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         Virginia dearly loved Meadow House, which had been left to her by her father, along with sundry debts, and it was unthinkable that she should have to sell it. Yet the ‘sundry debts’ looked like making this a necessity—until fate took a hand.

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘A living river by the door,
   

            A nightingale in the sycamore.’
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One
   

         

         It
       stood beside the river where it had stood for several centuries, and the fact that it was a golden, sundrenched afternoon meant nothing at all to its weathered thatch. It was used to golden, sun-drenched afternoons, and it was used to mushroom mornings, when the mist rose over the river, and the watermeadows between it and the reeds where the kingfishers darted like sapphire brooches were blanketed with something that looked like cotton-wool, and would only disappear when the sun’s rays penetrated it.

         It was used to frost and snow, and bleak and biting winds. It was used to warm flower scents, the lazy droning of bees, and the sweeping voice of the scythe when it severed the long grass in the orchard.

         But none of these things ever seriously affected Meadow House. Adverse or friendly circumstances passed off it without disturbing any vibrations at the heart and core of it. It just went on being Meadow House, and dreaming away the three hundred and sixty-five days of a year without being aware, apparently, of their passing.

         Not so, however, Midge, sitting on the low orchard wall, and slowly sucking peppermints. He was so much affected by the recollection of that letter which had swept through the letter-box while they were having breakfast that morning that his sandy brows were drawn together in a frown, and he felt really disturbed.

         He could see the letter now, on the dining-room mantelpiece, where his Auntie Jinny had stuck it after she had read it through twice, and looked while she was reading it as if someone had struck her an unexpected blow from behind.

         Midge only sucked peppermints when he was upset about something. As a rule he preferred bull’s-eyes, or strips of liquorice like boot laces which were economical because they cost less than bull’s-eyes, and lasted considerably longer. But peppermints—hard, round, white peppermints, purchased in little tubes—he did not like, although he found that they aided thought, and were useful to have by one for an emergency.

         He was quite sure that an emergency had arisen that morning. Auntie Jinny—or Virginia, as she was really called—was not one to panic easily, and after living with her for two years he knew every expression that crossed her face, and every shade and inflection that ever entered her voice. Usually her expression was calm and untroubled—even placid, beneath the level line of her brows that were slightly darker than her hair, and her hair was about two shades darker than her sister Iris’s, which was as near being flax-white as made no difference. But, whereas Iris’s eyes were an unclouded larkspur blue, Aunt Virginia’s were grey and thoughtful, and the merest suggestion of a cloud seemed to hide behind them sometimes when she thought no one—certainly not shrewd, small, brownfaced boys who went by the name of Midge—was looking.

         And if Iris’s complexion made most people think of a drift of apple blossom, Aunt Virginia’s recalled those creamy-white butterflies that hover about the roses at the time of high summer.

         Or that was Midge’s unasked opinion.

         Midge had long since constituted himself his Aunt Virginia’s most devoted admirer, and everything that affected her affected him acutely. He could see Iris struggling with a puncture in the inner tube of her bicycle without burning to go to her assistance; but if Aunt Virginia asked him to fill a coal bucket he simply leapt to obey her behest. He scrubbed potatoes for her, when he was not at school, and helped make the beds, and even dusted her precious china ornaments in the drawing-room with great thoroughness when he was permitted.

         And when she sat up late doing what she called her ‘accounts,’ he listened to the mounting chimes of the grandfather clock in the hall, and wished she would go to bed. He carried trays to the people in the orchard when they stopped for tea in response to an inviting sign that had been recently placed there, as a bait for motorists, and collected the threepenny bits under the saucers afterwards. His money-box was quite heavy when he rattled it nowadays, and he thought he would buy a present for Auntie Virginia when it was really full.

         But the memory of this morning was somehow unpleasantly disturbing. The letter had come through the letter-box with the other letters, and Virginia had read it while she sipped her coffee. Her face, when she started to read, had looked almost hopeful; and then she had actually turned a little pale, had exclaimed ‘Oh, no!’ and dropped the letter as if it was an adder that had turned on her and bitten her.

         ‘What do you mean by “Oh, no!”?’ Iris had asked, ready to leave for her school of art, and doing things to her face with the aid of something she called a flapjack.

