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               So Dear to My Heart
   

               By Susan Barrie
   

            

            The visit to Switzerland was an important one for the Holt sisters, for Lisa was to undergo, at the hands of a famous surgeon, an operation the success or failure of which would decide her whole future.

            Virginia, accompanying her, did not guess that her fate too was to be decided at the same clinic between a calm, beautiful lake and the snow-capped mountains; and by the same commanding, inscrutable man.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         When the time
       came for Virginia to say goodbye to Lisa, in the wide cool hall where the smiling nurse looked on at them, it was as much as she could do to maintain her determinedly cheerful expression. Lisa looked so small, almost as if the tiredness resulting from the journey had caused her to shrink a little, and her dark eyes looked larger than ever in her wan, pinched face. But there was no sign of giving way to weakness, or undergoing any change of mind, about the set of her lips.

         Virginia experienced a sudden tightness round her heart, and her last words came in a rush.

         “I’ll come and see you tomorrow. And I’ll bring you some magazines,” she promised. “I'll be seeing Dr. Hanson in the morning, but I expect they’ll let me in to have a look at you in the afternoon.”

         “Have a good dinner tonight,” Lisa said, smiling at her. “And wear your blue dress for the benefit of the other people in the dining room.”

         Virginia tried to smile back.

         “I'm so tired I'll probably have something sent up to my room on a tray. But you must eat everything that's set in front of you! Goodnight, Liz.”

         Outside, in the splendor of the evening, she drove back to her hotel. It overlooked the lake, which had an appearance of unreality in the sunset light, with scarcely a ripple on its surface, and a flawless sky above—a clear spring sky, in which the first stars were already appearing. It reminded her of a drop-scene at the theatre, and, despite her pre-occupation with Lisa, when she had been w hisked up in the lift to her bedroom on the third floor, she stepped out on to her little balcony and continued to gaze at it all with admiration.

         For, after London and the Cromwell Road, it was something to give the heart a lift. At London Airport, when they left, a cold rain had been falling, and spring had seemed far behind. But here there was every evidence not only that it was well on its way, but that summer was actually round the corner. A summer of Alpine flowers and scents and indescribable sweetness. No hot dust or petrol fumes or pavements retaining the heat of the day. Only the lake, and the white-walled villas running down to its edge, and the eternal snows capping the guardian chain of mountains.

         Virginia lifted her eyes to the mountains, and gripped the balcony rail. If only Lisa was all right! … But she was going to be all right! Dr. Hanson would see to that…

         Funny, Virginia thought, that they had had to come all the way from England to find a surgeon who could make life bearable again for Lisa!

         She stared at the lake, and recalled that the nurse had said that Dr. Hanson would see her in the morning. At eleven o’clock he would have a talk with her. And, presumably, he would also have a talk with Lisa before that hour arrived.

         Virginia wished unreasonably that he could have made an exception in her case and seen her tonight, if only for a few minutes, so that she could sleep and feel more assured in her own mind that Lisa was really in good hands, and that whatever else happened nothing could go wrong with her. Although if the operation failed, and Lisa had to return home with no comfort for her future, and no promise that in time the ill effects of her accident would be completely wiped away, and she would again play her piano that had stood silent for so long—then life for Lisa would be the death-in-life she had been enduring for nearly ten months now, and which so frightened all the members of her family.

         For Lisa didn’t simply take music seriously. It was her life. At fifteen she had made up her mind that the concert platform was her aim, and at twenty-one she had stood firmly dedicated to nothing else. Even her father and mother had recognized that in their younger daughter they had produced a musical genius. They had given her every encouragement, and been proud of the way she had worked—her acceptance of the fact that it might be years before that dreamed-of first recital which would set her on the road to success and give prominence to the name of Lisa Holt. But, as it happened, those years of painstaking devotion to only one object, and that fanatical disregard of all lesser pleasures and diversions, had brought their reward far earlier than had been expected, and Lisa’s first recital had been given, and had attracted such favorable notices that her future seemed assured. She was like a star that would shoot across the sky with nothing in its path to stop it. She was brilliant—she was remarkable—she was completely happy! …

         Until the night when she was involved in a collision, and the taxi that was carrying her to her home in the Cromwell Road crumpled up like a concertina, with Lisa inside it. And when they knew that she would live, they waited anxiously to learn how soon—and how completely—she would recover. She did recover the use of all her limbs, save her slender right hand, which remained paralyzed. And a paralyzed right hand was a hopeless right hand for a girl consumed by a burning ambition, a girl such as Lisa Holt.

