting, impatient, touchy. I’m a bachelor, because no woman would ever put up with me, and I am a man with an obsession—a passion which means more to me than the love of any woman I’ve ever met. Oh, my good girl, don’t judge the British male by me. I break women’s hearts by lack of charm, indifference and sheer forgetfulness. But don’t be depressed by what you see. There are lots of nice young Englishmen, who will fall in love with you the minute they see you.”
“I won’t listen to a word you say against yourself. You have been kind, generous and thoughtful to me. And if you think my only interest in men is to have them fall in love with me, you are mistaken. Very much mistaken. Though I admit some of them do.”
He indicated the path, and because it was wider, almost a cart track, they could march side by side, briskly heel and toe.
“I’ll bet they do,” he agreed heartily. “They could hardly help it. You are rather sweet, young Jacqueline.”
“Ah, but that’s only”—she shrugged and made a little gesture with a curled upward palm—“physical attraction. When I marry I want to be loved for myself—not blue eyes and pink cheeks, but the part of me that thinks and wonders. My soul, perhaps.”
“ ‘And one man loved the pilgrim soul in you?’ Very nice, very highfalutin indeed, bless you.”
“Are you laughing at me?” She was scarlet-cheeked and cross.
“Heaven forbid! Too many marriages are made on physical passion, which bums away and doesn’t last. But”—he stopped walking so abruptly that she almost fell over him—“love has its roots in the physical attraction between man and woman. That’s why our Creator made us man and woman. Do you think He did it absent-mindedly? Of course He didn’t. Love must have roots, girl—deep in the earth. It’s not the whole plant, of course. Not the lovely flower of love. But without earthy roots you don’t get the perfect flower.”
“Gracious me, you seem to know a lot about love.”
He laughed loudly. “Me? I just see other people, and when I see them, their defences are down. For myself—my love is elsewhere.”
He strode on again, dismissing the conversation as if tired of it, and in a moment they came to another stream, wider than the others.
He stepped into the middle of it, not minding at all that the water came over his ankles. He turned and held out a hand. “A foot on that stone, the other foot on this one, and you’re over.”
“These are not seven-league boots. I can’t stride so far. Maybe we could find a narrower place.” She glanced up and down the stream irresolutely.
He picked her up in his arms and carried her over, setting her down on the other side before she had time to open her mouth in a shout of protest.
“Air-lift to Timberfold. I said I’d put you across dryshod, and I have.”
For the first time she felt shy with him, conscious of the feel of his powerful arms about her; conscious, too, that his quick action was the result of impatience over her hesitancy, as if he had tired of her company and was anxious to be rid of her.
He led the way up a short slope and pointed. “There is your way. You can’t see the house from here because of that plantation of conifers which gives the place its name. The path goes through the wood. You’ll be there in five minutes.”
“Yes, I see. Thank you.”
He looked at her closely. “Are you sure you want to go to Timberfold? It’s an odd place.”
“Quite sure.”
“Good-bye, then.” He raised a hand in salute and was gone, back towards the stream, which he crossed in two strides. At the other side, he turned, and seeing her still there, waved. She waved in return, then faced towards Timberfold.
A few yards ahead there was a crooked finger-post, silver with age. She tiptoed to read the worn lettering. To Timberfold.
She sat down at the foot of the post. She was trembling inwardly. She had been on her way to Timberfold for nine—ten—eleven years. She could not remember just when the determination to come here had been born. But she was here. In five minutes, she would see the house.
If she turned back now, she would be taking no chances. She would keep her dream for ever intact. If she went forward, she risked complete disillusionment.
She stared up at the finger-post. It went on saying To Timberfold, lurching drunkenly towards the wood. The wind sang a deeper note in the tops of the fir trees, lifted the delicate fingers of the larches which edged the plantation. She heard the kek-kek of grouse in the heather, but none of these things helped. She had to decide for herself.
She tossed a coin, thinking, heads, I go! It rolled away and she had to search for it on her knees. She found it almost hidden in a clump of heather.
Tails! Turn back!
She did not know whether she was glad or sorry to be playing safe with her dreams. She kissed her finger-tips in farewell towards the hidden house. As she stooped again, to pick up her coin, she saw that it had come to rest against a sprig of white heather. White heather, in all this spread of purple.
Was that the coin’s message? See—here’s luck, go forward! With difficulty, for the stem was tough, she tore off the sprig and pinned it in her coat. With such a symbol of good luck, could anyone hang back? She felt a rising excitement, a rising happiness.
The wood was thick and dark, her feet silent on a carpet of fir needles. No visible life moved; the lower parts of the trees were dry and brown, still, quiet. The wind rocked ‘ and sighed in the green tops high above, till she felt she was walking at the bottom of a brown, scented sea.
Then the wood ended, and she saw Timberfold at last.
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
TIMBERFOLD was built of grey stone, squat, thick-walled, with small windows sluttishly curtained. There was a wide, gabled porch, its stone flags worn hollow in the center. A black-and-white sheepdog lay asleep in the porch’s shadow, and a few hens picked about, grumbling in an undertone. Where the sun touched the house walls, the stones glowed in dim heraldic colours, green and gold, slaty-blue or rose-red, stained by lichen and by time.
The yard gate was open. It hung slackly on its hinges as if it had not been moved for years. A rusty bath, once white, stood on claw-feet; it was full of brown water and fed by a leaden pipe coming through the yard wall. There was no sound but the thin drip of water from the pipe into the bath. The doors and windows were wide open, but the house seemed to sleep as soundly as the dog.
Fascinated, Jacqueline moved nearer and nearer. The dog opened an eye, growled. Then it stopped growling and sat up, wagging its tail lazily. A black dog with white feet, a white tip to its tail. A great-grandson of the dogs her father knew! She spoke softly, holding out her hand. “Hallo, Shot! Shot—good boy!”
The dog got up and trotted towards her.
“Why—you darling! I believe your name is Shot!”
“The dog’s a bitch, her name is Gypsy,” said a deep, almost mannish voice close behind Jacqueline. “Who are you, coming here and calling her Shot? You haven’t been here before, have you? I don’t remember thee, any road.” A woman had followed Jacqueline into the gate, carrying a load of kindling wood. She was gypsy-like, with a hawk-like nose and deep lines in her leathery skin. She wore a sacking apron, unlaced men’s boots, and a tweed cap on her black hair, skewered by a hatpin.
“No, I haven’t been here before. I saw the farm marked on the map, and wondered if you could sell me a glass of milk.”
“Just passing, like?”
“Yes, just passing. I’m on a walking holiday.”
The woman moved nearer and stared into Jacqueline’s face. “Then how did you know we call our dogs Shot? This one’s Gypsy, but her father was Shot, and so was his father. What do you know about us?”
“I heard a little about you at the Moor Hen Inn. I think you are Mrs. Clarke.”
“Aye. And did they tell you the name of our dog’s father, at the Moor Hen? Passing, you say? This road leads to nowhere except Timberfold.”
The girl began to feel angry. “If you haven’t any milk to spare, I’ll be on my way. It really doesn’t matter.” But the woman stood between her and the open gate, and did not move to let her pass.
“You’re very small,” she said disparagingly.
“Well, really!” Jacqueline was exasperated. “I don’t think that concerns you.”
“And fair.” She ruminated a minute, then demanded abruptly, “Are you after our Guy?”
“I am not after anything or anybody. I don’t know your Guy, and I certainly don’t want to. I’m sorry I asked about the milk. Please let me pass, I am going now.”
“Nay, you shan’t go clemmed. If you want milk, come in.” She pushed past the girl, swinging her pile of kindling, and again said over her shoulder, “Come in and sit down.” Jacqueline obeyed, her curiosity getting the better of her annoyance. She wiped her feet carefully on a holey sack by the door, and blinked in the blindness caused by coming in out of the sunshine. There was a bead of fire in the black grate, but the tiny window with its thin cotton curtains let in hardly any light at all, and was further obscured by a shabby treadle sewing-machine which carried a luxuriant geranium in a hideous green pot on a crocheted mat.
“Sit down while I get milk from dairy,” her hostess ordered sharply, opening a latched door into a dim, damp smelling vastness off the kitchen.
This was obviously the head of the table. Down there, humbly at its foot, her father used to sit, staring at the wall-clock which said solemnly tock—tock—tock and the flour-bin which held a whole sack of flour and was painted to look like a chest-of-drawers. Was it still there? Cautiously, she glanced behind her. Yes, it was! The top was cluttered with untidy rubbish, but there were the painted drawers and knobs.
Mrs. Clarke came back with the milk. She pulled a chair up to Jacqueline’s, planted herself stolidly upon it, and studied the girl closely once more.
“Where d’you come from?”
“Barnbury.”
“And you’re not after our Guy?”
This time Jacqueline laughed. “Of course I’m not after him. I don’t even know him. I’m just on a sort of walking holiday. There’s a signpost up there which says Timberfold, so I came.”
The woman pointed to Jacqueline’s shoes. “Over t’beck? Dryshod like that? You’re a good jumper.”
“I used the stepping-stones. Do you doubt that I came that way? Why are you so suspicious of me?”
She seemed genuinely surprised. “Suspicious? I’m not suspicious. You going back to t’Moor Hen to-night?”
Jacqueline stopped being cross because she had suddenly perceived that the woman’s manner was perfectly natural. She had no intention of being rude, but was suspicious and inquisitive by nature. Visitors to this remote spot must be rare. She sipped her milk and said cheerfully, “It’s pretty round here.”
“I dunno about pretty. It’s hard, life on t’moors. Scratting a living, no more.”
“Yet you wouldn’t change it, I’m sure—not for anything in the world.”
The gypsy face changed. The thin lips narrowed to a pink seam in the dark skin; the eyes were snaky, jewel-bright and expressionless. “I’ve lived at Timberfold since I wor thirteen. Come here with me hair in two plaits, wi’ nowt but a clean cotton dress and a new nightshift in my box. Now I’m mistress here. It’s my table we’re sitting at, my chairs we’re on, my milk you’re supping. Mistress of Timberfold, I am. Nay, I wouldn’t change.”
“It’s a fine place.” Jacqueline put what she hoped was the right amount of admiration in her voice, though she could not help thinking how much finer a place Timberfold could be, with a better type of mistress. “Is Guy your son?”
“No. I brought him up, though—him and his sister. Their mother was a weak little thing like you, and died when t’little lad was a baby. Yes, I brought both Saul’s bairns up for him.”
Poor children, Jacqueline thought. A hard life they’d have of it, with such a stepmother. She finished her milk and paid for it.
“Thank you. I must go now, as I’ve six miles to walk. It will take me until dinner-time, unless I get a lift somewhere.”
“You’ll pick up t’bus for last part, if you can get to Timberfold lane end by five. It only runs that way twice a week, Saturdays and Wednesdays. It’s just over four miles.”
Jacqueline glanced over her shoulder to look at the wall-clock. “It isn’t two’clock yet. I can do it—”
Her hostess’s hand slapped down on the table.
“Who are you?” she demanded in a harsh croak. “You come here calling dog by a name that’s been in this family for generations, but isn’t used now. Looking behind you at a clock you knew was there—yet you say you’ve never been in this house afore. Who are you and what do you want with us?”
Jacqueline stood up. “I want nothing, Mrs. Clarke. I thought the dog was friendly and spoke to him in a kindly way, that’s all. And I heard the clock ticking.”
“It’s been stopped five years.”
“But—”
“Aye, quarter to two it says, and quarter to it’s been for five years. Look at clock on chimney-piece. It’s twenty past.”
Jacqueline glanced at her watch. It was absurd to feel frightened, yet her heart was pounding. This was Connie all right, the skinny young servant girl who had tormented her father. She can’t do anything to me—I’ll just say I don’t know what she is talking about, and go away. I’ll walk out of the house, across the yard and out of the gate—then I’ll be free again. I can do it. I’m not imprisoned here, as Daddy was.
As she turned to go the kitchen darkened. Jacqueline almost screamed; then she saw that a man had come to the door, cutting off the light because he was tall and broad.
“What’s up, Connie?” He spoke pleasantly, though his accent was broad. “I could hear you screeching like an old hen. Oh, we’ve got a visitor. Who’s this?”
Connie pointed a thin red finger. “Ask her. She’s been here before. One of your fancy young pieces, I shouldn’t wonder.”
“You must be Guy Clarke,” Jacqueline said thankfully, recovering her poise. “Do convince your stepmother I haven’t been here before—though it’s no crime if I had, is it?”
“Don’t take any notice of her—she’s half crazy, anyway. She came to Timberfold at thirteen, and has never left it for half a day since. She’s suspicious of strangers, but she’s all right if you take no notice. Connie, you old fool, it wouldn’t matter two hoots if she had been here before. But she says she hasn’t, so shut up.”
“She called Gypsy Shot. She looked at the clock to see the time.”
“Good lord, woman, what of it? I do it myself sometimes.”
“Yes, but she knew the clock was there! Yet she says—”
He interrupted. “I know, I know. Who cares, anyway?” He turned to Jacqueline. “She’s got a bee in her bonnet now, that you’ve been here before. I only wish you had. I wouldn’t have forgotten you, in a hundred years.” He smiled down at her from his great height, and she was now collected enough to see that he was uncommonly handsome. A big, black man—like his father Saul, like his grandfather; but no one told me how handsome they were, these big black men! His dark hair was short and curled crisply, giving him an antique look like a god of legend; his shirt was open nearly to the waist, his skin deeply tanned to smooth gold, his strong neck well set on broad shoulders.
“Come outside,” he said softly. “We can talk in the yard.” He stood back to let the girl pass him, then follower her. “Sorry about old Con. I’m afraid she scared you. Are you making for any special place—can I direct you?”
‘To the Moor Hen Inn, please. Your—er—Mrs. Clarke tells me I can catch a bus part of the way, as this is Saturday.”
“You’d have to step out pretty smartly, and it is a long way. Let me drive you—if you don’t mind my decrepit vehicle.” He grinned cheerfully. “The passenger seat is liable to eject careless passengers out into the road rather suddenly if the door is opened too quickly. And the springs stopped springing years ago—I abuse them by loading up with objects never intended for respectable cars. However, you may find it easier than your two feet.”
“I’m sure I shall. Thank you very much.”
The dog Gypsy pressed between them, pushing her head up into the man’s hand. He looked down at her, puzzled. “I say, though—that was funny about the dog’s name. I must admit you’ve got me guessing. Did you really call her Shot?”
Jacqueline decided she liked this frank, pleasant-faced boy. He looked part of Timberfold, sprung from the heather and the rock. For all three hundred years of the farm’s life, there had been young giants like this to serve it. He fitted as perfectly into his background as the stone house did, and the stone walls, the grey outcrops of rock.
She was open-natured, secrecy went against the grain. She had pictured herself coming to Timberfold and departing unnoticed, a casual walker passing by on a summer’s day, but there was no point in acting a lie.
“I shall have to confess,” she admitted with a smile. “I know about Timberfold, though it’s true I’ve never been here before. My father lived here as a boy, and he told me about Shot and the clock over the flour-bin.”
“Ah—the clock puzzled Con, didn’t it? Did your father work here or something, in Granddad’s day?”
She shook her head. “That was the trouble—he wouldn’t work here. If Saul Clarke was your father, my father was your Uncle Peter—at least, your half-uncle.”
“You’re Peter’s daughter? Peter who ran away and married a French girl?” He seized her hands and shook them heartily. “Why didn’t you say so at once?”
“I didn’t know whether I’d be welcome. Daddy was the black sheep, after all. His letters were never answered, though he wrote often to his mother.”
“We never had any letters. Grandma longed for a letter, poor old soul, before she died. But nary a line.”
They stared at each other, troubled. “How very odd!” Jacqueline murmured. “During the war one would expect it, but he wrote before that. Grand-père told me how he wrote and wrote. Then you don’t know Mummy and Daddy are dead, or about me?”
“There was a message, very brief, to say they were dead. We had that. I’m—I’m very sorry; er—you’ll have to tell me your name.”
“Jacqueline.”
‘Too long. I shall call you Jacky from now on. My Dad died, too. Insisted on going out on Home Guard duty when he was too ill. We didn’t know Peter had a child, because there was only the one note, and it didn’t mention you.”
“I know. They—my grandparents—were afraid the family might claim me, and they knew how unhappy Daddy had been here at Timberfold. So they didn’t mention me in that letter. If there’d been a kind reply, Grand-père intended to write again and tell about me. But there wasn’t any reply at all.”
“By that time there were only Connie, Deborah—that’s my sister—and me. Connie is no hand at writing, and we were young and struggling to manage the farm without Dad. You mustn’t think us heartless.”
“I don’t. I merely can’t understand why Grandma Clarke never received Daddy’s letters. It’s all so long ago, Guy. We weren’t bora when all this began.”
“Let’s forget it, then, and start afresh by being friends.” He held out his hand to her, and she laid hers willingly within it.
“It seems stupid to carry on old feuds. It was a silly quarrel, anyway.”
He shook her hand heartily, in a hard grip. Then he put an arm across her shoulders and kissed her lightly on the temple. “Half-cousins are kissing cousins, Jacky. We’ll say they are, anyway.”
For no reason at all, except the fun of being young on a summer’s day, they both laughed, and Guy gave her shoulder a friendly squeeze before releasing her.
Guy was her second Englishman, and he disturbed her more than her first—in a different way. Alan’s quiet mind and serene spirit spoke to hers in a language she understood well; with him she felt she could tread familiar paths. But Guy swept her into a new path which promised adventure and gaiety. He had youth, good looks, and abounding vitality. The touch of his firm hand, the brush of his warm lips on her smooth skin, sent her blood coursing headily.
Connie Clarke’s coarse voice interrupted their laughter. “Guy! Don’t stand there all day, gommicking! There’s them hen-runs to see to.”
She stood in the doorway, a squat, powerful-looking woman, as much part of the environment as Guy himself; but she looked like an earthy troll. To Jacqueline, turning from the handsome, laughing boy, the older woman’s face was hideous with evil—with envy, jealousy and hatred. The girl shivered in the warm air.
“Somebody walking over your grave?” Guy asked.
She turned to him with a startled exclamation. “What?”
“Don’t look so horrified. It’s an expression we use when someone shivers for no apparent reason. It doesn’t mean anything.” He laughed. “I do believe I’ve scared you.” “No, I’m not scared. I hadn’t heard the expression before, that’s all.”
Suddenly she longed to get away. The whole atmosphere of Timberfold was hateful, menacing.
“Look here,” Guy seemed not to have noticed the interruption, “I can’t let a cousin—one of the family—stay at a pub. You must come here. Let’s go and fetch your luggage. You belong to us.”
“No—oh no, I can’t! I mean, it’s awfully good of you, but—” She sought for an excuse. I can’t, she thought wildly, I simply can’t sleep under the same roof as that awful woman. “It wouldn’t be convenient for Aunt Connie. I’m sure she wouldn’t like it. Please, Guy, take me back to the Moor Hen.”
“Aunt Connie! Just call her Connie, as Deb and I do. She’s only a housekeeper really. Dad married her after Grandma died because she said folk would gossip if she stayed on just with Dad and me. Deborah had left home then and wouldn’t come back to housekeep—and I don’t blame her. On the whole, it was simpler for Dad to marry Connie than to get another woman to live so far from civilisation.” He laughed loudly. “The old girl was set up with herself, too. Mistress where she’d been maid. Gave her no end of a kick. Deborah and I just laugh. She doesn’t count really.”
“Maybe not, Guy. But I shall call her Aunt Connie, because she was Uncle Saul’s wife. If she doesn’t like it, I shall say Mrs. Clarke.”
“Aren’t you a prim creature? Have your own way, but I shall have my way about your staying here. My lass, do you want to disgrace me in the eyes of the neighbourhood? My own cousin staying at an inn when there’s room at Timberfold? We may be moor-enders, but we have our pride. Even Connie will see that. Wait here, I’ll tell her.” He hurried off, then came back to where she stood by the gate. “I forgot to ask how long—?”
“Only a night. I have to be back at the hospital by Sunday evening.”
“Hospital? Not St. Simon’s?” His voice rose with surprised unbelief.
“Do you know it?”
“I spent half a lifetime there last year, when I crushed my foot with the tractor. Lot of young bullies, you nurses. You are a nurse?”
“The youngest and least experienced in the world. I still shake with fright—but I don’t let the patients see.” He hit his thigh. “Well, if that isn’t the darndest! Of course it’s the only decent hospital around these parts, but—you at St. Simon’s! It beats cockfighting.”
“I don’t see why it should. I wanted to nurse in England. I wanted to see Timberfold. St. Simon’s was the obvious place.”
“Yes, but—”
“Guy! Do thee hear!”
“Lor’, I forgot about the old girl. Wait—I’ll go and explain.”
She waited obediently, hoping against hope that Connie would refuse to have her. It’s only one night, she comforted herself, and it will be fun, to sleep under the Timberfold roof just once. She tried not to regret the comfort of the Moor Hen or the fact that she would not see her friend Alan again.
It was not Guy, but Connie who came to her. “You’re Peter’s wench, then? He’s—she jerked a thumb over her shoulder—“says you’re to stop. A proper heart-scald your Dad was to his poor Ma. Quarrels and shouting all the time it was, with Master Peter.”
“It was his father who did the shouting. Daddy didn’t want to be a farmer, that’s all. If they could have seen his point of view—”
“Artist, he wanted for. There’s no living in that.”
“He designed lovely silks and made a jolly good living.”
“Well, come your ways in. The room is damp, and I hope you’ve no objection to spiders, because spiders there is, and neither you nor I nor Queen Elizabeth could get rid of them. They come off the tree. You can have your father’s room.”
Jacqueline followed her demurely, feeling that if her welcome was not exactly rapturous, at least she had not been turned down. Now that she was actually embarked upon the small adventure, she felt excited. It would be interesting to see upstairs, to use her father’s old room.
It was a big draughty room with two windows opening on to the moor. One window was obscured by the branch of a big tree, and below it, an easy distance, was the roof of a shed.
“Cart shed. Peter used to climb out o’ this window and slide down roof, after his Dad had sent him to bed in disgrace. Ee, it seems queer you’re his lass. Peter wor a pretty boy, in a way.” For a brief, revealing moment her harsh face softened and her tone was gentler. ‘Too la-di-dah for a farmer—his hands were more like a lady’s. Twor that made his Dad so mad, his la-di-dah ways. The more Peter tried to be a gentleman, the more his father shouted and swore at him.”
Jacqueline peered out of the window at the shed roof. The tiles were broken and mossy. “Poor little Peter. No one understood him except his mother, and she was too frightened to stick up for him.”
“Wrong, wrong!” Connie jerked a dust-sheet off the bed angrily. “I understood him. I understood all about him.”
Jacqueline turned to her in amazement. “Why, Aunt Connie, you helped Saul to tease him!” Then she went hot with embarrassment, for the women was her hostess.
Connie was not offended. She looked slyly under her skimpy lashes. “Aye, I knew which side my bread was buttered, I knew Master Saul would be boss when his Dad went. And when they’re so small and helpless, sometimes it comes over you; you can’t help it. They sort of ask for it. Anyway,” she added defiantly, “Peter didn’t like me. He called me a kitchen cat. He said I had mucky ways and talked common.”
“Then he was very rude and naughty!” She turned to the window again. “He used to walk on the moor at nights, when everybody was asleep.”
“Up to no good.”
“He only walked. He used to shout poetry into the wind. It was Saul who—” She checked herself, remembering Saul had been Connie’s husband and also that her memory might not be over-accurate. In her childish imagination, the villain of every story had been a Saul.
“Saul was all right. He went girling o’ nights, like any normal chap. But who knew what mischief Peter hatched, up on the moor alone? He never wanted a girl with him, didn’t Peter.”
In this, at least, her memory did not err. Peter Clarke had hated, feared, despised the young servant-girl. Perhaps he had not realised that she knew and resented it. It was evident that she still resented it, still cherished the bitter memory that Peter, young as he was, had coldly rejected her.
“He didn’t hatch anything very bad.” She craned out of the window, glad of an excuse to end the talk. “I think I see Guy waiting for me. He is driving me to the Moor Hen to collect my luggage. Oh—who is that? It must be my grandmother.” She pointed to a portrait over the wide stone chimney-piece. “Is it like her?”
“Pretty like. Done by a chap painting inn-signs, they say ‘twas. Stopped here a night or two, and painted that for his keep. She wor young then.”
The girl studied the stiff, unskilful painting. “She doesn’t look happy.”
‘That’s all the young ones think of now. Happy—what’s happy? If you’ve got four good meals a day under your pinner and a good man to fend for you, and if you’ve no rheumatism and such, you ought to thank God. I dunno about happy.”
Mollie Medway said good-bye to Jacqueline with genuine regret. “Come again, and spend a week-end with us properly. I told the bar Peter Clarke’s girl had turned up. I hope you don’t mind. It was such an excitement for them—you know they’ve hardly got over his running away with a French girl yet.”
“It seems so odd that here, in his native place, Daddy is still the wild young boy—a scapegrace, though goodness knows his only crime was not wanting to be a farmer.”
“Ah, but no one here can understand such a mentality. We all condemn what we can’t understand.”
“Aunt Connie doesn’t understand me. She keeps asking why I came. I can’t convince her I have no ulterior motive.”
Upstairs she packed her rucksack. She had long ago learned to travel light, as one must when one carries one’s wardrobe in so small a container, and to look neat and pretty at the same time. Soon, Room Four was just as she had found it, with not a trace of her occupation. It was not impersonal, for no room of Mollie Medway’s could be that—it was Alan’s room again.
A mischievous smile dimpled her cheek. She tore a blank page from her diary and scribbled: Thanks for everything. You may now sleep peacefully. She studied it a moment, frowning lightly and tapping her lips with her pencil. What could she add, to remind him amusingly of their morning? He had been rather domineering about that cliff—what was its name? Smiling once more, she added: And I still think your Black Crag would be fun.
“Lance and Alan will be sorry to have missed you,” said Mollie as she left. “They are planning an enormous excursion for to-morrow, because it’s my turn to cook lunch.” As soon as the car started, Jacqueline remembered she had not asked Mollie Alan’s other name. It doesn’t matter, she decided, I’ll never see him again, and he’ll always be simply Alan. Ships that pass in the night—he was rather a nice ship, too.
“Penny for your thoughts?” said Guy.
“Ships. Just—ships.”
It was not a particularly successful visit. Connie cooked a high tea of ham and eggs, slapped the plates down on the tablecloth angrily and did not speak a word until the meal was almost over.
“You’re a weeshy, washed-out little thing like your Grandma, but you’ve got the yellow hair, I see. Pity it doesn’t curl.”
“I like it as it is. I think she’s pretty, Con.” Guy grinned at Jacqueline as he spoke, taking her into an amused conspiracy against the grim old woman. She tried not to mind being discussed so freely.
“I still don’t see what she wants, though,” Connie launched into space, addressing nobody.
“I want nothing,” the girl told her, with controlled patience. “It may seem crazy to you, but I only wanted to see Timberfold—to see something belonging to my father.”
“Belonging?” The tone was sharp.
“Not in the literal sense. Belonging in atmosphere.”
“Timberfold belonged to Saul,” the old woman repeated obstinately. “And now it belongs to me.” She had a long, thin, cruel nose, and when she shut her lips firmly her face had a nutcracker look like a witch’s. “Saul was a fine big man, shoulders as broad as a barn door. Ee, I like a big man with meat on his bones and a big roaring laugh. Guy’s a big man, too, though he ain’t come to his full strength yet by a long chalk. Likes his women and beer, too; like his Dad.”
Guy was angry. “Shut up, Connie. That’s daft talk. Come outside, Jacky—let’s go for a walk before I dot the old woman on the head. She’ll leave me no character at all if she starts her silly drooling.”
“I want to show you my favourite walk,” he went on when they had left the farm buildings behind. Instead of crossing the beck, he turned sharply and took a narrow path beside the tumbling water until they reached a low summit where the stream made a miniature waterfall and they could command a surprisingly wide view of the countryside. He pointed out the extent of the Timberfold grazings.
“You must be awfully proud to own so much,” she said, rather awed. “Because of course you do own it, don’t you? It isn’t really Aunt Connie’s?”
“Clever child! Connie doesn’t own a stick or stone of it, and has no money of her own at all. She’ll always have a home at Timberfold, naturally, and what money she needs. All that showing off about owning the place is—well, I suppose she’s a bit cracked on the subject.”
“Poor thing, perhaps she feels insecure and tries to bolster herself up. After all, if you married, your wife might not want Connie—she isn’t exactly friendly.”
“Timberfold is big enough for two women.”
She laughed at his innocence. “Oh, Guy—I’ve never been married, but even I know that no house is big enough for two women if they don’t agree.”
“Maybe. But whatever happens I shan’t turn old Con out. She’s crazy and bad-tempered, but she knows no other home.”
“You’re right, and I admire you for that. Oh, look—there’s my old friend Black Crag.”
“Do you?”
“Do I what?” She turned to look at him in surprise, and met his eyes. She caught her breath. He was looking at her as if he had caught a glimpse of fairyland. It was a look of adoration, so open that it made her embarrassed and she glanced away quickly.
“You said you admired me. Do you?”
“For your loyalty to Aunt Connie? Yes, I do.” But I don’t envy your wife, she added to herself. Pointing, she added quickly, ‘That is Black Crag, isn’t it? How steep it seems. It really is a curious formation.” For some reason she found it hard to keep her voice steady. She had met admiration before, but in this man’s ardent look there was something almost too naked, too revealing.
“I’ll take you to-morrow afternoon. There is a steep climb up the face, and a sheer drop, but from this side the ascent is quite easy.” His voice, too, was rough-edged, but when she thanked him, he smiled in a natural, friendly way. To keep the conversation on an impersonal level she plied him with questions about the Crag.
“Hey, you a rock-climbing fan?” he asked, grinning. “I’ve done a bit. The crag intrigues me, I just can’t wait to see it.” In fact, though she enjoyed walking in mountains, she did not care at all for rock-climbing. She needed time to think about this big handsome cousin who had come into her life so unexpectedly. He made her pulses race, but whether the sensation was pleasant or not, she had yet to decide.
As they returned to the farm, he touched her arm once or twice, helping her over rough ground. His touch, firm, strong, and warm, thrilled her curiously. Soon—too soon—she would have to decide quite definitely exactly what her relations with this man were to be. They could not remain on cousinly terms for long, that was already obvious. He had claimed her as a “kissing cousin”. What kind of kisses did he mean?
Timberfold kept early hours, and it was still light when Jacqueline found herself in the big bedroom overlooking the wide moor. She opened the window to the warm night, and sat for a while watching the colour fade from the day.
Here, so often, her adored father must have stood, staring at freedom, his young heart hot with injustice, misunderstanding. It was like a dream, being here.
She brought a leather folding frame from her rucksack and held it to the remaining light. It held a laughing snapshot of her father and mother, arms linked affectionately. A faded, dog-eared photograph now, but infinitely precious. The two faces, happy and in love, smiled at her.
“Are you glad Guy and I are friends?” she whispered to them, as she had whispered confidences on many a lonely night. “You’re all together now, you and Saul, Grandmother and Grandfather, with all bitterness gone and only love and understanding left. At least, I hope that’s what Heaven means, darlings. You wouldn’t want the next generation to carry on a feud you’ve forgotten, would you? You want me to bury the hatchet?”
She smiled into the warm dusk. Connie was a queer one, with her admiration for “a big man,” and her fantastic pride in the possession of the old house. And Guy? His size came from the Clarkes, but his handsome looks he must have inherited from his mother, pretty as may-blossom. I’m awfully glad I’m small, from my grandmother’s side, and not one of the “big black Clarkes”. How Connie despises me for my size! I must tell her good things come in little parcels.
She climbed into the high bed and pulled the linen sheet to her chin. It smelt of fresh air and, faintly, of peat. And because she was a woman and women’s thoughts run that way, she wondered if Guy’s children would be as handsome as their father. And what woman would marry Guy and live in this lonely, bitter old house, coax it back into a happy home and rear a brood of pretty children in the great kitchen? Red curtains, it needed, she decided sleepily. Red curtains with a lamp shining behind them, a leaping fire and the smell of baking.