         ‘Nothing,’ Virginia had answered, rather dazedly, ‘nothing…. Nothing at all!’ she had added quickly, and thrust the letter behind the fattest of the Toby jugs on the mantelpiece, and obviously tried hard to forget all about it.

         But her nephew had not forgotten about it. As he sat, slowly masticating his peppermint and watching Bartholomew, the cat, edging his way along the summer-house roof, he fell to considering the matter in all its possible, and least pleasant, aspects. It could, for instance, have been a bill—Aunt Virginia did sometimes receive bills, usually, however, in buff envelopes with Cellophane windows, and this one he had noted particularly had not been a buff envelope. Then she had looked quite cheerful before she opened it. And even if, as she sometimes said, she would sell the house if she got a good enough offer, the mere fact that she had received a good offer would not account for her cheerfulness. It would have been much more likely to make her look deathly miserable, for the very idea of parting with Meadow House was enough to upset all three of them—even Iris, with her ash-blonde head away up in artistic clouds, and her larkspur eyes so full of dreams of the success that would be hers one day. One day!

         ‘One day,’ Virginia said, ‘we shall all be rich, and pigs will fly, and Bartholomew will take wings, too, and I shall feed him on choice red mullet which he will absolutely adore, and the hens in the orchard will all lay golden eggs!’

         ‘One day! …’

          
   

         As he sat on the orchard wall Midge thought he heard a curious noise away on the ribbon of broad main road. It was a noise not unlike a quiet and orderly explosion, followed once more by silence, lapped by the lazy murmur of the river.

         The voice of the river was as insidious as any siren’s voice where Midge was concerned, and he got up and decided to go and examine the patch in the old canoe, over which he had been labouring the previous day. He put his hands in his trouser pockets and sauntered away across the garden in the direction of the road, and when he reached it, and the cool shade of the Lombardy poplars which bordered it, he followed the shade as far as the first bend to the river. And there, somewhat to his astonishment, he saw a man coming towards him, walking a little erratically—even zigzagging a little, as if he might be slightly drunk, rather like Ben Cheetham, the postman, on a Saturday night.

         ‘Hal-lo! …’ said the man, when he got within hailing distance. He stood, swaying noticeably on his feet, tall, very well dressed—a little pansyish, Midge would have said, if he’d been asked—with a brown face, and browner hair that looked as if it wanted to curl crisply but had never been given the chance, and brown, friendly eyes. ‘Hallo, old chap! … I say, i—is there a house near here——?’

         ‘My Auntie Jinny’s house, yes,’ Midge answered.

         ‘Your—Auntie—Jinny——?’

         Although there was a strangely vacant look in the man’s eyes, they smiled at Midge.

         ‘Only a few yards down the lane,’ Midge told him.

         ‘Then be a—good fellow, and take me to—your Auntie Jinny, will you—please, old chap——?’ the man asked, and Midge was suddenly sure he was not drunk, for there was blood on his face, trickling down from a cut above his right eyebrow, and he seemed to be losing a great deal of his brown—he was actually turning a little grey while Midge’s intrigued eyes studied him. ‘Car turned upside down on the road,’ he offered, weakly. ‘Silly thing to do, but—back there! …’ He flung out a vague hand. ‘And now Where’s—Auntie Jinny…?’

         To Midge’s horror he staggered a little towards him, made a clumsy attempt to catch hold of him by his inadequate shoulder, missed, and then went down like a log in the road. Midge gazed down at him like one too appalled to think. But he did think. He thought: ‘First the letter this morning! … And now this! …’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
   

         

         It 
      was very quiet in the room, so quiet that a family of house martins under the eaves could be plainly heard carrying on a conversation. It was a soothing conversation, made up of a soft twittering, and many pauses. As the light died, and the glow in the western sky was replaced by a mystic haze through which the first stars twinkled, the pauses grew longer, the house martins plainly went to sleep, and an absolute hush settled down over the river as it slipped like a whisper past the house.

         Inside the room there was a smell of beeswaxed furniture and lavender-scented sheets. Virginia sat beside the bed, putting miraculously tiny stitches into a pink nylon nightdress she was making for her sister Iris, and a square of silk over the bedside lamp made it necessary for her to lean a little towards it.

         The man in the bed had been lying watching her for a few minutes without her being aware of it, and suddenly he addressed her in a husky voice.

         ‘Hallo,’ he said—’Hallo, Auntie Jinny!’

