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THE new nurse stood in her little room in the great hospital, arrayed
for the first time in the unfamiliar dress of her order.

The lilac print gown, the white apron, the little cap, gave a touch
of Puritanism to the mignonne face and figure. They were infinitely
becoming to the bright colouring of the one, the rounded proportions
of the other. She was a little creature, with an expression of youth
and innocence that robbed her of an actual age by several years.
In reality twenty-two, she looked scarcely seventeen. There was
something appealing in the large blue dark-lashed eyes, the full,
rather tremulous lips, the smallness and daintiness of the childlike
hands that looked too frail and weak to cope with the duties she had
voluntarily undertaken. Yet there were strength and purpose in brow and
chin that belied the first impression of helplessness.

And she was a resolute little person in her way, with a strong sense
of life's meaning, an ardent desire to do something in that life that
should lift her above the idle, the common place, and frivolous of her
sex.

It had surprised no one more that the relatives to whose care she
had been intrusted, when Nellie Nugent had declared her intention of
joining the Nursing Sisters; and in the face of opposition, ridicule
and difficulty had achieved her purpose. The very doctor by whose
influence she was in the big London hospital had begun by laughing at
her ambition. He had believed that her first lover, her first ball,
would have knocked this 'nonsense,' as he termed it, out of the pretty
little head.

But he had been wrong. Steadily, unceasingly, the girl set to work
to accomplish what had become a real desire to be of some service to
humanity. And now, after years of waiting, study, and perseverance, she
found herself on the first step of that proposed journey.

She was to work for two years in this hospital—work at the meanest,
humblest duties, such as she had seen relegated to servants; to bow
her haughty little head to discipline; to undertake any office she was
told, unquestioningly; to discard fine clothes—the dainty prettiness
of fashionable dress; and give all her time and care and thought to the
service of strangers and outcasts.

She thought of this as she stood before the glass gazing thoughtfully
at her own reflection.

'I wonder what it will be like?' she said to herself. 'I wonder if
anything important will ever happen? It all feels so strange now. But
it is my own doing. I hope I shall never regret. I feel almost like a
nun taking the vows. I wonder——'

A knock at the door broke upon the current of surmise. She turned from
the glass, 'Come in,' she said.

A nurse entered. She was a woman of six or seven and twenty.
Dark-skinned, dark-eyed, tall, with a strong, serious-looking face, a
contrast in every way to the small, bright creature before her.

'Ah, you are dressed,' she said, in a deep ringing voice, 'and you have
unpacked? That's right. I am glad you are so expeditious. The matron
has asked me to look after you. Would you like to see our ward? You are
with me, you know.'

'Am I? I am glad of that,' said the girl frankly. 'Yes, I am quite
ready. I should like to see the ward.'

'We have an hour before supper,' continued the newcomer. 'I must
introduce myself,' she added, with a frank smile. 'I am Sister
Gray—Deborah Gray is my name. Yours is Nugent, I know, and you come
from Dublin, do you not?'

'I do,' said Nellie.

'I hope we shall be friends, I like Irish people so much. I have
known several in my time. If you ever feel homesick for sound of "the
brogue,"' she added, smilingly, 'you will only have to pay a visit to
the accident ward. There is sure to be one or more of your compatriots
there. They seem to have a monopoly of broken heads and limbs.'

'Oh, they are dreadful people,' laughed Nellie. 'I am not at all
anxious to renew acquaintance with them, I assure you.'

She glanced round the tiny room to see that everything was neatly
stored away. The space was almost as limited as in a ship's cabin; the
furniture was of the plainest description.

Then she followed her new acquaintance into the long, bare corridor,
and out of the nurse's quarters into the hospital itself.

There were about ten beds in the cool, whitewashed ward. They were all
occupied but one, and the occupants were all men.

Nellie noted that fact with surprise. She had not expected to be put on
to the male ward as her first experience of hospital nursing.

Sister Gray moved about from one bed to another, asking questions, or
saying a cheery word to the sufferers.

'There are no bad cases here now,' she said to Nellie. 'But we have had
two or three very serious; one fatal, yesterday—typhoid.'

She looked at the empty bed significantly. Nellie felt a sudden chill
come over her. Death, as an abstract thing, is so different to the
tragedy of an actual fact. She stood a moment or two by the vacant bed
while Deborah Gray went on talking to one of the nurses in charge.

They glanced with some curiosity at the new comer. She was so young,
and so very pretty. They thought both facts told against any use or
proficiency in the profession she had chosen. Some of them put it down
as of the 'fads' of modern young ladyism, wearied of ballrooms, or a
martyr to slighted affections.

Suddenly the door of the ward opened, and a sister entered hurriedly.

'You have a vacant bed here,' she said. 'Yes, I see, No. 7. Someone is
just coming in. Here, quick,'—and she turned to Nellie:— 'Turn down the
sheets. Ah, you are the new nurse! Let me see what you can do? Get the
basin and sponge, and, Sister Gray, show her where the waterproof sheet
is.'

The patient was brought in as she spoke. He was wrapped in a blanket,
and lying on a trolly, which a man rolled into the ward. Meanwhile
Nellie had collected the articles the sister mentioned, and brought
them to the bedside.

'Slip off his shirt and wash him,' was the next order. 'Where's the hot
water? Why didn't you bring that at the same time? There's the tap over
there in the corridor. Dear me, how slow you are.'