         At first the doctors had suggested treatment, and one treatment gave place to another, but without result. Lisa felt there was little point in her having made a recovery at all, if this thing was to happen to her. If it had been her leg she could have borne it—if it had been any part of her save her hand she could have borne it!

         Her eyes, which were naturally enormous, seemed to grow lifeless in her face, and all their brown and youthful sparkle might never have been. She had had a kind of elfin beauty that had charmed when she had taken her place before a piano, and the rippling movements of her fingers had delighted her audience; but now the beauty had become wan and faded, and her tight little smile was full of bitterness. She had been cheated—so badly cheated that she felt she could not endure to go on unless some hope of some kind was sent to her to make existence supportable. And the hope was provided when a specialist pronounced his opinion that an operation performed by a certain Swiss surgeon might— and he would go so far as to say that he felt it was almost a certainty!—restore life and flexibility to her fingers.

          
   

         Virginia returned to her bedroom and started slowly to change her dress for dinner. Although she had said that she would have something on a tray she knew now that it would be impossible to spend the evening alone in that room, with nothing but the vague noises of the hotel to distract her, the knowledge that she was in a country new and utterly strange to her to cast a kind of additional loneliness across her spirit, and the vision of Lisa’s hollow-eyed face reappearing constantly before her eyes. And because Lisa had wished it she put on the blue dress which was her one and only evening-gown. It had been bought for a tennis-club dance, and suited her very well indeed.

         Virginia had none of the striking, essentially vivid type of beauty which had once been her sister’s. For one thing, she was four years older, although sometimes she actually looked much younger, for her grey eyes were peculiarly guileless, and there was a gentle uncertainty about her smile. She was rather like a picture viewed through gauze, the tints subdued, the imperfections barely noticeable. Her skin had the pale flush of a drift of opening apple blossom; her brown hair looked as if it had been powdered with gold-dust.

         But her nose was not classically straight like Lisa’s, and her mouth had a happy upward curve to the corners, and found it difficult to compress itself into lines of determination or unshakable firmness.

         She would not willingly have consented to go through all that Lisa was willing to go through in order to realize an ambition. She was singularly without ambition, although, like most young women when the signpost of twenty has been left five years behind them, she did sometimes wonder a little about her future. She didn’t dream dreams about her future, but she thought about it occasionally, and—wondered….

         Although Lisa was in a sense the invalid, it was she who had worked out all the details of this trip abroad— the first either of them had ever made unaccompanied by their parents—and who had insisted that Virginia stayed at one of the best hotels, if only for a few days, until she could find less expensive accommodation. For less expensive accommodation was going to be essential when one took into account all the other mounting expenses which the unfortunate Mr. Holt had to meet on his younger daughter’s account. The expense of the operation itself, in a country where there was no Health Service, as well as the support of his two daughters, since Virginia had had to give up her job as secretary in a solicitor’s office in order to accompany her sister.

         And then, at home, there were two younger brothers —both still at school. It was all rather a drain on the poor head of the family.

         But if everything went well with Lisa, no one was going to raise any objections concerning this rather staggering expenditure which her health and her career had made necessary. Certainly not Virginia, who was going to remain near to her as long as it was at all possible, and who had made up her mind to seek cheaper lodgings at the very earliest possible moment—just as soon as she had had her talk with Dr. Hanson, and her mind and her thoughts were at liberty to cope with less vital matters.