She did not think at all of Alan, who for her sake had slept in a bed too small for him, and wasted a whole morning, when the light was perfect for his needs, in introducing her to her heritage, the moor.
By the time Jacqueline had finished breakfast, Guy came in, declaring he had finished his Sunday-morning chores. “We’ll go to the Bubbling Well this morning. It’s a short walk, and you must make a wish there when the bubbles come up. Guaranteed to come true.”
“That’s right,” Connie said, suddenly talkative. “You walk three times round the pool and the bubbles come up in the water. Wish before they burst, but you have to be quick.”
“Marsh gas,” Guy explained. “Walking round the edge disturbs it and releases it into the water—or so I’m told. Anyway, the wishes come true. Connie wished to be mistress of Timberfold, didn’t you, Con?”
“Aye, my first day here. I always knew it would come true.”
She looked at them both with an expression of sly triumph. “I’ve had other wishes, since yon.”
“And did they come true?”
“Aye. And if they don’t—I make them.” She pushed past Jacqueline and peered out of the window. “Yonder’s old Michael. I want a word with him.”
“Good gracious, Guy—what an odd-looking man! He looks like a bundle of old clothes.”
Guy looked over Jacqueline’s shoulder. She was conscious of his nearness. ‘That’s our shepherd—so-called! He’s about as much use as a sick headache. Drunk whenever he can lay his hands on the stuff. He’d sell his soul for a bottle of whisky.”
“He can’t be much use as a shepherd. Why don’t you sack him?”
“You can’t sack folks like Michael. His cottage is on our land and we are responsible for him. He was a fine man, they say, when he first came here. Believe it or not, he was madly in love with Connie. Still is, as far as I know, for he never married. She wasn’t bad-looking as a girl.” He chuckled, “Married or not, I’ll bet Mike thanks God on his knees for a narrow escape.” He watched the couple curiously. “What the deuce is she telling him now? One of her crazy ideas, I’ll be bound. I cured her of interfering with the farm after I came of age, but Michael is her slave. He’d do any daft thing she. told him, bar harming the sheep. He’s sense enough to keep off them, which is a comfort.”
“What do you do with yourself, Guy—I mean when you’re not farming? Isn’t it dull for you?”
“Pictures in Barnbury sometimes, or a dance. They have the odd dance at the Moor Hen. Sometimes,” he grinned mischievously, “I take a girl out—but I’ve never had the luck to find one as attractive as my pretty cousin. May I take you to a dance one day?”
“Thank you. But you know it would be dependent on my time off—and I have to be back strictly on time.”
“I know. You could take me to a staff dance some time; then you wouldn’t be worried by the clock, Cinderella.” The idea pleased her. He would be a wonderful escort, and she had worried a little about the staff dances, knowing the nurses took their own partners, and she knew nobody.
“Guy, I’d love to.”
“It’s a date. Won’t old Debbie be surprised, too?”
“Why? You were going to tell me about Deborah, and we were interrupted. Is she older or younger than you?”
“Older. Tries to do the big sister on me, but it doesn’t work. I was going to tell you about Deb, but I’ve changed my mind. I won’t. At least, not yet.”
“Why ever not?”
He laughed, a sound which irritated her vaguely. There was the faintest trace of maliciousness in it. “Because I’ve a sense of humour, my pixie.”
“It doesn’t seem startlingly funny to me.”
“It will, darling—it will. Don’t look so cross. If you’re ready, we’ll start for the Bubbling Well or you’ll miss your wish.”
As they left the house, Connie stumped towards them with a face full of doom. “Michael says there’s some trouble among the sheep up at Miller’s Clough. You’ll have to take Gypsy and get along to ‘em, quick, he says.”
“Drat the old fool! He’s supposed to be a shepherd. Why couldn’t he go? I am taking Jacky to the Well.”
“Not if you’re needed elsewhere. I could walk to the Well by myself—or could I come with you to the sheep?”
Connie was scornful. “He needs to move sharp, Mike says, if he doesn’t want to lose some good animals. You stop here.”
Guy scowled. “What on earth can be wrong? Didn’t he say? Why didn’t he speak to me? You ought to have brought him into the house, Con. I’ve told you before, I won’t have you and that drunken old creature fixing things between you.”
Connie shrugged. “He wouldn’t speak to thee. You shout at him, he says. And you do. T’owd chap’s scared o’ thee.”
He whistled for Gypsy. “Sorry, Jacky. You see what a farmer’s life is? I’ll settle the trouble, and we’ll have our trip to the Black Crag after dinner.”
He strode off. Jacqueline felt lonely, not wishing to spend a whole morning in Connie’s company.
The woman pointed. “Bubbling Well’s yon way. Through the gate and up the hill about half a mile, turn right at a clump of hawthorns. You can’t miss it. Dinner’s at twelve.” She clumped away, clogs clattering on the cobbled yard, and Jacqueline thankfully felt herself free to go off by herself.
It was a day of golden stillness. Down in the town, it would be too hot, enervating. But here there was a faint, tangy drift of air, too light to be called a breeze, which fingered her hair and blew coolly about her ears. After the communal life of Hospital and Nurses’ Home, she enjoyed her solitude. The track went steadily uphill and as she gained height she saw the Crag again. It dominated the scene whichever path one took, but now she saw it from a different angle. She shaded her eyes, trying to estimate its distance, but it was slightly obscured by heat haze.
It seemed that not a fly moved across the whole horizon. She knew there were sheep, but they must be lying down. Somewhere, Alan and Lance Medway would be enjoying their planned trip. Surely more than a day had passed since she walked the sheep tracks behind Alan’s neat, economical moving. How kind he had been, how easy their companionship—as easy as an old shoe! He had helped her, as one human being to another—not as a man gallantly squiring a pretty girl. There had been no excitement, no tingling of the pulses, as in her short walk with Guy. But she had been happy, and her inner loneliness had gone away for a brief time. Alan seemed to understand, without being told, what she was thinking and feeling. He would be a dependable friend in trouble. But no one—not even his best friend—could call him really handsome! She smiled a little, remembering his rangy figure and how she’d thought him an apparition out of the Middle Ages in his green sweater which somehow made him look like Blondin.
On Friday, when she left St. Simon’s, she knew no Englishmen at all. Now she knew two. Alan had come into her life unannounced—smiled, given her a morning’s friendship, and departed. She did not even know his full name. And Guy? She had found him waiting at the end of a long, long journey; true, she had not been expecting him, any more than he had expected her, but it did seem that fate had brought them together. Even the white heather had taken a hand, encouraging her to go forward when the tossed coin said “go back.”
Guy was in her life now, for good or ill. And his being there was her own doing. In some subtle way, the whole pattern of her life had been altered since she left the hospital. For good or ill.
From nowhere, a cooler wind blew across the heather, riffling across her bare arms and turning the smooth tanned skin to goose-flesh, making her shiver. She had reached the Bubbling Well.
It was a dark pool under the shadow of a great grey boulder; a much smaller pool than she had imagined. When she leaned over it, she saw her own face staring up at her, like a girl long drowned in a peat bog. The place was uncanny, and she wished she had waited for Guy.
Walk three times round and wish before the bubbles burst. Better to have one’s wish quite ready, then, for wishes have to be spoken very carefully if they are not to rebound uncomfortably upon the wisher. Think of all those unfortunate people granted three wishes by a fairy who seemed to take a delight in catching them out!
Carefully she paced round and watched breathlessly. Yes, a circle of bubbles rose heavily into the middle of the pool. Gases in the bog—a very simple scientific explanation, suitable for schoolboys. But how much better to think it was magic.
“Please, Well,” she whispered, “let me find my true love—or let my true love find me.”
With a plop, the bubbles burst.
“That’s done—and I think I was in time!” Like most people who have grown up in a lonely childhood, Jacqueline talked to herself sometimes. But, as if her voice had called it, a dog immediately trotted round the boulder which sheltered the well.
“Why, Gypsy!” She held out a hand to the black-and-white animal. “Come on—good girl.”
But the dog turned away from her, and she saw then that it was not Gypsy after all, for there was a large white patch on the shoulder now turned towards her. Gypsy was all black, except for her feet and tail-tip. The patch was curiously like a map of England.
Then a rough voice, startlingly near, shouted—and the dog instantly sank motionless into the heather, its head lowered on its fore-paws.
A dog and a voice—yet no one visible as far as eye could see. The dog’s master must be taking cover. Where was obvious ... behind the boulder. But why?
She shouted, “Is anybody there?” The stupid game of hide-and-seek annoyed her, she hated to be spied upon. Besides, she felt slightly foolish, pacing round the pool like that. There was no answer, but the dog’s eyes moved as if it saw someone behind her. She swung round.
She saw a vague shape rise up out of the heather, felt an agonising blow and saw blackness starred by splinters of light. As if from a great distance, she heard a dog bark.
Then she dropped like a log into the heather.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
JACQUELINE knew she had passed from sleeping to waking. She had been deeply asleep for a long time. So long, she could not remember where she was.
She was not in her grandmother’s house, for the bed was too hard and the room smelt quite different. It was the polish smell that made her think of Grandmother, but this polish was not so fragrant, it was more antiseptic—like a hospital.
But of course—it was the hospital. She was no longer the spoilt, petted granddaughter, she was Nurse Clarke. Nurse to all those darling, tiresome old women, though less than the dust beneath the feet of Sister.
She had a splitting headache, her neck and shoulders hurt abominably. Was she going to be ill? No, that was ridiculous—nurses are never ill. A couple of aspirins would fix it; would have to fix it, because if this particular headache persisted, she’d be stupid with pain and make mistakes. Sister and the staff nurse did not tolerate mistakes in very junior nurses.
Surely it must be time to get up? She opened her eyes, and the light stabbed like a sliver of glass. She closed them again quickly, with a faint groan.
A voice said, “She’s awake!” And because she had believed herself alone in her narrow bedroom, she forced her eyes open again.
A uniformed nurse stood by her bed. Jacqueline thought it was Liz. She said painfully, “My head aches. I’ll have to take some aspirin before I go on duty. Am I late?”
A comfortable voice said, “You’re not going on duty today, Nurse. I’m going to send Liz Hannon to practice on you, so you must be a good patient.”
The screen was moved slightly, so this time she was able to open her eyes in comfort, and saw the stout figure of Home Sister in a startlingly white apron and the plain pink of the St. Simon’s sister’s uniform.
“Am I ill? What happened?”
“That is what we want to know. You fell and bumped your head. No bones broken, but you’ve had quite a knock; so you must lie still and do as you’re told. I’ll give you something for your headache.”
“Is Sister very cross because I’m not on duty?”
“She says you’ll be more addle-pated than ever after this—but she’s not cross, you silly girl. I shall be, if you don’t immediately drink this and go to sleep.”
Jacqueline slept and woke again. It was dusk and the screens had been removed from her bed. Painfully she turned her head, to find out where she was, and encountered a pair of bright dark eyes watching her from an adjacent bed.
“You look better. Practically human, in fact. I’m Bridget O’Hara—tummy trouble, on a diet of pig-swill and cow-cake. I’ll bet you haven’t been here before—it is the staff sick-bay, and we’re the only inhabitants. Crusoe and Friday sort of style. You’re Jacky Clarke, aren’t you? How’s the head?”
“Horrible. Did someone hit me?”
Bridget grinned. “Don’t you know? All that’s known here is that you arrived in an ambulance under very distinguished escort. Are you a dark horse, Jacky?”
“I don’t think so. My mind is a blank.”
Bridget leaned out of bed to look at her more closely. “Lost your memory, have you? I’ve always wanted to see a lost-memory case. Can’t you remember a thing?”
“Name—age—where I live—the old woman in Lister. I can remember everything, but—” She put her hands to her temples and discovered her head was bandaged, her arms scratched. “I can’t remember what happened after supper on Friday. What day is it to-day?”
“Monday.”
“What are all these scratches?”
“Ah-ah! That’s what his lordship wanted to know. Furious, he was. Had Matron and Home Sister running round in circles like a couple of juniors. I’ve never seen him in such a wax. Little Bridget lay low and said nuffin’. Pretended to be asleep in case he started on me next.”
“I don’t believe it! You’re pulling my leg.”
“Honest, no kidding. Look out—Sister.”
Jacqueline drifted off into sleep again, and dreamt vividly of lying on something springy and faintly scented, which tickled her cheek. There was a man, too. He had gentle hands, and he lifted her easily in his arms, cradled her head on his shoulder. Her nose was buried in the good cloth of his coat, which smelled of smoke and peat. His voice was kind and she felt wonderfully safe.
When she woke again, Liz Hannon was bringing in the tea-trays. Bridget looked at hers with disgust.
“I never have luck. Why couldn’t I get ill with something decent? Look at this disgusting muck!”
“Now you know! Perhaps you’ll be a bit more sympathetic when you dish it out to the patients.”
“I’m always sympathetic! There’s a nice boy on Men’s Surgical says I’m the most sympathetic nurse he’s ever had. What’s young Clarke having?”
“Never you mind!” said Liz, winking at Jacqueline. “What on earth happened, Jacky? Tell Liz all, but make it snappy or I’ll never get done. We haven’t had a replacement for you and my feet are practically red-hot. We’ll never get done to-day.”
“Honestly, Liz—I can’t remember. At least I—no, that was a dream.”
“It might not be. Have you got glimmerings of memory? Tell Bridget, dear.”
“Shut up, O’Hara, you shouldn’t bother her. Take your time, Jacky. If you don’t remember to-day, you may tomorrow.”
“She can tell us her dream, can’t she?”
Jacqueline smiled wanly. “I know you’re both dying to know—and believe me, so am I! But my dream was that I was lying on something springy and—yes, scratchy, I think. It tickled my cheek.”
“Scratchy? Could that account for your arms?”
“This was a dream, I tell you. There was a man—dark, with blue eyes.”
“Goody!” said Bridget, forgetting to eat. “Good-looking?”
“Not a bit. He had a scar—just a tiny one under his chin. I saw it when he picked me up.” She frowned. “The funny thing is, I’d seen it before. I mean, I sort of recognized it. He picked me up and held me in his arms quite easily, and said—”
“Darling, I love you?”
“Certainly not He said ‘you funny young juggins, you are giving me a lot of trouble this week-end, aren’t you?’ ”
“Then what happened?” Liz demanded, her mouth gaping slightly.
“I woke up.”
“One always does when a dream gets interesting. I wonder why? Heavens, I must fly. Good-bye, girls—look after yourselves.”
“I guess we’ll have to,” said Bridget. “You shouldn’t be talking at all, young Jacky. Shut your eyes and let me get on with my work.” She took a book from her locker and groaned. “I failed my prelim, the first time. If I fail again I’ll just die quietly in a corner. Oh, heck! These horrible bones. Why can’t human beings be born filleted?”
Jacqueline closed her eyes obediently, but immediately began to worry about her own examination work and whether the blow on her head had driven out all the knowledge she had already acquired so painfully. She began to rehearse the bones, starting at her toes, but by the time she reached the knee the effort was becoming too great and she fell asleep.
The days slid past Jacqueline lost count of them as she dozed into and out of the orderly hospital routine; sometimes she talked to Liz or Bridget; at times she was not patient, but nurse, as the round of washing, bed-making, locker dusting, temperatures and dressings went on. She worried about her “corners” as her bed was made with swift impersonal strokes, or anxiously checked the contents of a trolley in her mind.
One morning she opened her eyes to find Matron by her bed, tall, slim, neat in navy blue dress and flowing white cap.
“How are you, Nurse?”
“Quite well, thank you, Matron.”
It had always amused Jacqueline to hear nine patients out of ten say “quite well, thank you” when Matron made her majestic round, her routine inquiry. Even those bold enough to tell Matron they were ill soon found themselves conforming to the stock pattern. There was a look in those penetrating grey eyes which said: I
know exactly how you are, and in the next ward there are patients much, much worse! So if one were well enough to speak at all, one said meekly quite well, thank you.
Now I’m saying it too, Jacqueline thought. She felt horribly nervous, for this was not the daily visit of state, but a special, private visit, and she felt vaguely she ought to have put on a clean apron. She said timidly:
“I’m sorry to have been so much trouble, Matron. I’ll be ready for duty soon.”
“The doctor will decide that, Nurse. You will return to duty when you are told.” She took a chair and sat by the bed. “Are you ready to tell us what happened?”
“I don’t know, Matron. Perhaps if someone told me what happened, it might help to bring something back.”
“Possibly. We’ve pieced a good deal together. I’ll speak to Doctor about that.”
Jacqueline was overcome by the idea of Matron and whoever “we” might be piecing her week-end together. She must have shown this in her face, for Matron smiled just as if she were human. “Did you think I wouldn’t know, Nurse? When one of my gels goes off on a weekend’s leave and returns in an ambulance, I want to know where she has been and what she has been doing. And of course there are other people, too, who want to know—Don’t worry about it, don’t try to force yourself to remember—but we do hope that in time you’ll be able to fill in certain gaps. I wrote to your grandmother.”
Jacqueline digested this information, and the thought of her beloved Grand’mère brought weak tears to her eyes. “I—I never thought—she’ll be worrying, not hearing from me.”
“I wrote fully at once. I am responsible for all my nurses.”
Her tone sounded faintly ominous. “Matron—you’re not sending me away? I feel much better, truly.”
“No, I’m not sending you away, though if your people were in England I should certainly send you home to convalesce. But to France—no, the journey would be a strain. Have you any friends or relations who could take you for a week or so?”
“I don’t know of anyone, Matron. I haven’t been here long enough to make friends.”
“What about your cousin? Could they possibly take you at the farm? I’ll speak to Sister.”
This seemed Greek to Jacqueline, but she said meekly, “Thank you, Matron. It is kind of you.”
“Kind? Naturally I am concerned for your welfare, Nurse.”
After Matron’s departure, Bridget popped up from under her blankets like a rabbit out of a hole. “Whew! I pretended to be asleep, but I heard the lot. You’ll be for it, my girl, when you get up. You went off alone, hiking or something, didn’t you? Of all the crazy ideas! She’ll have you in her room for that, in a clean apron, see if she doesn’t!”
“She seemed kind and very concerned.”
“You bet she is! Don’t you realise this may be a scandal, and on the fair name of St. Simon’s, too. The old girl is in a wax. What did she mean, cousin?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea. Bridie, do you realise I’ve lost a whole week-end out of my life and no one will tell me where it went? After all, someone must know! If I came in an ambulance, someone called it. Perhaps I was in a road accident?”
“You poor crittur! I never thought of it like that. You must be desperate to know. Listen, have you ever heard of a place called Black Crag?”
“Never. At least—well, no.”
“Whether or not, you fell off it. You were found at the foot of it with your head all blood, by a certain person—naming no names—who went there to look for you, expecting to find your bleeding corpse at the bottom. And there you were—except you weren’t a corpse. You were carried two miles across heather to a road where the ambulance was waiting for you ... Jacky, I’ve got it! Your dream—heather!”
“Heather? It could be. Yes, why not?”
“So that part wasn’t a dream. And the man?”
“He was definitely a dream.” Jacky closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep, because the exciting thought had come to her that if the heather was real, the man might be real too. And if so, she wasn’t going to discuss him with Bridget O’Hara ... because she had liked this man very much.
It seemed that Dr. Parsons was satisfied with Jacqueline’s X-rays and her general progress, because the next day she was allowed to sit up. He was a stout, fair man with a neighing laugh and a passion for growing irises, which he managed to do nearly all the year round.
“Well, Nurse, I think we shall rear you. Nothing broken, but you had a nasty fall and you must go steady.”
“When may I return to duty, Doctor?”
He neighed with laughter. “When I say. Not yet. Go home for a couple of weeks. Oh—you can’t, can you? Don’t you live in France or somewhere? Well, the almoner will find somewhere for you, if you haven’t relatives who could take you. Right-ho—good-bye, good-bye. Take care of yourself.”
“Return to duty!” Bridget sniffed scornfully. “You must be crazy. Why didn’t I fall off a crag? Look, infant—hear me this chapter, will you? There are some questions at the end of it—page twenty-seven.”
Nurse Hannon opened the door and had time to press a warning finger to her lips before standing aside, straight as a ramrod, to allow a visitor to sweep past her. Jacqueline pushed the text-book under her top sheet and hoped it did not show. She was not supposed to read yet.
Jacky did not know the man and supposed he was for Bridget. But the Irish girl had melted away under the bedclothes in an astonishing way, and the visitor twisted a chair round to face Jacqueline, and studied her appraisingly. Then he nodded.
“I just met Parsons. He said you were better to-day. Now, young lady, what I want to know is, what the deuce do you mean by climbing Black Crag alone when I’d told you it was dangerous?”
Jacky gaped with astonishment and indignation. He sounded so angry. Before she could answer he turned on Liz. “Don’t stand there breathing down my neck, Nurse.” Liz went scarlet, as if her collar were too tight. She, too, melted away. The man turned to Jacky. “Well?”
“Don’t shout at me,” she said crossly. “It makes my head ache. You won’t make my memory come back by yelling at me. All I have to say is that I’m certain I didn’t climb your old Black Crag by myself, and I’m certain I didn’t fall off it.”
“But you left me a note, to say you were going to attempt it. That’s why I was there so soon. If you hadn’t left the note, you might have been dead of exposure by the time we found you. It all tied up with what you said to your cousin, about ‘you couldn’t wait to see it’. He thought you’d gone to the Bubbling Well.”
Jacqueline knew she was going to do one of two things—cry or lose her temper. Why didn’t someone explain to her, instead of shouting and bullying like this, and jabbering a lot of nonsense she didn’t understand?
She lost her temper. “Listen—I’m not such a fool as to climb a crag I don’t know, and alone, if it’s dangerous. That’s a fool’s trick and I know enough not to try it. I hate rock-climbing, anyway—and if the wretched thing is as dangerous as you say, why wasn’t I killed, or at any rate more seriously injured? Dr. Parsons says I haven’t broken anything. My arms were badly scratched; why weren’t they broken?”
He tilted his chair back dangerously on two legs. “But I found you unconscious at the foot of the crag. How did you get there, if you didn’t fall from it? The scratches”—he shrugged—“that’s obvious—the heather did that.”
She said in a low, angry voice, “Has it occurred to you that I didn’t necessarily fall from the rock? No, it hasn’t! Has it occurred to anyone that I’m more anxious than anybody to know what happened? I’ve lost a whole weekend of my life, and I want to know where it is.” Her lips trembled and for a moment she could not speak. There was a troublesome lump in her throat. She thought she heard a strangled sort of yelp from under Bridget’s sheet, but was too busy groping for a handkerchief to glance across the room.
A large handkerchief was pushed into her hand. “No, it hasn’t occurred to us,” her visitor said gently. “We’ve been too worried about ourselves and how the hospital would come out of this. We never considered your point of view.”
The change of voice caught her attention. She stared at him a long moment, while a shaming blush started in her throat and spread slowly up to the roots of her hair. She pressed the cool linen to her burning cheeks. “It can’t be!” she murmured, though she had no real doubt.
This was the man in her dream, and to make her even more certain, she saw the tiny scar near his chin. Was the dream true, then? Had he carried her so gently in his arms, her head on his shoulder?
He leaned forward. “You recognise me, don’t you?”
“I—I think so.”
“Good, good. We were together at the Moor Hen Inn on Saturday. Then you collected your luggage, leaving a note in my room saying you thought Black Crag would be fun. So Lance and I struck across country for Black Crag, expecting to get there in time to scold you for being such an ass. Instead we found you unconscious at the foot. And jolly lucky for you we did.”
“Did you—pick me up?”
“Certainly I did. You opened your eyes, took one look at me and went off again. Lance went to fetch a stretcher and telephone for an ambulance. He met your cousin in his jeep, half frantic with worry. He’d come to make up a search party. He’d been to the Bubbling Well to look for you.”
“Bubbling Well? Give me time and it will all sink in. My cousin—did I go to Timberfold?”
“That’s right. Clever girl.”
“You saved my life. I’m sorry I was cross just now. I was all muddled. I ought to thank you.”
“And your lucky stars. Don’t do such a dam silly trick again, that’s all I ask.”
She choked with rage. He didn’t believe her! She knew she was speaking the truth—knew it beyond all shadow of doubt. Whatever and wherever that horrible Black Crag might be, she had not climbed it—or left a note telling anybody she intended to do so. It was—well, against Nature, that’s all.
“But I didn’t! Don’t you understand, I—”
He stood up and suddenly looked as if he’d had enough of this conversation. “Yes, I understand. You’re an experienced climber, aren’t you? Puffed up just a little with your own skill, wanting to score off someone who was trying to help you—inclined to despise a Yorkshire cliff because you’ve done easy bits of the Alps with an elderly man. Our crags are tough nuts to crack, Nurse—like Yorkshire heads.”
Unable to resist, she flashed, “Mine is a Yorkshire head, too.”
He stared down at her, with such an odd expression that she did not know whether he was pleased or angry.
“You don’t believe me!” She was almost crying with exasperation.
He shrugged. “You admit you don’t remember much. I go by evidence.”
“Take your handkerchief and get out of here before I throw something. Of all the tiresome, exasperating people—”
He took the handkerchief from her fingers and pushed it into his pocket. “Do you know, Nurse Clarke, that is precisely the effect you have on me?”
The girl’s hand hovered threateningly over her water-jug. “One—two,” she counted, between her teeth.
He laughed softly and moved so quickly that the door was closing after him almost before she realised he had left the bedside.
Bridget popped up from under her blankets. She was crimson and swore she had been holding her breath for twenty minutes. “Holy Mother! You’ll be the death of me. I waited for the lightning to strike you.”
“This water-jug would have struck him in another two seconds. He as good as called me a liar!”
“How do you know you’re not?”
“I don’t know how I know. But I know.”
Liz came back with a tea-tray. “It’s a bit early but we’re rushed to death on the ward. Sister is in a tizzy and poor old Mrs. Ramsbottom is going at last It’s a blessed release, but her relations have forgotten that and are sitting round the bed either crying or peeking through the screens to see what we’re up to. What did his lordship want? I nearly passed out when he spoke to me.”
Bridget examined her tray critically. “No cake?”
Liz produced a slice of bright yellow cake from her pocket. “And for heaven’s sake don’t leave any crumbs. Talk fast, girls. Come on, give.”
“You may well ask,” said Bridget, with her mouth full. She was eating the cake first to make sure of it. “I practically passed out. She sat up as cool as a young inexperienced cucumber and argued with him.”
“Why not?” Jacqueline was still indignant. “He practically told me he didn’t believe me.”
“He was sweet to her, Hannon, and lent her a hankie to cry in.”
Both nurses were reduced to silence. Jacqueline looked from one to the other. “You look like goldfish, staring at me from a glass bowl. Listen, I don’t mind crawling or eating the dust where Sister or Matron or even a staff nurse is concerned. But I will not have strange men coming in here asking impertinent questions and disbelieving my answers. As a junior nurse, I’m less than the dust, but as me I won’t be anybody’s doormat.”
“You’re telling us,” Bridget said feelingly. “Hannon, we can look our last on this child. She threatened to throw the water-jug at him.”
Liz felt for Jacqueline’s pulse. “I’d better call Sister. You’re stark raving mad.”
“Just hopping mad,” Jacqueline admitted. “Why the fuss?”
“Listen,” said Liz very seriously. “Have you heard of the great and good Mr. Broderick, who eats Sisters for tea and before whom Matron beats her head on the ground?”
“I’ve heard of Mr. Broderick—yes. Why?”
“That’s him!” said Bridget, with more gusto than grammar.
Jacqueline groaned and sank back on her pillow. But it couldn’t be! Because if the girls weren’t pulling her leg, she was due for almost instant execution.
“W-what will happen to me?” she demanded faintly.
“Imagination boggles,” Liz murmured. “Mine is boggling like anything. There’s one ray of hope—you’re a patient.”
“There is that,” Nurse O’Hara agreed thoughtfully. “What I want to know is—didn’t he say he was at the Moor Hen Inn with you? What were you doing there—and with him?”
Liz’s china-blue eyes widened. “You said you were going, Jacky. But where does Alan Broderick come in?”
“That’s what I was wondering,” said Jacky faintly.
Jacky’s temperature was up. Sister, glancing at her chart, frowned. “No visitors to-morrow, Nurse. You must keep absolutely quiet until this temperature goes down.” She cast a cold, experienced eye on Bridget. “You been chattering to her and exciting her, Nurse?”
Both girls looked virtuous and chimed in, “No, Sister” in harmony.
“She knows,” Bridget said as soon as Sister had rustled away. “I’ll bet everyone in this hospital, from Matron to the man who stokes the boiler, knows Mr. Broderick visited you this afternoon. It’s going to make you unpopular.”
“How unfair! Why?”
“We’re supposed to keep to our stations in life. There’ll be jealousy and howls of favouritism. Women living together can be a petty crowd. Besides, nine nurses out of ten are in love with Broderick, and if there’s any scandal they will blame you, not him.”
“Why should there be scandal? I haven’t done anything scandalous.”
“I don’t suggest you have. But hospitals are funny places and a doctor’s reputation is precious. Not the faintest breath of gossip must touch it. Remember what Auntie Bridget tells you, my chicken, and go carefully. Several hundred pairs of eyes will be upon you and Alan Broderick.”
“How—utterly—horrible!”
“It’s life—especially life in an enclosed community like this. Everybody gets rather petty and we all talk too much shop.”
By morning, Sister was satisfied with Jacqueline’s temperature and withdrew her ban on visitors, though as she wasn’t expecting any, it made no difference. Bridget’s family were in Ireland, but she was hoping for a visit from the current boy-friend, and spent most of the morning doing her hair and face.
About eleven, Liz came in with flowers for Jacqueline, which were official, and cocoa in tooth-mugs, which wasn’t.
The flowers were from the patients in Lister Ward, and as most of them were pensioners Jacqueline was touched.
“And Night Sister sent a message to say she is coming to see you,” Liz added. “She’s doing a bit of shopping this morning, but will pop in about twelve if you are allowed visitors. Sister said to tell you.”
Jacky was astonished. “What’s so special about me?”
“Nothing,” said both nurses together, laughing.
Liz added, “I’ll bet she is a relation, after all. I told you she might be.”
“Good lor’, yes,” said Bridget, her eyes popping. “Her name is Clarke, too. I wouldn’t be in your shoes, Nurse.”
“What difference will it make?”
Liz collected the tooth-mugs. “None, to me, ducks. I must fly. Two patients for the theatre to-day, and the new one in Mrs. Ramsbottom’s bed is as barmy as they come. I’m terribly sorry for her, poor old dear—but it makes work. She thinks Sister is Queen Victoria. There’s a little old husband who comes to visit her, and I’m sure he doesn’t get enough to eat. Sometimes I hate nursing. So long.”
Bridget held scarlet nails up to the light, turning her hands this way and that in admiration. “If Sister comes in I’ll keep my hands under, just in case she blows up. Though I am a patient at the moment and my nails are not her affair. If she says anything I shall tell her so. Glory be! I wish I were out of this dump.”
A sweet, sickly smell began to pervade the small ward. Bridget sniffed critically. “What on earth is that? It smells like funerals.”
Jacqueline unpinned the cone of tissue paper which contained her flowers, first detaching a card which said, Respectfully yours, Nurse—from Lister Ward. Four big hothouse lilies were revealed, looking exactly like wax but heavy with scent.
Both girls studied them in dismayed silence. “Oh well,” said Bridget after a moment, “it’s the thought that counts.”
“Perhaps in a vase—?” Jacqueline suggested. But in the narrow, comet-shaped glass vase provided by the hospital the heavy flowers looked worse than before.
“They must have been so expensive!” Jacqueline almost wept. She was still struggling with them when Sister Clarke came in, in her outdoor things. Out of uniform, one saw the woman, rather than the dignified disciplinarian; noticed the full red mouth, richly curved, the velvety skin, the dark eyes which could warm to love and passion as well as to anger. She was probably thirty, and still possessed the magnetism which could draw a man.
“Good morning, Nurses.”
“Good morning, Sister.”
Sister Clarke stood at the foot of Jacqueline’s bed and studied her critically. “Yes—you look better. I’ve been in to see you before, naturally, but you were unconscious at first and then asleep. I am your cousin Deborah Clarke. Guy would tell you I was at the hospital?”