         Virginia quickly put down her sewing, and removed the square of silk from the lamp. She looked at him closely in the mellow, palely gold rays.

         ‘You mustn’t talk,’ she said.

         ‘Mustn’t I?’ His expression was restless. He did not really see her, she felt sure—or did he?, she wondered. His eyes were uncannily clear, and rather like cairngorm, under their thick black eyelashes. He had a straight rather blunt nose, a good mouth, an excellent chin, but at the moment it was covered with a dark stubbly growth because he had not received a shave for several days.

         He put up a hand and felt his chin, and it seemed to worry him.

         ‘I want a shave,’ he muttered.

         ‘All in good time,’ Virginia murmured soothingly. She placed her own hand on his forehead, and it felt hot and dry to her touch. The crisp ends of his hair brushed against the back of her hand, and felt alive, and wiry, and vital, somehow. ‘Go to sleep again,’ she advised him, in her soft, pleasant voice. ‘It’s late—very late. You’ll feel better in the morning.’

         ‘I feel better now,’ he answered her, surprisingly— ‘much better!’

         ‘Do you? But that still doesn’t mean you must talk.’

         ‘Why not?’ he demanded, querulously. He was lying looking at her, and he was trying to get her face into focus, the pale oval of it, the dark shadows where her hair rested on her brow, and then sprang back into tendrils that seemed to be dusted with gold dust. Her eyes were without expression—or, at least, they were simply compassionate, and grave. She had a grave mouth, but it was soft, and pink, like something—something he tried to liken to it…. He wished he knew what it was….

         ‘Auntie Jinny!’ he exclaimed.

         She frowned at him almost severely.

         ‘Go to sleep,’ she said.

         ‘But I don’t like the name of Jinny,’ he told her, ignoring her recommendation. ‘It must have something more to it than that! Jinny doesn’t mean anything—Jenny might! No,’ with an exasperated sigh, ‘I don’t like Jenny, either.’

         She got up and moved away from the light. She came back with a glass in her hand.

         ‘Would you like a drink?’ she asked.

         ‘I’d like to drown myself in a drink! ‘ he replied fervently. It was long and cool, and when he had had it he sank back wearily on to his pillow. ‘Nectar and ambrosia!’ he exclaimed. ‘When do I have another one?’

         ‘Not yet,’ she answered. ‘You’ve got to have another sleep first.’

         ‘Then tell me what your name is?’ ‘Virginia.’

         ‘That’s pleasant,’ he observed. ‘That’s very pleasant!’ He closed his eyes as if to dwell upon it. ‘Virginia,’ he murmured, and almost immediately afterwards he fell asleep.

          
   

         In the morning the house martins were busy before even the sun was up, and a lowing of cattle came up from the water-meadows. The river slipped softly and sensuously in and out of the clumps of reeds and willows, and the cotton-wool-like vapour rose and drifted towards the garden of Meadow House, where June was now at its most flamboyant, and the roses unfolding beneath the windows were deep and dark like velvet.

         Virginia had a tiny herb garden, where rosemary, rue, verbena and lavender bordered the paths. The paths were crazy-paved, and overhung by bay trees, and the coral-fruited barberry. Southernwood (lad’s love), bergamot, mary-gold, and the pink and purple mallows all had a sunny corner in that tucked away place. In the very early morning they joined their • incense with the incense of the roses, and when Virginia, after only a couple of hours’ sleep, rose and pulled back her curtains and, as was her custom, threw wide her tiny lattice, the air was as exotic as new wine, and laden with moisture from the river.

         Virginia loved the river. She loved the sluggish way it flowed, with barely a ripple on its surface, and the tall, Lombardy poplars lined up like sentinels on its banks. She loved the flat country around her, rising to gentle hills in the distance, and crowned by the glory of Cleverdon Woods. In all her lifetime—and she was only just twenty-six! —she had known no other kind of scenery, or any other setting save this quietly peaceful one; and it was all she wanted—all she asked for.

         
            
               
                  ‘By shallow rivers, to whose falls
   

                  Melodious birds sing madrigals.’
   