         She was intensely conscious of her strangeness and her isolation in that splendid hotel when she descended to the brilliantly lighted lounge, where, despite the fact that it was out of season, a large number of people seemed to be enjoying the many amenities. They were such smartly dressed people, too—especially the Americans, whose voices mingled with the flow of Continental tongues around her, and gave her a feeling of confidence because they were after all speaking her own language.

         A waiter found her a small table for one in the dining room, and Virginia sank gratefully on to the chair he pulled out for her, thankful for the protection of a huge palm in an ornamental brass-banded tuo beside, her.

         The waiter understood English far better than she was able to express herself in her schoolgirl French, and she colored rather delightfully when he smiled and suggested, with scarcely any accent at all, items on the menu which he thought would be likely to appeal to her. Although she did not realize it, the blue dress—deep, midnight blue georgette, with a finely pleated skirt— worn with a tiny bolero of silver lamé, made the most of her typically English fairness, and combined with the shy charm of her smile it was sufficient to set her a little apart from the rest, and even the waiter found the task of looking after her a pleasant one.

         At a table near to her a party of four people had just taken their seats, and from the extreme deference of the waiter attending to them—to say nothing of the bows and smiles of the maître d’hotel himself from the moment they appeared in the dining room—they were visitors of distinction, whose patronage was much appreciated.

         From where she sat beside the palm Virginia could study them without being observed herself, and she noticed that of the two women one was quite spectacularly lovely, wearing a confection which breathed Paris in every line, while of the two men the younger had grave good looks which made him a most fitting escort for his exotic companion. She directed her smiles brilliantly at him, and Virginia was almost dazzled by the perfection of her milky little even teeth, and the spun-gold wonder of her hair which was wound in a coronet of plaits about her regally poised small head.

         A fascinating display of jewellery winked at her ears and about her rounded throat and arms, and that it was costly jewellery Virginia never had a doubt. One had only to look at the dark, slightly austere face of the man with the sleek head who bent towards her—some chiselled perfection of the straight nose, and the mouth and the clearly defined jaw, made the English girl think of fine pieces of sculpture she had seen—and to recognize his attentiveness, and the fastidious attention to detail where his own grooming was concerned, to be very sure of that. And the elderly couple who made up the party looked opulent and expansive, but just as unmistakably well-bred.

         Virginia wondered whether it was an engaged couple, and the parents of the girl. It might easily have been so, judging by the almost fond looks the elderly pair bestowed on the young woman, and the interested manner in which they occasionally studied the young man.

         Virginia noticed that champagne in an ice-pail had been brought to their table, and it looked like some form of a celebration. An engagement party, she wondered?

         As soon as she had finished her dinner she rose, with the intention of spending half an hour in the lounge before retiring to bed. As she neared the tall swing doors a couple of athletic blond young men, who looked as if mountain climbing might be amongst their hobbies, came carelessly through them. Without noticing her approach one of them let the door through which she was about to pass swing back in her face, with the result that it caught her a glancing blow on one side of her head which caused all the lights in the dining room to whirl madly about her for a moment, while she clung to the handle for temporary support.

         The blond young man who had inflicted the punishment uttered a guttural exclamation, and looked horrified. His companion, more practical, enquired anxiously whether she was hurt.

         “We did not see you, Fraulein!” he exclaimed, his German accent very noticeable. “And my friend here is of a clumsiness to be despised! I trust that you are not hurt—?”

         “No; only a little—a little dizzy!” Virginia answered, trying to smile and make light of the incident, although she was feeling almost deathly sick, and she had gone very white, and was still clinging to the handle of the door. “I—I shall be all right in a minute. I’ll take a seat in the lounge—”

         “Here—take my arm,” said the concerned giant, offering it somewhat belatedly; but he was firmly put aside by the grave-faced, dark-haired young man who had been dining at the table close to Virginia’s own, and who did not wait to offer her his arm, but put it about her and guided her to a discreetly placed couch just inside the door. He sat down beside her as she collapsed rather weakly on to the cushions, and putting out a hand encircled her wrist with his fingers, and looked keenly into her face.