Jacky smoothed the top sheet nervously. “He may have done, Sister. You see, I don’t remember much. Part of it is coming back, but Guy—?” She shook her head helplessly. “Is that—?”
“My brother, of course. You met him at Timberfold. You were staying there when you—disappeared, and I’m afraid you caused Guy and my stepmother a lot of worry and trouble, Jacqueline. Of course, as soon as Guy knew you’d been taken away in an ambulance, he realised you would be brought here, and telephoned me at once. Later he brought the luggage you’d left at the farm.”
“Luggage? Oh—Sister, was there a photograph with it? A leather folding case?”
Deborah Clarke smiled frostily. “Is this it?” She produced the case from her handbag.
“Thank you.” Clutching the photograph with both hands, Jacqueline looked oddly childish. “It’s the only one in existence, I think. When Daddy and Mummy were in the Resistance we had to destroy all their photos at home, in case they were identified. I hid this one in my doll’s-house. Of course I realise now how dangerous that was, but I’m so thankful to have this.” Looking up, she saw that her cousin was not pleased with her.
“Oh!” she stammered. “I’m s-sorry I caused all the trouble. I’m sure I didn’t intend to. I mean—I never do intend to.”
“That’s all right.” The older woman seemed mollified. “Now—about your convalescence. Matron tells me you are to have two weeks’ sick leave, and you told her you had nowhere to go. That’s nonsense, of course. You will go to Timberfold. I’ve written to my stepmother to expect you.”
“But—it’s very kind of you, but will it be convenient?”
“Certainly it will be convenient. Where else would you go? I have told Matron, she quite approves—and Guy will fetch you on Wednesday.”
“W-Wednesday?” Everybody thinks I know Guy, she thought desperately. I’ll have to remember him. I’ll have to.
“If the doctor is still satisfied with you. You were lucky not to be more seriously injured. People have been killed, doing what you did.”
“That’s just it.” Jacqueline leaned forward earnestly, anxious to clear up the point which troubled her. “Everybody tells me how lucky I am. Well—why?”
“Because Black Crag is exceedingly dangerous.”
“I mean—why was I lucky? Why wasn’t I killed? You see, Sister, I don’t believe I was climbing Black Crag.”
Deborah Clarke laughed. “Nonsense. You most certainly were.”
“But just because Mr. Broderick picked me up at the foot of the place—”
“What!” Deborah’s eyes were piercing and a dull flush deepened the colour in her cheeks. “Mr. Broderick? You’re out of your mind, girl!”
“No, I’m not. It’s true I’ve forgotten some things, and I certainly don’t remember his picking me up—at least, I don’t think I remember—but Mr. Broderick himself told me, when he came to visit me. And he must know, mustn’t he?”
“Came to visit you? I wasn’t told about this. Guy said on the telephone that two men had picked you up. He didn’t say Mr. Broderick.” Her tone was coldly furious.
“Maybe he didn’t know.” Jacqueline felt sure that poor Guy would have to pay for the omission and felt sorry for him. She did not know why Sister Clarke seemed so angry, and found herself wishing that Mr. Broderick had never rescued her at all. It was so plainly a breach of hospital etiquette to have her life saved by its most eminent surgeon! Perhaps if he had known she was a nurse, he’d have left her lying there, and saved himself and everybody else a great deal of unpleasantness!
No, of course he wouldn’t have left her! He seemed too kind, too sensible for that. It was these women, shut up inside their little world of etiquette and discipline, of pettiness and jealousy and intrigue, who would punish her for something she could not help.
Deborah gathered up her gloves and bag. “I had your luggage sent to your room. If you take my advice, you won’t go rushing off into the wilds alone in future. It was a stupid thing to do, and I may say Matron is very annoyed about it. As soon as you are well enough, she intends to speak to you. You are young and inexperienced, but you must learn that certain things are just not done. They are bad for the name of the hospital. Be ready on Wednesday. My brother will call for you, and see you don’t keep him waiting.”
“Yes, Sister.” Jacqueline spoke meekly, but inwardly she was seething.
“Cat!” Bridget hissed as soon as the door was safely closed behind Sister Clarke’s straight back. “Double treble cat. I know she’s your relation, but cat all the same. Know why she went sour on you like that? She’s dead keen on Broderick. Everybody knows it, and he even took her out a couple of times. It came to nothing, and we all thought it was because she was too eager—all teeth and eyes. It puts a man off. To catch a man like our Alan, you’ve got to bait the trap with something more than a plushy body and a pair of come-hither eyes.”
Jacqueline thumped her clenched fists on her knees. “I wish I’d never seen this hospital or anybody in it. I hate nursing and I hate nurses—except you and Liz. It wasn’t my fault Mr. Broderick rescued me, and it isn’t my fault Sister Clarke is my cousin—but both those stupid facts will hang round my neck like a millstone all the rest of my time here.”
“Well, I can’t say they won’t, for a bit. All the seniors will be specially down on you in case they are accused of favouritism, and all the juniors will suspect that you are favoured and be jealous. But it won’t last, acushla! In a week or a month, some other thing will crop up and your business will be forgotten. I’ve been here long enough to know that. Your luck may be out just now, but it won’t stay out.”
“At the present moment, that is hard to believe. I feel low enough to walk under a dachshund. I wish I were out of this dump.”
“We all swear to give up nursing at least twice a month, but I dunno—it grips you, Jacky. You see, beyond the pettiness and the aching feet and chapped hands, there’s a purpose. Wait till you’ve helped to bring your first baby into the world, or saved a mother who would have died but for you, or seen a child walk who might have been a cripple. I can type and I know I could get a job as a typist to-morrow, with more money and less work and responsibility—but I’d hate it after a week. It would be such an aimless existence, working for nothing but a pay-packet.”
“But, Bridget—you’re always grumbling, always saying you want to get out of hospital.”
“We all do. It’s a bad habit, and catching, too. You’re doing it now, and you’ll do it again. But don’t you notice that, in fact, we don’t leave, though there’s nothing to stop us. That’s because, just when things become too much for us, we suddenly get a reward so worth-while that it carries us over the next dull stretch.”
“Y-Yes, I see that. But the seniors—and the Sisters! Need they be so awful to us?”
“Perhaps not. Authority is inclined to go to the head, and some are worse than others. You haven’t experienced Fanny Cartwright on Men’s Surgical? She’s an old martinet if ever there was one. But they’re darned fine nurses, young Clarke. Don’t make any mistake about that. If they yell at you it’s because they can’t stand your fumbling and general idiocy. If they demand obedience in petty things, it’s to get you into the habit of obedience—slackness or carelessness is more important here than probably anywhere else. It may cost a life. We’re taught to be scrupulously exact in little unimportant things because one day we’ll have to be scrupulously exact in a little important thing—a dose or an injection. Scissors to trim an old girl’s toe-nails may be a silly thing to raise Cain about—but one day we’ll be responsible for sterilised instruments in the theatre. See, kid?”
“Bridget—I never thought I’d hear you sticking up for the system so eloquently. You sound like Sister Tutor giving a pep talk.”
“Gosh, so I do. Sorry, I’ll shut up.”
“No, you needn’t. I guess I needed a bit of stiffening. Suddenly it all seemed too awful to put up with a minute longer. I suppose all this discipline is like starch in our aprons. After all, we needn’t have them starched. They’d be just as clean without it. It gives them than touch of stiffening which makes all the difference. A starched apron makes you look like a nurse, and so you have to behave like a nurse, even if behind the starched apron there’s only a frightened girl.”
“That’s about it. I say, what are we going to do about those lilies? Derek will be showing the whites of his eyes long before he actually gets in here. Most men hate hospitals and the idea of illness, I’ve noticed. If he sees those, he’ll think he is in a funeral-parlour and bolt.”
When Liz came with the lunches, Jacqueline begged her to take the lilies outside until after Derek’s visit.
“Superstitious, are you? Myself, I’m funny about red and white flowers—a lot of nurses are. But the lilies are a bit much. If the old ducks had asked one of us to buy them for you, this wouldn’t have happened, but they asked that ward-maid who sings hymns, the one we call ‘O Be Joyful’. Mrs. Henn is her auntie.”
Jacqueline had no visitors, but Derek came, rather shame-faced and clutching a box of chocolates. He was rather like a clothes-peg with spots and a square of sticking plaster at the back of his neck obviously sheltering an unromantic and painful boil. His Adam’s apple ran up and down his scrawny throat like a rat behind the arras, and Jacqueline thought he was not nearly good enough for Bridget.
“Smashing kid, isn’t he?” Bridget asked complacently as the hum and clatter of visiting-day had died away and the hospital noises had resumed their sway. “I’d better get this Heart’s Desire off my nails before Matron comes round. I don’t like it too much, but it’s all I had, and Derek had to have a bit of allure to make it worth-while his coming.”
When Matron did her rounds, she paused by Jacqueline.
“Oh—Nurse, Sister Clarke tells me she has arranged for you to visit her home. That is kind of her and most convenient. I hope you are pleased.”
“Yes, Matron. Thank you, Matron.” The more she thought about the visit, the less pleased she was, but Jacqueline knew better than to tell Matron so. “I—I hope it will be convenient to—to the people at the farm, Matron. I don’t want to be any trouble.”
“Sister would not have made the arrangement if it were not convenient. It seems an excellent idea to me—you are a cousin, it seems—and where better could you go than to your own family?”
“No, Matron.”
“It is arranged for you to go on Wednesday. Before you leave, come and see me in my office.”
“Yes, Matron.”
Bridget had gone for another X-ray, so Jacqueline brooded alone on Matron’s rather ominous words until her fellow-sufferer returned, cheerful in a scarlet dressing-gown and making the most of her opportunity to be wheeled about the hospital in a chair by Jimmy Tummey, who had a tea-coloured moustache and was known as the eggshell blond owing to having a completely bald and well-polished head.
“Whoa! Tummey!” Bridget shouted in high spirits. “Jacky, we did the corridor from X-Ray to the lift in one minute five seconds flat. We’d have done it in less only Tummey would steady down coming through Out-patients. It’s packed this afternoon—trade has improved since they put the tea-bar in. We got mixed up with an old chap who smelt as if he had a bath every Beltane’s Eve—he called me luv and offered me a cup of tea before Tummey got us clear.”
“Beltane? When’s that?” said Tummey scornfully. “I know old Sam Chandler. He’s a rag-and-boner, and I’ll bet you sixpence he’s never been washed since the midwife bathed him. Come on, Nurse, hop out. I’ve work to do, if you haven’t.”
“Don’t rush me,” said Bridget, putting on a duchess air. “I’ll probably never have another chance to ride in one of these things.” Nevertheless, she climbed back into bed, and as Sam turned the chair he noticed Jacqueline’s lilies.
“By lad! Them’s a bit of all right, Nurse. Real pretty—just like artificial.”
“Would you like them, Sam?”
“Nay, luv, I’ll none rob thee.”
“As a matter of fact,” Jacqueline told him confidentially, “I’m allergic to lilies, but they were a present from the ladies on Lister Ward, so you must keep quiet about it.”
“My boy’s allergic to eggs,” Sam told them proudly. “Bring him out in red stripes, they do. I always say it shows he supports the home team, any road. Ee, we do laugh sometimes.” He produced a newspaper, folded incredibly small, from his pocket and wrapped the flowers in it, winkling heavily at Jacqueline. “Mum’s the word, Nurse. Mrs. T. will like these. Fond of flowers, is Mrs. T. You ought to work in a nosspital, I tell her, that ’ud cure you.”
“You’re telling me,” said Bridget with feeling. “I used to imagine myself smoothing pillows and arranging lovely vases of glorious flowers. Now I’ll scream if anybody gives me a daff or a chrysanth after I get out of here.”
“How was the X-ray?” Jacqueline inquired.
“Filthy! Those girls down there are a stuck-up lot. Whose stomach is it, anyway? Theirs or mine? However, acushla mine! I had a romance. It didn’t come to much as I was stuck in the gadget like a letter about to be postmarked, but he was perfectly sweet and talked to me just as if I were a proper patient. He has red hair and freckles, and when Dr. Anstay’s back was turned he winked at me.” “Dr. Anstay did?”
“No, you ass. This boy. Well, man, I mean, because after all he is a doctor, but only just, I’d say. I mean you could still see bits of eggshell and fluff on him. Gregory, his name is.”
“Is he nicer than Derek?”
“Derek? Derek’s only a stop-gap till I get something better; though, mind you, this Gregory didn’t really see me at my best.” She sighed ecstatically. “I’ll be lie’s looking at my inside right this minute. I hope it’s pretty.”
“Don’t get big ideas. Your inside can’t be very pretty.” “To a doctor,” Bridget said knowledgeably, “the most remarkable things are pretty. I’ll bet he’s saying ‘that’s the neatest little stomach I’ve ever seen—what’s her name?’ ”
Liz Hannon interrupted, tearing in with two bars of chocolate under her apron. “Sister’s giving everybody bell-tinker; you know how she hates visiting-day—it upsets the patients and untidies the wards. Two husbands gave me choc., and I’m slimming—at least, I’m dieting, but honestly I haven’t lost an ounce. Here you are, children.”
“Am I allowed chocolate?” Bridget wondered.
“I doubt it. Shall I ask for you?”
“Good lor, no, not till I’ve eaten it. Thanks a lot.”
“I’ve been sent to see if you’re all right, so you’d better be. How are you really, Bridie?”
“Tell Sister I’m dead. That’ll shake her.”
“I will. Oh—Jacky, your luggage came back, so I unpacked for you. I hope you don’t mind, but I thought your things would get awfully creased in that rucksack. I found this pinned in your dress, so I thought you’d like to keep it.” She laid a tiny sprig of white heather on Jacky’s bed. “White heather! It didn’t bring you much luck, did it?”
Jacqueline laid the sprig on her palm, studied it curiously, frowning. “White heather! Timberfold? Surely the two go together, somewhere. White—”
“Look out, Nurse,” warned Bridget sharply in her professional voice.
Liz grabbed Jacky as she sagged, white-faced. “She’s fainted, Bridie.”
“No, I haven’t,” said a muffled voice. “I’ve remembered.”
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
ON Sunday Guy came, laden with fruit and flowers and a box of chocolates. He tiptoed across the polished floor, watching Jacqueline nervously as if she were a time-bomb. She held out both hands, feeling warmly kin to him, an entirely unexpected feeling of belonging.
“Guy! How pleased I am to see you! The only bit of family I possess this side of the Channel.”
He smiled wryly. “Is that the only reason you’re pleased to see me? Because you’re homesick?”
“I—no, of course not. Do sit down and stop looking nervous. And let me introduce you to my fellow-sufferer, Bridget O’Hara.”
Guy breathed more freely. “I expected to find you all bandaged up. And Deborah said you didn’t remember me.”
“I’m promoted to a neat dressing now, and I do remember you—and Gypsy and everything. How is Aunt Connie?” She was excited. She was talking too much and knew it. But she had not, until this moment, realised how truly homesick she was. Ill amongst strangers—friendly strangers, but not the same as someone of one’s own. And here was Guy, part and parcel of the Timberfold legend in which she’d grown up; part—in a way—of home.
Liz came in and there were more introductions. Jacqueline was proud of her visitor. Quite obviously, neither girl could take her eyes off him. Just before the end of visiting hour, Jimmy Tummey arrived with a message from Matron, asking Mr. Clarke to see her in her room.
‘To be vetted,” said Liz. “Bet she doesn’t let you go when she see how young and good-looking he is.”
“I don’t really want to go.”
Bridget exploded with laughter. “You were all over him, girl. His eyes were sticking out like chapel hat-pegs by the time you’d finished hugging him.”
“But that wasn’t because of him. Not personally, I mean. It was because he sort of represented by family—and I suddenly knew I was homesick.”
“He doesn’t think so. He’s obviously smitten and thinks you are, too. Trust little Bridie to know the signs. Too bad he’s your cousin, you can’t marry him.”
“Half-cousin,” Liz corrected. “And she can. I looked in the prayer-book during morning prayers.”
Jacqueline sighed. “Don’t you two think of anything but marriage?”
Liz grinned. “Hardly ever. A man is a meal ticket for life.”
Even Guy’s visit could not dispel the gloom which overtook Jacqueline when she thought of spending two weeks at Timberfold. She remembered all too clearly Connie Clarke’s dour manner and grudging welcome. More than that, she remembered the brooding atmosphere, as if the house itself resented her. But she did not see how she could get out of the visit. Matron seemed pleased with the idea, so did Sister Clarke who had arranged it, and Home Sister had been scandalised when Jacqueline timidly suggested to her that she did not want to go.
“If you ask me,” Bridget said, though nobody had asked her, “Matron is sending you to Timberfold until the Broderick affair blows over. I mean, why all the hoo-ha about a totally unimportant junior—and whoever heard of two weeks’ convalescence, when we’re short-staffed and you’re not actually dying?”
Jacky banged her clenched fist on her knees. “There is no ‘Broderick affair!’ Anyway, why should Matron want to protect me from him?”
“Search me!” said Liz.
Bridget took another of Guy’s chocolates, rummaging under the top layer to find a hard square one. “My innocents! She is protecting Alan B. from you, Jacky. He’s her white-headed boy, and you can go to the devil or to Timberfold, so long as dear Alan is safe. She knows you were at the Moor Hen with him.”
“At the same time. Not with. There’s a difference.”
It was Tuesday. Nurse Clarke had to appear before Matron at five o’clock. Feeling as if her knees were jelly, she dressed, in uniform. In cap and crisp apron, she could take a scolding meekly, saying Yes, Matron, No, Matron, in a subdued voice. In ordinary clothes she felt too much an individual, the Jacky who had been spoiled by doting grandparents, a girl with a will of her own, a quick tongue. She had planned to make a last appeal to Matron to allow her to stay at the Nurses’ Home, but if Bridget was right—if Matron really did want her out of the way—appeal would be useless.
She adjusted her cap to the severe angle favoured by Matron but avoided by the nurses whenever possible, and grinned ruefully at her reflection. Save your breath, my child. You’ll have to go—a sacrifice on the altar of the great god Broderick.
She was so anxious not to be late that she was too early and had to wait on a wooden seat outside Matron’s door.
This was a mistake. It allowed time for butterflies to develop in the hollow space under her trim belt.
Matron’s door opened sharply and—of all people—Alan Broderick emerged. He ignored the small figure in uniform, and, amused, she watched him march down the corridor, his erect determined walk quite different from the easy lope with which he’d covered the miles of sheep-track across the moors.
At the corner he stopped, hesitated, turned back. “Sorry,” he said, smiling. “The penny didn’t drop at once. I haven’t seen you in uniform before. Well, how are we? No scars, I hope?” There was a teasing lilt in his voice.
She stood up politely, conscious of her lowly status, and of Matron behind that closed door. If she knew what was happening on this side of it!
“Dr. Parsons says there will be no scar. They cut a bit of my hair off, but it’s growing again.” She blushed hotly. “Mr. Broderick, I didn’t know who you were, the other day. I’m afraid I was dreadfully rude.”
He nodded. “Most reprehensible, Nurse. However, as a patient we’ll excuse you. Water-jugs, indeed! Don’t let it happen again.”
“Thank you, sir. I’m very sorry.”
She looked up and saw that his eyes were smiling, that there was a twitch of amusement at the corners of his mobile mouth. And suddenly she realised he had not spoken in his own voice, but in Matron’s; not an out-and-out imitation, but unmistakable all the same. Her lips quivered, and they both laughed softly, like conspirators. Suddenly they were in the heather again, munching beef sandwiches by the beck. She smiled impishly.
“I think you should apologise, too.”
His jaw dropped in comical amazement. “Me?”
“You as good as called me a liar. Nobody has ever—”
“Perhaps because you’ve never been found out before.”
“Do you suggest I’m in the habit of lying?”
He studied his square, practical finger-tips. “We all are.” She stiffened indignantly. “But I’ve remembered what happened.”
He dropped his pose and was instantly, gravely attentive. ‘Tell me.”
“I can remember walking towards the Bubbling Well. Connie Clarke directed me.”
“Did you arrive?”
Her eyebrows went up. “But of course. I—er—” She stopped abruptly, dropping her eyes.
‘Tell me, Nurse.” The mocking inflexion was back in his voice. “Did you wish?”
She admitted it, feeling a fool.
“And then—?”
“I don’t remember any more.”
“But from the Bubbling Well you can see Black Crag. And perhaps you thought: Ah, there it is! What a sell for everybody if I climb it, all by myself!”
“No.”
“You’re not suggesting the boulder standing beside the well toppled over and dunted you?”
She stared at him. ‘The—boulder?” Somehow, the boulder seemed important. “I seem to recall—no, nothing is clear. Could the boulder have hit me?”
“It’s a big as a cottage. By the way, how did you get on at Timberfold?”
“Ambushed, by Connie Clarke. My step-aunt.”
“Who welcomed you with open arms?”
“Not exactly. But I met Guy Clarke, and he was awfully nice. Did you know our Sister Clarke is his sister?”
“And you cousin? No, I didn’t.”
“She is, and—oh, Mr. Broderick, I have to go in to Matron at five, but if you could help me, I’d be so grateful.”
“My poor child, I can’t get you out of a wigging.”
“I don’t ask. Sister Clarke and Matron have fixed up for me to go to Timberfold for two weeks, to convalesce. Guy will fetch me to-morrow. Everybody thinks it a splendid idea—except me. Could you forbid it or—or something?”
“Why should I? You’re looking peaked, and moor air will heal even a broken leg, given a chance.”
“Maybe, but I prefer to stay here.”
“In the Nurses’ Home? Chattering till all hours, drinking unwholesome brews, listening to traffic on the High Street and breathing fumes instead of pure air? Perish the thought. Got anywhere else to go?”
“Well—not really.”
“Timberfold then—why not? Good air, early to bed, just what the doctor ordered. Timberfold itself may be no Grand Hotel, but it’s quiet.”
She shivered. “The wrong sort of quiet Sinister, as if the house hated me enough to hurt me.”
“Juggins! You banged your silly head and have bad dreams. If they’ve invited you, by all means go. Do you a world of good.”
“I suppose so. Only—”
“Only what?”
“I’m frightened.” She had not said it aloud, not actually admitted it, even to herself. But he had drawn it out of her, brought it into the open. And very silly it sounds, she thought crossly. What a fool he must think me!
He did not laugh. She was pale, her eyes dark-shadowed, and he was struck with pity. The child really was scared stiff. “Of what?” he asked gently. “The redoubtable Connie?”
She considered. “No. Her bark is fierce, but I don’t think she bites. Not Connie.”
“Your cousin, then? What is he like?”
“Tall, dark. The tough film-star type.”
“He sounds out of place on a remote farm.”
“No, he belongs—part of Timberfold, the living part.”
“Afraid of him?”
“Dear me, no.” Her colour rose faintly, not unmarked by his keen eye.
“And I know you’re not afraid of things that go bump in the night. So you see—you’re being silly.”
Her face was young, stubborn. “I don’t want to go, silly or not.”
“Silly or not, you are going. I order it.”
“Yes, sir.” There seemed no other answer one could give to Alan Broderick.
“Good girl. Good lord, I’ve made you late for your appointment. I’ll explain.”
He did so, briefly, then gave Jacqueline a little push into the room. Matron was seated behind her desk. With her was Sister Deborah Clarke, who rose to leave as soon as Jacqueline entered. Matron motioned her to sit down.
“Don’t go, Sister. We haven’t finished the lists. You know why I want to speak to Nurse, and you have some arrangements to make with her.”
That settles it, Jacqueline thought desperately. There’s no hope of a last-minute reprieve.
Matron said she was more grieved than cross. A nurse’s off-duty time is her own. Nevertheless ... It was like school again, especially the bit about the honour of the hospital. So like school that Jacqueline almost curtsied when she was dismissed.
“No—wait, Nurse. I forgot. Sister Clarke wishes to say something.”
“Only that I shall collect you from the nurses’ sitting-room at two to-morrow afternoon, Nurse. Be ready with your luggage. The car will be here about two-fifteen.”
Jacqueline’s ears burned. Was she being escorted to the car like a delinquent under the care of a policewoman? Did they think she would run away?
“Please don’t stay up for me, Sister. I can manage, thank you.”
Deborah’s tone was freezing. “I shall not be in bed, Nurse. In any case, I shall want to speak to my brother.” How hard it was to believe Deborah was Guy’s sister! Now she knew what he meant when he said it was “amusing” not to tell her about his sister. No wonder he found the situation piquant. All the same, it was a little cruel not to have warned her.
Jacqueline was having a nightmare. It started pleasantly, as nightmares often do. She was standing on the moor enjoying the sun, the soft breeze, when a giant dog appeared from nowhere, showing bared fangs and growling. It chased her, always close on her heels however hard she ran. She screamed with terror and woke trembling.
“Holy Mother!” said Bridget, putting on her bed-light. “What’s wrong?”
“I had a dream. A hideous dog chased me.”
“Poor kid; it has scared you! Shall I ring? You could have a sleeping-pill, I daresay.”
“No, thanks. Don’t bother the night nurses. I’m all right, sorry to disturb you.”
“Think nothing of it, kid.” Bridget had a fringe of blue plastic curlers across her forehead, the rest of her hair securely netted in a pink string-bag arrangement. Her skin shone with cream and she slept in white cotton gloves. She made rapid adjustment to all these beauty aids before settling down once more. “Good night.”
Towards morning the dream recurred, but this time it was just an ordinary sheep-dog, with white paws and a white patch on its side, shaped like a map of England. It looked at her, a paw upraised, then a man’s voice shouted. Instantly the dog lay down. She turned to look for the owner of the voice, then suddenly there was pain and terror, jerking her awake. She sat up, gasping.
Bridget was twisting curlers out of her hair. “Another dream?”
“The dog again. But it wasn’t a dream. It happened!”
Bridget hung head downwards, looking underneath the two high beds. She surfaced, red-faced. “No dogs here.”
“I mean what I dreamt was real. I didn’t fall off anything. Somebody hit me!”
“You mean this doggy upped with a lump of stone between its paws and dotted you one?”
“No. There was a man. I heard him shout and then I felt a blow. I didn’t actually see anyone, but I heard him.”
“A sort of disembodied man? No, ducky, you dreamt that.”
A nurse appeared shyly at the door with two steaming tooth-mugs. Her cap was slightly askew and her apron was too long. “Nurse Hannon says would you like some eyewash, please?”
“Bless you!” said Bridget, sipping the scalding tea gratefully. “You’re new, aren’t you?”
“Yes. This is my first morning. My name is Coe—Stella.”
Jacky and Bridget groaned. Jacky, taking the tea with a reassuring smile, advised her to put a tuck in her apron. “Or Sister will be after you.”
“She has already,” Nurse Coe whispered. “I wish I knew what I was supposed to do next.”
“Wash these mugs. Thoroughly, mind! Don’t let one tea-leaf escape, and if you value your life, don’t let Sister or the staff nurse see you.”
“N-no, Nurse. What shall I do if I meet Sister in the corridor?”
“In that case, you eat the mugs.”
“Y-yes, Nurse.” Little Coe scuttled away, her lips moving as if in prayer.
Bridget unrolled the last curler and tackled the resulting frizz with a hairbrush. “Now listen, acushla! If you’d been attacked by a dog, you’d have bites, not bumps. Stands to reason. I believe you dreamt the dog, because I heard you yelling. Then you dreamt it again, and now you’re convinced it’s true.”
“If I could prove a dog,” Jacqueline went on stubbornly as if Bridget had not spoken, “it would prove I hadn’t climbed Black Crag.”
“So what? You fell somewhere. Does it matter where?” “It matters to me. Do you think—could I tell Mr. Broderick about the dog?”
“Good heavens, child—no. It will be years before you are even allowed to breathe in his presence. As soon as you’ve finished breakfast to-day you’ll be a first-year nurse again, and don’t you forget it.”
“But if it’s important?”
“Nothing a first-year nurse thinks or says is important.”
“And how!” said Liz, entering with Stella Coe at her heels. Nurse Coe’s cap was now over one ear, and her mouth was open as if she were a grassed fish. “Jacky, love, as soon as you’ve finished your breakfast, get up. We want your bed. You’ve had it, chum. Gosh, I’m dead already—this is going to be a day and a half. Sparrow is wild about two bedpans she swears the night nurses have lost. Sister and Fanny Cartwright have been having a cold war about it. Well, Jacky my girl, out you come, and all set for the Greek god. Some people have all the luck. Farm, eh? Butter and eggs.”
“I don’t want to go, Liz. I’d rather go on duty.”
“Crazy!” Liz remarked to no one in particular. “Hit on the head, you know. Pity.”
Coe stared at Jacqueline, who was now in dressing-gown and slippers en route for the bathroom. She was visibly shaken.
“She thinks a dog attacked her in the night,” Bridget contributed.
Liz threw a pile of pillows at Nurse Coe, who dropped them nervously and scrabbled on the floor to pick them up again. “Don’t try so hard, Nurse. You won’t last the day at this rate.” She turned to Jacqueline. “Not on this ward, it didn’t. Sister would already have complained to Night Sister.”
Jacqueline was ready, in the sitting-room of the Nurses’ Home, when Deborah looked in. Neither wore uniform, and for the first time Jacqueline felt it possible that they were cousins. A Sister in full panoply couldn’t be anybody’s cousin—she was a being apart. But this good-looking woman in a smart suit and white crepe blouse was undoubtedly Guy’s sister. There was even a likeness now.
The girl stood up politely, but Deborah said at once, “Sit down, Jacqueline. I told you two o’clock because I wanted to have a few words with you. I hope you are going to be a sensible girl.”
Surprised, Jacqueline said, “I hope I always am.”
“I mean about Alan Broderick. It’s all over the hospital that he rescued you and has been to visit you. And you were talking to him in the corridor outside Matron’s room so long that he had to make excuses for your being late.”
“That was hardly my fault. Matron sent for me, so I couldn’t help being in the corridor when Mr. Broderick came out of her room. He only asked how I was.”
“A young girl could easily have her head turned by attention from an important man. Don’t get big ideas. Your friendship with Alan Broderick is not likely to come to anything.”
“Come to anything? What on earth do you mean?”
Deborah said bluntly, “He won’t marry you, you little fool.”
“M-marry me! But that’s ridiculous!”
“I’m glad you realise it.” Deborah’s tone was dry. “He is not likely to fall for a young girl. His tastes are more sophisticated, and to be the wife of a successful surgeon you need more than mere looks. You need money.” The voice was tinged with bitterness. “You need the kind of money that makes a woman beautiful, soft and pampered; the money that buys big houses and long cars.”
Jacqueline shook her smooth fair head in a puzzled way, as if she had wandered into a net of cobwebs. “You can’t be saying this to me. I don’t believe my ears. You speak as if I had designs on him or something. I can’t find words to answer you.”
Deborah leaned forward, pushing her face close to Jacqueline’s. Her eyes had a hard glitter. “Can you swear you’ve never fancied yourself in love with him? I see by your tell-tale face you can’t. You’re blushing crimson.”
“If I am, it’s because of your preposterous suggestions. I’m ashamed by what you ask—ashamed of you. Why should I swear any such thing? My thoughts are my own.”
Deborah recovered her dignity. “Very well. Don’t say you haven’t been warned. I’ve said what I wanted to say, and I hope you will take it to heart.”
She swept out of the room with such immense dignity that one could almost hear the rustle of a starched apron. Jacqueline followed, bursting with rebellion.
She did not mind being a junior, being Alexander Beetle in this huge, busy community. She knew she had everything to learn. But she could not and would not accept interference with her private life, her personal friendships. Why did everyone think they knew what was good for her, better than she knew herself?
In the long echoing walk between the sitting-room and the humble staff exit, she almost succumbed to the temptation to walk right out of the hospital and never come back. There were other hospitals. There were Grand’mère and Grand-père, longing for her to return. How they would welcome her, spoil and pet her!
But running away from the situation wouldn’t make it any better. One cannot run away from oneself—and it would be awful to be branded in one’s own eyes as a coward.
“Guy isn’t here yet. We’ll stand on the steps, then we shan’t keep him waiting.” Deborah swept the long gravel drive with a disapproving glance, and Jacqueline hoped that, for his own sake, Guy would not be long.
