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Florence L. Barclay




For Sam – Greatly loved;


always bringing joy




CHAPTER 1








It was a Sunday morning in Surrey, one of the loveliest of all English counties, and a sunny day early in June.


All nature seemed to browse in stillness. An old shepherd whose only time piece was the sun, looked skyward and judged it to be about half an hour to midday.


Also, a good half hour had passed since the bells of Dinglevale had ceased to peal.


Very characteristic were the bells of Dinglevale and inclined to sound like the denomination they served. The full peel of eight, in the belfry of the old church tower was not, as a rule, rung before the service. But during the ten minutes while the congregation gathered, the lowest three would sound with solemn persistence; ‘Come-to-church! Come-to-church! ‘Come-to-church!’ After which, the theme would change suddenly with five bells bursting out in eager insistence:


‘Don’t-go-to-chapel! ‘Don’t-go-to-chapel!’ And an occasional return to,


‘Come-to-church!’ Meanwhile the solitary bell in the humble chapel was doing its best with the only note it possessed; ‘Come-come-come!’


All the swinging and swaying, all the commotion and vibration in the ecclesiastical booming, failed to silence the brave little ‘Come-come’ of the chapel bell.


But when the hour struck all other sounds fell silent and as the strokes tolled slowly, the worshippers hurried up the church path to the porch and disappeared through the red, baize-covered swing doors, through which came the mellow tones of the old organ.


In the chapel, the harmonium, played by Miss Emily Dink, the chemist’s pretty daughter, whose engagement to the minister was now looked upon as almost a certainty, had performed its introductory wheeze and was now bleating through the line of the opening hymn.


None of these inner sounds, however, reached the hilltops; nor did they penetrate to the ears of the old shepherd, whose only concession to the Sabbath day was a clean smock-frock. He leaned against the gate, twirling a straw between toothless gums; enjoying the present and ruminating on the past.


Neither were they heard by the cyclist appearing on the horizon thirty minutes after the bells had ceased ringing. He rode swiftly over the wide Surrey common and in less than no time was skimming down the broad, white ribbon of road between the golden gorse and heading straight for the long hill to drop gently in to the village of Dinglevale.


He was a powerfully built young man, with a strong face and head erect, a sunburnt face with masses of dark hair rising from an intelligent brow. One hand was on the handlebars and one plunged into the pocket of an old blazer, bearing the coat of arms of some college or club. The old white flannels had by no means the immaculate Sunday appearance of the shepherd’s smock, but he carried a look of vigour - masterful and self-assured. He had a swift, easy movement which sent the pedals round without any apparent effort. His brown eyes, bright and keen, took in the whole landscape as he rode and his boyish face and obvious delight in life was so infectious that jaded passers-by smiled in spite of themselves and went on their way feeling that the world was perhaps beautiful after all. As he flashed passed he could have been taken for a tennis player or the captain of the local cricket team. He was obviously on his way to prove some championship or other - not flushed with pride and elation but as a matter of course; merely doing that which he had made up his mind to do.


A certain amount of first impressions would have been right. His foremost rule of life was ‘I am the master of my fate; ‘I am the captain of my soul.’ He intended to succeed in everything he undertook. His clear eyes were always lifted fearlessly to the top of the ladder. He was not there yet, in fact he stood at the bottom, but nothing and no-one would stand in his way. But he was not intent on sport on this particular clear, Sunday morning. Far from it. He was a hard-working doctor riding back to an unfinished breakfast and to a cup of coffee long since grown cold.


He had lately taken a degree with honours but had neither the money nor the influence to buy a practice of his own so he was acting as a locum for a country doctor who had suffered a nervous breakdown and was having a necessary long and complete holiday.


The practice was a large one and the experience varied and useful, so Richard Cameron M.B. found ample scope for his energy and for the development of his up-to-date ideas. Dinglevale had actually been the home of his childhood so he was spoken of with great affection as Master Dick and then Dr. Dick as they came to know and respect him in his new profession. He was trusted with a wholehearted confidence, in spite of his youth and unprofessional appearance that they would not have bestowed on a strange, young doctor.


So he was accepted in place of their own staid and elderly medical advisor and had now been there long enough to take a holiday which on this particular Sunday morning he had planned to do. As always he was well ahead with his work and none of his patients were likely to want him before the afternoon. He had come down to breakfast in casual clothes ready to mow his landlady’s lawn then lie on his back in the sun and think about life in general and his own brilliant future in particular.