Sister Gray came to the girl's assistance, but the head sister insisted
on her washing the patient, while she stood over her, critical and
impatient, as was her wont with the novices.

It was a hateful business, Nellie thought, but she had to do it.
Nursing takes no count of sex or fine feelings. The man was young, but
so wasted and haggard—so dishevelled and ghastly an object—that it
was impossible to guess what he was like.

'Enteric fever,' said the house surgeon, when he had examined the
patient. 'A bad case—neglected, I should say. He was brought from some
low lodging-house in Westminster.' He gave the necessary directions as
to medicine and diet, spoke to the nurse as to the expected symptoms,
and then left the ward.

Nellie remained standing by the side of the bed. She felt very sad and
very compassionate. The man's hot, restless hands, slender almost to
emaciation, moved ceaselessly over the coverlet. His head, from which
the matted fair locks had been cut, tossed to and fro on the pillows.
Disjointed words fell from the parched and blackened lips.

'Come,' whispered Sister Gray, softly; 'you have done all you need for
to-night. Here comes the nurse who will take charge of him. We can go.'

'Just one moment,' pleaded the girl, 'let me see him take the drink. He
keeps moaning for water.'

Sister Gray looked amused.

'You'll never do for here,' she said, 'if you let your sympathies run
away with your duty. The day nurses do nothing after nine o'clock, and
considering we rise before five, we are fully entitled to the relief.
Come along, I must show you where the bandages and things are kept. The
sister in charge will expect you to know all that to-morrow. By the way,
is this the first time you ever washed a sick person?'

'Yes,' said the girl, colouring faintly. 'Why?'

'Oh, I thought it must be,' said the other, drily. 'From the way you
went to work. You can't afford the time to be so very gentle in a
hospital, my dear.'

Nellie said nothing, only followed her from place to place, noticing
the taps for hot or cold water, the cupboards and presses where all the
necessary articles were stored, marvelling at the beautiful cleanliness
and order of it all.

By that time the hour for supper had arrived, and Deborah Gray took her
down to the airy, cheerful room, where the day nurses were congregated.
The meal consisted of tinned meats, salad, and bread and cheese.
Syphons of aerated water and jugs of milk stood at intervals down the
long table. Everything was very plain and homely. 'You can have ale or
stout,' said Deborah Gray, as she saw Nellie glance hesitatingly at the
bottles.

The girl would have given anything for a cup of tea. She had tasted
nothing since the mid-day luncheon at her aunt's in Hampstead, where
she had been staying. However, she had not courage to ask for what was
evidently against the rules, and so took some milk and soda-water. She
had no appetite, and it would have required something more inviting
than bread and cheese or 'Libby' to tempt her to eat on this hot August
night. She played with a morsel of bread on her plate, and took in with
quick ears and eyes the discussions and faces around the table. She
marvelled they could all be so merry and so talkative—so readily throw
off the anxieties and horrors of the day—so easily discuss 'cases' and
lose sight of the suffering personality the word embodied.

'I see you are wondering at us,' said her new friend, presently. 'You
will be just the same by-and-by. It doesn't do to let oneself take this
life in too serious a fashion. Why we would wear ourselves out body and
mind if we did. This is our hour of recreation and forgetfulness. We
have done our best; the day's work is over. It is our playtime, if we
like to make it so.'

'Have you been a nurse long?' asked Nell.

'Yes,' said Deborah Gray. 'I was at a hospital in Manchester for many
years. Then I came to London.'

'And, at first?' asked Nell, timidly.

'Oh, at first I thought it was dreadful. I used to cry myself to sleep
over the sufferings I witnessed. But I soon learnt the folly of that.
Now I can go through anything—operations, accidents, horrors of all
sorts, and not "turn a hair" as men say. One has to train one's nerves.
Tears are the refuge of amateur nurses whose heartstrings tremble at
every change. We professionals can't afford that luxury. Humanity
and science have so much to learn, and gain, that a "case" becomes
possessed of quite impersonal interest. You feel its importance for a
cause more than its horrors as a result. Here, especially,' she added,
'we get terrible patients. Such loathsome, degraded, filthy objects are
brought in that one wonders if they are human beings at all.'

'I wonder who that man is that was brought to our ward,' said Nellie,
thoughtfully. 'I can't help fancying he is a gentleman. His hands were
not common hands.'

'No. I noticed that. Perhaps he is a gentleman, in very low water, I
should say, poor fellow. Where did they say he came from?'

'Near Westminster, I believe.'

'Ah, very likely. Poverty has its own fashionable quarters. Were you
interested in him?'

'Well, he was my first patient,' said the girl, smiling.

'I hope,' said Sister Gray, 'that you may not be his last nurse.'

Nellie started; her wide blue eyes looked appealingly at the speaker.

'Oh, you don't think he will die?' she exclaimed.

'I should say there was every chance of it,' was the quiet answer. 'I
know the symptoms. He was as bad as he could possibly be.'

'He shall not die if I can help it,' said the girl with sudden
decision. 'The first case I have had anything to do with here. I should
think it awfully unlucky.'

'Ah, you are superstitious, like most of your nation,' said Deborah
Gray. 'That, also, you will get out of here. It is a fine school
for nerves and coolness, and the shattering of all little feminine
weaknesses. Not that we are heartless, by any means; but we learn to
cultivate common sense and to banish emotions. When you begin to take a
scientific interest in your patients it need not lessen your sympathy,
but be sure it will weaken it.'