The main hospital building was hideous, a Victorian mock-Gothic structure in red brick. The front entrance, used only by V.I.P.s, was Scottish baronial in style, designed for silk-hatted doctors arriving in broughams. There were two men chatting under the portico. They separated, and one strode towards the doctors’ car park. It was Mr. Broderick, alone.
Without giving herself time to think, she plunged after him. “Mr. Broderick! Please—may I speak to you?”
He turned inquiringly, waited till she had caught him up, breathless.
“Mr. Broderick—this is the day I go to Timberfold, to stay.”
He frowned, as if faintly puzzled. He doesn’t even remember, she thought desperately. He orders me to go, quite casually, and doesn’t know how important it is to me. “You know,” she urged. “The farm. You said I had to go.”
His brow cleared. “Oh—the farm. Yes, yes, have a good time and come back looking less transparent. At the moment you look like a wax angel.” Struck by his own simile, he looked at her more closely. Funny young thing—she had indeed that look of innocence, of childlike belief in man’s goodness, which characterised a pale-haired Christmas angel. A windflower, a snowdrop. A vaguely protective feeling stirred in him. What was such a girl doing amid the harsh realities of hospital life? Someone ought to wrap her up carefully in tissue paper, take her away and cherish her.
Suddenly he laughed aloud. She was no drowned Ophelia. She had fire and courage, her own flash of temper. He remembered her determined grip on the water-jug. He patted her shoulder indulgently. “You’ll do fine on fresh air and good milk.”
Her eyes filled with tears, part desperation, part temper. "You won’t understand, will you! I’m afraid, Alan. Can’t you hear? Afraid. Listen—someone attacked me up there. I didn’t fall; someone hit me. They want to kill me, they always hated Daddy—Uncle Saul, Connie, and all that side of the family. They drove him from home and now they hate me.”
He gripped her wrist, his fingers biting the flesh cruelly. “Steady! This is hysterical talk. You’ve no proof anyone tried to kill you. Why should they invite you to stay, take such an interest in you, if they hate you? You’re letting this old feud become an obsession.”
She gulped, blinking back the tears. She felt slightly ashamed of her outburst, but she had had about as much as she could stand to-day from St. Simon’s and everybody connected with it. “Yes, there is that. They got rid of me, and needn’t have come to see me or asked me there. But—there was the dog.”
“Don’t tell me they set the dog on you?”
She shook her head violently. Guy would be here any minute and she had to make Alan understand. “No—not at the farm. But I saw a dog, just before I was struck down. A black-and-white dog like a collie, with white feet and a white tip to its tail—”
“Sheepdog, a very common marking. Dozens like that.”
“But this one had a map of England on its shoulder. Well, a patch rather like a map. Someone shouted to it, to lie down, and it obeyed. Then someone hit me.”
He frowned, rubbing his chin. “You are sure someone hit you?”
“Positive. I dreamt it twice.”
“And what you dream twice is true, eh? Aren’t you making a lot of fuss over a dream, you silly child?”
She stamped impatiently, entirely forgetting that he was a surgeon, she the least important member of St. Simon’s. “It wasn’t a dream. At least, I mean—oh, don’t be such a fool!”
Before he could answer, Sister Clarke seized her arm. “Nurse! What are you thinking of? Don’t molest Mr. Broderick like this. I’m sorry, sir, I’d no idea she was going to chase after you. I was speaking to my brother—he’s just arrived—”
‘That’s all right, Sister.” He nodded briefly to Jacqueline. “I shouldn’t worry too much about those dreams. They’ll vanish in time. Bound to have a few nightmares after the fright you had.” He strode away, and Jacqueline was marched back to Guy’s car, her arm firmly gripped by Deborah’s remarkably strong hand.
Guy drove cautiously through the dingy streets surrounding the hospital. “Deb was in a wax. Why?”
“I spoke to Alan Broderick. Juniors aren’t supposed to.”
He pulled down the corners of his mouth. “Outside the hospital and off duty? What nonsense! Deborah’s mad because she’s jealous. She’s keen on him herself—and you are younger and prettier.”
They were soon on the main road to the moors. “Oh, Guy, isn’t it good to be out of doors! I’m in everybody’s bad books, I think.”
“Not in mine. I think you’re wonderful.”
“Thank you for those kind words. They are balm to the soul. Say it again.”
“I think you’re wonderful.”
“Thank you. That’s very sweet of you. My ego is inflating already.”
Alan Broderick drove himself home, to a square stone cottage which dated from the time before Barnbury was industrialised. The Beck Cottage windows had once looked out on fields and woods, the stream at the end of the garden once sparkled and sang, where now it flowed heavily, yellow with effluents. The grey stone walls were blackened with half a century of grime, but indoors the cottage was bright and clean, the few good pieces of Early Victorian furniture shining with generations of housewifely care.
Mrs. Hawkins, his housekeeper, hurried from the kitchen to meet him. She had been washing her aspidistra, and dried her hands hurriedly. “Ee, doctor, you look tired out—proper grey and no mistake. I wonder if we’ve lost kettle?”
Correctly understanding this as a promise of a cup of tea, he nodded and entered his double-windowed study, which Mrs. Hawkins referred to quite simply as Room. He sank thankfully into a deep leather chair and lit his pipe. The room was quiet, but not entirely silent, for a marble clock ticked heavily, sparrows squabbled outside the open windows, and Mrs. Hawkins’s voice could be heard faintly as she talked to herself in the kitchen. Mrs. Hawkins was a juggernaut talker, slowly and relentlessly crushing opposition. Failing an audience, she talked to herself, even in her sleep.
As he enveloped himself in a cloud of blue smoke, like—Mrs. Hawkins said—a Chinese idol, tension slipped from him. He had fought two hours for the life of a fat toy-manufacturer, bald as a baby and with three chins in front and two at the back of his neck. The fight had been won—for the present. If all went well; if nothing unexpected happened; if the man’s heart stood up to it. Nothing must go wrong. Alan remembered the wife, her plump fingers squeezing out of white lace gloves, rocking to and fro in agony of mind, the make-up standing out on her fat, gray face. “Neddy boy, get better—oh, get better for Gladys, love.” She had turned a daubed, trusting face to Alan.
“It had to be you, Mr. Broderick. He would come to St. Simon’s for it. He started mekkin’ his first toys in my back kitchen, seems like yesterday. But he can afford to pay for the best now, can Edward. He’s got on.”
Edward for the man who could afford surtax, double chins and private treatment. But that poor woman was in the old back kitchen again with her soft, continual moan. “Neddy, Neddy-boy, get well.”
Mrs. Hawkins brought the tea, in a big brown pot with a salmon-pink and yellow cosy, product of a missionary sale. She was ticking for gossip. “Noo, doctor, been cutting anybody up to-day?”
He said patiently, “I don’t cut people up, Hawkey. If you must know, a man called Neddy whose wife wants him back.”
“Poor soul! Will she get him?”
He took the cup from her. “Depends on good nursing now. In the long run, it always does.”
“Aye. And faith and prayer, I reckon.”
“And faith and prayer, Hawkey. Is there a tea-cake?”
Mrs. Hawkins started on a story involving her sister’s nephew which would sooner or later bring her round to tea-cakes, so Alan opened a drawer of his desk and took out a long bright knife; it was not sharp, being, in fact, a letter-opener, but he fingered the blade lovingly, fixing Mrs. Hawkins with a look at once speculative and absent-minded, and in a moment she hurried away. He threw the ever-useful paper-cutter back and sipped his tea.
Nursing! That reminded him of the little Clarke girl. When she spoke to him he had been lost in thought about the toy-manufacturer and his wife, and had not given the girl his full attention. Now he recollected that he had spoken to her like an elderly uncle, patted her on the head and told her to run away and play. He scowled, trying to remember exactly what she had said. She had been serious, desperation in her voice and small piquant face. She had appealed to him for help twice, and he had taken no notice.
Dash it, what had she said? Something about a dog and being attacked? And he had dismissed it as a dream!
What fools we’ve all been! We were all so confident she had climbed Black Crag and fallen, in spite of her strenuous denials. Why were we? The note she left for me, and the innumerable questions she asked Guy Clarke about the crag—the way she’d said I can’t wait to see it. A suspicion made his scalp crawl. Suppose she’s right all the time—suppose they do hate her, at Timberfold; suppose they’ve asked her there in order to get rid of her!
Bosh—melodrama! An excitable girl! Excitable—no, she wasn’t that. She had been first-class, all that morning they spent together. Look how she’d dropped in her tracks, frozen silent and motionless, whenever he’d given the signal. How coolly she’d behaved when she found an intruder in her room! No, she wasn’t excitable—only warm, impulsive, human. His lips twitched in a smile. Bless the child, she had not yet been moulded into the hospital pattern; she was finding it hard going, and Deborah Clarke wouldn’t help. Deborah as a nurse was hard as nails; she believed in efficiency but hadn’t a notion of what made a really good nurse; she used her brain but not her heart. Little Jacqueline would find it tough if Deborah got a down on her.
He had made a fool of himself over Deborah; attracted by her vibrant femininity, the lush promise of cherries-and-cream, he had broken his own strict rule about nurses, and taken her out—twice. But twice was enough to see that she was a jealous, possessive woman, not content to let their friendship develop naturally, but too eager to force it in an emotional hothouse. He had dropped her quickly, before any harm was done, and had never again broken his rule. No nurses, ever, for him.
“Here’s your nice tea-cake, Doctor,” said the housekeeper, returning. “Will it be all right if I pop down to butcher’s? He’s saving a nice chop for your dinner, and don’t stop at that hospital till all hours, mooning over your patients. Let the nurses have a chance.”
“I don’t moon.”
“Course you do. You’d like to do everything for them, wouldn’t you? I believe you can’t trust anybody to do a thing right except yourself. You think just because you’ve saved their lives you’re responsible for them for ever more.” “Hawkey, you’ve hit on a profound truth. If you save a life you’re responsible for it—for evermore. That’s why—here, pass me my engagement-book. How am I for the week-end?”
“Same as usual. Free, barring accidents—and there always is an accident, one way or another.”
“I want to go to the Moor Hen. Telephone Mrs. Medway, there’s a dear, and ask her to be sure to keep my room.”
“Don’t they always?”
“Last time they let it to a girl. A little fair thing like a Christmas angel.”
“That’d be a bit frail for everyday life.”
He shouted with sudden laughter. “She’s got a temper like the kick of a horse. She thought I was a ghost or a burglar, and coolly ordered me out Then she threatened to throw a water-jug at me—but that was after I saved her life. So now I’m responsible for her. Hawkey, don’t forget to telephone, it’s urgent. Now, I’m going back to my toy-manufacturer, I want to have a look at him. If anybody wants me, I’m at the hospital.”
The front door banged behind him. Mrs. Hawkins pursed her lips curiously, nodding to herself. Then she trotted into the kitchen to finish her aspidistra, and was so lost in her own thoughts that Mr. Tomkins, the ginger cat, was able to wheedle an extra meal out of her by rubbing his head on her stout ankles and telling her a tale about not having had a bite since breakfast. She gave him the last of the tin of cat food and put her plant back on its stand. Then she rang the Moor Hen and gave Mollie Alan’s message.
“What’s this about a girl, Mrs. Medway?” she said with the confidence of long acquaintance. ‘The doctor’s talking blethers about a girl like an angel who threw things at him.”
Mrs. Hawkins was for ever torn between two desires—the itch of every woman to marry off any eligible bachelor within reach, and the fear that Alan’s marriage might cost her a comfortable job. But for the moment the match-making instinct was uppermost.
“Girl?” Mollie Medway’s voice warmed with interest. “I don’t know, Mrs. Hawkins. What do you mean, talking blethers?”
‘Talking nonsense, that’s what. He says she looks like an angel, and if that isn’t a sign of something I don’t know what is. It’s my belief he’s head over heels in love with her, but of course he doesn’t know it.”
“Mrs. Hawkins! Are you sure?”
“Well, no. I only feel it in my bones. I mean, it’s noticing her face that worries me. Mostly he recognises them by their insides. Anyway, Mrs. Medway, you’ll see for yourself, and don’t say as I’ve said anything, will you?”
“I certainly won’t.” Mollie replaced the receiver and went into the kitchen to look for her husband. He was chopping onions. “Lance, my darling, you owe me tuppence. Alan has fallen for the girl. His housekeeper says so.”
“I’ll pay when Alan says so. You women live in a daze of romance. It’s a wonder there’s a bachelor left on earth.”
She kissed the back of his neck, the only part of him she could reach. “There wouldn’t be, if you men didn’t band together in clubs and secret societies for safety. Lock the doors and keep the women out, that’s your idea. We only catch the ones who stay out after curfew. And you still owe me tuppence.”
“If you’d listen to reason—”
“When women start listening to reason, men will get their own way, darling—and then, where would the world be?”
Jacqueline, Guy and Gypsy were in Tegger’s Clough, a ravine hidden in the fold of a hill. Its sides were clothed in bracken, gold and green. A tiny beck trickled down the clough, a thin silver thread where in winter, Guy said, it would be a torrent. In these long, airless days of autumn, the sheep were troubled by pests which hatched in the wool and weakened the animals till they crept into the bracken to die if they were not found and treated by a shepherd. Gypsy ranged wide, panting in the heat. The cloth-of-gold covering of bracken, so lovely to look at, was a death-trap for an infested sheep.
“The heather is gone,” Jacqueline said rather sadly. “It was too beautiful to last long. Guy, I absolutely must sit down a minute by this little pool and cool my wrists. I never knew shepherding was such hard work.”
Gypsy took a long drink, then flopped on the short sweet turf, one eye on her master to see if this rest was allowed. Jacqueline dipped her hands in the pool; the water was ice-cold, refreshing. A thread of water dropped into it from the pool above, with a bell-like tinkle.
She lifted her wet hands and shook them, laughing over her shoulder at Guy. “The sun will dry them, my hankie isn’t big enough.”
He put his arms round her, drawing her away from the water and turning her to face him. “Jacky—you’re lovely,” he murmured urgently. “The loveliest girl I’ve ever seen.”
She caught her breath. She had wondered what it would be like to hear that special note in a man’s voice. Now she was alarmed, unsure. Was Guy the one? How should she respond? His big hands held her gently, but she could feel their strength, the warmth of his body close to her, see a pulse beating in his golden-tan throat. In a way, it seemed perfectly natural that this should happen.
“You’re so tiny, so fair,” he went on, a little breathless. “I’m afraid to touch you, yet I want to take you in my two hands and hold you like—like a snowdrop lodged in a cranny of rock, protected from cold winds. I’d like to shelter you from the cold winds, Jacky—all the winds that blow.”
She said uncertainly, “You shouldn’t talk that way, Guy, unless you—” She hesitated, voice uncertain.
“Unless I’m in love with you, want to marry you? But I am, darling. I do. Please, Jacky, marry me—soon. I do love you so much.”
Gently she withdrew her hands. “That’s sweet of you, and I’ll always remember you asked me. But I can’t answer yet, either yes or no.”
His face clouded. “Someone else?”
“No, Guy—there’s no one else. And I do like you, very much. But we don’t know each other properly. How can we decide to live together for the rest of our lives, when we don’t know whether we agree about a single important thing? I can’t tell whether I love you or not.”‘
He made an impatient gesture. “But love, darling—that’s not decided by whether you like or dislike the same things or vote the same way. It’s bigger than all that—it overrides everything. I know I love you; I don’t have to know whether you like sugar in your tea, or black coffee. I knew I loved you, that first day, the minute I set eyes on you. I said ‘that’s for me’—and you are, you know.”
She could not help smiling. “Guy, you’re so intense. Don’t you see, you silly man, we can’t decide our whole lives in a minute. You can’t just say “that’s for me’ as if I were a cake in a confectioner’s window.”
He cupped his hands over her slim shoulders, shook her slightly, smiling into her face. “I’m going to have you, my lass. My mind is made up. It’s all or nothing for me.”
His assurance, his over-confidence, made her angry.
Pushing his hands down, she said, “Nothing, then—if you can’t give me time to make up my mind.”
Her coolness checked him. He said more reasonably, “Don’t be like this, darling. So distant, so remote. Don’t you like me at all?”
“I told you I did. I may even love you. It’s just—being in such a hurry. Please, Guy—give me time to get to know you. It’s been fun, being with you to-day. I’ve enjoyed every single minute of it But we haven’t”—she spread her hands helplessly, unable to explain properly—“talked together. Found out whether we have anything in common. Anything that really matters.”
He swept her into his arms. “What really matters is this?”
He kissed her lips roughly, hungrily. “My little darling, my love.”
She was swept away, as a swimmer, clinging to a crumbling bank, might be carried off by a raging river. It was crazy, it was much too impetuous, but his vigorous, determined, love-making, his vitality and sureness, were not to be resisted. She felt faint with excitement; as if her feet were no longer on solid ground. He searched for her lips, her cheeks, her eyes. Then suddenly he stopped, his mouth to her hair. He held her so closely that she could feel the pounding of his heart.
“Don’t make me wait,” he whispered urgently. “I don’t want to wait any more. I’ve been on fire ever since I first saw you. Please, please, darling Jacqueline, say you’ll marry me soon.”
She freed herself, feeling she could think better if she were not in his arms. Was this love, this pounding of the heart, this disturbance of the senses? Was this the important thing, and was Guy right when he said the other things did not matter? She pressed cool fingers to her hot temples.
“I can’t think straight. You’re not being fair. Wait just a little time, a few months. There’s my career, too. All my life I’ve wanted to be a nurse—why should I give it up?”
He sulked, like a small boy, his handsome face dark and angry. “As if a woman’s career mattered, when she has a chance of marrying!”
She stared, unable to believe he had made such a preposterous statement, but his face convinced her he really meant what he said. He believed it. She pealed with sudden laughter.
“Guy! I never heard such a conceited statement in my life. Do men think they are the be-all and end-all of a woman’s existence? Do you think we’d throw anything over that we cared about, just to marry one of you?”
“Most women would. You would, too—if you loved me. Besides, what’s nursing, anyway? You said yourself you were in everybody’s black books, and Deborah is always swearing she’ll give it up because it’s a dog’s life.”
“I admit there’s hard work, routine, monotony at times, but so there is in marriage. But nursing has great rewards.”
“Hasn’t marriage?”
“Of course. A home of one’s own, children; the joy of being queen bee in one’s own hive. But I can’t give up all that I’ve hoped for, worked for, just in a moment like this. I suppose if I knew for certain that I loved you, I wouldn’t hesitate—but I’m honest enough to say I don’t know.”
He took her hands and raised the fingers to his lips. ‘“Very well. I’ll wait. But not for long, remember. And no nonsense about going on with nursing after we’re married. I want my wife to myself, I’m not sharing her with anybody.”
As they had talked the sky had clouded quickly, and now Guy looked up, weatherwise. “Thunderstorm coming. We must dash for it. It may not last long, but you’ll be soaked to the skin in a few minutes if we don’t get under cover. There’s a shepherd’s shelter not far away, just a stone hut; but at least it has a roof. Come on.” He spoke to the dog, and led the way at once at top speed down the clough, Gypsy trotting ahead. They came in sight of the shelter as the first heavy drops came down.
Guy put his tweed coat over her lightly covered shoulders. “Run for it now! You don’t know what this country can do when it really rains.”
He tucked his arm under her elbow and almost lifted her over the last few yards of broken ground. By the time they reached the hut, which had no doors or windows, the rain was torrential, thunder and lightning coming almost simultaneously.
“Afraid?” he shouted.
“Not a bit. I like to watch the lightning.” All the same, a tremendous crack, and an increased downpour, sent them bundling into the open entrance, laughing.
The shelter was not empty. Leaning against the stone wall, nonchalantly filling his pipe, was Alan Broderick.
He saluted them gravely. “You just made it. I saw you coming, from the top of the gully.” Looking at Guy, he added, “Left it a bit late, didn’t you? Miss Clarke is quite wet.”
Jacqueline felt her shoulders. “No, I’m not. This is Guy’s coat. I’m quite dry under it.” She made to slip it off, but Guy told her to keep it. It would be cold until the storm had finished.
“It was needed,” Alan said. “It will clear the air.”
They watched the play of lightning over the hills; the thunder cracked like a whip. Gypsy crept into a corner of the hut and lay down, trembling, her eyes luminous in the shadowy building.
Jacqueline was grateful for the warmth of Guy’s tweed coat, for the air was cold after the sultry heat earlier. Alan smoked his pipe calmly, gazing out at the rain which fell like a grey sheet. Guy, feeling in his coat pocket for cigarettes, kept his arm round Jacqueline and drew her slightly towards him. “Lean on me,” he suggested. “The walls are rough and there’s nowhere to sit down.”
Presently the thunder died to a distant rumble and the lightning flickered only on the farther hills.
“The storm is passing,” Alan said, breaking a silence between the three. “The sun will come again soon.”
Jacqueline noticed a fine leather strap over his shoulder. “Are you photographing to-day?”
“I was—until the light went. Then I must confess, I was planning to call at Timberfold and ask after you.” Again he turned to Guy. “If you will forgive an interest in my patient’s welfare? Out of sight is not out of mind.”
Guy looked surprised, and Jacqueline said quickly, “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you knew each other. This is Mr. Broderick. From the hospital, you know.”
She was not Alan’s patient and never had been, but Guy apparently did not realise that. He nodded curtly. “I’ve heard of you, naturally. Afraid I didn’t recognize you. The farm isn’t far from here. You must stay for tea.”
Jacqueline was speculating. He has not come to see me as a patient; so why has he come? To see me—as a person? Or for some obscure reason of his own, using me as an excuse?
Tea at Timberfold was an uncomfortable meal. Connie hated company, but was bound by the inexorable law of hospitality to make a special effort and brought out some fine old china which astonished Jacqueline. Guy scowled all through the meal. There was an atmosphere one could cut with a knife, and only Alan seemed unaware of it. He talked easily of farming, of sheep and birds.
At last Connie started clashing the crockery together as a signal that the meal was over, and Jacqueline jumped up to help her, hoping to salvage at least some of the rosebud china which looked like falling a sacrifice to the old woman’s temper. The men pushed back their chairs and lit pipes in true farmhouse style. Jacqueline, flying to and from the back kitchen, was amused to see how easily Alan fell into the way of it. He must have eaten in many farm kitchens to make himself at home so naturally.
She had to press past him to put the sugar-basin away in a corner cupboard. “Well, Jacqueline? Seen your geographical dog on the moor since you came back?” he asked, smiling.
She shook her head. “You’re teasing—you know what an idiot I feel about that.”
“What sort of a dog’s that?” Connie wanted to know. She paused for the answer, big brown teapot in one hand, milk-jug in the other. “Niwer heard o’ yon.”
“A dog with a map of England on its side. Jacqueline dreamt it attacked her.”
Guy swung round to Connie. “Map of England? Why?”
She screeched, “Look out, you gormless fool!” The teapot crashed to the quarried floor and smashed. “Now look what tha’s done.”
“I wasn’t near you!” Guy protested. “Oh, all right, stop screeching. I’ll clear it up.”
But Connie pushed him away and made a great deal of to-do with mop and dustpan, muttering about tea-leaves all over her best rag rug. Alan was unperturbed by the upset, beyond moving his chair to allow Connie to retrieve the broken spout. Jacqueline, watching him covertly, noticed his speculative look upon the grumbling woman.
Connie took the debris out, and could be heard clashing the washing-up about for a few minutes; then there was silence. Guy jerked his head kitchenwards. “Gone outside or upstairs, to sulk. She’ll get over it. Well, Mr. Broderick, I’ve stock to see to. I’ll say good-bye. Glad to have met you—we hear a lot about you, one way and another. Our Deborah and such-like.”
“Sister Clarke—of course, she’s your sister. If I see her I’ll tell her I’ve been to Timberfold. Jacqueline, are you busy, too, or can you walk a little way with me?”
As they strolled slowly through the plantation, he said, “Uncomfortable meal, little one. My fault, I’m sorry. I don’t usually force myself on folk, but I wanted to talk to you and find out if you felt happier about your visit. I must admit I now appreciate your reluctance.” He grimaced dryly. “Connie is quite a character.”
“You put up with all that for me? That’s sweet of you, Alan. Are we far enough from hospital for me to say Alan?”
“Of course. Besides, these are Alan’s clothes. You’ve never seen a check shirt and a coat with leather-patched sleeves at St. Simon’s. Sure you’re all right?”
“Quite. You were right about the air and the quiet. I was nervy and hysterical about that dog. I genuinely believed someone was trying to kill me, but now I see how silly the idea was.”
“You almost made me believe it.”
She glanced sideways at him, surprised by the tone in his voice. “Why, Alan! Did you come to rescue me?”
He looked slightly confused. “Shall we say, I came to see if you needed rescuing.” His mobile mouth quirked into a rueful smile. “If you don’t think that too quixotic.”
She was touched. “I think it noble,” she said simply, and though he looked to see if she was laughing at him, her small sweet face was gravely serious.
They walked in silence to the top of the wood, where the open moor lay before them. Then halted, as if by mutual consent. Jacqueline was surprised to find how sorry she was that he was going; it felt absurdly like severing a last link with civilisation.
“How do you get on with Guy? He seems a surly type.”
“He isn’t, really. You didn’t see him at his best. I think he was shy.”
He bellowed with laughter. “You sound like a mother talking about a horrid child. Do you have to make excuses for him?”
“Of course not.” She was stiffly offended for a moment. “You didn’t like him, that’s obvious. But I get on with him very well.”
“Right. I’ll consider myself warned off.”
She abandoned her stiff dignity. “Oh no, Alan. I didn’t mean to be rude, and he really was sulky at tea. I could cheerfully have smacked him. I am an ungracious creature. Every time you do me a kindness I repay you by flying into a temper. Why do you bother with me?”
He shrugged. “Blest if I know. You can be as prickly as a hedgehog, but in some darned silly way I feel responsible for you. We are all our brother’s keeper, of course—no one can contract out of that. But having hauled your unconscious form over miles of heather—and dashed heavy you were towards the end in spite of your deceptively frail appearance—I have an absurd interest in what becomes of you.”
She said frankly, “That’s the nicest thing ever said to me. Thank you very much.”
A silence fell between them and neither seemed able to break it. But suddenly Alan pointed. “Isn’t that your aunt? She seems in a hurry.”
Connie had, indeed, emerged from the far end of the wood and was scuttling across the moor in a peculiarly bent, furtive way, her figure black against the skyline. She looked more like a witch than ever, and Jacqueline wondered whether it wouldn’t be quicker by broomstick.
“Where can she be going? Maybe she has lost a hen. She leaves the sheep to Guy, so it isn’t that. The farm is her life, you know. I am sure she would shrivel up and die taken away from it—like that dreadful old crone who left Shangri-la young and beautiful.”
He rubbed his chin. “That’s interesting—very.”
“She may be going to Michael’s cottage. I haven’t seen him on this visit, and she did say he was sick. He’s a revolting old shepherd who drinks. He was madly in love with Connie when they were young—though that’s hard to imagine now. They say he’d do anything for her. Perhaps she’s taking food or something.”
“Old Michael? Does he live in a tumbledown stone cottage on the moor? I know it. It does lie in that direction, so you are probably right. Somehow one hardly pictures Connie in the role of Good Samaritan, but there is more good in human nature than we bargain for. The longer I live, the more I realise that. Now I must go or Mollie will be cross with me for being late. I’m at the Moor Hen to-night, and to-morrow I have a full day at St. Simon’s.”
“Where you’ll turn into Mr. Broderick and be horrid.” He raised his eyebrows. “Is he horrid?”
“They tell me so. I haven’t met him—I’m not important enough.”
He returned her smile. “Didn’t he come and scold you on one occasion?”
“That was just my friend Alan—in a bad temper. Goodbye. And thank you—most sincerely.” They shook hands in a casual, friendly way, and she felt a little like Dr. Livingstone saying good-bye to Stanley. Turning back into the plantation, she moved forlornly, knowing she had parted from a friend.
She met Guy, who had come to look for her. His handsome face was still sulky; she remembered what Alan had said about a horrid child, and felt a sudden almost uncontrollable longing to slap Guy or shake him.
“What did Broderick want? Why did he follow you here?”
“He didn’t ‘follow’. He came to inquire after my health, which I think was kind of him.”
“Why should he snoop around? You’re a free agent.”
“You yourself invited him,” she answered tartly. “It wasn’t snooping to accept.”
“Is he in love with you?”
She laughed merrily. “Don’t be ridiculous! I do believe you are jealous.”
“I am. I don’t like men running after my girl.”
“I’m not your girl, yet, Guy.” She saw that he was genuinely upset and not to be laughed out of his ill humour, so she slipped a friendly arm through his. “Come, Guy, don’t be cross. It wasn’t my fault he came, so don’t punish me for it. I don’t care for him at all.”
Her coaxing put him in a good humour again, but for the rest of the day the little incident remained with her. Subtly their relationship had altered. Tall, broad-shouldered, handsome as he was, she knew he was less mature than herself.
He would never frighten her any more, and she knew she would always be able to manage him. She was not sure whether she liked this new sensation, amused and somehow , protected, in spite of his size. Could it be—love?
Alan called a council of three in the Medways’ private sitting-room.
“Tell us everything,” Mollie demanded. She curled up in a corner of a deep sofa and prepared to listen. “Where is the maiden in distress? I expected to see her riding a white horse led by a very parfait gentil Sir Alan.”
Alan threw a cushion at her. “Shut up and don’t be a nuisance. She was not only not in distress but being kissed by the big handsome cousin.”
“Fancy!” said Lance, with mocking sarcasm. “Did you see him?”
“I had a grandstand view from the shepherd’s hut where I was sheltering from the storm. Guy was making the running, Jacqueline obviously holding back. I wasn’t near enough to overhear what they said.”
“This man,” said Lance, handing Alan a generous measure of whisky, “has no shame. Go on. Our ears are pinned back.”
“I have to go back to-morrow, and I have a hectic week ahead, so that puts me out of the reckoning. I want you two to act as watchdogs.”
Mollie uncurled, moved across and sat on a humpty at Alan’s feet. “Is she in real danger, darling?”
“Did you meet the Hound of the Baskervilles and my favourite witch Baba-Yaga?” Lance was perfectly serious and sat facing Alan as if awaiting his orders.
Alan drained his glass. “I told you all I knew before I left here this morning. This is the rest.” He described his visit to Timberfold, up to the time of saying good-bye to Jacqueline.
‘Then what happened?” asked Mollie quietly.
“I followed the old woman, taking the path which sweeps round by the old stone cottage. She had a good start, and I didn’t catch up with her—in fact, I didn’t see her again, so she must have gone back another way. Near the cottage there is a clump of bracken. I noticed a few of the fronds broken, hanging down. So I went to investigate.”
Mollie drew a deep breath but did not speak. Lance finished his drink and put his glass down carefully. “What was in the bracken, Alan?”
“The body of a black-and-white sheep-dog, still warm. I turned it over.”
“Don’t tell me,” said Lance. “I can guess. There was a map-shaped white patch on the other side.”
Alan nodded. “It was a nice dog, too.”
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
JACQUELINE went back to St. Simon’s with more regret than she had thought possible. Her vacation at Timberfold had been fun. There was Alan’s visit, and the next day that charming Mollie Medway had turned up to discuss poultry with Connie. She did not actually buy any poultry, but she seemed to be passing nearly every day and called in to have a chat. They were Jacky and Mollie to each other now, and Mollie had issued an earnest invitation to the Moor Hen for her next free week-end. Once, Jacqueline had gone for a stroll to the summit of a knoll overlooking the farm, and found Lance Medway there. He had a pair of field-glasses and said he was bird-watching.
Guy had been sweet, too. He had recovered quickly from his fit of sulks. He could charm a bird off a tree if he chose—and he had tried hard. He had not mentioned marriage again until their last evening. They were sitting in a favourite spot, on a com bin in the big stone stable, now disused except for one stocky pony which Guy rode sometimes. The smell of leather, corn and horses still persisted faintly, like a pleasant nostalgic ghost of the past.
“Timberfold will be dowly when you’ve gone, Jacky. Come back soon. And don’t forget you’re my girl and you are going to marry me.”
“I didn’t say so.”