         “I’m afraid that the door hit you on the head, did it not?” he asked, his voice very quiet, and almost as English as her own. Somehow the feel of his firm fingers about her wrist was as soothing as a sedative to her just then, and whether it was his touch, or some quality in his voice that acted like a stimulant as well, she was unable to decide, but she did know that the lights all at once stopped whirling, her inside stopped being revolted, and the color swept back into her cheeks in a rush as she got out:

         “But it was my own fault! I—I should have looked where I was going.” Actually she had been wondering whether there would be many people in the lounge, and whether much of their attention would be diverted to her, alone and unattended in such a big hotel. “The young man was not to blame. Really, he was not —”

         But the young man was bowing in front of her, and apologizing afresh in a flood of mixed German and English. He looked very red and uncomfortable, and his friend, who was standing beside him, looked just as red, and just as uncomfortable. The dark man beside Virginia on the Chesterfield ignored them, however, and stretching forth his hand received something from a waiter who had not wasted any time. Virginia found that she was expected to dispose of a small glass of something which looked and smelt like neat spirit. She hesitated, received an order to “Drink it up!” and obeyed—choking over it a little—and then felt surprisingly much better than she had felt before.

         “Good girl!” exclaimed the quiet voice beside her. He ceased holding her wrist and began to run his fingers lightly through her hair, feeling for the bump which had already risen under the soft brown curls. He looked at her with a little smile in his eyes. “I’m afraid it is going to be rather painful for a day or two, but it will subside quite soon. I will send some stuff up to you which, if you follow the instructions and paint it over the bruise, will help to mend matters even more quickly. And now I think you would be wise if you went up to your room.”

         “Yes,” Virginia said; and she added meekly: “I will.”

         “You will feel better in the morning.”

         “I hope so,” she murmured.

         “You feel better already, don’t you?” raking her with that keen look.

         “Much better,” she admitted.

         She realized that she was not being very bright, but although she was almost completely restored to normal there was something about the whole affair, coming as it did on the top of a day devoted to travel and emotional upheaval, which had shaken her right out of her natural composure. And with his dark eyes resting on her–so reassuring and yet so inscrutable, so strangely penetrating, and yet kindly and understanding at the same time—she felt as if her wits had temporarily deserted her, and speech simply would not come easily.

         “If you like, I’ll take you up to your room?”

         “No thank you,” she answered. “I can manage.” She was about to add thanks for his prompt attention— dimly it occurred to her that he must be a doctor, or at least he was capable of dealing with an emergency such as the one she had presented him with—when a shadow glided gracefully in front of them, and a voice as delectable as ice-cooled wine enquired softly:

         “Is there anything I can do? Is your patient responding to treatment, Léon?”

         Virginia looked up at her vaguely. She recognized the slim form, the expensive and cloudy gown of black net scattered like stardust with sequins, and the goldcrowned head above it. She remembered that she had sat studying this girl with interest while she was consuming her dinner. But now that the clear eyes of extraordinarily deep and translucent blue were looking directly at her they confused her a little, and she began to stammer awkwardly:

         “Thank you, I—I’m quite all right now! It was just an accident. I—I’ll go upstairs to my room, if—if you would be so good as to direct me to the lift—?”

         “Of course,” the man responded immediately, and rising he assisted her to her feet. He kept a firm hold of her arm as she took her first steps away from the settee. She still felt a little wobbly about the knees, but she resisted the temptation to make an impulsive, clutching movement at his black-clad arm.

         “And you’re quite sure there’s nothing I can do?”

         It was the young woman again—the young woman with the startling blue eyes that were smiling at Virginia almost too sweetly, but without any real concern.

         “Nothing,” her dinner companion assured her, and guided Virginia in the direction of the lift. “Thanks, Carla.”

         “Then don’t be long, Léon,” she called after him. “Remember that we haven’t a great deal of time if we’re going on to the Van Loons’.”

         Her eyes ceased to smile the instant Virginia’s back was turned to her, but the waiter who was hovering near attracted her notice, and she addressed him with a tiny, petulant frown between her slender, arched brows, while the original blond culprit escaped to the dining room with his companion.