Nell looked at her with wondering curiosity. There was something hard
and resolute about the dark, earnest face, and yet the eyes were kind,
she thought—too kind to be strangers to the weakness at which she
scoffed.

Deborah Gray was, in fact, an enthusiast in the profession she had
adopted. Had she been a man she would have selected the medical
profession above all others. Being a woman she had made up her mind
to be one of the first nurses of the day. Her coolness and skill and
nerve had won her notice already among the doctors whose cases she had
undertaken. She was known as entirely reliable in the operating ward,
even when much older and more experienced nurses failed. She had had
several years' experience in a Manchester hospital before coming to
this famous London one, and she was rather surprised that a novice like
Nellie Nugent had managed to get in. But she had taken a strong liking
to the pretty Irish girl, and when Deborah Gray took such a liking it
generally meant she had good reasons for doing so. She was an excellent
judge of character, and if her keen intellect and good sense sometimes
erred on the side of hardness to what she termed 'headless noodles,'
on the other hand she was very ready to acknowledge the merits of her
associates.

She was a great favourite with the matron and the house surgeon. The
wildest or most frivolous student never chaffed Sister Gray, or treated
her with anything but grave respect. If she was without the feminine
attractions of beauty and gentleness, she made up for it by the frank,
generous spirit of 'camaraderie' which so many women lack; by her
intelligence, and straight-forward plain speaking. One felt she was a
woman of purpose, a believer in earnest well-doing; no dreamer or idler
or romancist; just a useful woman in her right groove, and thankful she
had found it.

When supper was over she introduced Nell to several of the other
nurses, and chatted away in friendly fashion till bedtime.

Then she went up with Nellie to her room. Her own was next to it.

'The lights must be out by half-past ten,' she said, as she bade her
good-night. 'I hope you will be able to sleep. I know it must all seem
strange at first. You will be called before five o'clock. Be as quick
as you can dressing, and strip your bed and open the ventilators, and
leave your room tidy. You will have to sweep and dust it yourself after
breakfast. Now good-night. I won't keep you talking.'

They shook hands, and Nell went into her tiny chamber and commenced
to undress. It certainly was all very strange, as Deborah Gray had
said. Very different to a girl's home life, very different to her
rose-coloured dreams of what it would be. These hateful duties, these
brisk unsympathetic women, these strict rules, the plain unappetising
food. They were all painful realities, and yet she was glad she had
carried her point and come here. Her parents were dead, her sisters
were married and gone abroad. Her aunt in Dublin, with whom she had
lived, had a large family of her own, and Nell had always felt the 'one
too many' there. She had tried governessing, but that had proved a
hateful experience, and then she had resolved on becoming a nurse.

And a nurse she was in real earnest, with a two years' novitiate before
her. She hung up the lilac print dress, and folded the cap and apron
neatly and carefully, and began to brush out the long soft coils of her
red-brown hair. Her face looked pale and grave, her rosy mouth was set
in firm lines of resolve.

'I'll go through with it, I'm determined,' she said. 'It is the best
thing to do with my life, for I shall never marry—now.'

The 'now' held a meaning of its own—the meaning that a girl's heart
gives to some idol of clay—dethroned, shattered, yet unforgotten.

A poet's fancy has commemorated the fact that it is better to have
'loved and lost' than never to have loved at all, but he says nothing
about having loved unworthily.

There had been no shadow of inconstancy in Nell's bright and trusting
spirit, but it had met with poor return. She had loved and fancied
herself beloved; and then had come suspicion—disillusion—a quick,
fierce battle with pride—and all was over.

They had parted. He had gone his way, and she—well, she was now
only Nurse Nugent in a big hospital, with the badge of professional
servitude staring at her from the peg in the wardrobe, and the sense
of lost liberty ringing in her ears in the mandate echoing through the
long corridor—'All lights out!'
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IT seemed very strange to Nell to be called at a quarter to 5, and to
find herself with breakfast finished, and the day's work begun, at an
hour when she had usually been sound asleep. She swept and dusted her
little room, and arranged a few photographs and books and knick-knacks,
to give it a more homely appearance. Then came the return to the wards,
and the duties necessary before the doctors came round to visit the
patients.

Her own 'case' was very bad, and the doctor, after seeing him and
giving the necessary instructions, expressed a doubt that he would pull
through.

The morning sped rapidly on. At a quarter to 1 she left the ward with
the first batch of nurses for dinner. At 1 they had to return to duty
again.

Every nurse had two hours off during the day. They were expected to do
a little classwork or hear a lecture from the matron, and then take
some exercise. Nell would have felt very strange and very puzzled but
for Deborah Gray. She took her in hand from the first, and explained
and helped her with a ready kindness that touched the warm-hearted
Irish girl very deeply.

Shortly after nine o'clock all the day nurses had to leave the ward,
and those on night duty came in their place. Supper was served between
half-past nine and ten, and Nell found herself absolutely hungry by
that time, and able to enjoy the bread and cheese and crisp cool
lettuces, as she had never dreamt of doing.

She felt tired and quite ready for bed to-night, and her light was
out before the night sister came on her rounds. She slept soundly and
dreamlessly. It seemed to her that she had only closed her eyes when
the getting-up bell sounded.