               

            

         

         The birds were singing down in the trees by the river, as well as making a valiant attempt to shatter the peace beneath the eaves. By leaning forward a little out of her window, and craning her neck to look upwards, she could see the mother house martin popping dainty morsels into the mouths of her vociferous young, and then flying away again to look for a second course for them. It was all as simple as that! No worry about unpaid bills, tradesmen’s or otherwise. No worry about the telephone being cut off, or the coalman refusing to deliver the anthracite for the boiler, or money to find for art classes—or new shoes for Midge!

         No worry about anything very much! …

         A deep, and rather ragged, sigh forced its way up from the depths of her being, and as she leaned there in her old red ripple-cloth dressing-gown that would scarcely survive another visit to the cleaners, she thought of the letter she had received yesterday morning at breakfast from her solicitor. What a bitter disappointment that letter had been! Instead of the only two investments which remained to her, and which had been bequeathed to her with the house when her father died, having increased their value, as she had been led to hope, by an unwise study of newspapers, they had suddenly ceased to have any value at all—or they were not even worth the money that had originally been paid out for them! Mr Cummings, of the oldestablished firm of Cummings, Cummings & Cummings, had advised her that she could do nothing about them at the moment. Certainly she had little hope of selling them! …

         And that meant there was only one thing she could do now. She must make up her mind to sell the Meadow House, as Mr. Cummings had been strongly urging her to do for weeks. Before the bottom fell right out of the house-market, and the prices of properties came tumbling down.

         It was the only sensible thing to do, as surely, Mr. Cummings insisted, she could see for herself. To try and maintain an old house, even if it had all the charm of antiquity, and the advantages of a wellnigh perfect situation, when such things as drains, gutters, overflows, vermin in thatch, and so forth, were always demanding a hand in a pocket, on next-door-to-nothing a year, was the height of absurdity. Indeed, it was quite ridiculous.

         It was no use imagining that a few people coming for teas while the weather remained fine could make any difference, or even the sale of a few jars of homemade pickles and jams from the produce of the orchard. And whole evenings spent addressing envelopes for circulars for a microscopic remuneration were just so much wasted effort. Praiseworthy attempts to keep the ball rolling, but almost as valueless as practising stringent economies—pathetic economies like going without stockings in the summer( or, at least, Virginia did!) and resisting every temptation to buy new clothes for the winter (naturally Iris had to have new clothes, because she was attending the school of art, and in any case she was only nineteen, and so pretty that a few sacrifices were very well worth while if they kept her looking young and happy). Other little attempts at self-denial on Virginia’s part included never by any chance going to a cinema, or wasting money on coffee in her favourite bun-shop in Little Mallow when visiting it to do absolutely essential shopping.

         Mr. Cummings had no sympathy to spare for anyone who strove to keep a roof over their head at the expense of everything else that made life worth living. Now, a tiny flat in one of the towns nearby, a job perhaps in an office, or even behind some attractive counter, and a little money in the bank left over from the sale of the Meadow House, and all debts and everything settled comfortably—now that would be sensible!

         But every morning, when she hung out of her window and inhaled the scents from her herb garden, and smelled the damp fragrance of the river, Virginia wondered whether being sensible would really solve all her problems. Midge, for instance…. Who would look after him while she was tapping a typewriter in an office? And would Midge continue to be the small, brown, sturdy bundle of live-wire he was now if he lived in a flat in a town? What would he do with himself when he wasn’t at school, and what would she do with herself when she had no garden to walk in in the cool of the evenings, and no river to sit by in the heat of the day? No interest in life! …

         To be worth living life must offer some sort of interest, otherwise it becomes a sort of death-in-life. It ceases to be even worth living.

         Virginia sighed, as she always sighed at this hour, when her thoughts took the turn which never provided her with a satisfactory answer to problems which could not be ignored. Ah, well, perhaps Mr. Cummings was right! … And she went on her way to the bathroom.

         To her surprise, as she passed the door of the room wherein the unknown invalid lay, Iris came out, her finger to her lips.

         ‘He’s still asleep!’ she said, and although it was very early in the morning she looked as fresh as a daisy.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
   

         

         There 
      was no doubt about it, Iris was the beauty of the family. She had a delicate eggshell-china loveliness that was deceptive, because she was as strong as a mountain pony. She was as slender as a willow wand, with all the girlish curves she ought to have, and large eyes so extraordinarily, translucently blue that after gazing into them for a short while strangers were affected by a sensation like swimming about in blue water.