         “Such appalling clumsiness!” she exclaimed, in biting and penetrating accents which could not fail to reach the ears of the departing offender. “A couple of hooligans, surely?”

         Whereupon the unfortunate young German’s ears turned redder than ever, and his friend dragged him to a table in a corner, screened by a palm in a brass-bound tub—which was actually the table at which Virginia herself had sat.

         In the entrance to the lift Virginia looked once more into the grave dark eyes of the man who was waiting to say goodnight to her, and she shyly tried to thank him.

         “You were most kind,” she said.

         “Not at all,” he answered. “It was an unfortunate happening.”

         The lift carried her to her bedroom on the third floor. Once inside the room her weariness crowded upon her as if it was something physical that was seeking to crush her, and her head started to ache abominably. She undressed without thinking coherently of anything whatsoever, and tumbled into bed at last with a sensation of vast relief. It was a bed that was much too large for her, but so deliciously soft and comfortable that she fell asleep immediately, without even remembering to turn off the light.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         In the morning
      , very much to her annoyance, she slept late, and instead of the pleasant hour looking at new and strange shops, filled with intriguing but costly trifles far beyond the reach of her limited purse strings, which friends had warned her to expect, and which she had promised herself the evening before, she had to dash off to keep her appointment with Dr. Hanson without even waiting for a cup of coffee. She had intended to buy Lisa something rather captivating in the bed-jacket line, as well as the magazines she had promised her, but they would have to wait now.

         Dr. Hanson’s house had an austerity about its furnishing which was more or less what she had expected, but there were bowls of flowers in his waiting room, and she admired his taste in water colors very much indeed. They lent a touch of color to the severe white walls, and some blue delft china on a dark oak dresser looked homely and attractive.

         She was admitted by a maidservant, and then interviewed by a secretary, who conducted her to Dr. Hanson’s consulting room. He was seated at a desk when she entered, and he did not look up immediately, but the secretary placed a chair for her.

         She did not sit down, however, but remained rooted to the floor, so overcome by surprise that she almost allowed it to pass her lips. She nearly said, as he looked up slowly at last and surveyed her with his quiet eyes, “You!”

         He smiled at her slightly.

         “Sit down, Miss Holt.” His English was certainly almost faultless. He did not offer to shake hands with her, but he rose and stood behind his desk until he saw that she was comfortably seated. “How is the head this morning?”

         “Oh, better—much better.” Her astonishment was passing, but the sense of confusion it had brought with it remained for a brief while longer. “That is to say, it’s a bit tender still ” putting her fingers rather gingerly to the lump which had made it impossible to wear a hat— “and it hurts when I touch it. But I slept so well last night that I made myself late this morning, and I really haven’t thought very much about it.” “Good,” he said. “It was a nasty knock you received but I said you would feel better this morning, didn’t I?”

         Actually he thought she was looking remarkably fresh in her neat spring suit, with a little blouse of palest daffodil yellow that had its tiny puritan collar turned down over the suit. The sunlight that was streaming into his room found all the golden lights in her hair, and her complexion was something to marvel at in the broad, clear light of day. She had a shy look in her grey eyes which made them peculiarly attractive.

         “You’re wondering whether I knew who you were last night, aren’t you?” he said at last, smiling again. “Well, I didn’t at the time, but I found out afterwards from the reception desk.” He passed a silver cigarette box across to her, and then leaned across the desk to hold the end of his lighter to her cigarette. She thought that his dark eyes had an amused look in them. “You’re younger than your sister, aren’t you, Miss Holt?” “Why, no,” she answered. “Actually I’m nearly four years older. But Lisa does sometimes look a little —well, she takes life rather seriously, for one thing, and since her accident she hasn’t been too happy….” That was a vast understatement, but at least it brought Lisa forward into the picture without any more delay, and her heart was knocking with anxiety to learn what he thought were the chances of her muchloved younger sister. She hardly dared to ask him, but he could see from her expression what her thoughts were. His face became suddenly grave and thoughtful, and he stared down at the top of his desk where a little pile of neatly typewritten letters awaited his signature.