He was halfway through his first cup of coffee when the housekeeper came in with a note marked ‘urgent’.


‘Oh, no,’ groaned the doctor, ‘Not today!’ and with all the callous selfishness of youth, ‘they can wait.’


But when he saw it was about someone he knew, the young wife of a Rector five miles away, his professionalism returned. Life saving was his passion after all and this was a pretty young woman with pneumonia and heart failure.


‘Why didn’t they call me sooner,’ he thought, stuffing his stethoscope and various prescriptions into his pockets.


The eggs and bacon would have to wait.


By hard riding Dr. Dick turned in at the Rectory gate half an hour sooner than the anxious family had dared to hope. His strong brown hands turned back the lace at the neck of the night-dress so gently that the Rector’s wife did not summon the energy to open her eyes. He listened to the fluttering heart and gave simple instructions and some of his own soothing remedies. Pharmacy gave him particular pleasure and in the little room he was pleased to call his surgery, in view of the heights he would rise to one day, he had concocted one answer for the relief that he now felt justified in administering. Dr. Dick never felt the need to call a nurse. He would do all that was necessary. So here he waited patiently until the breathing was easier and the household instructed and at peace. In any case, he thought, the holiday would have to wait and he would be there while she needed him.


The church bells had ceased toning as the young doctor rode back to his breakfast and the old shepherd was pronouncing to himself and the wild life around him what he thought the time would be.


Dr. Dick took in every detail of the surrounding countryside, pleased with life and once more turning an apparent defeat in a patient’s life to something of a victory. He saw the church in the distance and wondered vaguely to himself why so many people felt they ought to coop themselves up in a dingy building singing hymns and listening to something they hardly understood and do it on such a glorious June morning.


Well, he supposed the church tower would always look smug on Sundays - especially in the English countryside and even if people like him preferred to play golf and be men of reason and avoid church - there would really always be discordant notes on the harmonious Sunday landscape.


‘Hello.’ he thought, ‘I wonder what’s up.’ He had caught sight of an agitated little group in the church porch as he cycled past the churchyard.


Springing off his bike he strode up the path.




CHAPTER 2








When Dick Cameron reached the church porch he found half a dozen people forming a useless crowd around a Little white Lady with drawn face. Her eyes were fixed in a kind of helpless agony. The old verger, in a rusty black cassock, held a glass of water and a stout churchwarden blocked the doorway, keeping out most of the fresh air.


The Little White Lady sat huddled on the wooden seat, supported by an elderly female all in black who fanned her with a prayer book and saying, ‘Gawd help us’ at intervals.


Dr. Dick shot his long arm between the rusty cassock and the churchwarden’s black coat and laid his fingers lightly on the frailest little hand he had ever seen. He then began to shove people out of the way without the slightest pretence at courtesy and bending over the Little white Lady, proceeded to unfasten the cameo brooch at the neck.


Instantly a black, cotton glove pushed him away and he was confronted by the elderly female in black.


‘My name, young man, is Ellen Ransom,’ she said, ‘and I’ll have you to understand you do not lay a finger on my lady.’


‘My name is Dr. Cameron, young lady, and yours could be Mrs. Shalal-hash-baz for all I care at the moment,’ said Dick, ‘and I’ll have you to understand that your lady is now in my care and you are under my orders. Now, get this lacy thing unfastened in ten seconds or I’ll get out a penknife.’ The elderly maid gave him a furious look but something in the clear brown eyes which met hers with authority and the forceful decision of the broad-shouldered youth quenched her anger for the moment and made her do what he asked.


She busied herself with the many fastenings at the neck and bosom of the dainty gown. As Dr. Dick stood back a moment, his shoulder pushed the green, baize doors slightly ajar and a whiff of the close atmosphere from within reached him. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, ‘he said, in exasperation, ‘you could cut this air with a knife. No wonder she is in trouble. No-one can put up with frowzy theology and a poisonous atmosphere.’


The schoolmaster, near the door, came out in haste. ‘Dick, your remark was audible throughout the whole church.’ His thin face was full of dismay.