         Her hair was her most striking feature, and she wore it in a pale cloud to her shoulders, sometimes caught back with a ribbon the same colour as her eyes, or very occasionally the colour of her dress. This morning, being clad in pale pink linen, freshly washed and ironed, she had her hair tied up with a ribbon a somewhat deeper pink than her dress, and Virginia realised, looking at her with interest, that this was a concession to the role she had taken on temporarily as nurse. She imagined it heightened her appearance of efficiency, because nurses never wore their hair floating about their shoulders.

         ‘Don’t make a noise,’ she cautioned her elder sister. ‘We mustn’t have him disturbed,’ looking back anxiously towards the bed.

         ‘My dear child,’ Virginia replied, looking faintly surprised, for it was unlike Iris to take any pleasure in being out of her bed at this hour, and usually she flapped around in a dressing-gown until she smelled the bacon cooking, ‘I’m not in the least likely to make a noise. I sat with your unknown hero until you took over at four this morning, and that was quite a number of hours. And I don’t think I did anything to make him restless in that time.’

         ‘Well, I’m not saying you did,’ Iris half apologised, in an even more elaborate whisper. ‘But he’s sleeping so peacefully it would be a pity to wake him.’

         ‘I quite agree,’ Virginia replied, and she, too, turned to look at the bed.

         Iris’s expression grew almost awed.

         ‘He’s so good-looking, isn’t he?’ she breathed. ‘It’s funny to think we don’t know who he is. He could be a film star, of course, but his face isn’t familiar. But his pyjamas and things are all most frightfully expensive.’ Virginia had had the utmost difficulty in getting her sister out of the room while she and her faithful daily, Mrs. Banks, had somehow got the victim of the accident between the sheets, but even so Iris’s eyes had popped at the sight of heavy silk underwear, and the contents of a suitcase that was definitely pigskin. ‘His hands fascinate me,’ she declared, venturing to touch one very lightly where it hung over the side of the bed. ‘They look as if he’s never done a stroke of work in his whole life.’

         ‘Well, that’s hardly a worthwhile commendation,’ Virginia commented. But even so she was inclined to agree with her sister that this unknown who was occupying her tiny best guest-room, with its chintz and its few really good pieces of period furniture, had a very striking pair of hands. Not only were they long and sensitive and beautifully formed, but they looked as if their owner made a kind of habit of caring for them; and yet at the same time they were quite masculine hands, attached to virile wrists.

         Once, when he had been rather restless during the night, he had flung out a hand and caught hold of her arm, and his grip had almost hurt her. It had been difficult to detach without disturbing him.

         ‘He seems to be sleeping very peacefully,’ she said. ‘So if you like you can slip down to the kitchen and put the kettle on. If he wakes up suddenly he may fancy a cup of tea.’

         But Iris looked doubtful.

         ‘I don’t think he ought to be left.’

         ‘Don’t you? Well, I think it’s perfectly safe.’ Virginia could not refrain from smiling a little inwardly. Poor Iris! She was apparently very impressionable, and this was the first time she had come into such close contact with a member of the opposite sex who undoubtedly had much to commend him in the way of looks, even if he was still only semi-conscious. But it was to be hoped she was not going to prove too impressionable. Nineteen was certainly an impressionable age. ‘Dr. Cameron is sending a nurse to-day, so there’ll be no need for you to miss your classes and stay at home. And while you’re downstairs you might give Bartholomew some milk. I heard him knock down something in the larder a short while ago, trying to help himself.’

         Iris departed, muttering something about the larder window needing a catch on it, and offering it as her opinion that that was one of the things that ought to be done!

         Virginia smiled, watching her depart, and then went on her way to the bathroom, where she sang a little in her bath—although very softly this morning—because it was her custom. After which she dressed herself in her old print frock and went downstairs to supervise things in the kitchen.

         Iris had put the kettle on, but had escaped without giving Bartholomew his milk, and Virginia said a few words to him when he rubbed round her legs, his tail like a brush in the air, and rewarded his depredations in the larder with part of a large cod’s head. After which she reached for the frying-pan, and was breaking eggs into it when Midge made his first appearance of the day.

         Midge looked unnaturally solemn—an expression he had worn since the day before—and tip-toed across the floor to her as if terrified of making the least sound.

         ‘How is he?’ he inquired, his voice a little hoarse. ‘Will he—is he still alive?’