“But you will. You must—you belong here. Don’t you know all the big black Clarkes marry small, fair girls? I used to wonder why, but when I saw you, I knew.” He held out his huge hand, brown, firm and horny with manual work. “See—I’d like to stand you on my hand like a fairy. You’d be as light as an eggshell.” Slowly, keeping his gaze on his palm, he closed his muscular hand till the fingers were pressed down tightly and his knuckles showed white.
Jacqueline shivered. “I think it’s getting a bit cold out here. Shall we go in?”
Jacqueline had been posted to the Men’s Surgical Ward, known as Pasteur, or, as the patients said, Pass-chewer. She presented herself rather shyly the first morning, feeling very much a new girl, but was greeted with glee by Mary Leigh, with whom she’d done preliminary training. She had been sorry to leave Liz, but Mary was compensation. Bridget, she heard, was now up and had gone to Lister Ward.
“The staff nurse is called Knight,” Mary briefed her swiftly. “Known as Stilly Knight or the Soul’s Awakening. She is engaged to a man in the Forces, and will tell you all about him if she gets a chance. Sister is Birdie Cartwright, you’ll see why. She has beady eyes and hops about like an important little robin. There are four dogsbodies, ourselves and Nurse Banks and the Junior, who is even more junior than us, believe it or not. Her name is Lowe, and she’s known as The Poor Indian.”
“Good heavens, why?”
“Didn’t you have to learn a poem about ‘Lo, the poor Indian whose untutored mind’... That’s Lowe.”
Sister “Birdie” Cartwright looked Jacqueline up and down as if she were a caterpillar. “Lister? H’m. Well, Nurse, you’ll find Pasteur different. The tempo is, I think, a trifle faster.” She gave a wintry smile to indicate that this was sarcasm. “We’ll see what we can make of you, but don’t expect Lister ways here.”
Jacqueline felt hot loyalty to dear old Lister arise in her bosom, but she said meekly, “Yes, Sister.” Then she wondered nervously if she ought to have said, No, Sister. ‘ Sister Cartwright was right. Pasteur Ward was conducted at the double; Lister by comparison seemed a rest-cure. Birdie believed in getting routine duties finished ahead of time to “be prepared for emergencies, Nurses”. To give her her due, emergencies were liable to happen on Pasteur.
“No need to comb your ‘air, sonny, if you’re stopping on this ward,” said Jimmy Tummey to a dandified young miner who has been injured in the pit. “Nurses ‘ull do it for you, dashing up and down. If you hear a bang, it’s Nurse Knight breaking the sound barrier.”
Jacqueline, Mary and Nurse Banks went off-duty dazed with tiredness every night. It was an effort to get out their lecture notes and study for their examination. Liz and Jacqueline swopped notes and solemnly “heard” each other three evenings a week, and on the other evenings they went into the nurses’ sitting-room and fell asleep in front of the television set. Mary Leigh tried conscientiously to start discussions on Art or Literature, or even Music, and Bridget O’Hara kept up a running commentary on her affair with Dr. Gregory, whose acquaintance she had made while having her stomach X-rayed. The affair waxed and waned sporadically, until O’Hara had the luck to be moved to X-ray Department when, she admitted, it galloped ahead like a horse on fire.
“The word,” drawled Mary, looking up from the Lives of Great Painters, “is house.”
“In my case,” Bridget retorted loftily, “it is horse. Whoever heard of a house galloping?”
The first time Dr. Parsons came into the ward he recognised Jacqueline, neighed, and demanded that she should take her cap off and show him how her hair was growing.
“You must be hard-headed, Nurse. No scar at all. By rights you should have cracked your skull.” Sister stood by, puffing with impatience, a tiny shunting-engine with steam up.
She heard Alan’s name daily, but on the first two occasions when he came into the ward she was doing something menial in the sluice or the kitchen, and missed him. Patients who had been operated upon by him patted their dressings cautiously but proudly and said “Broderick” in the tone a woman might use in showing off a dress by a great Paris couturier. Other, lesser men, who had not had Broderick, kept quiet. Mary said, “Like St. Crispin’s Day”, and Jacqueline did not know what she meant until she looked it up in a Shakespeare Mary lent her for the purpose. One day she was in the kitchen supervising the tea-trays and feeling important and responsible. Lowe the Poor Indian was a plain, good girl who never tired of telling them about happy times she’d had in the Methodist choir at home. For nursing, she lacked common sense and needed supervision.
Jacqueline remarked acidly that there was no need for pepper and salt for a tea of bread and jam, cake and tea.
Lowe agreed cheerfully and removed the condiments without resentment. Her trouble was that she was too humble to mind being told off, and so went to no particular pains to avoid it.
Mary entered at Pasteur Ward pace, a quick trot which only just escaped being a run. “Mr. Broderick’s been in. Isn’t he smashing? He’s been in to see that sweet ginger boy, Harold something. Pity you missed him. Sister says we can start teas now, we’re late.”
“I’m not late,” Jacqueline pointed out. “Teas have been ready five minutes. If Mr. Broderick holds us up by coming at tea-time, it’s not my fault.” It was absurd to feel so disappointed. “And anyway, Nurse—for a nurse who’s so keen on Eng. Lit., I think smashing is a poor adjective.” Mary snatched a tray and hurried out, more than a little annoyed that Jacqueline had caught her out like that.
“After tea,” said Nurse Knight, “Sister and I are going to discuss Christmas plans for the ward. Have you nurses any good ideas for decorating?” She did "not wait for an answer, knowing full well that the word “discuss” did not really apply. Old Birdie had had the same scheme every year for donkeys’ years, and the only variations would be those introduced by the nurses in the process of carrying out the basic plan or modifications brought about by the patients’ high spirits. Balloons, now. That was asking for trouble. They’d all be burst in the first five minutes by the men. Nurse Knight had seen ever such a nice idea in white and silver in a magazine, and wondered if, this year, she might suggest it. Experience warned her it was hopeless. Birdie’s Christmas was Dickensian, and nothing would induce her to go contemporary.
One afternoon, when the ward was full of visitors steaming gently in damp clothes, the beds and lockers untidy with paper bags, the wood-block floor dulled by the passage of damp shoes, Sister beckoned Jacqueline.
“Get Nurse Lowe and prepare two beds in the corner. It means moving Jackson to the other side. Put screens round the beds and don’t waste a minute. There’s been an accident at one of the engineering works. Two casualties are coming in by works ambulance.”
Jacqueline sent Lowe to collect linen and went herself to explain to Mr. Jackson that he must be moved across the ward at once. He had two visitors, his bed and locker were stacked with brown-paper bags, clean washing, damp flowers. Mr. Jackson grumbled, and his aunt, who knew a town councillor, said she would write to the papers, she was that incensed; callous, it was, in her opinion, and just because nurses were nationalised they thought themselves everybody.
“You’ve a right to stay where you are!” she told Jackson, purpling all down her three chins. Jackson, who knew better and had seen Sister giving the order, mumbled that he didn’t mind if he did.
The other visitors enjoyed the excitement, while Jacqueline got redder and redder. When a bag burst and an orange rolled half-way up the ward, the men cheered and someone shouted, “Good old Goldie. Two to one the field.”
When Jackson was settled, the beds made up and the red screens pulled into position, the ward grasped that this was not comedy but drama. The visitors sucked their teeth excitedly and began to tell each other what they thought the minute they saw That Sister speak to That Nurse.
“They’re only boys!” Jacqueline murmured to Jimmy Tummey, who wheeled in the first trolley.
“Apprentices. Skylarking and fell off the roof of a big shed.”
“What were they doing on the roof?”
“What is any young lad doing anywhere, Nurse? Getting into mischief. This one was lucky, dropped on to the wire-netting roof of the time office. The other one—didn’t.”
Both boys were in oily overalls, bruised, bloody and unconscious. Both were to go down to theatre as soon as they could be prepared. Jacqueline had never worked so fast Miraculously, her hands did the right things without a pause—she had never been so deft, so sure. She and Mary did the first boy, the lucky one. Nurse Knight and Nurse Banks did the other, and Sister supervised both.
“He’s only a baby!” said Mary, almost in tears, as the bruised, blackened face was cleaned, revealing a cupid’s-bow mouth and long dark lashes which lay on rounded cheeks. “His poor mother!”
“Mr. Broderick’s ‘ere,” said Jimmy, reappearing with his white-coated assistants. Trust Jimmy Tummey to know everything. “And lucky for you he is, my lad,” he added softly as he started to push the trolley with practised smoothness. “Anybody playing Humpty Dumpty, like you have, needs Mr. Broderick to put him together again. His Mum’s here, Sister. His Dad is at work, she says.”
“I’ll have them sent up. Nurse Leigh, telephone—no, go and fetch them yourself. Nurse Clarke, go with the boys.” When the procession emerged from the sheltering screens, Jacqueline noticed with surprise that the visitors had gone and Lowe, without waiting to be told, was tidying after them. Not one of the team behind the screen had heard the bell or been conscious of the four o’clock exodus, usually so noisy and prolonged.
Jimmy nodded towards the clock. “Well done, Pasteur. I reckon that’s the quickest ever.”
“Jimmy, do you think we’ll save them? They are so young!”
“Now, Nurse, you know, not even a doctor will say yes or no for certain if he can help it. When they are past man’s help they’re not past God’s. I’m not a churchified chap, but I’ve been wheeling ‘em in and out of this theatre long enough to know that. Only I hope his folks”—he pointed with his chin at the still, covered figure on his trolley—“are the praying sort. He needs it.”
“I’ll pray for him, Jimmy.”
As she entered the white, shining theatre behind Jimmy, she caught a momentary glimpse of Alan Broderick talking to the anaesthetist, before the theatre nurses took gentle, determined charge and shoo’d her outside. How calm, how quietly efficient it looked in there. If lives could be saved, that white-clad team would do it! For the first time, she looked forward eagerly to her training in Theatre. Some day I’ll be there, at the heart of this great drama of life and death which is going on all around me.
And we did our part, too. We in Pasteur—a team. Now, Sister is talking to two women, giving them strength, courage, confidence; two homely Mums on whom disaster has fallen in the middle of an afternoon’s ironing or baking, or maybe a doze with the feet up and a cup of tea before the men get home. Now they, too, are among the select company who wait on hard chairs, watch the clock, listen and wonder and hope; flicked by Fate’s finger into a loneliness, an isolation, from which they look out like figures in a glass ball staring out at the distant world which, against all reason, goes on behaving in the same old way, seeming to belong to a previous existence long ago.
“I’ll tell you what,” she said to Mary when she got back to the ward. “I’m proud of being a nurse.”
Mary grinned. “I see what you mean. But if those kids die, how will you feel?”
“They won’t. Broderick is there.”
“Nurses!” Birdie Cartwright was on her ward again. ‘Teas, at once. Can’t this ward be kept running smoothly two minutes in my absence?”
Soon Jacqueline, Mary and Nurse Banks were scurrying up and down the ward at the Pasteur trot, while the luckless Poor Indian struggled to cut wet raffia from tightly bunched chrysanthemums and cram the dripping stalks into vases too small for them.
Speed, speed! But now I know why! How is Alan faring, how long will it take? Please, God, oh—please, God!
She gave cake to a man not entitled to it, and snatched it from him as he opened his mouth for the first bite. Mr. Jackson complained that the light was in his eyes and this side of the ward was draughty.
Just before the day nurses went off duty, Alan came into the ward. He stood a long time in silence, looking down on the two boys. The parents were there, too, still in their working clothes, their eyes dazed with shock and despair. Sister motioned Jacqueline to adjust a screen, and Alan looked up and thanked her absently, not really seeing her. He looked angry, helpless, compassionate—and Jacqueline knew then that at least one of the boys would die.
She went into the kitchen and cried over the sink, her hands blindly washing up the cups and saucers used by the parents ten minutes ago. The tea in them was almost untouched, melted sugar unstirred thick in the bottom of the cups. There was no time in the schedule for private grief; when the night nurses came on they would expect to find the kitchen tidy.
An arm took her shoulder in a warm, masculine, comforting grip. “It can’t be helped, Jacky. We’ve done all we can. Sometimes we’ve just got to take a beating.” It was Alan.
She turned towards him. She could not stop crying at once, and he kept his arm round her.
“Why does God want him to die? He’s so young, all his life before him. It’s cruel.”
“Jacky, girl—don’t fight it like that. And don’t blame God for everything.”
“Aren’t we supposed to be His children?”
“His grown-up children, not His toddlers. We have to take responsibility for our own actions. The human body just isn’t built to fall from a roof on to a concrete floor. We know that. That boy knew it, but he deliberately took the risk, against which he’d been warned. He broke the rules—God didn’t.”
“Isn’t that rather hard?”
“It is unsentimental. God isn’t sentimental. That is one of the biggest mistakes people make. The law of gravity makes a body fall. God can’t alter the laws of His universe to suit the individual case. It’s man who must alter the cases to suit the universe.”
“For instance?”
“God made human beings to need food. We know that—all of us. So if we let a child starve to death it’s our fault, not God’s. We have broken the law, not God. And be sure we shall have to answer for it one day.” He gave her shoulder a friendly squeeze and released her. “I missed my dinner. Sister said there’d be a cup of cocoa if I asked nicely.”
Jacqueline wiped her eyes and smiled. “I’ll bet she didn’t. I’ll bet she beat her head on the floor and said Yes, Mr. Broderick, No, Mr. Broderick, certainly! You are spoilt and idolised, but it doesn’t seem to go to your head. I’ll put the milk on.”
“My housekeeper doesn’t spoil or idolise me, thank you. She’ll be furious—she is always cooking a nice chop or a nice bit of steak or a nice cup of tea, which I fail to consume. I’m a trial to her.”
“Rich tea biscuits or toast?”
“Toast, please.” He pottered round the kitchen in an interested way until Sister popped her head in and said in a scandalised voice, “Mr. Broderick, there are some chocolate biscuits in my room. Do come and sit down. Nurse, bring Mr. Broderick’s cocoa as soon as possible.” She sniffed like a pointer. “Toast? Who’s that for?”
“Mr. Broderick, Sister.”
“Oh, I see. Well, hurry up. Excuse me, sir—I’ll just finish my report” She glanced at the kitchen clock and bounced away.
“Little Lord Fauntleroy!” Jacqueline whispered. “Go on, into her room. You’re not kitchen company, Mr. Broderick.”
As Jacqueline crossed from kitchen to Sister’s room with a tray, she saw Mary come out from behind the red screens. Sister was sitting at her table writing the report, but she looked up and quietly replaced the cap of her fountain-pen; then she moved towards Mary and together they went into the screens.
Sometimes you just have to take a beating.
The men said, “Only twelve more operating days to Christmas, Nurse?” The cupboards rained decorations if opened sharply, and Lowe revealed a talent for making paper lanterns which put up her stock with Sister, and heaven knew she needed it. The night nurses swayed around blear-eyed, what with staying up to shop or to practise carols. Nobody did any exam, work, and Sister Tutor’s Cassandra warnings fell on heedless ears.
Jacqueline wrote to Guy, inviting him to be her guest at the Christmas dance in the Nurses’ Home. Liz invited Tom Fielding, a rugger player who had just left Private Patients after a knee injury. Bridget hoped for Greg, and even the Poor Indian, flown with the success of her lanterns, admitted to a boy in the post office.
Mary Leigh’s portable gramophone worked overtime as the nurses showed each other versions of the newest dances; the keenest ones bought or borrowed dance records, to Mary’s distress. She preferred Bach.
Jacqueline’s dance frock was green and silver. When she admitted she had made it herself, she was unanimously appointed Dress Adviser to her friends. Firmly, she took in Mary’s bodice, and when Mary complained that it now fitted as closely as a ballet dancer’s tights, everyone said yes, it did, and wasn’t she lucky! Liz yelled when Jacqueline thrust scissors into her neckline, but had to admit the resulting chic was worth it. Little Nurse Lowe was forbidden a black-and-crimson fringed stole, the darling of her heart. Too long, said Jacqueline, too broad, and Lowe wasn’t the type; she’d get it entangled in her feet or strangle her partner.
“That’s enough,” Liz decreed. “Draw the line or you’ll be giving dresses the Continental touch until the cows come home. Take a butcher’s at this—Sister’s Christmas present from Liz with love.”
“What is it?” someone asked. “Rat poison?”
An obscure junior named Richardson or Harrison burst into tears and said she was homesick. She’d never been away from her mother at Christmas before.
“Buck up, ducks,” said Liz in a Barnbury accent. “Seventy per cent of the customers haven’t either, and you’ve got your ’ealth and strength.”
After tea on Christmas Eve, the nurses’ choir toured the hospital, wearing their red capes and carrying cardboard lanterns with red crinkled-paper windows lit by insecure torches. They sang a carol or two in each ward, during which the tree was illuminated, and a number of the patients enjoyed a good cry which in no way diminished their rapturous applause. In the Children’s Ward every bed already sported a giant sock, which would have to be filled by the night staff from a pile of magnificent toys provided by the local Rotary Club. Here the tree was still screened, waiting for Santa Claus himself, due to make a personal appearance in the morning. Several of the younger children, who had been to Sunday-school, became slightly confused, and thought they had already arrived in Heaven.
Jacqueline and Liz were almost at the end of the procession as it wound its Christmassy way through the corridors. Nurse Lowe led the choir, a modest but definite triumph, her training in the Methodist Chapel at home having come in useful, after all.
The medical and senior nursing staff were assembled in the Great Hall under holly-dressed pictures of Florence Nightingale, Sister Dora and the late Alderman P. R. Jackson. The choir serenaded them with a few of the more successful carols before dispersing to catch up with work or sleep, as the case might be. The doctors and senior sisters retired to Matron’s room to drink sweet brown sherry and eat chocolate biscuits, and the lesser lights rushed back to the wards to harry their juniors.
On Christmas Day the nurses worked twice as hard and twice as fast, but nobody noticed because it was Christmas. The patients got out of hand quite early, and even Birdie’s eye could not quell them. She did not try, but accepted boxes of chocolates, tins of toffee, lavender water and plastic comb sets with the utmost graciousness. Most of her cards sported a robin, a fact which puzzled her as much as it delighted everyone else.
The Mayor and Mayoress arrived, convoyed by Matron, Assistant Matron, the medical staff and wives. Mrs. Parsons was a half a head taller than her husband, and had exactly the same kind, neighing laugh which revealed long equine teeth. Mrs. Anstay was dark, lovely as a cameo, with exquisite clothes and a hand-span waist. The nurses, plump with cocoa and starchy meals, stared at her enviously, and made resolutions about slimming which they knew they could not keep.
Dinner was turkey, of course. The luckless few on diets groaned and booed, but Diet Kitchen did their best and sent up something festive.
“Steamed flipping cod with a flipping paper serviette with holly on it!” Daddy Pearson grumbled. But even the worst grousers groused good-humouredly.
In the staff dining-room, the Mayor took the head of one table and Alan took the other. The Mayor’s Chaplain said Grace, the Mayor stuck a carving-knife into the turkey’s crisp brown breast and was surprised but relieved when it was immediately whisked away to be carved professionally. Alan, however, was left with his turkey, and carved it good-humouredly to a running fire of commentary and advice from his colleagues who gathered round to cheer him on. On removing the stuffing from the neck end, he discovered a big red heart, an enormous safety-pin and a pair of forceps in the body. These he removed amid cheers, while Home Sister trotted round whispering that they had all been thoroughly sterilised and nobody was to worry.
Plum-pudding, crackers, paper hats. More carols, army songs, Birdie’s balloons bursting, with bombardment noises from the old soldiers. Nurse Knight decided that old-fashioned red and green decorations looked best, after all; yet cast a languishing look over her shoulder at Lister’s green and silver and Harvey’s elegant Regency decor in pale blue, white and gold.
One by one the wards fell silent, with only the green-shaded lamps casting pools of light. First the Children’s Ward, then the old tired ladies of Lister, Pasteur, Hunter, and Jenner kept it up to the very last. When Jacqueline came off-duty she searched for soft spots in the terrazzo-tiled corridors to ease her burning soles.
“What a day!” Bridget was sitting sideways, her stockinged feet draped over the arm of her chair. “Dr. Gregory kissed me. Twice.”
“He didn’t!”
“Swank!”
“When’s the wedding?”
“He showed me the Charleston. His grandma taught him.” She rolled down her nylons and proudly displayed blue bruises. “Those old-timers must have been tough.”
The Staff Dance was a different kettle of fish. Formal, with everyone in their best clothes and on their best behaviour. Matron, splendid in gunmetal poult, opened the dancing with the Mayor. Assistant Matron wore royal blue georgette with silver beads. Deborah wore black superbly. Miss Pugh the almoner and her fiancé were up to competition standard and twirled with smooth competence twice round the floor before anyone else stood up; the office clerk told everyone proudly that there were eighty yards of net in Miss Pugh’s flame-coloured net dress and that she’d won a bronze medal at Bournemouth.
Guy brought a corsage of carnations. It was strange to see him in evening dress, and his suit smelt faintly of mothballs; but he looked magnificent, and Jacqueline was proud of her big escort as she laid her small hand on his arm and led him up to Matron to be received.
He held her closely as they danced. “I’m still waiting for my answer, sweetheart. When are you going to say yes?”
“You promised me time to think.”
“You’ve had time. Don’t be a coward. You know you will marry me sooner or later, you can’t help yourself. It’s your fate—I’ll bet it’s written in your palm.”
Dancing with Guy, outstandingly the best-looking man in the room, she felt excited, proud, gay. Why should she hesitate? Was this love, a whirling exhilaration, the thrill of hand touching, of blue eyes looking into brown?
Or was there something more?
When Deborah claimed her brother to give a dance or two to the older Sisters who had come unpartnered, Jacqueline was besieged by partners who complained that Guy was taking more than his fair share.
She kept an eye open for Alan, sure that he would be here this gala evening. It was not until she was dancing with a shy young doctor, who stammered and whose name she never knew, that she saw him. She caught her breath.
He was dancing with a tall slender girl with a faintly discontented pout which marred her lovely features. Her dress was matt white, with a plain gold kid belt. It made every other woman look bunchy.
“Who is that girl in white?” There was no need to say which girl in white.
“Diana Lovell. Her father is an industrialist, steel or something. She drives his cars in rallies.”
“She’s quite beautiful.”
Her partner’s fair skin flushed under his gold freckles. “If you can afford it. She is enormously rich.”
The music stopped. Everybody clapped wildly. Jacqueline asked inquiringly, “The sort of money that buys big houses—and long cars?”
He nodded. “That sort. May I bring you an ice?”
Ices, too. Matron had pushed the boat out to-night! “That would be delicious.”
She ate her ice and surreptitiously watched Alan and Miss Lovell. It did not matter at all to her what kind of woman Alan married, so it was silly to feel so strongly that Diana Lovell wasn’t right for him. She had a self-centred look, which would deceive all of the men most of the time and all of the women none of the time. Miss Lovell was interested in Miss Lovell and the effect she had upon other people. She did not even give the impression most women try to create, of being passionately interested in her, partner’s conversation.
“H-Harley Street, here I come,” said the little doctor. “He’ll be an authority on Duchesses’ Slipped Disc in no time.”
Jacqueline tried to picture Diana up to her ankles in bog water and sopping moss, not even moving when a fly tramped across her nose because Alan wanted to take a photograph. The picture wouldn’t focus. In scrupulous fairness, she admitted that a motor-rally driver had to be tough and maybe Diana wasn’t as brittle as she looked.
She saw Guy making his way towards her, and in a sudden absurd desire to postpone further conversation with him, she stepped behind a pot-bellied palm lent by the Parks Committee.
“Ah—there you are!” said Alan smoothly, appearing like a genie at her side. “I’ve been looking for you. You are like a birchwood this evening, in your silver and green. Let’s dance.”
He steered her expertly through the crush. He felt her tremble in his arms, and was conscious, as always, of a desire to protect her. He hadn’t got to the bottom of that sheep-dog business yet, and while he knew she was safe enough inside the hospital, here she was to-night dancing away with that big dark brute Guy Clarke, who certainly seemed struck on her. Maybe he had something to do with the dog, maybe not. But the whole thing was tied up with Timberfold, and Jacqueline was better away from the place and its influence.
“Cousin Guy is in fine fettle to-night,” he said experimentally, steering her round another vegetable tribute by the Parks Committee.
“Yes.” She was non-committal.
“What do you two talk about? Sheep, appendectomies, liver fluke, sterilisers?”
“Mostly he asks me to marry him.”
He felt a faint but definite shock. He had not anticipated this move. Did it eliminate Guy—or implicate him? “Good God! That’s ridiculous!”
She glanced sideways at him. “Why?”
“I don’t know. It just is. You don’t know him.”
“How do you ‘know’ a person? Is there a set time, or could you know someone really well in five minutes, or a day? There are people I don’t know at all, after years.”
“True. Getting to know? Maybe it’s like peeling an onion—taking off layer after layer of protective covering, finding more and more of the true personality until at last you reach the core. And liking what you find there.”
“And how about the people you ‘know’ straightaway?” He chuckled. “Maybe you come across them ready peeled, so to speak. When they have already shed their outside personalities and are walking around in mental dressing-gowns and slippers.
“Or take potatoes,” he went on. “You might peel off the skin and find them frosted or bad; you might peel and peel hoping to get to a good piece, and find in the end you had nothing left in your fingers—barely enough for one decent chip.”
She laughed. “What do you know about peeling potatoes?”
He swirled her into an intricate step. “Everything. Was I not in the army, girl?”
They danced in silence for a while. “What do you think of Miss Lovell?” he asked. “The man she is dancing with now is her father. He looks like a pink cod, but he’s a decent chappie—genuine.”
“She’s very beautiful.”
He nodded, but seemed to be waiting for further comment.
“And exquisitely dressed.”
He was impatient. “Yes, yes—what else? Use your eyes.”
“She seems very unhappy.”
“And very ill.”
She glanced at him, startled. ‘Ill? Is she?”
She’ll be in St. Simon’s within three months, mark my words.”
“Does she know?”
“Probably suspects and is fighting her suspicions.”
“Oh, dear—I’m so sorry for her. And for you. I mean—are you—?” She paused, conscious of having said the wrong thing.
He prompted her gently. “Am I in love with her? Is that what you meant to ask?”
“Well, yes, it was,” she admitted honestly, “but I shouldn’t. Do please forgive me. I say what comes into my head, I’m afraid.”
He was not in the least offended. “You do, my pretty, you do. It’s part of your very refreshing charm—a childlike quality I admire in you. Don’t start casing yourself in armour—at least, not for me. No, I’m not in love with Miss Diana Lovell. I like and admire her father. As to Diana, let us say I am—peeling.”
As there seemed no possible answer to this, they finished the dance in silence. Deborah was dancing with a senior house officer, and gave Jacqueline a cold look as the two couples danced side by side for a moment before being separated by the crowd. They encountered Guy, dancing with a pleasant-featured girl with wavy brown hair and perfect skin. Jacqueline mentally put a cap on the brown hair and remembered seeing the girl in the staff dining room—third-year, she thought. Guy looked sulky, and she knew him well enough by now to recognise the look. This was a duty dance and he did not want to do it. She smiled at him as he passed, hoping to cheer him up and make him look a little happier—that poor girl must feel humiliated.
Later, dancing with Guy, she asked, “Who is that, Guy? I know she’s a nurse, but I haven’t met her.”
“Phyllis Arnott. She was on the ward when I was in here last year. Had to give her a dance, out of politeness.”
“You weren’t very polite. You made it pretty obvious you were bored.”
He seemed surprised. “I wasn’t. She’s quite a nice little thing. But I wanted to get back to you. You make all the others look so dull and ordinary. You’re like a little dancing flame to-night, can you blame me for being crazy about you?”
The room was crowded and he held her closely. She was very conscious of his arm encircling her waist, his hand grasping hers firmly.
“No girl could blame a man for being crazy about her,” she said truthfully. “It’s a great compliment. But it troubles me because I’m not sure yet whether I’m crazy about you.”
“You will be,” he said with a confidence that irritated her slightly. “I believe you are now, if only you’d be honest with yourself. Incidentally, need you be so forthcoming with our friend Broderick? I noticed you just now, dancing with him. Your face was sort of—alight, shining, I was dashed jealous, I can tell you.”
“You have no shadow of right to be jealous. I shall dance with whom I please, and if I do look a bit interested and as if I’m enjoying myself, you might take a leaf out of my book. The way you looked, dancing with Nurse Arnott, was an insult to the poor girl. I like dancing with Mr. Broderick, and I shall do it again if he asks me.” She was hotly furious.
He was not offended. He held her close, smiling—a curious, thin-lipped smile. “Not after we are married, darling. Then I shall want my wife all to myself—every dance will be mine, and I shall have the right to be jealous.”
“You’re not encouraging me to fall in love with you. No girl can love a jealous man.”
He laughed. “Can’t she? Don’t talk such nonsense. A man is jealous because a woman means something to him. Could you love someone who didn’t care a hoot whether you danced with other men or not?”
He was becoming intense and she felt herself trembling slightly, as if in the grip of a force she could not control. In this mood he was frightening. She forced herself to laugh softly.
“Could you love a woman who didn’t attract other men enough to make them want to dance with her? Don’t be silly, Guy. A dance like this is a social occasion. We know nearly everybody here. It would be different if all these people were strangers.”
“So far as you are concerned,” he said more gently, “they might as well be strangers. I see no one but you.” She was relieved when Liz and Bridget suggested a quick break between dances.
In the cloakroom they repaired their make-up. At the next mirror to Jacqueline, Phyllis Arnott was tidying her hair. They smiled at each other vaguely in the glass; then, as the other girl leant forward to smooth lipstick with a little finger, Jacqueline noticed she had been crying and was attempting to hide the traces.
Jacqueline turned her glance away uncomfortably. Who could have made such a pleasant-looking girl cry till her eyes were red, lips blotched? It couldn’t be Guy, surely? Oh no, not Guy. He said he hardly knew her.
After the heady excitement of Christmas and New Year, January was stale, flat and cold. A mean north wind, laced with sleet and snow, filled the beds with bronchitis and pneumonia patients, then roared up and down the wards as if searching for its victims; old gentlemen broke bones on ice-slides made by the children; old ladies, huddling over gas-fires, set their nightdresses on fire. But bad as January was, it rushed all too soon into February, and those nurses taking the examination went about with glazed eyes and moving lips.
Guy invited Jacqueline to a St. David’s Day dance at the Moor Hen.
“Say you’ll go!” Mary Leigh urged. “The exam, will be over and you’ll be in the mood for fun.”
“When is St. David’s Day?” Bridget demanded. “Because Hank Gregory asked me to a concert by somebody called Bark and I had to say yes, subject to being off duty. But I didn’t dare to say I didn’t know exactly when it was.”
“There’s the ignorant Irish for you,” said Liz. “You think there weren’t any saints except Patrick.”
“There were so.” Bridget was indignant. “St. Kevin and St. Bridget and—”
Mary interrupted to say it was the first of March and the concert was probably Bach, who was dead.
“Live and learn,” said Liz resignedly. “Honestly, Leigh, if we work with you long enough we’ll get quite educated. Who wants late passes, and is it better to go in a bunch or separately?”
Matron was in a benign mood owing to the fortunate purchase of a beige two-piece in the January sales, so Jacqueline got her late pass without difficulty, wrote and accepted Guy’s invitation across the great gulf of the examination and temporarily forgot all about it because a nurse on Children’s Ward started shingles and Jacqueline had to take her place.
Not the least of her regrets about leaving Men’s Surgical was that she would see no more of Alan. Not that she saw him often, but there was always a chance that he would make one of his swooping, disconcerting visits, and, because there was always some patient talking about him, he seemed to be always just around the corner. She had had a hand, however humble, in helping with Alan’s miracles. Once in a while he noticed her, nodded and said good morning. She would miss Alan very much.
The third-year nurse on the Children’s Ward was Phyllis Arnott. She stared at Jacqueline when she reported for duty, the pale blue eyes opening wide; then she became remote, impersonal, efficient, never for a moment diminishing the distance which lay between her and her new first-year nurse. She was splendid with children; they all adored her and obeyed her instantly. When she held a baby in her arms, her plain sweet face was transformed into beauty, and Jacqueline thought she would make a wonderful wife and mother, if some man was perceptive enough to see beyond her face to her embracing, affectionate heart.