The routine of each day was exactly the same, and she soon fell
into it. Her time was fully occupied, and the first week glided by
with a quickness that surprised her. She liked her work, and did it
conscientiously and strictly. Watchful eyes were observing her, but
they found no fault save that of inexperience. Meanwhile the fever ran
its course, and her patient passed stage after stage to the crisis.
Then to the doctor's surprise he rallied and began slowly to mend.

Nell was triumphant. She had hoped even when hope seemed useless.
She had dreaded beyond all things that death might claim as his prey
this first patient of hers. But now the verdict was given, 'Out of
danger,' and she knew that good nursing and regular nourishment were
all he required. Her interest in him was purely impersonal, but he had
signalised her own entrance into the hospital, and was for ever to be
associated with it.

She watched every phase of his recovery with growing interest, from
the hour when he struggled back from the topsy-turvy world of delirium
to some dim recognition of those about him, until the day when his
sunken eyes looked passionate gratitude at her compassionate face, and
faltered thanks for her care of him.

Meanwhile the hot August days dragged themselves on, and Nell began to
think regretfully of the day when he would be discharged as cured. She
almost wished he would not progress so rapidly.

There were only three more patients in the ward now, and one afternoon
she and Sister Gray were the only nurses in attendance.

The windows were wide open, the blinds were drawn; most of the patients
were slumbering in the drowsy mid-day heat. Nell sat by the side of
her special charge with some work in her hand. He was lying back with
closed eyes; she fancied he was asleep.

The sound of his voice, subdued by weakness, fell on her ear.

'Have I been long here?' he asked.

She looked at him, and saw he was gazing intently at her. She smiled.

'I can tell you to a day or an hour,' she said. 'For you were brought
here the very day I entered on my duties, three weeks ago.'

'Three weeks,' he murmured, 'only three weeks.' There was a long
silence. 'You have been very good to me,' he said at last, very good.
I—I hope I was not troublesome—or violent?'

'Oh, no,' she said lightly; 'you were much too weak for that.'

'Was I very ill?' he asked, with some hesitation.

'As bad as you could be,' said the girl. 'I often wonder how you could
have fallen into such a state. Was there no one to look after you, or
care for you in any way?'

A faint touch of colour came into the pallid cheek.

'No,' he said. 'I am only a waif and stray on the roadway of life. A
friendless, homeless man, with no friends and no ties. I wonder why
death chose to pass me by. I have nothing to look forward to—nothing
to care for, or no one to care for me. What can life mean under such
circumstances?'

The girl's work had dropped on her lap. Her large soft eyes were
fastened on his face with wondering sympathy.

'Is that true, really?' she faltered. 'But you are——'

He smiled bitterly.

'A gentleman, you were going to say. Well, if birth means anything, and
education does anything, I may lay claim to that title. But a working
man would have a better chance of earning a livelihood than I have. I
can only use my brains, and hands are in larger demand, and a thousand
times more useful. There is no market price for my wares. I fancy most
of them have gone to light fires or line an editor's wastepaper basket.'

'You are a writer?' she said eagerly.

'I am an unsuccessful journalist,' he said. 'Starvation has been my
only wage as yet—and then illness overtook me—and harpies preyed on
me. Everything went for food or medicine, or rent of that wretched hole
where I had found shelter. And that is all I can remember till I seemed
to wake from a hell of pain and suffering, and I saw a face tender
and full of pity gazing at me. I have often longed to ask how one so
young and pretty (I may say that I am so old in years and suffering in
comparison to you) came to be a hospital nurse.'

'It was my own wish,' she said. 'I too am adrift on the sea of life
with no very certain anchorage. I thought I should like this sort of
work, and so I took it up.'

'You are not English?'

'How soon everyone finds that out! The curse of "the brogue" seems to
follow an Irish person all the world over.'

'It can be no curse to you,' he said. 'Your voice is so sweet and so
full of sympathy. I envy the patients who will succeed me.'

'But you won't go for a long time yet,' she said, quickly. 'You are
still very weak. You are not fit to take up work of any sort. You
mustn't think of such a thing.'

'God bless your kind heart,' he said, a sort of sob rising in his
throat. 'There must be angels still in the world if there are many
women like you in it.'

'Oh, nonsense!' said Nell, drawing her pretty arched brows in a slight
frown. 'I have done very little. It all came under the head of duty.'

'But duty,' he said, 'does not teach that gentleness of touch and look,
that sympathy and patience which you have wasted on such a worthless
wretch as I am!'

'Ah, you must be getting better,' said the girl, demurely. 'You are
beginning to abuse yourself, and get impatient with things generally.
That is always a good sign.'

He sighed heavily. He thought how dreary life had been, how utterly
devoid of love or sympathy, or womanly care. He wondered how long it
would be before that fair young face would cease to haunt him, as of
late it had a trick of doing. The result of weakness, he told himself.
Weakness and long absence from all gracious and feminine influences.

There were no conventional barriers here. They were simply nurse
and patient. They might talk as they pleased. No one listened to or
misjudged them. Idleness and weakness had swept away much of his
natural reserve. It was a relief to speak to someone of long-endured
trials, of the misery of hopeless hours burdened by mental activity,
yet barren of all expected results.