‘Best text they’ve heard in a long time, I expect, Jerry,’ said Dick, putting his stethoscope back in his pocket. ‘Now you are here, could you manage to find a cushion, that red velvet one in the pulpit will do and everyone, except Mrs. Hash-baz will clear out, please. What we need most is plenty of privacy and fresh air. Stop that organ, I can’t hear myself speak. What? It’s the hymn before the sermon. Well they can’t have a hymn until my patient is better. Now, Mr. Churchwarden, go in and say so, or I will. But you could possibly do it more tactfully. Ah, Jerry, good man. That’s the very thing. Could you put it in the corner then wait for a minute. I’ll need you. Now, madam,’ and his voice and manner changed completely as he bent over the Little White Lady ‘we will soon give you some relief.’


The grey eyes looked up at his with an expression of anguish and the breathless lips seemed to implore him not to move her.


‘Don’t be frightened,’ he said gently, ‘leave yourself to me and Mrs. Shalal-has-baz.’


Then he put his strong young arms round her and laid her gently with her head on the cushion.


It did not take Dick Cameron’s quick ear long to find out all there was to know about the worn-out heart which feebly struggled to keep life in the frail body of the Little White Lady. He realised that he had rarely been more closely confronted with death than in that church porch on this sunny, summer morning. The Rector’s wife now seemed strong, young and healthy by comparison. A few more timely visits and he knew she would be convalescing. But here his manner became very gentle and his voice low although his movements were quick. There was no time to lose.


Taking his handkerchief he broke a tiny sealed vial and let the contents soak into it for a few minutes. Then he held it so that the Little White Lady gradually inhaled it. Almost at once she began to breathe more easily, a faint colour came into her cheeks and tinted her white lips. The grey eyes closed and she gave a soft sigh of relief.


After a short while she looked up at the keen brown eyes bent upon her face.


‘Wonderful,’ she whispered, ‘Wonderful.’


He signed to the maid to bring a glass of water, produced out of another pocket a bottle of red liquid and added a carefully measured dose. Slipping his hand behind the pillow he raised her head and made her drink the heart stimulant. Then he laid his finger on her pulse and this time he smiled.


She opened her mouth to speak but he shook his head.


‘No talking yet,’ he said. Then turning to the maid, ‘where do you live?’


‘Park Lane,’ said Ellen Ransom, shortly, but with a little more respect in her voice. This astonishing young man, who had called her heathen names, was ordering her about and was dressed for a cricket match on a Sunday, had, nevertheless, worked a miracle on her dear lady. Her honesty compelled her to admit it so she added, ‘sir’ in a small voice.


‘Park Lane won’t help us today, Mrs. Hash-baz. You hardly came here from there this morning.’


It was too much. ‘No heathen names, please. My name is Ellen Ransom. And we came from the Manor House which we have taken for six weeks.’


‘Yes, I heard it was let. But how did you get here this morning?’


‘We walked, of course, sir. My lady doesn’t hold with the car out on Sundays.’


‘Walked?’ Dr. Dick nearly shouted but remembered in time where he was.


‘Walked? All that way? Then, I suppose after all that overtaxing exertion you came into this stuffy ill-ventilated place where all the oxygen was used up centuries ago. No wonder she felt faint. The odour of sanctity I call it and absolutely criminal lack of fresh air must be responsible for no end of diseases. Now let’s get our patient out before the whole congregation comes trouping past.’


He beckoned to his friend. ‘Jeremy,’ he said, ‘go to Captain Desart as fast as you can. Tell him I want his car at the church gate as rapidly as he can manage. If he is out, find his chauffeur and give him the order from me. Nothing matters; tell him, but that he gets here as quickly as possible.’


The car was there, gliding swiftly and silently up to the gate within ten minutes. The doctor, listening anxiously, heard the end of the sermon and the congregation rising for the last hymn.


He bent over the Little White Lady.


‘Now, listen,’ he said, ‘I am going to carry you. It is no good protesting. I know you feel all right again but you are not going to walk one step. Just let yourself go, don’t hold your breathe like that. You are not going to carry me. It is no more effort for me than carrying a kitten. Now don’t be afraid.’


Then the Little White Lady felt Dr.Dick’s strong young arms beneath her and it seemed to her that she was wafted to the waiting car with a dream-like ease. To get into the car was accomplished with no conscious effort on her part at all. She lay back comfortably with Ellen Ransom seated beside her and off they glided just as the red doors opened wide and the congregation streamed out.


‘That was close,’ laughed Dick Cameron. ‘Drive slowly, Chambers,’ he called. ‘Now, I wonder,’ he mused to himself, ‘whether she knows how near she was to what my old aunt used to call, an eternity of Sundays in the world to come! Let’s hope it will all be better ventilated than it is below.’