Jacqueline adored the children but was slightly afraid of them. The very sick ones seemed so fragile, the almost-well children so active, determined and powerful. The hour she dreaded most was when she had to cram the older ones into outdoor clothes and take them for a walk round the hospital grounds when the sun shone. Under Nurse Arnott’s eye, they marshalled themselves into a straggling crocodile willingly enough, but once they had left the ward and knew they had only Jacqueline to contend with, they became aggressive and hurled themselves into any mischief which might present itself. One morning she took them round another way, as she had been reproved for letting them stand at the door of the boiler-house watching the janitor. They were supposed to keep moving, to keep themselves warm.
As they straggled, a pushing, chattering mass, round to the east side of the block, she saw her mistake. Here, in the shade, a mass of snow had congealed, and though it was now blackened with Barnbury soot, the children recognised it—indeed, they would probably not have recognised the pure white variety—and fell upon it with whoops of joy, snowballing each other disastrously.
“Stop at once, children! Do you hear? That snow is dirty, covered with soot. Just look at the mess you’re making!” As they were all Barnbury children, they regarded soot-covered snow as normal, and thought Jacqueline’s protests fussy. Gary, a stocky child who was the ringleader in the less attractive forms of naughtiness, squinted at her under the low-pulled peak, of his blue check cap.
“Waffor?” he demanded, aggrieved. The melting snowball in his hand was a temptation. He hurled it at Jacqueline and scored a direct hit on the snowy bib of her apron. All the others yelled like Red Indians and moved in to the kill. This was as good as Saturday morning cinema, except that it was happening in the nasty fresh air instead of a nice cosy fug such as they were used to. Black snow flew through the air in one direction only, while Gary did gangster-like gestures with his arms, and encouraged his men in a mixture of Barnbury and American which they understood best.
Suddenly there was stillness and silence. The gangsters became orderly children again. Alan Broderick was there, and by the mere force of official masculinity had quelled the riot. “If any child moves,” he said sternly, “I’ll snickersnee him at once.”
Jacqueline longed for the ground to open and swallow her. Her apron was sopping wet and streaked with dirt, her cap had been trodden underfoot, and one of the boys picked it up belatedly and offered it to her, a limp grey rag.
“Dear me, Nurse,” Alan said softly. “You don’t seem to be good at children, do you?”
“No,” she admitted miserably.
“Well, don’t look so downcast. Worse things happen at sea. I expect you’ll have to change that apron. Do forgive me for laughing. It’s so d-darned funny!”
“It must be!” she retorted, stung.
“I’m sorry. That was mean of me. Here, take my handkerchief and mop up a bit. I wanted to see you, but we never seem to meet now.”
“I’m on Children’s Ward.” The information was so unnecessary that she was able to smile faintly.
“So it seems. Look, it’s nearly spring. Isn’t it time we saw you at the Moor Hen again? Lance and Mollie often ask about you. Must you wear a starched apron all the time, child? There’s a St. David’s Day dance—I’d like to take you to it, if I may. Will you come with me, Jacqueline?”
Her pulses bounded with excitement, her predicament forgotten. She said quickly, “Oh—I’d love to—” And then the eager happy look faded. “No. I’m terribly sorry, but I can’t.”
“On duty? Couldn’t you get a late pass?”
“N-no. I mean—I have already. That is, I’m going to the dance with—with Guy.”
He looked disappointed. She saw now that he was tired; his dark hawk’s face was lined and grey with fatigue, and across it flitted unmistakable disappointment. For a second, she had imagined he had offered her the dance as a consolation prize, recompense for having laughed at her. But the laugh had been kindly, with real sympathy behind it, and he had really wanted to take her to the dance. She felt sorrier than she had ever felt before. It was hateful to have to refuse Alan.
“I see,” he said quietly and with finality.
“I’m truly sorry, and I do appreciate your asking me.”
He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. So long as Cinderella goes to the ball. How do you propose to get there?”
“It’s my day off, luckily. Guy is fetching me in the afternoon and will drive me home afterwards.”
“I see. Well, good luck!” One of the smaller children fell over inexplicably in the way children do, and he upended it solemnly.
“Miss,” Gary shouted at full lung-power, “there’s a nurse coming.”
“Gerraway!” said a thin girl in plaits. “That isn’t a nurse, it’s a wumman!”
“ ’Tis a nurse, so says I” Gary insisted, and to prove him right, Deborah Clarke turned the corner, taking a short cut to the Nurses’ Home. She had been shopping, and carried a small, elegant parcel. She took in the scene with narrowed eyes.
“What is the meaning of this, Nurse?” She ignored Alan. “Why are these children standing about in the cold wind? Why are they—and you—wet and dirty? You’d better take them back to the ward at once and report to your Sister. She’ll probably send you to Matron. Really—such incompetence!”
Thoroughly awed now, the children submitted to being marshalled into a crocodile. To save Jacqueline further embarrassment, Alan moved off—a fact which infuriated Deborah. She had hoped to send Jacqueline away in disgrace and be left alone with him. Instead, he had gone and she was left with Jacqueline and those filthy children.
“I’ve warned you before,” she said in a low voice, “to keep off Mr. Broderick. He won’t thank you. for scheming to meet him.”
“Scheme? I didn’t scheme. He just happened along.”
“Tch! Don’t you know he regularly uses this path as a short cut to the car-park? Of course you do—or else why did you bring the children this way? You know they are supposed to go round by the west block.”
“Is that a rule? Sister said take them anywhere in the sunshine. I came this way to avoid the boiler-room. I didn’t know about the snow.”
“That was your bad luck, wasn’t it? But you did know about Alan Broderick. Don’t you know what a place like this is like? A breath of gossip and he’s ruined. You ought to have more consideration for him than to chase him so openly. He’s supposed to have saved your life—haven’t you any gratitude, or must you repay him like this?”
“I’m not chasing him.”
“You appear to be. People go by appearances.”
“Well then—surely any scandal would fall on my head, not on his.”
Contempt was in the older woman’s voice. “You? What do you matter?”
Jacqueline was too puzzled to be further stung by Deborah’s tongue. “But nurse O’Hara goes about quite openly with Dr. Gregory. Why isn’t it wrong for them?”
For a moment Deborah was nonplussed. Then she shrugged. “Really—if you don’t understand, it’s not for me to explain.”
Dispiritedly, Jacqueline shoo’d her children forward, praying that she might meet no one else before she reached the shelter of her ward. Matters would be bad enough there, but if she should meet Matron—or one of the other Sisters—who would look down her nose and make disparaging remarks about Children’s Ward to the discomfiture of Sister Braithwaite, who was kind but rather touchy!
She was unpopular with everyone on the ward because she had to go and change just as the first lunch trays were due. She wondered, as she fumbled nervously with fastenings, whether she could ask somebody—Liz, perhaps?—about this business of gossip. Why is it different for Bridget and Dr. Gregory? Why am I so dangerous to Alan, she puzzled? That’s the worst of not being brought up in England—there are odd things one just doesn’t know. I wouldn’t hurt him for the world—he’s so kind to me. Maybe I’d better keep away from him or be a bit more stand-offish.
She adjusted a clean cap and grimaced comically at her reflection. “When you and Alan Broderick meet, girl, you’re never in a position to be stand-offish!” Suddenly she saw the morning’s episode as absurd, and giggled. These women have no sense of proportion, she decided. Heaven save me from taking myself too seriously.
The day before the dance was hectic. It was a taking-in day. The new children were frightened and homesick, those going home were wild with high spirits. But at last there was comparative quiet, most of the ward asleep. Phyllis Arnott found Jacqueline busy in the kitchen.
“Oh, there you are, Nurse. To-morrow, we shall have to—”
“It’s my day-off to-morrow.”
“So it is. I forgot. What an appalling day it has been! If I were in your place I’d spend all to-morrow in bed with earplugs in.”
“That child in the end bed is the loudest I’ve heard yet. Thank goodness, I’ll be miles away from him to-morrow. I’m going to the Moor Hen, to a dance.”
The senior girl glanced at her sharply. “With Guy Clarke?”
“Yes.” She wiped a Noddy feeding-plate carefully, avoiding the other girl’s eyes. “You know him, don’t you? He said you nursed him?”
“You know how it is with a patient—close friends for a week or two, then—finish. I saw you with him at the Staff Dance. He’s a sort of relation, isn’t he?”
Nurse Arnott’s voice had an undertone which warned Jacqueline this was not idle chit-chat. She was interested in Guy, wanted to ask questions about him.
“Our fathers were half-brothers. Was Guy a good patient?”
“He had a way with him. Like a child in some ways. If you understand children, you understand men, mostly. I didn’t mind. I’m the mothering sort, I suppose. He—well, it didn’t finish when he was discharged, we went out together a few times. He liked me, I know.” Suddenly, dreadfully, she began to cry, noisy gulping sobs. “I love him. I’ve never loved anybody before and shan’t again. And he was nearly in love with me. Then somebody else appeared and he dropped me like a hot brick.”
“Look—I’m terribly sorry. Please don’t cry like this. If someone should come—oh dear, is there anything I can do?”
“You can get out of the way. Do you think I don’t know it was you? Take him if you want him, but if you don’t want him, get out of the way. It isn’t fair.”
“I’m sorry, honestly sorry. I’d no idea there was anyone else, and I didn’t try to attract Guy. But it is true he has asked me to marry him and true that I wanted time to think it over. One has to be sure of these things.”
Phyllis looked helplessly at her damp handkerchief. “I’ve no pride, have I? In love one hasn’t. I wouldn’t have needed time to think. I knew at once he was the one for me, and if you hadn’t turned up, we could have been happy. He’s just a child, he needs someone to cling to.”
“That’s exaggeration. No one could think of Guy as a child.”
The girl smiled wanly. “Just because he’s so big? Don’t be taken in by size. You don’t understand him, that’s all. I do. I know he is self-centred, cruel and possessive. He’s so jealous he’d rather destroy a thing than let someone else have it. He sulks if he can’t have his own way. I suppose you think that’s awful?”
“I do, rather.”
“Well, I don’t. I’d marry him to-morrow. He probably wouldn’t make me happy, but I’d rather be unhappy with him than happy with anybody else.” She pushed her handkerchief away and recover herself. “Forget it, will you?” She walked out of the kitchen as poised as ever, gentle, self-contained.
Jacqueline went off-duty, resolved that the next day she would make up her mind once and for all about Guy and give him her answer. She could understand the attraction he had for poor Phyllis, but surely the girl was mistaken in her estimate of his character. He did sulk—but what about all those other things? Could one believe that of a man and still love him? Surely Guy’s attraction lay in his complete masculinity, his male arrogance, his looks and vibrant aliveness? How on earth could Phyllis imagine he was a helpless child?
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
JACQUELINE was not enjoying the dance. She had come to the Moor Hen determined to say yes or no to Guy. He was obviously set on getting an answer. But somehow, what should have been an enjoyable evening turned into a long-drawn-out squabble.
“There’s only one argument,” he said obstinately. They were sitting in his old car, Jacqueline wearing a scarlet duffle coat lined with white, over her dance dress. “And this it is.” He pulled her towards him, kissed her violently, on lips, hair, throat, until she was breathless and shaken. His arms crushed her slight body till she could hardly breathe and panicked as if she were in the grip of a wild animal. She pushed with all her strength against his chest, fighting to be free.
He released her, grinning. “You love me, Jacky. No use fighting against it or against me. We can’t struggle against destiny. Fate brought you to me, sweetheart—over the years, the land and sea. You travelled so far and so long—and then you nearly turned back; but the bit of white heather sent you on to me. At the end of your journey we found each other. You see—you were meant for me from the beginning, so say you’ll marry me. Say it now.”
His urgent words, uttered in a quick hoarse whisper; his hot kisses, the burning desire in his eyes, were almost irresistible. Was it Fate, which had made her take that childish resolution years ago; which had drawn her, down the years, to Timberfold at last?
It seemed to Jacqueline that the moor was still and breathless, waiting for her answer. The vast expanse beyond the small, brightly lit inn folded mysteriously into its own darkness; the velvet sky, star-studded, the stone walls bent and wise with three hundred years of human habitation; all waited.
She moistened dry lips. “I don’t know! I don’t know!”
His voice hardened. “I’m not good enough for you, is that it? Now you’re in with Broderick and his sort, a moor-end farmer isn’t posh enough. I’ve a country accent and country manners and they’re too rough.”
“You speak the way my father spoke, with a north-country burr. I like it—it’s homely and genuine. There is only one thing not good enough for me—my feelings. When you kiss me, you carry me away. But is it enough? That’s what troubles me. Is that being in love? One reads about it, in books and poetry, but one doesn’t really know.”
“If it wasn’t for Broderick, you’d know soon enough. He’s turned your head.” His temper rose. “All the time we were dancing, you were watching the door. For him—think I don’t know? You’re a girl in a dream, and I know darned well what that dream is. Alan Broderick!” He spat the name at her viciously. “You’re in love with him.”
“Stop it! That isn’t true!”
He held her wrists cruelly. “Isn’t it, my bird? Aren’t you so fascinated by him that you won’t look at another man? And he is in love with you, too. He’s coming here to-night, and you know it.”
“You’re hurting my wrists.” He released her sharply and she rubbed the reddened skin, hating the feel of his hands. “You’re utterly mistaken. Alan is not coming here to-night.”
“Ah, so you know that—for certain. Did he tell you so? Is he staying away because you are here with me, is that it?”
“How can you be so stupid! I won’t stay and listen to nonsense. I’m going inside.” She was out on the road before he realised her intention. She wanted to slam the door in his face and tell him to go to blazes, but she must keep on good terms with him, for he was her only means of getting back to the hospital that night.
“This quarrel is rather pointless, Guy. It’s cold out here and I’d much rather dance.”
She ran across the cobbles and into the flagged entrance hall, where she encountered a late-corner divesting himself of a khaki duffle-coat and driving gloves. It was Alan.
He greeted her casually. “Hi, Red Riding Hood!”
Such a flood of happiness surged over her at the sound of his voice, the sight of his kind, reliable face, that she knew Guy was right, after all. She loved this man.
She was dumb with confusion. Had Guy tousled her hair, was her lipstick smudged? What would Alan think of her, tearing in out of the darkness like that?
“Been admiring the stars?” He took her scarlet coat from her and hung it beside his. “You look remarkably pretty to-night, if I may say so.”
“T-thank you.”
Alan studied her as he joked. He could have sworn she was scared stiff as she ran in, but now her eyes shone and she was glowing like a girl newly in love. Had the cousin proposed, had she accepted him, out there under the stars?
The thought gave him a bleak, shut-out feeling. He couldn’t lose that queer sense of responsibility, the conviction that because he had saved her life he owed it to her to keep watch and ward. A father must feel like this, he thought ruefully, when his daughter falls in love. The chap isn’t good enough by a long chalk; he’ll never understand her quick flights of fancy, her snowdrop freshness.
“You’re shivering. Come, let me find you a drink to warm you. You seem to have lost your escort.”
“He’s—he’s attending to the pumpkin coach. You know I’m a Cinderella.” She gave him her warm, full smile, suddenly excited and full of joy because she was with him. “I’m still under a cloud about those wretched snowballs.” They laughed together.
“And how did the exam, go? I kept my fingers crossed for you.”
“How kind of you to remember! We all declared we couldn’t remember a thing at breakfast, and by the time we actually faced our papers we couldn’t have cared less about the result. We staggered from question to question like people in a haunted house at a fairground, never knowing what horror would meet us next.”
“Goodness! Sit down and let me ply you with something powerful. You look shaken and pale still.”
“Ginger ale is my very strongest. Pale was the word. We all knew we’d failed, of course—and whoever set question three must have been crazy.”
She sipped her ginger ale. “Or perhaps we were. On comparing notes we think we may have slight chances.” “Splendid! I never doubted you for a minute.”
Lance came over to speak to them, and she sat back contentedly, warm now and supremely happy, watching Alan. This was what she had been waiting for, a satisfying sweetness, a warmth round the heart. It was going to be hard to talk to him without giving away her secret.
Mollie swept down on the group. “Jacky, I’ve been trying to talk to you all evening, but I couldn’t get round your tame gorilla. Have you got rid of him at last?” “He’s outside, doing something about the engine, keeping it warm or cooling it down or whatever men do to engines. He won’t be long.” She spoke more confidently than she felt. Guy was capable, in his sulky mood, of driving off, forgetting or ignoring the fact that she had to go back to Barnbury to-night.
“You promised to spend a week-end with us. Could it be soon?”
Jacqueline promised to spend her next free week-end at the Moor Hen, and Lance, who had disappeared at a nod from Alan, came back with Guy in tow.
Alan invited him to a drink. “May I have one dance with your partner?”
Guy waved his glass. “Go ahead. She was expecting you, anyway,” he said ungraciously.
As they danced, Alan said, “That man is not in the best of tempers. Shall I knock his block off for you?”
“Please don’t. He is a bit cross, but it’s all my fault. I’m behaving very badly.” After a moment she added, “You do dislike him, don’t you?”
“I dislike a spoilt child masquerading as a man. But then,” he added lightly, “I’m not a woman, and a number of women seem to like a Peter Pan husband, I’ve noticed. In serious illness it’s usually the wife who is the tower of strength, and however sick a woman may be, she comforts the husband.”
“You’re the second person who has told me Guy is a child. Yet he doesn’t look much like Peter Pan, does he?”
He grinned. ‘The bigger they are, the harder they fall. Don’t let my jaundiced opinion of mankind influence you. I see them in times of crisis, a few weeks or months out of a whole lifetime. And of course whole squads of people never meet a crisis at all—my kind of crisis. I’m not a fair judge.”
“Your opinion would mean a lot to me,” she said gently. “I’ll bear it in mind.”
It was odd that such an important thing as falling in love could happen between one minute and the next and no one notice any difference. She glanced across at Guy; he was in a good humour again, laughing with Lance; once more handsome, debonair, drawing the eye of more than one girl in the room. But for her the bubble had burst, he held no more magic, the memory of his kisses was hateful. They had nothing in common but youth and vitality; did not share a single thought. In a month or a year, she thought with deep thankfulness for her escape, we’d have bored each other to tears.
The road to Barnbury was a long switchback across the moor, unfenced for some miles, which meant that Guy had to travel slowly in case a sheep had decided to sleep in the middle of the road, which, for some sheep like and exasperating reason, they often did. Jacqueline was anxious. Guy had cut the time close, and she did not want to be in trouble again by overstaying her pass.
In a dip at the most desolate stretch, he stopped, and switched off the engine.
“Is anything wrong?” she demanded anxiously.
“No. I’m trying strong-man tactics. We don’t leave this spot till you promise to marry me.”
“Don’t be absurd. You’ll make me late. This is no time for joking.”
He folded his arms, grinning. “Better for you to give in at once, then. Will you marry me?’
“No.”
‘Temper, temper. Take your time. It doesn’t matter to me what time I get in. I can wait.”
She was furious. “You can’t do this to me! My answer is no, no, no. I’d already decided to say no, but I meant to tell you gently. I felt sorry for you. But this is the absolute end. You can wait all night but you’ll still get the same answer, so please try to do the decent thing and drive on at once.”
“Certainly. When you’ve promised.”
“It’s a child’s trick—and utterly pointless. I could promise now and take it back to-morrow.”
“You wouldn’t. If you promised, you’d keep your word.”
“But even if I kept such a promise, could you be content or happy with a wife you’d won in such a mean way? You can’t have an atom of pride.”
“I’d be proud of besting you. And if you jibbed a bit at first, you’d soon come round. Women like to be mastered.”
She laughed with a touch of hysteria. “Strong-man tactics! This is nursery stuff. Didn’t it occur to you that I’d rather face a row at the hospital than a lifetime with you? I’m calling your bluff.”
She had scored. He bit his lip. “It’s not bluff. I’m prepared to stay here all night. Spending the night out with a man means more than a row. We’re a bit old-fashioned up here in the North. We haven’t your loose French notions.”
She stared. “Whatever do you mean? It’s Englishmen, I believe, who have these loose notions, as you call them. Let me tell you, a young French girl of good family is much more strictly brought up than any English girl I’ve met so far.”
“Then you’ll be all the more anxious not to be sent back to France under a cloud. Come off it, Jacky. Don’t be so high-falutin. I’m not bluffing and I mean to have your promise.”
They had been quarrelling so hard that they failed to notice a car draw up quietly behind them. A voice out of the shadows drawled, “Engine trouble? Can I help?”
“Alan!” It was almost a sob. “Please take me to the hospital at once.”
“Sure. Hop into my car.” Alan helped her out and, leaving her to make her own way to his car, turned to Guy. “What happened, Clarke?” His voice rasped.
Guy clambered out of the driving-seat and moved towards Alan, catlike on light feet. “Is that your affair?”
“I merely want to know if you’ve had a breakdown. If so, why weren’t you trying to put things right? If not, you’ve no excuse for detaining your cousin.”
“You want to know the heck of a lot, Broderick. I’m taking Jacky home. Now clear off.”
“You were taking her home.”
Guy was taller, broader than Alan. He thrust his head forward. “Why, you—”
The men’s tempers exploded into action. Alan’s arm came up and then Guy was sitting in the road, propped ludicrously on straight arms and shaking his head slowly from side to side.
Alan slid into his own driving-seat. “Sorry about that, Jacky. My temper got the better of me. He’ll be all right. Was his car busted?”
“No.”
He accepted that, asking no questions. The big car gained speed. She said wonderingly, “You left before us, and your car is much faster. I thought you’d be in Barnbury by now.”
“Sheep-dog instinct. I smelled trouble and thought a spare car might come in handy, so I waited and tagged on behind.”
After a pause she said, “You are always pulling me out of trouble. Thank you once again.”
“No need to thank me. I have a knack of anticipating where trouble is most likely to break out. Be quiet now, there’s a good girl. I can speed on this stretch and we need to make up time.”
The needle, faintly illuminated, rose steadily. Jacky linked her fingers in her lap. She loved speed and, with a driver she could trust, did not care how fast she travelled. She was happy to be so close to him again.
I love him, she exulted. He understands my every thought before I think it, my every action. He can laugh at me, because he can never hurt me. In my deepest need he has always been there to help; quietly, unobtrusively there.
The white heather led me to him. Because without it I’d never have had my accident and he would not have saved my life. The Bubbling Well did grant my wish, after all—let me find my true love or let my true love find me. And sure enough, Alan found me, only a few hours later. Is the well always so quick to grant a wish, I wonder?
He slackened. “Thirty area now. We shall just be in time. Pity it’s started to rain. Never mind, the worst of the journey is over and we can’t speed now.”
“You’ve saved my bacon—I’ve hardly lived down the snowball episode yet. Could you put me down at this end of High Street—I don’t want to make myself conspicuous by arriving in such a well-known car, and there are a crowd of us out late to-night. You may be sure they’ll all arrive at the last minute, too.”
“But it’s pouring by now. You’ll spoil your shoes.”
“I’ll take the risk. I am sure riding in your car would be considered uppish in a junior. We are supposed to keep to our stations in life, and mine is lowly.”
“Very well. I hate to do it, but I sympathise. Barnbury life is still narrow and somewhat hag-ridden by Mrs. Grundys of both sexes, gossiping old women who hate youth and life since both have passed them by.”
“Tell me something. Are doctors specially vulnerable to gossip? Does it harm them more than anybody else?”
“What funny questions you ask.”
“It’s because of not being brought up in England. You see, some things are more free and easy, and some more rigid.”
“One forgets you have no English background. I suppose doctors and lawyers are the most vulnerable of all. We know so many secrets and are in such an intimately personal relationship with our patients—or clients as the case may be—that the least hint of untrustworthiness would blow the whole thing sky-high. And it doesn’t harm only the individual but his whole profession. These little back-o’-beyond towns are much more dangerous, because people are old-fashioned and haven’t much to talk about.” He laughed easily. “I know I’d hate to be involved in a scandal here in Barnbury. They’d have the hide off me.”
“But you wouldn’t do anything wrong.”
“Bless you, they wouldn’t wait for that. The least hint of smoke and off they’d go, puffing it all up into a roaring fire. Why on earth are we talking about this?”
“You’re enlightening my ignorance. Somebody said something which made me wonder. I know now, thank you.”
He patted her hand affectionately. “Sometimes I think you are a very sweet child, Jacqueline. Want to get out here—or will you drive up to the door? It’s still raining a bit.”
“Not much. Put me down here. I’ll run and be in quickly. I shan’t get wet, really I shan’t.”
He leaned across her to open the door. They were very close together and he smiled into her eyes. “Good night, little Jacky, sleep well.”
“Good night, Alan. And thank you—for everything.” He brushed her soft lips gently with a kiss.
Jacqueline lay awake thinking of Alan. At the Moor Hen; sheltering from the storm in the shepherd’s hut; squatting in the heather, grinning over his shoulder at her as he waited for a bird to settle. Alan in the hospital, so different and withdrawn a personality. Who would believe, here, that their grave and dignified Consultant had knocked a man down and left him sitting in the road, his truculence subdued. What fun it would be to tell the other nurses and watch their faces! But of course one couldn’t.
She sat up and switched on her bedside lamp, to find the sprig of white heather, faded and brown now, which had started the whole thing. She laid it on her palm and stared at it. As she did so a cold hand gripped her heart and squeezed until the pain was unbearable.
That first day, in the heather, Alan said a lot about love. He said: I
am a man with a passion—a passion which means more to me than the love of any woman I’ve ever met.
The bright fire of exaltation died. In the excitement of her discovery, in the humility of the true lover, she had not considered love as a two-sided affair. But now she knew that to love where love could not be returned could lead only to unhappiness. Alan would never return her love. She was too young, too silly for him—a child, in and out of scrapes.
She touched her lips, where the memory of his kiss lingered warmly. It could not have meant anything more than a goodnight kiss to a very young friend.
She put the heather away carefully, slid down between the sheets again. It was almost morning before she slept.
Jacqueline was on night-duty in Private Patients’ block. This was separate from the main building, lighter, more modern, and alleged to be easier on the nurses’ feet. The private patients were much like those in the wards, with the same fears, hopes, courage or the lack of it. Some would suffer any inconvenience rather than trouble the nurses; others were impatient, inconsiderate, rude—just as on the wards. The difference was that here the inconsiderate patient had a bell, and used it.
Liz had gone to Women’s Medical and Bridget came up with Jacqueline, resenting the move from the X-ray Unit because her affair with Hank Gregory was going so well.
She swore Jacqueline to secrecy and confided that Hank’s first name was really Cyprian, because his parents had hoped he’d become a bishop.
“You going to Birdie Cartwright’s farewell party, Jacky? It’s a house shower, they say she’s got a swish little flat. Can’t you see her having cosy tea-parties, queen bee in her own skep and patronising the Sisters still at work—they’ll drink gallons of tea and tell each other nurses are not what they were in their young days. What can we buy, for five bob?”
There was an unwritten law that no one spent more than five shillings on a contribution to a shower, and normally this did not present any difficulty. A girl getting married needed practically everything and her fellow-nurses gave rein to their own somewhat specialised brand of humour. But Matron had let it be known that she and some of the senior house officers would be attending Sister Cartwright’s retirement party, and the gifts would have to pass that august scrutiny.
“I’m embroidering a tray-cloth. Half a yard of fine white linen, and the thread I already had by me. I hope that isn’t cheating.”
“There’s a bell,” said Bridget happily, secure in her slight seniority. “Pop along, like a good little nurse. Who is it—I haven’t memorised this lot yet? Number Seven—appendix—perforated. Blimey!” She hummed a song which she declared had been her father’s favourite, the only lines she really knew being:
More work for the undertaker,
Another little job for the tombstone maker!
“Diana Lovell, Miss. Skip along, infant, she sounds impatient. And don’t fret your fat, she’s been in ages; she must be doing all right. H’m—Broderick, naturally.”
Diana Lovell was fretful. “A clean handkerchief, Nurse. My pillow is as hard as iron, I believe you stuff them with skulls. Why didn’t I have a sleeping-tablet to-night? I can’t sleep without something.”
“You probably weren’t ordered one, Miss Lovell. I’ll go and look, if you like.”
“I ought to have been ordered one. Bring me something to make me sleep. Hurry, Nurse.”
“I’m sorry, I can’t do that on my own responsibility, Miss Lovell. You must wait till it’s ordered officially.”
“Goodness, don’t be so stuffy. Who would know—one pill more or less can’t make any difference. You can sneak one from somewhere.”
“I certainly shall not ‘sneak’ a sleeping-pill, Miss Lovell. I’ll ask about one for you. Now, is there anything else before I go?”
“Yes. Refill my hot-water bottle. You’re new, aren’t you? What’s your name?”
“Clarke.”
“I’ve seen you before somewhere. Are you any relation to Sister Clarke? She comes and talks to me at night, and I’m a special friend of Mr. Broderick. He was very anxious about me, and says I’m to have every attention. I nearly died, you know.”
Jacqueline turned at the door. “We give every attention to every patient, Miss Lovell, whether they pay or not. If you nearly died, so did a number of other people in here. I’m not impressed by your special friendship with Sister Clarke, who is a distant relative of mine. Nor with Mr. Broderick. I shall do my duty as I’ve been taught to do it—and they will both uphold me. Now, if you don’t need anything more, I’ll go and attend to a patient who had her operation this afternoon. Yours was over ten days ago.”
She closed the door softly and went to find Bridget, to whom she passed the message about the sleeping-pill. Bridget studied the report. “She was fast asleep at ten p.m. and, anyway she’s not down for one. What’s she like?”
Jacqueline grimaced. “Impressed upon me she was a special friend of Mr. Broderick.”
“That sort? She’ll give us trouble, mark me.”
“It’s true, Bridie. She was with him at the Christmas dance.”
She filled the hot-water bottle and took it back to Room Seven. Was this girl Alan loved, to whom his heart was given? She was lovely enough, she had the cherished look which comes from exquisite, expensive grooming; beautiful as a fragile hothouse flower.
Diana was not an easy patient. She was young and had a splendid constitution, so she made rapid progress, which she found disconcerting. She had cast herself for the role of interesting invalid, to find it slipping away from her before she was tired of it. She formed a habit of waking about two in the morning, demanding a fresh bottle, a cup of tea or anything else which occurred to her. Then she would detain the nurse as long as possible in conversation about herself, her symptoms, admirers, flowers—and Alan Broderick.
One night Jacqueline went in with a glass of hot milk and found Diana sitting up, wide awake and ready for a chat. The girl said bluntly, “Are you the nurse all the talk is about?”
Jacqueline set the milk down carefully. “I don’t know what you mean, Miss Lovell.”
“Ugh! There’s skin on this milk. I hear there’s a nurse here crazy about Alan. Chases him all over. They say he spends his time with her at the Moor Hen and brings her back in his car at all hours.”
“It’s cruel and untrue to say such things about a fine man. People who talk like that must be jealous of his success.”
“Or of hers? He’s Barnbury’s most eligible bachelor, remember.”
“He’s Barnbury’s finest surgeon.”
Diana shrugged white shoulders. “You know how it is. Doctors and nurses are fair game.”
Jacqueline’s blood boiled. “Considering how much the public owe to doctors and nurses, that’s hardly fair.”
“No, but it’s human. Rumour tells me you’re the one.”
“Rumour has a human tongue. Whose, Miss Lovell?”
“I’m not telling tales.”
“Mr. Broderick gave me a lift home one night, when my cousin’s transport broke down and I should have been late in.”
“How innocent it sounds! Butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth, would it? I’ll bet he kissed you!” Suddenly she squealed with delighted laughter. “Nurse—he did! You’re blushing like a lobster. Oh, how exquisite—what fun! Wait till I tell them at the Club. Alan and the little blonde nurse, bless his heart! He’ll never live this down.”
Jacqueline was shaking with anger. “If I’m blushing, it’s with anger that anyone who professes to be his friend should be so cruel. Say what you like about me, but leave Mr. Broderick out of it. Why should he have to suffer for what was only a very simple courtesy?”
“Don’t be huffy. I just think the whole thing is a lark.”
It was fortunate that Night Sister had already done her round in Private Patients, and that nothing occurred to bring her back. Otherwise Jacqueline’s burning sense of injustice might have led her into a serious breach of discipline. For of course it was Deborah who had been talking. She must have spoken to Guy, and knew all about the drive home.