And such had been Dick Barrymore's fate for many a long year. He was
but thirty, yet he felt aged and tired and hopeless. The wheel of
fortune had turned persistently the wrong way for him. He had tried his
best, but it seemed that other men's 'worst' had had a better chance
of success. His style was not the catchy, claptrap style that goes
down with the public. He was too independent in his views to please
editors—always the most intolerant of any species of professional men.
He had given up the struggle in despair, writing 'Failure' across each
returned MS., where others might have written 'Fame.' And now he woke
up once more as the battle cry of life sounded in a hospital ward. Woke
up and asked himself the old vain Cui bono as he watched his nurse's
busy fingers, and listened to her soft, pretty voice.

A sister, a cousin, a love like that—someone to work for—might have
roused his jaded energies, inspired his wearied brain.

But he had no one. No one at all. And he sighed and turned his face to
the wall. Away from the golden sunlight filtering through the blinds;
away even from the dainty figure in its lilac gown and snowy apron, and
prayed for death.

She thought he was tired and had fallen asleep. She went on with her
work, and the ward lapsed into its old drowsy calm.

Presently Deborah Gray rose and began to make some tea with her little
spirit-stand and kettle. The only chance the day nurses had of securing
a cup of their favourite beverage was in some undisturbed half-hour
like the present, when the patients needed no special attention.

She made a sign to Nell, and the girl folded up her work and went over
to the window seat where the cups and tray were standing.

The two nurses talked in whispers. It was very hot; not a breath of air
seemed to stir the blind. The room was intensely quiet; the only sound
was the breathing of the patients.

Nell glanced at her own special charge. 'I would give him some tea if
he were awake,' she said. 'I am sure he would like it.'

'They always like what is bad for them,' said Deborah Gray. 'You're
enough to spoil any patient, Nell.'

She had almost from the first dropped the formal 'Nurse' in addressing
her except when they were on duty. Her first interest had developed
into a warm friendliness that was infinitely comforting to the pretty
Irish girl.

'But it wouldn't hurt him,' pleaded Nell. 'And the poor fellow is so
low and dejected.'

'No, no, my dear,' said Deborah Gray firmly. 'The others would want it
too, and that would never do. You must learn to curb your sympathies,
as I have told you before. It is a good thing this has not been a very
bad case. You are much too interested in it as it is.'

'He seems to have been very unfortunate,' said Nell, with a glance at
the quiet figure in the distance. 'He tells me he has no relatives or
friends, and is in very low water. What will become of him when he
leaves here?'

'That, again, is a habit you must get out of,' said Deborah Gray.
'Thinking what becomes of "discharged cases." Once they leave here
we rarely ever hear of them again. However grateful they seem, the
gratitude rarely outlasts the first day of freedom, the return to life
outside the hospital walls.'

She put her cup beside Nell's, on the little tray.

'It is time for your patient's arrowroot,' she said. 'I see he is
awake.'

Nell went over to the sick man with the nourishment that had been
brought in. He raised himself on his elbow and took a few spoonfuls out
of the cup she held. After a moment he sank back on the pillows.

'You are not so strong as you thought,' she said. 'Let me feed you as I
used to do.'

He shook his head. 'I can't take any more,' he said, and looking up
met the sudden soft anxiety of her eyes. 'Ah, why do you mind; why do
you trouble?' he said. 'If you had left me to die it would have been
better. There is no one to miss me.'

'You should not talk like that,' she said, gently, as she put down
the cup on the table beside him and rearranged the pillow. 'It is
ungrateful. Besides it is not for us to say whether we would live or
die. That is all directed for us, for the best.'

'You dear little Puritan,' he said, with a faint smile. 'It is easy to
see you have not known the full measure of suffering. Yours is the easy
faith of women—bred in sentiment and unknowing evil or temptation.
A man looks at life and God and hell with different eyes. Think of
all the teeming millions in this great city; think of the misery, the
poverty, the crime, the vileness that even one street of it—east or
west—may hold, and then ask yourself if it is all for the best. But
there, do not let us talk of such things. It is not good for you, or
wise for me. I have looked at madness too nearly, through the eyes of
despair, to dwell upon its manifold causes now.'

Nell was silent. She was wondering how anyone so clever could have
fallen into such straits. No one had ever spoken to her like this—had
ever hinted that the tree of knowledge held more evil fruit than
good—that the pretty platitudes of faith in the higher wisdom were but
meaningless things at best; lip utterances that had no root.

The troubled look deepened on her face; it had grown thinner and paler
already in this close hospital, in these hot, airless days.

He, lying there and watching her, read her clear soul like an open
page. He was skilled in reading men and women—skilled in drawing
their portraits with the sharp penmanship of scorn. From youth upwards
his soul had been vexed with problems that others had accepted or
passed by. He had been unable to do either. The faculty of probing
into depths, of sounding alike the shallows or the depths in human
souls, had been with him a second nature. It was his manner of using
this faculty that had made him unpopular, that had barred every avenue
through which he had adventured in search of fame.

And yet, with the feeble pulse of returning health, the old feelings
awoke, the old scorn began to throb and quiver in his veins. He found
himself studying this weak, girlish creature, with a searching and
yet compassionate understanding of her sex and its frailties. He had
no belief that anything deeper than a whim of the moment had led her
to take her present position. She had probably wearied of ballroom
flirtations, or perhaps loved unworthily without return, or quarrelled
with her home circle, or craved for notoriety or novelty in the
sameness of girlish duties. One or other, or perchance a combination
of all those reasons, had no doubt influenced her into accepting this
place; and even her interest and sympathy for himself lost something of
its sweetness when he remembered that to her he could only present the
novelty of a first case.