         He picked up his fountain pen and toyed with it for a moment, and she could see that his hands were beautiful —beautifully formed and cared for, with sensitive tips to the long fingers, and his wrists beneath his immaculate cuffs had a look of strength and virility about them.

         “Miss Lisa, I take it, has ambitions as a concert pianist?” he said.

         “She had ambitions,” Virginia replied quietly.

         He still stared at the desk.

         “And if those ambitions are not realized, is she, do you think, the type to refuse to consider any other sort of a career, or any other kind of life which does not include music? Is music her whole life, or do you think in time she might become reconciled to listening to it rather than creating it? She is young—there is every possibility that she will marry one day —”

         “I don’t think Lisa would ever regard marriage as a compensation she could accept instead of a musical career,” Virginia told him slowly, and quite honestly.

         “Don’t you?” He looked at her suddenly, keenly. “As a family, are you ambitious, Miss Holt? Is it, perhaps, in the blood?”

         “Oh, no, I’m sure it isn’t.” A faint pink invaded her cheeks as she felt him studying her. “As a family we are not in the least brilliant, and I think that is why we were all so proud of Lisa—so terribly proud!…” Her eyes besought him. “Is there any hope for her, Dr. Hanson? Will she—will she play again? If you decide to operate, that is?”

         “I will be quite frank with you, Miss Holt.” He lighted himself another cigarette, although hers was smouldering almost unheeded between her fingers. “I am quite sure that I can restore to your sister the almost complete use of her right hand again. So little doubt is there of that that I do not even say ‘if she is willing to take the risk.’ But whether I can restore to her the flexibility in her fingers which in time will turn her into a prominent pianist is another matter. Almost certainly she will play again—well enough to make a first-class teacher of music, if necessary! But to be a teacher of music is not the niche she has carved out for herself in her imagination, is it? It is not what you all have hoped for her?”

         Virginia admitted, with a cold feeling at her heart, that it most certainly was not. The hopes of the family had been boundless where Lisa was concerned, and even now they still hoped… And it was hope, and hope alone, that was at the back of Lisa’s fortitude, the reason why she was prepared to undergo almost anything if it held out the promise of the future she had planned. But if there were no real chance of its ever being given back to her…

         Virginia tried to explain to Dr. Hanson the way Lisa felt about things, with her intense nature, and her inability to do by halves anything she wished to do. The way she allowed herself to be consumed by her ambition. If she ever fell in love—and she might do so one day, Virginia thought—then it would be a love that would consume her just as her ambition consumed her, and would certainly not be denied. It would sweep all before it—even, perhaps, those things now nearest to her heart —and any slight difficulties in the way of its fulfilment would be regarded as no difficulties at all by Lisa. For that was the way she was made. An enormously powerful spirit in a slight and rather fragile body which was inclined to mislead some people. It might even have misled Dr. Hanson although he listened with attention to all that Virginia thought it necessary to tell him about her sister, and when her voice wandered off—when she realized that there was little more she could say to put Lisa’s side of her unhappy story more clearly to him— she was by no means certain that he was entirely sympathetic, for his voice and his expression gave away nothing at all.

         She realized that, in the life he led, he must come upon cases of even greater hardship and frustration than Lisa’s. For Lisa, after all, had not only survived her accident, but was comparatively whole again, even if she could no longer pursue her chosen career. But he must surely recognise that Lisa was young—she had every right to expect much of life and the fact that she was so plucky about everything should surely earn her his esteem?

         And Lisa as a teacher of music, when she had hoped to delight vast audiences!…

         Oh, no!… thought Virginia.

         “And there is no more hope than that?” she asked at last, with rather a shaky note in her voice.

         “Yes,” he replied instantly, to her surprise, “there is! But I thought it best that you should have the true picture of the case put before you. At worst your sister will regain the use of her right hand and arm, which at the moment are practically paralyzed; such use, I mean, as any ordinary person would have. At best she will regain the fullest use of the fingers of her right hand, and that will mean that she can go ahead with her career—after exercises, of course, to strengthen the fingers and render them supple again.”