CHAPTER 3








When Dr. Dick had carried the Little White Lady up the wide oak staircase of the Manor House and deposited her safely on her bed, he left her to Ellen Ransom. ‘I’ll wait one hour,’ he announced from the doorway. ‘I want to be quite satisfied everything is all right after the heart has had time to rest and quiet down a bit. Then I will go if all is well. Call me if you want any help.’


He closed the door softly and walked slowly along the wide passage looking at the old pictures in heavy, gilt frames, mostly portraits of ancestors of the owner of the Manor House.


‘Ugly old brutes,’ thought Dick. At the top of the stairs he caught sight of himself in a full length glass and grinned. ‘Well, well, ‘he said, ‘you are grubby. Anything less professional looking never forked out a stethoscope. No wonder Mrs. Shalal-hash-baz shrieked at you.’


In the hall he met an elderly butler, grave and respectful, who glanced at the doctor’s dusty clothes. ‘Can I have a wash and brush up?’ enquired the doctor, serenely. ‘I was on my way home from a long cycle ride when your mistress unexpectedly needed me.’


The butler led the way upstairs, equally serene, to the most perfect bathroom Dick had ever seen. ‘Oh, the joy, the absolute luxury of a glorious steaming bath. Was ever a man so tempted,’ he thought, ruefully. The old dragon would come shrieking at me if she saw me wrapped in a white bath towel and even the mild grey eyes of the Little White Lady would blink in alarm at so unprofessional an act. Dicky, my boy, you dare not risk it.’


He lifted his face from the basin and scrubbed it vigorously with a towel.


‘No, Dr. Richard Cameron, M.B, now of Woodbine Villa, Dinglevale, but eventually of Harley Street West, you certainly could not risk being seen in a bath towel by a patient residing in Park lane.’


His handsome face and aristocratic nose with dark laughing eyes looked back at him. There was an irresistible energy about him. ‘No, when you are established in a big town house with crowded waiting rooms and people being summoned daily into your consulting room - then - then, you can have a luxury bathroom just like this one. And every time you use it you can say, I’ve arrived. And all because you took no risks, with a complete disregard of your own creature comforts, in the house of the Little White Lady.’


His merry eyes laughed back at him loving his improved appearance. ‘Now, if I can steal a pin and find a rose in the garden, I ought to make quite an impression. My lady will have recovered from her attack and will be able to soothe and sympathise and admire.’


As he opened the door he wished with all his heart that they would realise how rushed he had been, how he had missed his breakfast and how he longed for it to be time for lunch.


In the hall the butler waited. ‘Your lunch is served, sir, in the dining room.’


Dick turned joyfully to a room in which he could see the glint of polished glass and silver and the sheen of snowy damask. He ate and drank with a relish that only the young and healthy can manage. But there was a more subtle element mingling with the natural zest of a good appetite.


This lunch at the Manor House seemed to him to settle an old score of twenty years standing. He had been called a greedy little boy by the owner, sitting at this very table.


‘I’m even with that old woman at last. I hope the fine old silver belongs to her and not to the Little White Lady. Anyway I am far greedier now than I was then.’


More than twenty years ago, the lonely little boy living with his great-aunt and uncle at the Rectory had been invited to a children’s party by the Lady of the Manor.


She was condescending to children and most of them thought she was insufferable but she had an instant dislike to this calm, seven-year old that had lifted fearless eyes to hers. He had arrived in high spirits and was bent on enjoying himself but from the outset he had met with continual and unaccountable checks. When he won a race, beating an older boy, he found the prize being given to the older boy and himself disqualified. When he joined in a game whole-heartedly, he was taken on one side and told not to be so rough.


When he described, with shining eyes, to a little circle of admiring friends, an exciting adventure he had had with a pony, he heard the cold voice of his hostess saying, little boys should not exaggerate.


But the climax had been reached at tea. His little soul was crushed and his self-esteem sorely wounded when he failed to win the approval and popularity and success, which, even then, seemed to him to be essential.


This large and cold-voiced person, who was running things, had been against him, eyeing him at his best and brightest, with stony disapproval But he meant to make up for all this at tea-time. He intended to have a very large tea and enjoy it to the full. He could always rely on his appetite. So when the bell rang and the children dashed in through the French windows, he was the first in to the dining-room. And when he climbed into his chair and saw a great array of good things, all disappointments were forgotten. Anyway, he was certainly going to make a success of this. His brown eyes shone. His busy little tongue was at last silenced. He was calculating the race, through the bread and butter and jelly to the delicious looking cakes. The curate, who arrived late, was made to apologise by taking around the table all the good things to the children.