As she turned silently away, as she moved to and fro in the long,
bare room, as he watched the sunbeams falling on her chestnut hair,
and wavering ever and again about the slender grace of her dainty
figure, he still tried to steel himself against such purely feminine
attractiveness.

She was only one in a petticoated crowd; only one of the sex who called
themselves 'suppressed' whenever insatiable vanity, or ambition preyed
upon their jaded passions. He closed his eyes against the charm of her
presence, even as he closed them against the golden light filtering
through the closed blinds; the warm sunny afternoon light telling of
the world without, of hurrying footsteps and busy crowds, of the race
for life and all that makes it precious in the eyes of men.

He must go forth again into that crowd, join in the race, pursue the
fleeting phantoms of ambition and success.

The sea of despair had cast him up from its black depths. His pulse
beat feebly; but with returning life to the battle strain of necessity.
Once more came the cry, 'Gird up thy loins, the day is at hand.'

And yet, like Hezekiah of old, he would fain have turned his face to
the wall and wept.
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Deborah Gray and Nell were taking an airing on the top of an omnibus
that went to Putney. The heat was intense, though the sun was obscured
by a thick haze. The roads were dry and dusty, the leaves on the
trees were brown and seared, the grass in the parks looked parched;
a hot rainless summer had done its best to rob nature of her town
attractions. The air bore the echoes of sighs for sea and country
and mountainside from the poor and the workers of the Great Babylon.
Everywhere was the oppressive sense of stifling heat. The very leaves
were still, and the muzzled dogs lay panting on doorstops, and in any
chance corner where the shade was to be found.

'It is as hot outside as in,' said Nell, as the omnibus turned into
Brampton road. 'Oh for a breath of the sea; a screen of green leaves in
a wood. I never thought I loved trees so well as since I left Ireland.
No wonder they call it the Emerald Isle. Everywhere green woods, green
fields, green hedges, no stunted trees and lopped branches such as here
one is always seeing. You have never been there, Debbie, I do wish I
could take you straight off with me for a long holiday. How we would
enjoy it.'

'You have been just a month at your work,' said Deborah Gray, 'and
already talk of a holiday.'

'A day like this would make anyone talk of it,' said the girl. 'You see
I have never been cooped up in a city in the summer time till now.'

'It must be a little trying; but this weather won't last much longer.
There will be a rattling good thunderstorm to-day, and then we shall
have a breathable atmosphere once more.'

'It can't come too soon to please me,' said Nell. 'I feel quite fagged
out. I can't sleep, it is so hot. From four o'clock this morning to the
time I got up I was sitting at my window trying to get a breath of cool
air.'

'And you certainly eat next to nothing. Do you know, Nell, I often fear
you won't have strength to go on with this life. It is too hard for
you; you haven't the physical strength for it.'

'The doctors said I was organically sound in every respect,' said Nell,
indignantly. 'What nonsense. Not strong!—I am as strong as any of you.
It is only this hot weather that has knocked me up.' Then she laughed
softly. 'It sounds so satisfactory—organically strong. Such nice
words, you know.'

'Your constitution had never been taxed when that certificate was
given,' said Deborah Gray. 'And besides, you are a fanciful little
creature; you think more of your patients as individuals than as
cases. However, we shall see. I give you six months, and if you lose
your enthusiasm, and cultivate common sense, and don't worry over the
sufferings you have to witness, and don't mind a snub from the sisters
or a little "cattishness" on the part of the nurses, you may struggle
on; but my opinion is you won't. Hospital work is too hard and too
trying for you.'

Nell was silent. The little grain of truth in the plain speech hurt
her. She hated to think she might be pronounced incompetent; might
fail, might really justify the prophetic forebodings that had been her
only 'God speed' from friends and relatives.

So she remained silent, and Deborah Gray, looking at the pale little
face, found herself tenderly hopeful that something would happen to
draw her back from this life. She felt it was not suited to her, nor
she to it; but at present there was very little use in saying so. Time
would show who was right.

'So you will lose your patient to-morrow,' she said, presently, with a
view to changing the subject. 'Have you any idea what he will do when
he leaves the hospital?'

'He is going to Dublin,' said Nell, with on odd, little smile.

Deborah Gray looked at her with sudden, sharp attention.

'Do you mean to say you have succeeded?' she asked quickly. 'You never
told me.'

'No. I wanted to be quite sure first. I told you I had written to my
brother?'

'Yes, the sub-editor of a newspaper, you said.'

'Well, they had a vacancy on their staff. I don't know the technical
name, but it has something to do with reviewing, and what they call
useful "pars." At all events, it is better than starvation. I worked up
Harry's interest on behalf of my unfortunate patient, and he has got
the post. He will go straight to Dublin, and Harry will look after him.
He is the most good-natured soul in the world, and would do anything
for me. So it's all settled.'

'Well, if you are going to start your patients in life as well as nurse
them back to it, you will have your hands full,' said Deborah Gray,
with a smile at the excited little face. 'You must curb this spirit of
philanthropy, my child. No wonder your first case has taken so much out
of you.'

'It has taken nothing out of me,' declared Nell, stoutly. 'I am as well
as any of you. You will see, when once this heat is over; I shall be
quite myself again.'