         “Oh!” Virginia exclaimed, and her eyes began to shine.

         “But,” he said, with emphasis on the word, “at the moment she is far too tense and strung up to make success, even on a moderate scale, at all likely, if I operate at once. She is like a violin string that is too taut. She must be made to relax, and with that object in view I propose keeping her at the clinic for a week or two until I can judge the effect that complete physical, if not mental, rest and relaxation have had on her. And the effect of the air here should prove beneficial in her case also.”

         Virginia felt her heart sink again. They had hoped that the operation would be soon, cutting down the expense and the length of their visit. But if it was important to Lisa….

         “You will remain near her?” Dr. Hanson asked, studying her face in that unconcealed fashion which made her feel more than a little embarrassed. She found it difficult to meet his eyes all the time, because they affected her with the odd belief that it was a comparatively simple matter for him to read all the secrets that dwelt behind her own grey eyes.

         “Oh, yes,”sheanswered at once. “I’must. I promised her, and in any case I couldn’t bear to leave her….”

         “Then you will stay on at the hotel?”

         She shook her head.

         “That would be too expensive. I shall have to find somewhere cheaper.”

         “I see,” he said. He appeared to consult a diary on his desk, and then he looked up at her again. “In that case, I might be able to help you—if you would like me to do so?”

         She assured him that she would be more than grateful.

         “I’m a stranger in a strange land,” she said. She laughed a little ruefully. “I don’t even understand the language.”

         He regarded her with an odd, cool smile in his eyes.

         “I’m sure you speak schoolgirl French well enough,” he told her, and stood up. “If you’ll forgive me, Miss Holt, I have a very busy morning ahead of me, and there is not much more we have to talk about at the present time. But if I can give you a lift back to your hotel I will.”

         “Thank you,” she said. She felt a little abashed by his abrupt method of terminating the interview; but when they went out to his car, standing long and sleek and black in front of his house, and he opened the door for her to sit beside him, he repeated his willingness to help her in the matter of finding accommodation more suited to her pocket than the hotel at which she was at present staying, and she again thanked him.

         “In the meantime,” he said, “you must do your best to keep your sister cheerful, and it will be as well if you do not let her know that there is any doubt at all about the absolute success of the operation when I decide to perform it.”

         But Lisa, when Virginia saw her that afternoon, looked the question that had been making her feel restless all day with her enormous eyes, even before she uttered it with her lips.

         “Have you seen Dr. Hanson? And what did he say to you, Jinny?”

         Virginia sank down in a long cane chair, placed side by side with Lisa’s on a veranda which overlooked the lake, and on to which her quite pleasantly furnished bedroom opened. For a moment Virginia was so entranced by the beauty of the lake that she did not answer. The whole panorama still make her think of a drop-scene at the theatre, but this afternoon there was a faint haze over the water, and the sun was shining as through a curtain of gauze. The sky was a tender, tranquil blue, and there were one or two unreal clouds drifting across it. She thought:

         
            
               
                  “A blue sky of spring,
   

                  White clouds on the wing…”
   

               

            

         

         “Well?” Lisa insisted. “What did he say?”

         Virginia decided to be truthful, up to a point.

         “That you’ve got to be a good girl and stop worrying about all this, and relax. It’s no good, Lisa! You can’t expect any man to give you back the use of your hands if you won’t help him a little by unwinding yourself at least a bit. He says you’re like a violin string, and you’ve got to let yourself go. You must try and do that, Liz.”

         “H’m!” Lisa exclaimed. “He did make someremark of a similar kind to me when he came to see me after breakfast this morning. At least, he said I was not to worry, and that I was to make the most of my stay here because this is a wonderful part of the world in spring. Instead of examining me he talked a lot about the flowers, and how soon the snow vanishes from the valleys, and what it’s like here in summer. He’s very fond of his own country, I must say, and he seems very self-assured.”