But when it was she who warned me about gossip, why should she spread it herself? Jacky stood stockstill in the corridor, a tray in her hands, as she realised what was probably the truth. Deborah was jealous. She was seeking revenge for the fact that Alan would have nothing more to do with her. Striking at me, because Alan is kind to me. Striking at him, through his kindness to me—making it the basis of cruel gossip, the very thing which will hurt him most.
She stalked into the kitchen and clashed the tray down in a way which alarmed Bridget, who was writing a long screed to her mother on hospital paper.
“The fair Diana upset you? She’s poison, that one.” “Not Diana. Just—circumstances. As Mary Leigh would say, ‘how all occasions do inform against us’. That’s Lady Macbeth.” She returned the milk to the refrigerator and added doubtfully, “Or somebody.”
Sister Birdie Cartwright’s party" was to take place the next afternoon, so the night nurses went to bed early in order to be ready for the fray.
At three in the afternoon Jacqueline was on her way downstairs, immaculate in white and freshly ironed pink, her newly-washed hair gleaming soft as satin. She felt a sick excitement, sure Alan would be there; knowing she must not speak to him or even look at him. It was like walking on quicksand—she could not tell where, or how much, Deborah had talked. All she was sure of was that gossip would hurt Alan—and she would rather die than hurt him.
She reached the first-floor landing, where the sisters had their bed-sitting-rooms, and on the turn of the iron staircase came face to face with Deborah—obviously bound for the party, too.
Deborah hesitated. The stairs were deserted at that hour. “I’ve been wanting to speak to you—”
“And I’ve been wanting to speak to you,” the girl flashed. “Sister or no Sister, I won’t suffer your conduct in silence. How dare you talk to Miss Lovell about me, making her believe my behaviour is scandalous?”
A red patch rose dangerously on the older woman’s cheeks. “And isn’t it? My brother took you to a dance. You left him, to go home with another man. That the other man was Mr. Broderick was beside the point. It was rank bad manners.”
“I was forced to it, by Guy’s own manners.”
She shrugged. “That wasn’t the version I heard. And I saw for myself how you sneaked on foot the last part of the way. I wondered at the time why Guy had let you walk the last bit in the rain. Afterwards I knew. You felt too guilty, I suppose, to drive up in the normal way.”
“Were you spying?”
“Keeping an eye on the late-pass nurses.”
“You’ve twisted everything against me, because you hate me, don’t you, Deborah? You’re jealous because Alan is kind to me; jealous, for all I know, because Guy wants to marry me. And I see now that you’ve talked to Diana Lovell because she’s a bird of a feather, spiteful and cruel. Though I believe her cruelty is thoughtless, but yours is carefully thought out.”
“Be careful!”
“Use your position to go to Matron about me if you wish. I’m not afraid. There are things so intolerable than no one should be intimidated into putting up with them. Even if you make Matron sack me—and I know you could—I know I’d be right in speaking out. I believe your whole object is revenge, whether on me or upon Alan I don’t know.”
“Be quiet. Don’t you know how these stair wells echo? Do you want the whole place to hear? I don’t know what you are talking about—you must be hysterical. What Diana Lovell says is her own business. She’s in love with Alan and expects to marry him. So far as I know, he’s in love with her. If she hears things in the town about you, you can’t expect her to be pleased, but don’t blame me. You’ve been throwing yourself at his head ever since you came here, you are solely to blame. If you must know, I am fond of Alan. I’ve warned you before of your conduct towards him, and if it is getting about in the town—as it must be, from what you say—one of you must leave the hospital. Obviously not Alan, so it must be you.”
“I shall do no such thing. If necessary, I shall ask Alan himself to talk to Matron.”
“And force him to resign? Don’t, for his sake, mention it to him at all. If you have any friendship towards him, just go, quietly.”
Jacqueline shook her head helplessly. She was caught in a net of Deborah’s weaving and could see no way of escape. “I won’t run away and neither will he. The truth will always overcome a lie.”
Deborah smiled coldly. “Has that been your experience? It hasn’t been mine. You are in a temper, and making wild accusations for which I hope you will be sorry—but I am making allowances for you and speaking earnestly for your good and his. Leave St. Simon’s, leave Barnbury, telling no one of your reasons.”
“I certainly won’t.”
“Very well.” Deborah moved as if to end the conversation. “I felt sorry for you, because I had an idea you loved Alan in your way. Now I see you don’t. You’ll spoil his life here in Barnbury without regret.”
“But it’s you who—” She pressed her fingers to her burning temples. ‘There must be a way of proving you’re wrong.”
“Why not announce your engagement to Guy? That would kill any rumours stone dead.”
Deborah moved away, leaving Jacqueline staring after her speechless.
The nurses’ sitting-room was packed with people, chattering through a blue haze of smoke. Birdie sat in state; Matron, temporarily descended from Olympus, beside her; the senior medical staff were clustered round the throne, and the junior men were making the most of their opportunity to fraternise with the prettier nurses.
Already, on a table beside her, Birdie had accumulated enough gaudy tea-towels, wicker plant-pots, pottery cruet-sets and Italian pottery donkeys in straw hats to last a couple of lifetimes. There were one-woman casseroles in red, blue or green ovenglass, side by side with pots of trailing tradescantia. Jacqueline was pushed forward by friendly hands until she stood before the royal circle.
“You did this yourself—for me?” Birdie blew her nose violently. “I’d no idea we harboured such talent.”
“I went to a French convent, Sister. The nuns taught us to embroider.”
Birdie passed the tray-cloth to Matron, who examined it with interest. “Mark my words, Matron—this girl will be leaving us to get married before long. A talent like this won’t be used on rolling bandages.”
“Not she!” said Matron confidently, smiling at Jacqueline. “When she hears what I have to say to her in the morning. Nurse has other talents, Sister.”
It seemed as though everyone was talking to everyone else and very few listening to Matron, but as she made this quiet remark there was an explosive hiss as practically every nurse in the room whispered, “Exam, results!” The whole room fell silent, and every eye turned to Matron as if she were the Delphic oracle in person.
Into this silence Sister Clarke said clearly, “I think Nurse does intend to marry, Matron. Isn’t that so, Nurse?” She smiled graciously on Jacqueline, who alone knew that Deborah was opening the door of a trap. Here was the perfect way out; here was the swiftest, surest way of killing gossip about herself and Alan; of silencing Diana Lovell, who intended to spread the story round town as a great joke. Well, by the time she did so, it would already be dead and cold if—if—
Jacqueline said clearly, “I have promised to marry my half-cousin, Matron. Guy Clarke.”
She dared not look at Alan. Deborah primmed her mouth in a self-satisfied way and Matron looked more grieved than cross. She said softly, “I’m disappointed, Nurse. We had hopes of you.” Then she raised her voice authoritatively. ‘This very special occasion has lured me into saying more than I intended. The examination results are here, but no one”—she fixed a beady eye upon a junior nurse who nervously dropped half a sandwich into her tea—“will be told anything before to-morrow morning, when those nurses who took the exam, will report to me at ten. Keep your minds on your work and don’t spend the rest of the day chattering in moderns.”
A mistress of strategy, she withdrew on this splendid exit line, whereupon everyone concerned fell into a high-pitched chattering about the results.
Alan detached himself from a group of his colleagues and moved towards Jacqueline. “Can this be true?” he inquired in a low voice. “If so, I must apologise sincerely for knocking your fiancé about. You should have told me.”
She was confused. “We—arranged it later, by letter.”
He did not fail to notice her distress. She had blushed scarlet when making her announcement, but now she was paler than usual. “Jacky, are you happy about this? No one is putting pressure on you?”
“I’m quite happy.” It was no use making a gesture to help the man you loved if you threw up the sponge the minute things became hard. She had to see this through. She lifted her head proudly. “I’m quite happy, thank you.” It was a moment before he answered. Then he bent his head gravely. “I understand. Then one can only wish you joy—and good luck.”
A posse of her friends had now worked through the crowd to her. She was completely surrounded and Alan had to withdraw to safe masculine company. Matron having retired, the doctors and Sisters were now saying goodbye, anyway.
“Every happiness, Jacky!”
“Secretive little monkey!”
“Congratters, ducks!”
After a few minutes of this, Sister Clarke sailed forward, tall and awe-inspiring in her high Sister’s cap. The chatterers fell away politely, leaving Jacqueline and Deborah in a little pool of isolation.
“Congratulations—on your common sense.”
“You forced my hand. Guy doesn’t even know, and I feel awful about it. Why do you want me to marry him—you don’t even like me?”
“If Guy wants you, I don’t see why he shouldn’t have you. It gets you out of the way here, scotches rumours conveniently—and after all”—she smiled with her thin lips, her eyes stony—“I shan’t have to live at Timberfold. It doesn’t matter to me who Guy marries.”
A grand, self-sacrificing gesture is easy to make; not so easy to sustain after the tumult and the shouting have died. For a little while, the fuss and excitement of being engaged had borne her along and she had almost forgotten that the man in the case did not even know—yet.
She stared helplessly at the sheet of writing-paper before her. Dear Guy...
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
GUY was delighted with what he considered the success of his strong-man tactics. He chuckled over Jacqueline’s evasion of him on St. David’s Day, saying he liked a girl with spirit, and bought her an engagement ring so large that it made her gasp with dismay. On her slight finger it felt heavy, like a fetter, and she was glad to have an excuse not to wear it at the hospital.
Diana Lovell was going home, with a great deal of hoo-ha and flutter. “Engaged, Nurse?” Her blue eyes opened very wide. “I thought your heart belonged to Daddy. What about poor Alan?”
Jacqueline smiled. “Moral—never believe half you hear, Miss Lovell. Sorry you won’t be able to launch your joke at the Club.”
“It would fall a bit flat now.” She looked disappointed for a moment. “I’d planned a tremendous leg-pull, and he’ll get away scot-free, the brute!”
Which, thought Jacqueline, as she folded soft-coloured nightdresses into a white hide suitcase, is exactly what I intended.
Now Guy had got his own way, he was charming, attentive, ready to defer to her wishes. More often than not, his car was outside the hospital when she went off duty. He waved her protests away.
“The land won’t run away. Maybe I’m neglecting it a bit now, but I’ve served it all my life and it will be waiting when we’re married. So long as the stock is tended and fed...”
There were moments when she felt she had done the right thing. Was she to stay single all her life, with all the frustration that meant—no husband, home or children—for the sake of a man out of her reach? But that was when things went wrong at St. Simon’s and the nurses had an epidemic of I-wish-I-could-get-out-of-this-hole.
It was when she thought of Timberfold, cold, hopelessly old-fashioned, lost among the far moors, that she shivered; and when she thought of Connie.
Her grandparents received the news characteristically, knowing they would not make the long journey, she had painted Timberfold in glowing colours and hardly mentioned Connie at all. It was suitable, they wrote, that she should go to Timberfold as a bride; proper that money and land should be kept within the family. She devoured their letters, reading the heartache between the lines, and could hardly see Grand-peer’s thin elegant writing for tears, She was tempted to pack and run back to the only home she had ever known.
Only the knowledge that one cannot run away from oneself restrained her. One must face the consequences of one’s actions. Wherever she went, she would still love Alan. She had to face a life without marriage and all that marriage meant—or marry a man who was not Alan.
In one thing she and Guy disagreed. She had promised to spend her next free week-end at the Moor Hen. Guy thought she ought to go to Timberfold.
“I keep my promises,” she told him firmly. “Anyway, they’ve invited you for dinner on Saturday. I don’t think Connie wants me—she wasn’t exactly enthusiastic when you told her of our engagement. Guy—what are we going to do about her?”
“Do? Nothing? Why should we?”
They were in the Picture House Cafe which, although it smelt of stale tobacco smoke and chips, was somewhere to sit down, away from the perpetual drizzle and cold winds of a Barnbury spring. Although it was only four o’clock, the customers were already tucking into high teas of fried plaice or sausage and chips, with pink iced cakes or flaky pastry which looked and tasted like charred greaseproof paper; it was a meal to ruin figure and complexion, but Jacqueline, like several other off-duty nurses in the café, demolished it with a healthy young appetite and a conscience as yet untroubled by weight or ageing skin. Guy was always uncritical of food, being used to Connie, and was usually hungry.
“You mean, she’s going to live at Timberfold after we are married?” she asked without much hope. She knew Guy’s views and respected them, though she told herself there was no harm in trying.
“It’s her home. Where else should she go?”
“I know, but—she’s queer. She gives me peculiar looks.” He laughed. “Poor old stick! That’s her face, it’s enough to stop a clock, but she can’t help it.”
“I feel she takes to me like a duck takes to poison. What if she changed me into a white mouse and set the cat on me?”
“My bird, just you keep on taking plenty of no notice. You’ll be mistress, not Con. I’ll make her understand.”
“I doubt if she will understand.”
“You underestimate Con, dear. As a matter of fact, she is keen for you to come for this week-end of yours.”
“How odd! I had the definite impression she resented me. However, I’m not giving up my holiday with the Medways. I like Mollie, and, remember, they will be practically our nearest neighbours.”
“Unless you count old Michael, Connie’s admirer. I say, Jacky—let’s marry them off.”
They giggled cosily together, and for a moment there was sympathy and harmony between them. She felt a quick, warm affection for the man—the same affection she felt, sometimes, for a patient, a stray dog, an injured bird; the desire to spend herself, to serve, to mother.
Almost without thinking she said, “I wonder what Phyllis Arnott thinks of our engagement. I haven’t seen her since I went on nights.”
He glanced at her quickly. “Phyllis? Why? What made you bring Phyllis up, all of a sudden? Maybe she doesn’t know, anyway.”
“In our enclosed world everybody knows everything. If you change your mind, the whole hospital hears you.” He dismissed Phyllis from the conversation. “Change your mind about the week-end.”
A tray, laden with plaice and chips, went past, and she stared at it in abashed horror. “How revolting meals look when one isn’t hungry any more. No, Guy. Don’t ask me again.” I will not, she resolved, exchanging Lance’s beautifully civilised cooking for Connie’s.
By judicious organisation, Jacqueline arrived at the Moor Hen early on Friday evening, and at once offered her services in the kitchen or dining-room. Her hosts would not hear of it, but gave her a delicious dinner and settled her in the lounge with a stack of glossy magazines while they coped with the Friday evening rush. Andy, the white poodle, handsomely grown but still a puppy at heart, offered her his rubber bone, and presently, exhausted himself, curled up on her lap and went to sleep.
She had wondered about Alan, hoping yet dreading that he would be at the inn for the week-end. Now she knew definitely he was not coming. He had telephoned to say he was detained in Barnbury. Mollie told Jacqueline so, and immediately marched into the kitchen to her husband.
“Give me back my tuppence, blooksucker. All is not lost—she loves him.”
Lance shouted over the hum of the electric-mixer. “Naturally. She’s engaged to him. I keep the tuppence. Go away, woman. I’m busy.”
“She loves Alan. I saw it in her face when I said he wasn’t coming.”
Lance switched off the mixer and peered at a mountain of whipped egg-white. “Why must women make life so complicated? If she loves A, why marry G?”
His wife sizzled with controlled patience. “That’s the point, you goon. That’s what Alan wants to know. He says she looks unhappy, and wonders if pressure is being applied.”
He folded cream into the mass. “Angel wife, why pressure?”
“I don’t know. If she were the long-lost heir or something—and Guy wanted to make sure of the farm.”
“Why not just assume that he loves her? Listen to the chaps in the bar talking—they’ll tell you the Clarke men marry those little fair women.”
“But why do the little fair women marry them?”
“The fascination of the snake for the rabbit. They’re always unhappy, I’m told.”
“Regular old gossip you’re becoming, my sweet. But this is Jacky we’re talking about. She’s our friend. We can’t let her marry that revolting creature and be unhappy. She’ll be a farmhouse drudge in five years—can’t we save her?”
Lance piled the egg-white and cream on top of delicate meringues and stepped back to admire his work. “When a woman is bent on self-immolation no one can stop her. You’re liable to be squashed flat if you try.”
“Immolation? Sacrifice? Do you mean she’s sacrificing herself for something or someone?”
“I shouldn’t be at all surprised. Examine it from that angle, my little private eye. And per-lease, my angel wife—get out of my way!”
Lulled by Andy’s feathery snores, the warmth of the peat fire, Jacqueline dozed lightly. When someone said her name, she sat erect at once, blinking and not, for the moment, aware of where she was.
“Jacky! It’s Guy. Did I wake you, my bird? I’m so sorry.”
For the space of a quick heart’s leap, she had imagined it was Alan. She tried not to show disappointment. “Guy, what on earth are you doing here? It’s to-morrow you are invited.” Then she noticed he was still in his working clothes. “Is anything wrong?”
“In a way. I’m sorry to butt in, but I can’t help it. I need your help at the farm. It will spoil your precious week-end and I’m terribly sorry, but I’m at my wits’ end.”
“If it’s as bad as that, my week-end is totally unimportant. What has happened?”
“Connie is down with lumbago. She’s had twinges before, but never like this. When I say down, I mean just that. She can’t put her foot to the ground. I can look after myself, but”—he spread his hands helplessly—“I can’t look after an old woman, Jacky. She can’t do a thing for herself.”
“What about a doctor, if she’s so bad?”
“She won’t hear of it. Says it will pass off in a few days, with rest and warmth. But for those few days—”
She pushed Andy gently to the floor and stood up. “No rest for the wicked,” she said lightly. “Will you find Mollie and explain, while I go and pack. I’ll sleep at Timberfold to-night and Saturday, but I have to be at St. Simon’s on Sunday evening. Maybe she’ll be able to fend for herself by then.”
“Thanks.” He added gruffly, “I appreciate it, Jacky. This week-end meant a lot to you and I’m not spoiling it on purpose.”
‘Nobody has lumbago on purpose, and I do understand your predicament Don’t worry, it’s just one of those things.”
Mollie was waiting when she came downstairs with her case.
“Guy has explained. It’s disappointing, but I do see that you must go. If she improves, promise you’ll come back. Take this basket, you won’t want to cook on that huge old range. There’s a cold roast chicken, a trifle, and a cake. Lance made the trifle for to-morrow’s lunch, but he’ll just have to make another.”
Jacqueline accepted the basket gratefully. “You are the most understanding person I know, Mollie. I could howl with disappointment.”
“Duty can be a sickening nuisance, but when it calls, it calls. Don’t feel guilty about us—we’ll hope for better luck next time. I’ll say good-bye to Lance for you, he’s busy in the bar just now.”
Connie lay in the middle of a huge bed in a cavernous room heavy and dark with red wallpaper patterned in deeper crimson pineapples. She appeared to be in pain and accepted Jacqueline’s ministrations with a minimum of complaint. Indeed, she seemed to find some ease in being supported by pillows and hot-water bottles. The bottles were of the stone-jar type, shaped like a two-pound loaf with a screw stopper on top; they were awkwardly angular and uncomfortable, but the only alternative was a hot brick wrapped in flannel or an oven shelf.
“Let Guy fetch a doctor, Aunt Connie. This may not be lumbago.”
“Tis. I’ve had it before, never so bad, though. A few days’ rest ’ull shift it, but you see how awkward ‘tis, for a lad. I’m right sorry I’ve browt you away from your holiday.”
“Don’t fret about that. Now, if we had you in hospital there’d be all sorts of things we could do for you.”
“I don’t doubt. But in a place like Timberfold we have things like back-ache and stomach-ache and babies and get along as best we can with what we have on hand. My Saul had his tonsils out on yon kitchen table when he wor a lad. You’ll take your own room—you know the one. Bed’s aired.”
So, instead of the pretty room at the Moor Hen, Jacqueline unpacked in her father’s great old chamber with the windows opening on to the moor. She hung her silk dress in a shadowy wardrobe, and placed the precious snapshot of her parents on the bedside table. Since she had slept here last there was a slight change in the room, which puzzled her vaguely, until she spotted it. Her grandmother’s portrait had been removed from its position over the chimneypiece and now hung over the bed.
She crossed the room and stared up at the painted face. It was crudely done, looking more like an inn-sign than a portrait; the figure was stiff and clumsy. The curved mouth drooped, the shoulders sagged slightly.
“Poor little Granny! When they painted you, you weren’t even a mother, and here I am, your grandchild. I’m Peter’s girl. You always loved Peter best, didn’t you? Saul was never really your boy.
“I’m going to marry Saul’s son, Granny. Shall I be happy? You must help me to make my home here, because I gave my promise and I won’t run away from it. Tell me how you managed my grandfather?”
It was a pity the portrait was so bad. It was hard to make the wooden flesh, the oddly-jointed hands, live and move. Only in the lips had the painter caught a flicker of life. In the waving candlelight, the mouth almost moved.
“I believe Peter grew up to be awfully like you, Granny. Let’s have a closer look.” She moved the candle to the little table, took up the laughing snapshot of her father and, kicking, off her shoes, stood on the bed to stare closely at her painted grandmother.
She moved to catch a better light, and stubbed her toe on one of those awkwardly shaped hot-water bottles which she had thrust into her own bed to air it She staggered, clutched and fell. She sat down with a bump on a goose-feather mattress and was not hurt in the least. But the picture came down with her, the heavy gilt frame crashing on to her pillow.
Horrified, she tried to lift the heavy object There was no glass, but she discovered the painting was on wood, not canvas, and astonishingly heavy. Nothing appeared to be broken, but when she examined the cord, it was rusted away, and the few remaining threads had parted quite easily; it had obviously been hanging on a rusty nail for years.
She glanced across to the chimney-piece. But when I came last, it hung there, so it has been moved fairly recently. Whoever moved it was shockingly careless not to replace the frayed cord. Why, I might have been killed if it had fallen on my head in the night.
She shivered, imagining the crash, the sudden waking to pain and terror, a moment of consciousness perhaps, then a plunge into oblivion in the suffocating darkness.
Panic took her in its grip. She had to be out of this house, away from its age-old passions and sorrows, generation upon generation of them, and out under the clean sky, the cold, serene stars. Like a blundering moth, she rushed to the window and leaned far out The roof of the ancient cart-shed was below, but she could not gauge the distance in the near-darkness and was afraid to plunge into the unknown.
The air was cool, and she was conscious for the moment of a great relief. Her heart was hammering madly. She leaned on the window frame recovering her breath.
Nothing, she knew, would induce her to sleep in that bed. The picture was down, there couldn’t be any more danger. Yet a thought as yet unformulated, nagged. A thought about the bed.
The bed’s aired. That is what Connie had said. So—Connie had been expecting her, the bed had been prepared.
Picture and all? She pushed that thought away with a shudder and concentrated on the other. How did Connie know she would come—before the lumbago? She couldn’t have aired the bed after the attack began. So the whole thing was a trap!
She pulled herself together. Her imagination was running away with her. She would find Guy’s room, explain about the picture and ask him to remove it. After he’d gone, she would wrap herself in a blanket and sleep in a chair by the open window.
As she drew the heavy door open gently, another thought struck her. A thought so frightening that the bedroom, a moment ago terrifying, became a refuge. She closed the door again and groped for a lock, a bolt. There was none.
No one, planning to injure or murder a guest, would trouble to air the bed first
So, if Connie aired the bed, who moved the picture and left it poised on a single torn and rusted thread? It must have been moved to-day, for the cord could not have lasted many hours.
She flicked a nervous tongue over dry lips. If not Connie, who? Not—oh, please Heaven, not Guy.
She brought a heavy old chair and propped it under the door handle; pulled a couple of blankets from the bed and took them, with a pillow, to a wicker chair by the window. Night duty had already taught her to snatch a wink of sleep with senses alert ready to wake at the slightest sound.
She watched the great stars wheeling over the moor a long time before she fell into a troubled sleep.
Dinner at the Moor Hen was over. Mrs. Fairbody, the washer-up, had hung a neat row of clean tea-towels before the gleaming white stove, left the sink as clean as a hound’s tooth, and pattered to her cottage on flat feet. The farmers and shepherds in the-bar were going home one by one, and Lance rolled down his sleeves, put on his .coat and went to find his wife and their guest.
Mollie was placidly darning socks in their own sitting-room, which did duty also as office, store-room and occasionally bed-room. “Where’s Jacky?” he asked. “Gone to bed, poor mite? She’s on night duty, isn’t she?”
Mollie explained. Lance listened carefully, a frown growing between his eyebrows. “You say Connie has been laid up all day with lumbago? Couldn’t get out of bed this morning?”
“That’s right. It’s sickening for Jacky, but you do see Guy couldn’t do everything for her. She needs a woman for a day or two—at least until she can walk.”
Lance reached for the telephone.
“What are you going to do? Guy says the old girl is nearly hysterical about not having a doctor.”
“Old girl, my foot. I’m ringing Alan. He’s got to come out here.”
“But he has an emergency operation—he told me so when he telephoned. It was to start at ten.”
“H’m. Twenty to. He’ll be at the hospital. With luck, I’ll catch him there. And if he can’t come out to-night, he must come first thing in the morning.”
She knelt on the end of the sofa and tugged at his coat. “Fiend! Don’t be so exasperating. You were laughing at me for being over-imaginative. Now you’re behaving as if it’s serious.”
“It is serious. Remember I drove to Elton Bottoms farm this morning, to collect those ducklings they promised me? The road passes Timberfold lane end, doesn’t it?”
She stared at him apprehensively. “You went to Timberfold?”
“Not likely! But who should hop off the bus at the end of the lane but Connie, with a shopping basket over her arm? She’d been to Winkford, I dare say—it’s market-day there, Fridays. She scuttled off down the lane towards the farm as lively as a flea.”
“This morning? But, Lance—lumbago can attack you in a minute. This doesn’t mean Guy’s story isn’t true.”
“Exactly!” He spoke dryly. “Let’s hope it is true. In the meantime, I’ll ring Alan. He asked us to be watchdogs for him, and I guess this is one time the watchdog barks.”
In the sane light of a fine morning, Jacqueline took her grandmother’s portrait and leaned it against the wall; stripped the bed, made it up again, and went downstairs to prepare breakfast for herself and Connie. She had heard Guy go out, whistling for Gypsy, some time earlier. He was whistling as he crossed the yard and did not glance up at her windows. She did not believe a man could plan evil at night and whistle so gaily in the morning.
In the kitchen the fire was alight, wood stacked on the hearth to dry, the heavy copper kettle filled and singing on a hook high over the flames. He had left everything as conveniently as he could for her, and she felt thankfully that such care exonerated him.
She decided to make scrambled egg on toast for Connie, and was hunting for pepper when Guy came in.
“Hello, darling! You look as fresh as the morning. Sleep well?”
“Not particularly. My grandmother nearly fell on me.”
“What? How come?”
“There’s a picture of Grandmother Clarke over the bed. At least there was—I propped it up by the wall. It dropped on my pillow.” She was watching him narrowly as she spoke.
“But that ghastly thing is over the fireplace. It’s heavy—we always used to say it was painted on the back of a barn door. Jacky, you might have been stunned. Hey, wait a minute.”
He tore upstairs two at a time, and came down soberly. “You might have been killed. How on earth did that thing get over the bed? And look at the picture cord, brittle as tinder. Oh, darling!” He took her in his arms and held her closely, pressing his cheek to her hair. She stood rigidly in his embrace, desperately sorry for him because, although he was so deeply moved, she felt nothing—nothing at all.
“Lucky for me I wasn’t.” She moved lightly away. “I must finish Connie’s breakfast tray, poor thing. She’ll be famished. Where does she keep pepper? I can’t find any.”
“I dunno. Try those drawers in the dresser, she keeps all sort of tranklements in there. I must get on with my work now. You all right?”
“Perfectly. I only need pepper to be completely happy. Run along.”
In the dresser drawers she found nothing but a dirty and faintly revolting magpie collection of the objects usually hoarded by a sluttish housewife, but a tiny cupboard between the drawers was more rewarding. At least she found half a nutmeg, some dusty dried herbs bundled together and tied with string. She sniffed them inquisitively—thyme, sage—and what was the other? She sniffed again, but there was no scent to the tiny flat pods tumbling out of a crumpled envelope. Yet I ought to know them, she pondered. They look so familiar. Black-ripe, opening to reveal a row of round flat seeds. In her mind’s eyes she saw the little pods hanging on a tree, but could not place them. How tantalising!
No pepper yet! But the next cupboard gave her what she sought. She made toast, finished the eggs and went upstairs.
If Connie was surprised by her appearance she gave no sign, did not ask how her guest had slept.
“I’ve had a terrible night,” she said at once. “Never closed my eyes.”
Jacqueline was used to this gambit, and assumed Connie had been awake about half an hour longer than usual.
“How’s the lumbago? Let me raise you up a bit, then you can eat your breakfast. Gently does it.”
Connie gasped and groaned, but eventually heaved herself into a position to eat. “Tell you what—there’s only one thing ‘nil shift this lot, and that’s the oil owd Michael mixes for the sheep. Uses all sorts o’ herbs and such, in the oil. He understands them things—his mother was half a gypsy. Very clever wi’ cures, his mother was. Could you go to his cottage and fetch me some this morning?”
“Sheep oil? Are you sure—”
“Nay, they wouldn’t use it up at t’hospital. But there’s a sight o’ healing in herbs and natural stuff that doctors reckon nowt of.”
“But there’s poison, too.”
“Who said I was going to drink stuff? I want it to rub into my back. Aye, there’s poison...” She seemed to dwell on the idea, and in the huge bed she looked witchlike and threatening. “But for them as understands the herbs, they’re safe enough. Will you fetch it? No use sending Guy, he laughs at me for believing in Mike’s stuff. He’d as lief chuck it down t’sink.”
“All right. I’ll go.” A walk across the moors would be better than staying indoors on this bright morning. “It’s a lovely day.”
“Bright too early. It’ll thunder later. Shine before seven, rain before eleven’s as true as I lie here. Is this me breakfast?” She looked sourly at the dainty tray. “Oh, well, what won’t fatten ‘ull fill.”
She made Connie as comfortable as possible, listened to muddled directions for reaching the shepherd’s cottage and tidied the bedroom and kitchen. Then she felt free to set off for the shepherd’s oil.
Her heart leapt with excitement when she had shaken off the oppression of the house. It was full spring here in the north, the air spiced and tangy. At home, it would be warm now, and Grand’mère would take her breakfast coffee on to the terrace and sit in the sun with Grand-père reading the paper and shaking his white head over the Government’s latest folly. The scene came back so vividly—perhaps as a treat there would be fresh crisp croissants and a bowl of yellow butter; Grand’mère’s chair would be set under the laburnums. She smiled, remembering a scene of her childhood. She had set out a doll’s tea-service on a sun-warmed stone, and filled the tiny plates with seeds and torn-up leaves. To make her wooden and china guests feel at home, she had nibbled a leaf or two herself, and eaten a couple of seeds when, out of the blue, Lucien the gardener had snatched her up and carried her indoors to old Gabrielle, who had given her salt and water to make her sick; and a very sick and sorry child she had been that day.
Now why, she wondered, do I remember that to-day? I haven’t thought of it for years.
She tramped another half-mile before she remembered; the seeds she ate were laburnum, out of tiny twisted black and silver pods. Gabrielle said they were poison. And the seeds she had held in her hand this morning, the seeds in Connie’s disgusting old dresser, were laburnum seeds, too.
What on earth did Connie keep laburnum seeds in her dresser for? There were no such trees at Timberfold, as far as she knew. Some of old Michael’s concoctions; maybe, a recipe of his gypsy mother’s? Good against the warts, she thought, smiling at the idea of her own errand. A nurse from St. Simon’s—a nurse who’d passed her Prelim.—going to an old man’s cottage for sheep oil faced with mysterious herbs as a cure for lumbago. Lance and Mollie would be amused.
The day which had started so well was deteriorating. A thin veil of white cloud was gradually obscuring the blue sky, and it was colder. Connie had prophesied thunder, and would probably be right. She had lived all her life on the moor, and should know its moods by now.
Jacqueline remembered the storm which had broken when she was out with Guy, and had no wish to be caught again, alone and without a raincoat. She hurried, watching for the fork in the path of which Connie had warned her. When she came to it, she took the right branch, and presently came in sight of the tumbledown hovel where Michael lived.
There was no sign of life, no smoke, not even a dog. Surely a shepherd should have a dog? The longer she looked at the misshapen building the less she liked the idea of bearding its occupant, and toyed with the idea of going back and demanding Guy’s escort. Don’t be a baby, she told herself firmly. He can’t eat you, and maybe he’s out. She crossed her fingers and went on.