'We won't argue. It is too hot,' said her friend quietly. 'Even if the
subject were worth arguing about. I hope he may prove grateful, and I
hope he will repay the loan you are to make him.'

Nell turned a scarlet face to that dark, quiet one by her side.

'How do you know? What do you mean?' she exclaimed.

'I don't know. I only conclude that it will be so,' said Deborah Gray,
coolly. 'I am sure he has nothing. He was destitute of anything except
pawn-tickets when his clothes were taken off. Well, I naturally suppose
he cannot got to Dublin without a ticket, or live on air until his
first month's salary is due. You are young and enthusiastic, and you
think he is a genius, and there is no nobler task in life than that of
assisting genius. I thought so too, once,' she added, with a little
touch of bitterness. 'But I have learnt wisdom since those days, Nell.
Am I glad? I often wonder. On the whole I think I almost envy you for
being able to play fairy godmother. It is more blessed to give than to
receive, we are told. I wonder if you will find it so?'

'Whether I do or not,' said Nell, 'it will make no difference. My only
difficulty has been in persuading him to take any help, even on the
common-sense representation that he could not get to the place where
he would be able to earn means of repayment without incurring the
obligation of repayment. It is very hard for a woman to persuade a man
to let her help him.'

'I have known some men,' said Deborah, 'who needed very little
persuasion, or would dispense with it altogether if the woman wished.'

'Ah, that is one of your bitter sarcastic speeches,' said Nell. 'Dick
Barrymore is not that sort of man, not at all.'

'So he is Dick now,' said Deborah. 'We are getting on I see.'

Nell laughed, and the laugh was too frank and heart-whole to be
misconstrued.

'I knew you would say that,' she said, 'but you are quite wrong. He
told me his name casually. Of course, I don't call him by it to his
face.'

'There is no reason why you should not,' said Deborah Gray, 'if it
pleased you. Drawing-room manners are not absolutely necessary in a
hospital ward. I fancy he would not object. His eyes are very eloquent,
at times.'

'I would rather you did not talk like that, Debbie,' said the girl
earnestly.

'Indeed you are quite wrong in imagining anything of the sort. I have
only tried to comfort him—to help him a little bit. Surely, that is
not so very extraordinary.'

'You are a good little soul, Nell, and I can't help saying so. But I do
hope you won't let your feelings run away with you. Very few men are to
be trusted, and you do look so ridiculously young and innocent,' she
added, with a faint sigh.

'It seems to me,' said Nell, 'that my appearance is seriously against
me. When I was a governess I was always being told the same thing, and
Mrs. Martyn, the lady in whose service (I suppose that is the right
word) I was, used to be so disagreeable and so patronising, I felt she
disliked me.'

'Has she a husband?' inquired Deborah Gray.

'Oh, yes. He was very nice, and much fonder of the children than his
wife.'

'Ah,' said Deborah; 'that accounts for her treatment, no doubt.'

'Oh, Debbie, how can you. You don't mean—What a bad opinion of human
nature you seem to have!'

'My experience of it has not shown me its best side perhaps,' said
Deborah, quietly.

She looked away through the hot haze of sunshine. Fleeting images of
half-forgotten scenes crossed and recrossed each other in her mind.
A wider gulf than actual years separated her from this girl by her
side. Her eyes burnt with a sombre fire. The sharp sting of memory
was piercing through her apparent composure and one unhealed wound
throbbed painfully. Nell did not interrupt that silence. The golden
rule of friendship is the knowledge of when to speak, and when to hold
one's tongue. Nell was beginning to know Deborah Gray very well, and to
recognise that she had dark moods and moments best left undisturbed.
She never dreamt of asking their cause or their meaning. Some instinct
told her that she would never hear them, unless some day confession
presented itself in the form of relief to the self-controlled woman.

She admired her with enthusiasm. She recognised in her the strength
and helpfulness that she herself lacked. The difference between them
was in itself an attraction. Nell was inclined to be enthusiastic from
impulse, and to endow those she loved with every possible virtue.
Deborah Gray recognised this very quickly, and always checked a
too-lavish display of feeling. She did not believe very much in the
affection or the admiration of one woman for another. All forms of
"gush" or emotion were hateful to her. She had trained herself to
coolness, and was somewhat scornful of her sex's constant self-betrayal.

The bitterness of an actual experience is yet less bitter than the
distrust it has awakened. It hurt Deborah Gray often to check a natural
impulse to be generous or trustful, and yet she had checked it again
and again. She said sharp little things to herself respecting such
impulses; she kept watch and guard over any errant feeling; she prayed
for calmness as other women pray for love. Her ideal of happiness was
a composure that could not be ruffled by breath of excitement, or
disturbed by external influences.

When she turned again to Nell and spoke, they had almost reached their
destination. They changed omnibuses and came back by the same route.
In those hot summer days it was their favourite way of taking the air.
It was cheap and it was restful, and it gave them a wide knowledge of
streets and districts throughout London. On the return journey, Deborah
skilfully evaded dangerous topics. She encouraged Nell to talk of her
home in Ireland, her early girlhood, of the people and their ways.
That bright girlish chatter always amused her. It was like a ripple
of sunlight on the gloom of their hospital life. Nell had the Irish
faculty of seeing the humorous side of things and of people. Her eye
was quick to detect comicalities where others swept by in indifference.
But to-day she was conscious of a little sense of fatigue as she rattled
on. There was more of effort than real amusement in her descriptions.
She talked for talking's sake, and because she knew Debbie wished her
to talk. It was a curious feeling, and it impressed her. The little
stream of light and frivolous words was checked abruptly.