Now this curate happened to be little Dick’s special friend and hero. He could ride a bike with one leg thrown over the handlebars. He could also sing brilliantly some loud warlike songs at village concerts. When he heard the curate’s pounding voice, it filled him with excitement and gave him the same feeling as when he suddenly saw a crimson and gold sunset or heard a band drawing near from a distance. The curate had made a lot of the Rector’s little grand-nephew. It pleased him to be the object of adoring admiration even though the admiration was only that of a boy of seven. But at the Manor House he took no notice of Dick.


Though the brown eyes had sparkled at his entrance, the curate’s whole attention was given to the large Lady of the Manor. He watched her like a dog expecting scraps from his owner. Dick could not understand it. He also wondered why the curate was wearing the beautiful silk waistcoat he only wore for really special occasions and why he laughed loud and long at things that were not the least bit funny. He seemed to fetch and carry in a sort of anxious hurry. At that age, Dick did not understand that the Lady of the Manor was paying the curate’s wages so that even her stalest joke became hilariously amusing.


When the cake stage came it brought with it poor little Dick’s lowest moment. The curate stood opposite to him, drinking a cup of tea. Dick had had his eye on the last two pieces of cake, one larger than the other. Dick weighed anxiously in his mind, which to take. Of course, he thought, it would be polite to take the nearest slice - the large one. He reached out an eager little hand and took the slice nearest. On his plate it looked larger than ever.


Then a cold, clear voice from behind the large teapot, said slowly, ‘What a greedy little boy. He has helped himself to the largest piece!’


There was an awful silence. It seemed as long as a sermon. It was a nightmare. Would no-one speak, or help, or say he only took the nearest piece quite naturally?


He lifted imploring eyes to his friend and hero, the curate. Dick’s cheeks were red with shame. Then the curate laughed a sort of snigger. ‘He’s a little pig, isn’t he? He ought to stand in a corner to eat it.’


Dick’s hero had collapsed - flat as a pancake. His idol had fallen and his friend had failed him. And he, Dick Cameron, who had so often been a hero to his little friends, had been publicly shamed before their staring eyes.


In their presence, a fury of indignation rose up in him, overcoming all shyness and shame. His hostess, who had asked him to tea, had called him greedy just because he had enjoyed her cakes. He seized his cake and flung it at the curate, catching the cup and shooting the tea down the silk waistcoat.


Dick leapt from his chair and rushed to the door, wrenching it open and turning toward them all in the doorway, his eyes blazing.


‘You’ve been horrible to me all afternoon!’ He shouted at his hostess, who had risen in astonishment. The curate was paralysed into inaction, feebly mopping his waistcoat and the frightened children sat round the table, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. One little girl gave a delighted laugh then caught her breathe, half afraid for Dick and of being his special friend.


The angry little figure paused for breathe and inspiration. Then a favourite text of his great-aunt came to him. He hurled it at the Lady of the Manor with absolute conviction and inaccuracy. ‘I shake off my shoes from off my feet,’ cried the furious little voice, as he slammed the door shut, ‘and I hope you go to Sodom and Gomorrah!’ then he darted across the hall and made a dash out of the Manor and up the village without a pause for breathe.


For once the sight of Aunt Louisa was welcome. She was stern but she was just. It was such an overwhelming catastrophe that had happened to him that he longed to tell her the whole thing. Surely she would understand. But Aunt Louisa was busy with her roses and wanted to finish before sunset. She took him by the hand and led him inside. She said she knew he had been naughty and sent home, that was a foregone conclusion. She would think about it in a minute and meanwhile he could go to his room and learn the hymn he had not managed to learn on Sunday, ‘We are but little children weak.’


No, no excuses, not a word. She found the hymn book and put a marker in it, feeling that it was a calm and satisfactory interview. Besides, his large, brown eyes would look up at her and stop her doing what she wanted and that was to tend the roses while there was daylight.


So Dick trudged slowly upstairs. He had to be slow because he had decided to stamp on the hymn book at each step.


He had reached the second verse, alone in his room, when the curate came striding up the drive. In a few minutes the study door opened and great Uncle Andrew called in his most horrible voice, ‘Lou-wheezah!’
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