         ‘Yes, darling, he’s still alive, and sleeping very nicely at the moment,’ his aunt answered him quite cheerfully, turning him round to examine the backs of his ears, and then making a close inspection of the backs of his hands. ‘You have skimped things this morning, haven’t you, Midge?’ she said reproachfully. ‘Wasn’t there any soap in the bathroom?’

         Midge hastily hid his hands behind his back, and excused himself on the grounds of being in a hurry.

         ‘I wanted to know how things were,’ he explained. ‘And by the way, Auntie Jinny, that car that got smashed up—his car!—it must have been absolutely super before he turned it upside down like that.’ Midge had only recently started to make use of the word ‘super,’ and even so he did not apply it unless he believed it was completely justified. ‘I saw it in the garage yesterday afternoon, and it’s all black and shiny, with bits on it like silver. But he has made a mess of it—an awful mess,’ regretfully.

         ‘Well, that’s not so surprising, as apparently he was travelling at over eighty miles an hour, and on a road which does nothing but wind an accident was more or less inevitable, or so I should say,’ his aunt offered it as her opinion.

         ‘That noise I heard—a noise like an explosion—must have been caused by him hitting the bank,’ Midge said, picking up Bartholomew and interfering with his washing arrangements by squeezing him up against his coat. ‘Auntie Jinny, do you think if I hadn’t gone along the road when I did, and found him—like I did—he—he would have died…?’

         ‘I shouldn’t think so, Midge,’ Virginia replied quietly, and turned the morbid trend of his thoughts by placing a plate of bacon and eggs in front of him on the dining-room table. ‘There, get on with that,’ she advised, ‘and don’t take too long over it, or you’ll be late for school.’

         ‘I thought,’ Midge confessed, looking up at her with large, appealing eyes, which she avoided, ‘that if you’re going to be very busy again to-day—looking after this gentleman, and—and cooking dinner, and—and other things, perhaps I might stay at home from school and help you? There’s a lot of things I could do——’

         ‘No, thank you, darling,’ Virginia cut him short, very firmly. ‘I shall manage perfectly well without your assistance.’

         Whereupon Midge sighed, for he was not particularly fond of school.

          
   

         After breakfast the doctor looked in and collected a report from Virginia.

         ‘We’ve managed to find out the name of your young man,’ he said. ‘It hasn’t been easy, because the licence disc on the front of his car was practically obliterated, and there was little apart from it to guide us. But his initials are C.D.W.—which you know already, because they were inside the pyjamas and so forth in his suitcase. But we now know that the initials stand for Charles Digby Wickham, and the car was practically new, and he’d been driving it on the Continent recently. In fact, he’d only just returned to England.’

         Virginia looked thoughtful.

         ‘Charles Wickham?’ she said. ‘I know that name.’

         ‘So do I,’ Dr. Cameron replied immediately, ‘and so does quite a large proportion of the public in these islands, and in various other portions of the civilised globe as well. Charles Wickham, the pianist and composer, and, incidentally, the son of Lady Wickham, of Hans Mews, Chelsea. The police have been in touch with her, and you’ll probably receive a telephone call or a visit from her soon. There may be other people who’ll ring you up, too. As a matter of fact, I rather suspected he was a musician when I saw his hands.’

         ‘Iris fell in love with his hands,’ Virginia told him. ‘Or, at least, she thought they were rather striking.’

         ‘Iris!’ Dr. Cameron scoffed. He was a bachelor, nearing forty, with a hint of red in his hair, and he had no use at all for glamorous young women who studied art while their fees were paid with difficulty by an elder sister who denied herself every small luxury to do so. Quite apart from which Colin Cameron thought Virginia, with her much more subdued type of beauty that was rather like studying a picture through gauze, and seeing it rendered less striking, but in some ways infinitely more appealing, a young women to be admired in every way. And he was only waiting for some slight sign from her that the notion of sharing his large and inconvenient house on the outskirts of the village was sufficiently attractive to make it possible for her to view with equanimity the prospect of giving up her precious Meadow House, to let her know about his admiration. ‘Iris is film-struck, and I wouldn’t trust her judgment too far. But what I would like to know is why Charles Wickham was driving his car at such speed on that dangerous, curving bit of road. Either he was in a tremendous hurry, or he wasn’t particularly caring what happened to him. He hasn’t talked much yet, I suppose?’