A gaunt scarecrow rose up out of the heather almost at her feet; a man, waving his arms and mouthing horribly at her, shouting words which had no meaning. He had a matted white beard, a battered hat, and he lurched drunkenly towards her, shouting.
Jacqueline screeched with all the power of her young lungs, turned and ran like a hare.
When her panic subsided, she was breathless. She dropped in the heather, panting. She felt ashamed of her headlong flight and thankful no one had seen it. But he’d popped up so suddenly, when her nerve had been shaken by the picture episode.
“No excuse, my girl,” she said sternly. “He was only a drunken old man—nothing to be afraid of.”
She consoled herself by thinking Michael had been in no shape to give her the proper oil she wanted, and she was justified in going back empty-handed. Guy must go next time, she could not face that horrible old creature alone.
Although the old man was not in sight, and probably too drunk to run, she could not stop herself hurrying. She arrived at Timberfold in a very short time, thankful to be in reach of shelter as thunder was already rumbling across the hills.
As she entered the kitchen door the first flash of lightning lit up the dark interior for one vivid second. And in that second, Jacqueline saw Connie’s face turned towards her with an expression of hate, astonishment, fear, frozen upon it She was standing by the dresser, her hand on the door of the little cupboard.
Jacqueline moved forward slowly. “So the lumbago was a fake, after all?” She was quite calm, not even angry now. She knew without doubt that Connie meant her harm, but she was on her feet and facing the danger. This was something real, not a mysterious terror in the night.
“It got better,” Connie said defiantly.
“No, it didn’t. Not so suddenly.” She could hear the rain now, drumming on the roof of the porch behind her. “You got me here by a trick. You knew I was coming—you even aired the bed for me.” Suddenly she laughed. Connie had been trained as a servant of the old-fashioned kind. She would air the bed quite automatically, in spite of herself, because she had been taught to do it and couldn’t be false to her hard training. But at the same time she would plan the evil that was in her heart She darted forward and grabbed Connie’s gnarled hand. “What are you holding? I thought so—laburnum seeds. Did Michael give them to you?”
“Nay, no. I paid him for them. A whole bottle of whisky, I paid him. A bottle for that and a bottle for the picture...” She croaked with laughter. “A good soak, old Mike’s had.”
“Did Michael move the picture for you?”
“Eh? What picture?”
“Never mind now. What are you going to do with these seeds?”
“Nothing—nothing. I was looking for some liniment.” They stared at each other, their faces dim in the darkened room. The sky was black with thunder and an occasional flash emphasized the gloom.
“They were for me, weren’t they, Connie? Why do you hate me so much? Did I ever harm you?”
“Harm—harm? I saw from the beginning you were one of those—the fair ones. I knew Guy would want you, the minute he saw you. And I tried to save him, that first time. I tried to save him, but you came back again. You always come back.”
“You mean you tried to chase me away? Then it was you who struck me?”
“Nay, nay. I never hit you. I only meant him to frighten you, so you wouldn’t come back.”
“Michael? It was Michael?”
She said almost proudly, “It was me thought of laying you at the bottom of Black Crag, as if you’d fallen-like.”
She’s crazy, the girl thought. She’s utterly mad. Why doesn’t Guy come back?
Aloud, she said, “Did Guy know about it?”
“Him? No. Smitten all of a heap he was with you, the first minute. I sent him away with a message about the sheep. Warn’t nowt wrong wi’ ’em, you know, but he blamed old Mike for that. Said the old chap wanted his brains washing. Mike didn’t care—he had his drink, and that’s all as matters to him now.”
“Did you mean to kill me, Connie?”
The woman backed away, towards the sewing-machine in the window. “Kill? Not at first. But you wouldn’t keep away. I only wanted to fritten you at first.”
“But why? What if I did marry Guy? He wasn’t even your son.”
The old woman muttered to herself for a moment, then she shouted and tossed her arms. “Aye, you’d take Timberfold away from me. You’d be mistress, he said. His wife would be mistress. Think I’m going to lose all I worked for all these long years? First day I come I went to the Well and wished to be mistress. I wanted young Peter—I loved him from the minute I clapped eyes on his bonny young face. But he’d have nowt to do wi’ me. Kitchen cat, he called me; common, mucky, he thought me. He’d pull away if I touched him.”
“You loved my father? But you tormented him.”
“I hated him because he’d have none of me. And I hate you—I can see his eyes looking at me out of your eyes. Saul was the one for my money—he’d have the farm, see. Oh, I wanted Saul. I set me cap at him and he’d ha’ married me. He ought to ha’ married me, but she came.”
“She?”
“The fair one. The yellow-haired lass wi’ blue eyes. And Saul was up and away dancing a jig after her before you could say knife.”
“You hated her, too—Saul’s wife?”
“Aye—and she knew it always. But your Grandma wor too much for me. A little woman she was, too, and never liked Saul; but she stuck up for Saul’s wife and protected her. As far as she could.”
Jacqueline whispered, “You didn’t—? Not Saul’s wife?”
The woman understood. “I never touched her. She died of a broken heart and of cold, cold fear.”
As I should, Jacqueline thought. As I shall if I marry Guy.
Then her blood ran cold and she felt goose-prickles in her flesh. Over Connie’s shoulder, out of the dingy, streaming window, she saw a shape in the rain. The shape of a ragged man in a battered hat, waving his arms; over the noise of the rain, the mutter of thunder, she heard his voice, and it was the voice she heard in her nightmares, shouting to a dog.
“Connie,” she said urgently, “Connie, listen.” The woman’s face was so mazed that it seemed impossible to get through to her. “Throw those seeds in the fire. Quick, do you hear? Throw them away.”
To her surprised relief, Connie shuffled to the fire and tossed the handful of seeds into the flames. They flared and crackled briefly. “A good bottle of whisky, I gave.”
“The black-and-white sheep-dog. Mike’s dog.”
“What dog?”
“The black-and-white sheep-dog. Mike’s dog.”
There was a cackle of laughter. “I killed it. He wouldn’t, so I did, with my own hands. I’m not afraid of killing. It’s easy after the first time.” Suddenly she swung round from the fire and there was murder in her face; she held a worn and stubby poker in her upraised hand. “Easy, easy. Curse you and your white skin and your yellow hair.” She lurched across the kitchen, screeching. Jacqueline dodged round the table and made a dash for the door. Michael was somewhere out in the yard, and in another moment she might be trapped between the two of them.
She was outside and tearing across the yard when Michael caught her. He grabbed her arm. “I want you, girl. I’ve been looking for you. She told me—she told me—”
She jerked herself free and ran; kept on running. She had no coat and was soon wet to the skin. She did not know where Guy was, and to her mind he was as much invested with horror as the others. She was no longer reasoning, but running in blind fear from Timberfold and everything in it.
At the edge of the moor she hesitated a moment. Across the heather was a shorter distance, but in this storm she might get lost or run around in circles till she dropped exhausted for Michael to find. She could still smell the horrible stench of dirt and whisky which came from him, feel the contamination of his hand on her bare arm.
The road, then. When she left the lane and came out on the main road there was always the chance of a lift.
She darted for the road. She could hear Michael shouting again, and knew he had come out of the house. Perhaps he was running after her. She stood a moment, listening. The voice came nearer.
“Girl! Hi, you—girl! Come here! I want you. Michael wants—”
She had wasted her resources in the first wild rush. Now she was so breathless she had to stop or her lungs would burst. There was a clump of furze by the side of the road, and she crouched beside it. She was so wet now that it made no difference.
The thudding of her heart sounded like footsteps in the road. Steady, running footsteps, much too strong for Michael or Connie. But it was only her heart.
When her breathing steadied, the thudding was still there. Someone was coming, running along the road from Timberfold. She crouched lower under the bush.
It was Guy. As he drew level with her hiding-place, he halted, peering through the rain. He cupped his hands round his mouth and shouted her name again and again. Afterwards she wondered why she did not walk out to him, but fear held her pressed to the ground like a petrified rabbit.
“Dear Heaven!” he said aloud. “She must have taken to the moor, in this storm.” He ran back the way he had come, and not until his footsteps died away did Jacqueline stand up. Getting back on to the road, she had a piece of bad luck. She stepped into a concealed boggy pool with one foot and went down almost knee deep. As she dragged her foot out, the bog took her shoe and no amount of groping could recover it. It was easy to walk shoeless along the soft turf edge of the lane, but the accident meant she must wait for a lift when she reached the main road. She would never make the Moor Hen in stockinged feet.
In about a mile, she heard a car coming towards her. The wrong direction, of course. She put her head down into the rain again and plodded on, but the car pulled up with a screech of brakes.
She dashed the rain out of her eyes, unable to believe what she saw. Then with a glad shout of “Alan!” she ran into his arms.
He held her tightly, stroking her wet hair with a big hand. “My darling, my darling! I came the first minute I could. What have they done to you—are you all right?”
She leaned on him heavily for a moment. “I was frightened—so frightened, Alan. But I’m all right now.” She laughed shakily. “Apart from being wet and—oh yes, I lost a shoe.” She held up her small foot in a stocking black with peat water. “The turf is quite soft, but I doubt if I’d have made it as far as the Moor Hen.”
He picked her up and carried her to the car. She protested faintly as he bundled her in. “Your lovely car, I’ll make it wet.”
He dragged an old raincoat out of the back and spread it over the seat. “Sit on that—and put my coat round your shoulders. Don’t argue, I’m taking charge of you from now on. Peel off those stockings; don’t be bashful, I won’t look.”
“They’re off,” she said meekly in a moment, and he took her small wet feet in his hands, warming and chafing them briskly.
“That better?”
‘That’s fine. I’ll be all right now, truly.”
“We’ll be at the Moor Hen in no time. Then I prescribe a hot bath, a spot of brandy and dry clothes.”
She gave a shuddering sigh. “That sounds wonderful. Oh, Alan—you came when I needed you. You always do.” She touched the sleeves of his coat lovingly. It smelt of him and was warm, with his warmth. He had found her, and that was all she needed.
“Of course I came, as soon as I could. Are you absolutely sure you’re all right?” He studied her anxiously. “No one has harmed you?”
“Quite sure. I ran away.”
He bellowed with laughter and she smiled, reassured and not in the least hurt. He could always laugh at her, and she would not mind. “My darling, that was beautifully obvious.”
He turned the car in the narrow road and headed for the peace and security of the Moor Hen. Jacqueline was silent, watching his profile as he drove. The car was a warm, secure world, they were shut up in it together. He had called her darling, and held her in his arms, cradled her cold wet feet in his warm hands. It was very little to last a whole lifetime, but it was wonderful.
To her shamed embarrassment, huge tears started rolling down her cheeks, one after another, until she was crying hard. He passed over a big snowy handkerchief. “Take mine—I’ll bet you’ve lost yours. Nothing like a good cry, splendid for the nerves.”
“I’m crying b-because I’m happy. Everything was so awful. That man shouting and smelling of whisky—he’d had bottles and bottles of the stuff. H-how did you know I was at Timberfold?”
“Lance telephoned that you’d been spirited away—and I couldn’t come until this morning. The intervening hours were moderately grim. I had an operation this morning at nine which I could not thrust on to anyone else at short notice. Luckily it did not last long.”
“You worried about me—all night?”
“Yes.”
He could not, at the moment, bear to think of the grim slow hours in which he had discovered, slowly and painfully, just how much this golden girl meant to him. He blamed himself bitterly for letting another man step in and take her from him. Jealousy twisted a bitter knife in his vitals. Jealousy and fear for her safety.
He had tried to believe that he was too old for her, that she would find him dull, stodgy. He was by no means good-looking, and as to the social position he had to offer, being the wife of a busy consultant surgeon had its drawbacks; his hours were long, odd and unpredictable; his work had to come before his private life, he would never be sure of being on hand for parties, theatres or even an evening at home by his own fireside.
But all the arguments he could muster did not amount to a row of beans. He loved her. She had woven herself into the warp and weft of his life until it was nothing without her. He loved her young seriousness, her lilting sense of fun, her fresh, inquiring mind. And he loved her body, too—the light step, the tilt of her proud small head with its pale gold crown of silk. He groaned aloud and paced his room like a caged tiger. Fool, fool, fool! He might have won her, and he had stood by, letting her slip through his fingers. He had not even tried—not raised a hand to stop her falling into Guy’s grasp. He’d shown too much darn self-sacrifice, too much nobility; in fact, he’d been a stuffed shirt.
If he had lost her for ever, it served him thundering well right. But if there was a chance—he was taking it, with both hands.
Meantime here she was, his blessed darling, adorably absurd with her wet tousled hair and his old coat round her shoulders. Safe, thank Heaven! But what had driven her out, coatless and shoeless, in such a storm? In spite of her assurances he saw that she was pale, with dark-ringed eyes. She had been badly shocked and frightened, and at the moment his chief concern must be to get her into Mollie’s mothering hands, warm, in good spirits, as soon as humanly possible.
He was not sure where Guy stood in all this. Was he the villain of the piece; or wholly innocent, that old witch’s cat’s-paw? More important, did Jacqueline still mean to marry the boy?
His arms still ached with the sweetness of her running to him, clinging to him, with a glad little shout of his name. She had nestled in his embrace like a bird coming home.
Mollie took charge and ordered a hot bath and lunch in bed, with a hot bottle. Jacqueline protested about going to bed, but as she hadn’t a dry stitch of clothing of her own, she had to give in. Andy, though not normally allowed upstairs, sat on the eiderdown and accepted tit-bits from her tray.
Mollie took away the tray and brought back a selection of pretty nylon undies and a pale blue dress in fine wool which she thought would not be too big for her guest, but Jacqueline had fallen asleep, utterly exhausted.
She reported to the men. “Worn out, poor lamb. She looks as if she’s made of wax. I do blame myself for letting her go. What can have happened?”
Alan told them his part of the story; then there was nothing for it but to wait until Jacqueline had had her sleep out.
In an hour she came downstairs, her hair soft and pale after its wetting, the faint rose colour back in her cheeks. She wore the pale blue dress and a pair of scarlet and gold Eastern slippers which Mollie had had as a child.
“Can you bear to tell us now?” Mollie asked kindly. “Don’t if it’s too awful.”
The storm was over, the little sitting-room flooded with sunshine. “I’ll tell you. Parts of it are rather funny, I suppose. It was just being alone, and in that house one loses a sense of proportion.”
She told them everything quite simply.
“But,” Mollie said, aghast, “do you think she was going to poison you with those seeds?”
“I don’t know. I thought so at the time. All that about Michael’s gypsy mother knowing about herbs—and of course her scheme with the picture had gone wrong; the cord broke too soon.”
“It might not have broken at all, or gone in the daytime. She had to risk that. Maybe the seeds were a second string.”
Alan got up and started taking the things out of his pockets, laying them neatly on a bookcase. He was white under the tan, his eyes hard as sapphire chips. “I am now going to Timberfold, to take Guy Clarke to pieces, preferably with my bare hands. Don’t wait tea for me, Mollie—it may take time.”
For a moment Jacqueline couldn’t speak. He meant it, quite seriously and cold-bloodedly. Unless she stopped him, he would do it.
“No, Alan. I’m sure Guy doesn’t know anything of all this. He’s absolutely innocent. He just wanted to marry me. He didn’t realise, I’m sure, how far Connie was prepared to go to keep her position as mistress of the farm. It was an obsession with her, but I’m positive Guy didn’t know. He came to look for me—I told you. And he must be awfully worried this minute. We ought to let him know I’m safe, if we can.”
“He ought to have known.”
Mollie said lightly, “Men don’t know everything that goes on in a woman’s mind, Alan. If Jacky says he’s innocent, he probably is. Sit down and don’t look so murderous. I know you feel it—so do I. But there’s nothing we can do.”
He sat down, reluctantly.
Jacqueline went rather pink and said with a little gasp, “Would it be very awful if I didn’t marry Guy?” She drew the engagement ring off her finger slowly. “I did promise. But I can’t. I know all this isn’t his fault, but I just can’t marry him. It wouldn’t be fair to him, for one thing. I don’t love him and never did. But I promised, so do you think I ought to?”
“My dear child,” Mollie said earnestly, “nothing in the world—do you understand—justifies your marrying a man you don’t love. You shouldn’t have made a promise, but I’m sure you didn’t do it lightly or without reason. But don’t think yourself bound by it.”
“I’ll have to tell him myself. It would be cowardly to write. But,” her soft lips quivered, “I can’t marry him whatever Deborah says or does.”
Alan knelt by her side and took both her hands in his. “Deborah? What has she to do with it?”
Colour flooded her face. “I can’t tell you. It was nothing.”
“Nothing? To make you engage yourself to a man you didn’t love? Was she blackmailing you—holding a threat over you?”
“She wanted to get me out of the hospital. I think she was jealous.”
Suddenly Lance and Mollie weren’t there any more. She and Alan were alone.
“Jealous of what?” he insisted gently.
“Of you.” She lifted her head and looked into his face. “She was in love with you, I think. Or possessive about you, which isn’t quite the same thing.”
“My fault. I took her out a couple of times, but that was ages ago.”
“She thought she owned you. I’m sure she thought she could get you back again. So—so when you saved my life and were kind to me, she thought—” She hesitated shyly.
“She thought I loved you?”
“Oh no!” she said earnestly and quickly. “I wouldn’t—I mean I’m far too young and foolish for an important man like you. She just thought—there’d be gossip, and she said gossip was the worst thing for a doctor. And—and you said it was, too.”
He looked stern. “Wasn’t that my affair?”
“She said not to tell you. That you’d have to leave the hospital or I would. You see, she saw you bring me home that night, from the dance. And—and I’m afraid she told Diana Lovell.”
He seized his hair in both hands and tugged. “Women! What on earth has been going on? You and I never did anything to cause talk.”
“That’s what I kept telling them! But they wouldn’t believe me.”
“Listen, honeybunch. You’re not to worry about it any more. It’s true that gossip does tend to gather round a doctor—any professional man—if he’s indiscreet or foolish. That doesn’t mean he can’t speak to a girl at all, or fall in love, or do any normal, natural thing like that.” He chuckled softly. “Why, how do you think doctors and lawyers and parsons would get married?”
“Get married? That’s different. Aren’t you going to marry Miss Lovell?”
“Me? Certainly not. Who told you I was?”
“It was—sort of suggested. And once you said—when we were on the moor—that you had a passion which meant much to you. I thought perhaps it was Diana—she’s awfully pretty; and rich, too.”
“I meant my work. I think I said it meant more to me than the love of any woman.”
“Yes—that’s what you said. I’d forgotten the exact words.”
“I always believed it did—until lately. But now, you see, I’ve fallen in love and I know how silly I was. My work is still important, and if this girl marries me, she’ll many and many a time have to allow it to come first in our lives—but the most important thing will always be my love for her.”
“You mean you haven’t asked her yet?” She tried not to sound flattened, but when a man calls you darling and holds you tightly in his arms—and then...!
“I only found out last night. I suppose I knew always, from the moment I met her. She crept deeper and deeper into my heart, and I didn’t even realise it until I thought she was in danger—and that her being so was my fault for being so blind and stupid.”
A pulse beat wildly in her throat. When she spoke, her voice was a thread of sound. “Alan—who is this girl?”
When he lifted his face, she knew beyond all doubt. “Darling, darling girl! Will you believe I love you? I’ve always loved you, ever since the first day we met—but—oh, Jacky, I’ve been such a fool.” He bent his head and pressed his lips to her two hands. “When I think how I stood back and let you walk head-first into danger, I am ashamed down to my roots.”
She freed a hand and stroked his dark smooth hair. “You rescued me every time I needed rescuing. You stood back and watched until I needed you—and then you came riding, like a knight on a white horse in shining armour.”
He grinned up at her. “Rather a tin-pot knight. I ought to have set you on my horse and ridden away with you months ago. I had to lose you before I learnt how much I wanted you.”
“Did you lose me, Alan?” Her mouth was grave and sombre but her eyes shone.
“I thought I had, but—is there hope for me? Could you love me, darling? I’m a bit old for you, and shockingly bad-tempered and impatient. My best friend couldn’t call me good-looking, and I’d never be on hand when you wanted me. I’m a bad bargain, but if you could love me, all my golden ships would come home, and all my birds would sing.”
She laughed very tenderly and gently. “My love! My dear one! Don’t you know I’ve been loving you and loving you?” She put her warm round cheek to his hard lean one. “You do not speak very well for yourself, but luckily for you, your heart speaks for you.”
“What does it say—my heart?”
“It says you love me and I love you, and we belong to each other for ever and ever.”
“And your heart?”
She gave a soft sigh of pure happiness. “My heart says the same as yours. The golden ships are in harbour and all the birds are singing.”
“My funny young angel! Will you marry me?”
She laughed tenderly. ‘Try to stop me! Mind you, I don’t think junior nurses are allowed to marry important men like you. I don’t know what Matron will say.”
He laughed and took her in his arms—and just then Mollie came back.
“Sorry if I’m interrupting anything, my pets.”
“You are,” Alan said crossly. “This child has just promised to overlook my shortcomings and marry me.”
“You took your time, Alan,” Mollie said severely, hugging Jacqueline. “Lance owes me tuppence. I knew all the time you were made for each other. I’m sorry to spoil the moment, but Guy is here.”
“By heaven, is he? I’ve a thing or two to say to Guy Clarke.”
“No, Alan. He’s in desperate trouble. He spent ages searching for Jacky on the moors and nearly cried when I told him she was here and safe. But it’s Connie. She collapsed and he doesn’t know what to do. He has come for help. You’d better speak to him.”
“Send him in.”
Guy went straight to Jacqueline. “Thank God, you’re safe. I searched for you. I thought—I thought she’d hurt you...” He brushed his hand across his eyes. “She’s mad, Jacky—raving mad. She attacked me with the poker. I had to get it from her, and she fought like a wild cat. It was horrible.”
He sank on to a chair and buried his face in his hands. Jacqueline knelt beside him. “What happened then?” she asked gently. “Tell us, Guy.”
He looked at her. “I’ve lost you, haven’t I? I knew all the time you weren’t for me, really. I just kept hoping and hoping, trying to force things. I thought if you married me, it would be all right. But you were right—I couldn’t have been happy, knowing you didn’t love me or come to me of your own free will.”
“I’m sorry, Guy. It was wrong of me to let anyone force me into promising to marry you. I was cruelly unfair to you. Can you forgive me?”
“It’s for you to forgive me. She attacked you, didn’t she? I knew she had. She fooled me about the lumbago.”
“It wasn’t your fault. She was too cunning for you.”
“To think she had the brains to think it all out!”
She shook his shoulder. “Yes, but—tell us what happened to Connie.”
“I didn’t know what to do. I got the poker from her. She was screaming. Then suddenly she made a funny sort of noise and dropped on the floor. I thought she was going to die. I carried her on to her bed. After a bit she got quieter, so I came for help.” He looked up at Alan. “I locked her in the bedroom. It seemed safer.”
Alan nodded. “A sensible precaution, but I don’t think she’ll move. I’ll telephone the hospital; they must send an ambulance for her. Deborah had better come, too.” He dropped a kindly hand on Guy’s shoulder. “You’ve had a rough time. We’ll take care of it from now on.”
“Thank you. The worst part was not knowing what had happened to Jacky. She’s—she’s going to marry you, isn’t she?”
“Yes. I’m sorry if that hurts you.”
“It does, but—funny, I only wanted her. I didn’t look beyond that, to everyday life. If I had, I’d have known she couldn’t live at Timberfold, with Connie, and share my sort of life. I hope she’ll be happy.”
Alan said gravely, “I’m going to devote the rest of my life to seeing that she is.”
Mollie said, “I’ve got the hospital on the line. You speak to them, Alan.”
“Thanks. What a competent person you are!” He spoke crisply to the hospital and in a few moments came back. ‘They’ll send straightaway. Come along, Jacky, let’s get going.”
She followed meekly to the car. When they were speeding towards Timberfold, she said, “I thought never to go to the farm again. I wonder which was right—the coin or the heather?”
“Coin?”
“I tossed up whether to go to Timberfold or not. The coin said don’t go! And if I’d obeyed it, I’d have saved myself a heap of trouble.”
“You would, indeed!”
“But there was a sprig of white heather, and I took that for a good omen and went on. If I hadn’t, we might never have met again, or at least,” she dimpled mischievously, “only at the hospital. And if I hadn’t set my mind on visiting Timberfold and the Moor Hen all those years...”
 “We’d never have met at all. Look out, what’s that?”
He brought the car to a sudden halt. Guy, following, caught up and stopped too. “What’s up?”
“There—just off the road. A bundle of old clothes, or a man.”
Jacqueline’s blood ran cold. “Guy, it’s Michael, isn’t it?”
Alan shouted, “Come on.” And ran towards the crumpled heap.
It was Michael, wet to the skin and half delirious. The men carried him to the car.
Alan sniffed. “Whisky! But I don’t think this is altogether drunkenness. We’d better send him to the hospital, too. Put him in the back and we’ll cover him with my old raincoat. Doesn’t he smell ghastly! We’ll get those wet clothes off him when we reach the farm—the damp brings out the riper smells.”
Alan shook his head over Connie. “Nothing much we can do, I’m afraid,” he admitted to Guy. “Perhaps it is a mercy, after all. She made a homicidal attack on you?”
“She meant to kill me. But all the same, I don’t like to see her like this. She was kind to me, in her way.”
‘Then be thankful. I don’t think she’ll recover consciousness. Funny—how sometimes the thing we love best destroys us, if we love it in a selfish, grasping way. You might say Timberfold destroyed her. The threatened loss of it destroyed her mind.”
Jacqueline attended to Connie as best she could singlehanded. Then she went downstairs to have a look at old Michael. Alan helped her to remove the wet, dirty clothes and bundle the old man into Guy’s clean pyjamas.
“A few hours ago,” she said softly, “these two people were trying to kill me.”
“That’s the way it is. If I could save that woman by operating, I’d do it with all the skill I possess. Healing is a dedication, Jacky.”
She covered the old shepherd up with a blanket. “I always knew that. Now I’m learning it—in my bones, as the children say. How long will the ambulance be, do you think?”
“Not long.”
Michael opened his eyes and struggled into a sitting position. Jacqueline supported him, no longer shuddering at his touch.
“You’re Peter’s little lass, aren’t you? I was looking for you, but you ran away. I wanted to tell you—” He choked a little. “She’s trying to get rid of you. Be careful. She made me give her those l’il seeds, but don’t you eat ‘em, lassie. Bad, they be for ye. Real bad.” He seemed to drowse away, then opened his eyes again. “She was a bonny little wench, you know. I alius loved her, but she would have Saul. She wasn’t to hold nor to bind, but she would have him. She’d ha’ done better wi’ me. But she was bonny.”
“I’m sure she was, Michael.”
“Greed’s been the curse o’ this farm. Everybody grabbing and nobody giving. Young Peter knew. He wouldn’t thole it—not at no price. He got away, and you must get away, Peter’s lass.” He shook his head slowly. “I alius told her it was wrong to stop Peter’s letters getting to his Ma. That was cruel.”
Jacqueline looked up at Alan, tears streaming down her face. “So that’s how it happened. Poor Grandmother, poor Daddy.”
Michael clawed her arm. “But I loved her, I alius loved her, don’t mistake me. I did what she asked me, even if I thowt it wor wrong. Until she did wrong. Aye, very wrong she did. She killed my dog with her own hands.”
“Oh, Mike!”
“After she killed my dog, I knew she was wicked. Sin it was—sin. So I knew I had to tell you, to tell you she was trying to kill you. It was only a little drink I needed to give me courage, but when I’d drunk enough whisky, you ran away and I ran after you, but I couldn’t catch you.”
She said softly, “Never mind. I know now.”
“Here’s the ambulance,” Alan said quietly.
Jacqueline whispered, “Will he die?”
“Mike? Not he—tough as a cowhide, and well waterproofed with whisky.”
Deborah came in, brisk and competent in uniform. As she hurried upstairs, Guy came down.
The second nurse in the ambulance was Phyllis Arnott. “Why—Phyllis?” said Guy. “You here?”
“I didn’t come on purpose,” she said defensively. “It was my turn to come.”
Jacqueline drew Alan into the yard. “It wasn’t so much her turn,” she said quietly, “as her bit of white heather. What perfect timing! Guy’s life is empty just now, and Phyllis loves him.” She gave the old house a long, long look. A look of farewell. “What a home the right woman could make of it all!”
Alan put his arm round her. “I’m faintly jealous. You don’t regret Guy—or the house?”
“I’m sorry for him, that’s all. But he’ll be all right eventually. Phyllis is a nice girl, and if she doesn’t make the most of the opportunity Fate has thrown into her lap, she doesn’t deserve him. Guy didn’t love me, I’m sure. Not the me inside my skin. He was in love with an idea.”
“Our work is done here, my sweet. Come into the wood.” Arm linked in arm, they left the cobbled yard and the old dark house. In the wood birds were fluting and chittering. They walked on a soft carpet of needles.
“Those people, with their needs and weakness, interrupted our very first kiss.”
She smiled up into his eyes, a soft invitation. “So they did, Alan.”
“That is how it will be—always. Our tenderest, our most important moments—humanity will barge in and interrupt. Are you prepared for that? Will you always understand—and know that I love you best and dearest; that you are of all beings most important to me?”
“After to-day—yes, I will. I’ll always say ‘Lord, he whom Thou lovest is sick’—and I won’t resent your leaving me, because I’ll know you will come back.”
He stroked her soft hair and, cupping her face in his hand, gazed into her steady eyes. “I don’t deserve all this love. I’ve done nothing to earn it. Yet here it is, poured out so generously, for me, I am the richest man alive.”
“I am rich, too. Perhaps nobody ever really deserves love. It’s a bonus!”
“Your soul looks out of your eyes, my darling. I love the ‘me’ under your skin—the pilgrim soul in you.” He hesitated. “Tell me something—if you care to. Why exactly did you get engaged to Guy? I know it was because Deborah pressed you, but what made you do it? What made you give in to her? You’re not weak or suggestible, and you’re capable of giving Deborah as good as she gave. So why?”
She studied him quizzically. “Don’t you really know?”
“When we spoke about it earlier, I was too eager to find out if I had a chance with you. But you said it was ‘nothing’—which means something, of course. And I asked if she was blackmailing you, and you said—”
He stepped back and a light broke over his face. “Glory be,” he said under his breath. “You did it for me! The blind fool I’ve been! Oh, Jacky, my little white darling—I ought to kneel at your feet and ask forgiveness. There I was, yapping about my love for you, and asking if you could possibly love me—when you’d been willing to sacrifice your own happiness to save my reputation. You never even waited to see if it was really necessary—you just plunged in, in your impulsive, warm-hearted way.” He was suddenly too deeply moved to speak, and turned his head away.
“It was necessary. Diana Lovell was going to spread a funny story about it. Alan Broderick and his little blonde nurse. She was going to tease you about it at the Club—unmercifully, she said. She told me so, her own self. Getting engaged to Guy was the perfect way of killing that story stone dead.”
“Not the perfect way. The perfect way was getting engaged to me. And now you have. We are engaged, aren’t we? And I don’t intend to wait for you—at least not very long. I’m going to fly to France and ask your grandfather for your hand in marriage.”
Her eyes shone with happiness. “He’d appreciate that. How dear of you to think of it. It’s old-fashioned and charming, and makes me feel cherished and somehow precious.”
“So you are. And may I remind you we haven’t kissed properly yet.” He held her closely, kissed her deeply and long, and this time there was no interruption. Only the soft sigh of the wind in the tree-tops and the fluting of birds in spring.
“There will always be people,” he said at last. “Sick people, cruel people, demanding people—and, of course, our friends. We shall never belong to each other wholly, because we can’t put ourselves in a glass case like a French clock. But they will not destroy our love.”
Her voice was shaken with tenderness, with laughter and delight. “A glass case is for a princess in a fairy story. Our love is real, because we are real people. No, they will not destroy our love, my dearest heart.”
He took her hand and led her out of the wood; to whatever awaited them of happiness and grief, pain, joy and fulfilment, work and duty. And because they had the precious gift of love and trusted each other utterly, their hands clung together and they were not afraid of the future.
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