         “I suppose most surgeons are self-assured,” Virginia said. “Otherwise other people wouldn’t have confidence in them.”

         “No,” Lisa agreed, with a shadow across her face. “One does have to entrust rather a lot to them, doesn’t one?”

         Virginia decided to change the subject.

         “Anyway,” she said, “you’re looking much better. You’ve actually got a spot of color in your cheeks, and lying there like that all tucked up in a camel-hair rug you appear really luxurious.”

         Lisa smiled at her.

         “I’ve been told that I’ve got to be very lazy for the next day or so,” she said, “and the air here is so much like champagne that it would be a poor complexion that didn’t perk up a little after a morning spent on this balcony.” And then, determinedly, she returned to the question that interested her. “Did Dr. Hanson say anything else to you, Jinny?”

         “No, darling, nothing of any importance.” Virginia stretched herself in her chair, and appeared to be enjoying the sunshine. “He’s satisfied that he can get your fingers to work if you co-operate, and you’ll do that by forgetting everything and making the most of the weeks that you’ve got to stay here.”

         “Weeks?” Lisa exclaimed, aghast.

         “Yes, darling, two or three. And I must say you could hardly be in a nicer spot.”

         “But what about you?” Lisa asked. “Will you be able to afford to stay at that hotel all that time? Why, we were reckoning on returning to England in not much more than a fortnight!”

         “I know,” Virginia answered. “But I’ve got all that in hand, and I shall look for somewhere cheaper. I might even manage to get taken in by a Swiss family, and that would be a good deal pleasanter than an hotel.” She decided not to tell Lisa about Dr. Hanson’s half-promise to find her somewhere else to stay, in case by any chance he couldn’t help her—and, whatever happened, Lisa must have her belief in him kept well and truly buoyed up—or about the little incident of her bump on the head the night before. Lisa was inclined to worry over things like that. She would worry over Virginia, alone and unprotected in a strange hotel, who, although she was the elder of the two, lacked Lisa’s calm confidence and composure when making contact with fresh faces and unexplored situations. As if she had the power to read Virginia’s thoughts Lisa looked at her affectionately, and observed suddenly:

         “Poor old Jinny! I don’t like to think of you all on your own, and without anyone to talk to.”

         “Then don’t think,” Virginia advised. “It isn’t necessary.”

         “But you’ll find it so dull. And although the-hotel’s expensive, I’d rather think of you there than hunting round looking for doubtful digs. You’re not the type, somehow.”

         “You mean that I have a helpless streak in me? Or you imagine I have!”

         “No, it’s not that. But you look helpless.”

         “Thank you,” with an amused smile in her eyes.

         “You’re the feminine type—the ultra-feminine type! And you’re too pretty.”

         “Goodness!” Virginia exclaimed. “You amaze mel I’ve always thought of myself as passably plain.”

         Lisa studied her.

         “You’re the sort of girl James Barrie had in mind when he wrote Quality Street. Some day some man will want to liken you to a garden, and wrap you up in cotton wool.”

         “Then he’ll have to be fairly expeditious,” Virginia said, “because I was twenty-five last birthday, and in Quality Street that would place me high up on the shelf.”

         “You suggest ringlets, and lavender and a quiet background,” Lisa persisted. “You weren’t meant for the rough and tumble.”

         “There’s no ‘rough and tumble’ about the hotel in which I’m staying at the present time, I can assure you,” Virginia told her, thinking of the elegance of the young woman who had been with Dr. Hanson the night before. And she had called him Léon!… “It is absolutely super, as Jinx would say.” (Jinx was their youngest schoolboy brother.)

         She left Lisa beginning to delve into the volume of Swiss fairy tales (translated into English) which she had unearthed for her in a bookshop, and with a supply of magazines to last her until she saw her again, which she promised would be the following afternoon. And she was satisfied because that color in Lisa’s cheeks was in no way due to make-up, and she seemed somehow resigned—which was better than being over-acutely aware of what awaited her, and what might, or might not, be awaiting her in her future.
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