         ‘Only a few scraps of nonsense. He certainly hasn’t told me who he is.’

         ‘He’s probably not quite sure himself. He’s suffering from concussion, and a fracture or two—but he’s lucky he wasn’t killed outright!’

         ‘He’s quite a good patient,’ Virginia remarked. ‘That is to say, he sleeps most of the time, and takes his nourishment meekly.’

         ‘Even so, I’m sorry you’ve had to put up with the inconvenience of having him thrust on you. I’ll try and get him into the Cottage Hospital in a day or two, when he’s more fit to move, and if they can’t have him we’ll find a nursing-home. Judging by the size and make of his car he’s not in the least impecunious, and can afford to pay to be looked after.’

         ‘As to that,’ Virginia said, ‘I look upon him as an unexpected guest, and I’m perfectly willing for him to remain where he is for as long as it’s necessary. I wouldn’t wish him to be moved if it might do him any harm. But a nurse to help with the actual nursing would make things easier.’

         ‘Oh, that’s settled,’ Colin Cameron told her. ‘A nurse will take over night-duty from to-night, and you can tell Iris she can devote herself to her art again as quickly as she likes.’

         When he stood beside the patient’s bed he looked down at him for a few moments in silence, while Virginia remained out of sight near the door. Charles Wickham, as they now knew him to be called, was lying staring rather blankly out of the window, his face very white and haggard-looking with the dark stubble of beard clinging to his square, mutinous chin. His mouth, however, had a much more resigned—even patient—expression upon it; and as he sensed that someone was near him it flashed a hint of a whitetoothed smile upwards at the face that bent over him.

         ‘So you’ve come back! …’ he said. And then he scowled, the tawny eyes looking positively resentful. ‘Who are you?’ he asked the doctor ungraciously. ‘And what do you want?’

         ‘Only to ask how you’re feeling?’ Dr. Cameron replied, taking a seat beside the bed.

         ‘As if I’d been run over by a steamroller,’ his patient told him.

         ‘It wasn’t as bad as that.’ Colin’s thin, controlled lips smiled dryly. ‘But it was bad enough—quite bad enough. Your car’s in a bit of a mess.’

         ‘My car?’ Virginia, who had stolen forward a little but was still protected from view by the chintz of the bed curtains, could see the puzzled, bewildered expression that appeared in the eyes of the man who lay with his long-fingered hands lying limply outside the bedclothes. He wore pyjamas of heavy, almost purplish silk, and possibly it was their colour that emphasised his pallor, and caused that strange, groping look in his eyes—under their extraordinary eyelashes—to affect her as the sight of a child in distress might have affected her. At any rate, she wanted badly to help him. ‘My—car?’

         ‘Yes. A big black one, and a beauty! Can’t you remember it, Wickham?’

         A sound, like an intake of breath, followed by a rather long-drawn-out sigh, escaped the lips of the invalid. He made a little movement of his head in the direction of the side of the bed where Virginia was standing, but as recollection flocked over him he did not even see her.

         ‘Ah!’ he said. ‘Ah …’ he exclaimed again, a wry look appearing on his lips. ‘So I smashed it up, did I? I seem to remember …’

         The doctor put his fingers on his pulse, and kept them there for a minute or so.

         ‘I wouldn’t try to remember too much just yet if I were you,’ he advised.

         But Charles Wickham was plainly remembering a good deal, and for a few seconds he closed his eyes and turned his face to the wall as if preferring to be left alone with his thoughts, disturbing and confusing as they probably were. And then he opened his eyes as abruptly as if they had been jerked open by some hidden mechanism and said sharply:

         ‘You called me Wickham! … That’s my name, isn’t it?’

         ‘Yes,’ quite soothingly from Colin, ‘you’re Charles Wickham—Charles Digby Wickham, if that conveys anything more to you?’

         For answer the patient began to make an attempt to sit up in bed, and he started feverishly to throw off the clothes.

         ‘Then why are you keeping me here——? Don’t you realise that I’ve got to be in London! …’ He groaned, and lay back again on the pillows as the movement caused a violent pain to jerk through his head, and his weakness was so great that it brought actual tears of frustration to his suddenly feverishly glistening golden eyes. ‘You must know that I can’t just lie here like this! … There are people I’ve got to see—one in particular! That’s why I crashed my car ….’

         Virginia moved forward into his line of vision with something soothing, in a glass, and as she bent over him and offered it to him the expression on his face relaxed, and all the sudden excitement died out of his eyes. Instead they smiled at her, wanly and apologetically.

         ‘I couldn’t think what had become of you,’ he confessed. ‘You haven’t been to see me for so long. Why?’

         ‘My sister has been sitting with you,’ she told him gently.

         ‘The yellow-haired young woman?’ he inquired. ‘But I don’t find her at all soothing, and she’s far too ornamental. Ornamental young women don’t make good nurses.’

         ‘Don’t they?’ She smiled, realising that he intended her no disparagement, and a little amused because Iris would have been so hurt if she had heard him. Iris who imagined her presence beside his bed was helping so much towards his recovery! ‘But I’m very busy, you know. I have other things to do besides look after you.’

         ‘Of course Miss Summers has a great many other things to do,’ Dr. Cameron said a little curtly. ‘And if necessary we may have to get you into a nursing home.’

         ‘Then I shall refuse to go,’ the patient declared, quite coolly, still gazing upwards at Virginia, and confusing her a little with the strange brilliance of his sherry-coloured eyes. He had apparently forgotten all about his urgent desire to get to London, and the reason why he had risked life and limb and an expensive new car on a highly unsuitable strip of highway. He lay quite calmly on his lace-edged, lavenderscented pillows. ‘I’m far too comfortable where I am, and this is the most delightful bedroom I’ve ever occupied. There’s an apple tree outside the window, and the stars get caught up in it at night.’ A puckish smile stole across his lips. ‘And there’s a grandfather clock downstairs in the hall which ticks solemnly. I like lying listening to it.’

         ‘I thought perhaps it might worry you,’ Virginia said, because she didn’t quite know what to say.

         ‘Nothing could ever worry me here,’ he assured her, ‘except the presence of your too attractive sister. Tell her I’d rather she didn’t sit with me. And if you can’t spare the time to sit with me—or at least visit me sometimes’—a mixture of audaciousness and curious, rather attractive appeal looking up at her from under the heavy eyelids—’then I’m quite all right if I’m left alone. But I decline to go into a nursing-home.’ Dr. Cameron prepared to leave.

         ‘In any case, I’m sending a nurse to-night,’ he said, ‘so she will sit with you.’

         Charles Wickham regarded him with an amused twinkle, recognising that he thought he had had the last word.

         On his way out Colin Cameron looked back to say:

         ‘If there is anyone you would like me to get in touch with on your behalf you’d better let me know where to find them.’

         ‘There is no one.’ Wickham spoke decidedly, and a sudden inscrutable look closed down over his face. It made him look older, slightly more ravaged, and the mutinous firmness of his jaw attached itself to his shapely mouth as well. ‘I don’t wish to see anyone—anyone, do you understand? Tell them to leave me alone if they begin making inquiries. Tell them I’m in no condition to be bothered by anyone, and if possible don’t let them know I’m here.’

         Dr. Cameron closed the door firmly, and on the landing outside it he looked at Virginia.

         ‘I think very decidedly a nursing-home,’ he said, ‘if we can’t get them to take him into the Cottage Hospital!’

         But Virginia said nothing.

          
   

         She found it necessary to say quite a lot, however, on the telephone that night, when Lady Wickham put through an agitated call to her. Lady Wickham suffered badly from rheumatoid arthritis, which kept her chained to her flat, and it was impossible for her to get to see her son. But the knowledge that he was injured had upset her very much indeed, and she pressed Virginia to give her all the information she could concerning him and his condition. Virginia calmed her considerably by assuring her that he was receiving every possible attention, and that he was already on the road to recovery. She further promised Lady Wickham that she would do everything to aid that recovery, and that she would ring her nightly during the more critical stages in order to let her know exactly how he was progressing.

         Actually, Virginia was so sorry for Lady Wickham, despite the hint of arrogance in her voice which was so exactly like the hint of arrogance in her son’s, that she felt she was able to appreciate only too well how she felt about the whole matter. An only son, apparently —a successful son, probably devoted to his mother, and she to him—lying helpless under a strange roof after a most unpleasant accident! She felt that Lady Wickham had a right to reassurance.
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