'How I talk,' she exclaimed, with sudden impatience. 'And what nonsense
it is! Why do you let me?'

'Nonsense is good for youth and natural to it,' said Deborah.

'Youth, youth! How you do harp on that. I am not young, I tell you. It
seems years and years ago since I was a girl—a girl who cared for the
fit of her frocks, and to whom a dance meant rapture. I feel now as if
I should never dance again.'

'This is hardly the weather, or the place, to make it an attractive
prospect,' said Deborah, gravely. 'But I should not like to put you to
the test when the surroundings were suitable.'

'You think I am not to be relied on! I know you do, Debbie. I have a
humiliating consciousness of the fact. I wonder if you are right. I
know I am not a bit the sort of person I meant to be; yet I began well.'

'We all do,' said Deborah Gray. 'Come, let us go in now; our time isn't
up, but this heat is cruel. You look quite white and fagged, child.'

They passed up the steps and into the wide, cool hall. A man was there,
talking to the house surgeon. An elderly man, with keen, sharp-cut
features and iron-gray hair. His clothes had that foreign 'cut' which
bespeaks the traveller.

The surgeon turned to the two nurses as they entered.

'Ah,' he said, 'this is the young lady who had charge of the case.
Nurse Nugent, this gentleman is a relative of your patient, Barrymore,
ward seven. He tells me he has been searching London for trace of him,
and only to-day discovered that he had been brought to this hospital.'

Nell turned to the stranger. He lifted his soft felt hat.

'Richard Barrymore is my nephew,' he said. 'I have just returned from
Colorado. His mother was my sister. I have lost sight of them for ten
years. I came home a month ago, and all this time I've been tracing
this nephew of mine. A nice hunt I've had, and in mighty queer places.
He's been very ill, I hear.'

'Very ill,' said Nell, gravely. 'But he is better. He is to leave us
to-morrow.'

'Could I see him? I know it's not visiting day, and all that, but
perhaps you'd make an exception in my favour?'

The stranger spoke with a slight American accent. His manners were
somewhat brusque, but Nell liked his face, and his eyes were kind, she
thought.

'Oh, of course, of course, under the circumstances,' said the doctor;
'and as the patient has really recovered, we may say. Step into my
room, and I will send for your nephew. Nurse, perhaps you'll tell him
as you are going up the ward.'

'Shall I mention your name?' asked Nell, turning towards the stranger.

'Yes, there's no objection. He has probably forgotten me. I've not seen
him since he was quite a lad. Here's my card,' he added, handing her
one, and taking in with keen eyes the grace of the little figure—the
beauty of the small delicately coloured face. 'What a child to be a
nurse. Looks like a bit of Dresden china,' he said somewhat gruffly, as
the two nurses went up the broad staircase.

'She looks young, but she is older than her looks; a clever little
thing, too,' said the doctor approvingly.

'She's one of the new-fangled lady nurses, I suppose,' said Geoffrey
Masterman. 'I hear there's quite a crank about it. Girls all crazy to
be one because the dress is picturesque, and they look like Madonnas.
Stuff and nonsense! What are their mothers about, I wonder.'

'The mothers of the present day,' said the doctor, 'have little
influence with their children. They are all too enlightened to heed
warnings or believe in an older experience.'

'I wonder what this precious nephew of mine has made of his life,'
observed Geoffrey Masterman. 'He was always a bit cocksure as a boy, I
remember. His mother, poor soul, spoilt him a bit. She thought there
had never been a boy so gifted and intelligent, and so morally perfect.
It is those wonderful boys who always go to the wall.'

He put his hands in his pockets and strolled up and down the room,
waiting for the appearance of the 'wonderful boy,' who had achieved
manhood in those years of absence and fortune seeking.

When the door opened, and Dick entered, he stopped and stared as if he
had seen a ghost.

'Good heavens, boy! How you've changed,' he exclaimed. 'And how like
you are to your poor mother.'

He took the thin, emaciated hands in his own, and wrung them with a
force of affection that made his nephew wince. His eyes took in the
sharp outlines of the features, the worn, thin frame on which the
shabby clothes hung loosely.

A queer, choking sensation rose in his throat. He thought of the dead
mother, who had so loved and believed in her son. Perhaps death had
been kinder in closing those adoring eyes to a change so heart-breaking.

'I'm very glad to see you, Uncle Geoffrey,' said Dick, presently. 'I
know I look an awful scarecrow. Please don't look so distressed; I've
been very ill, you know.'

'So I hear,' said Geoffrey Masterman, clearing his throat, and
beginning his restless walk once more.

The doctor went out of the room and left the two men together.
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It was an awkward moment for both.

Geoffrey Masterman's conscience rebuked him for years of neglect and
silence, while this, his only near relative, had been fighting the
battle of life. He had promised his sister to look after her boy.
He had broken that promise. He had been far too much engrossed in
amassing fortune—far too eager in the pursuit of solid investments
and profitable speculations, to think of the youth, struggling
single-handed with the giants of poverty and despair.

A wave of remorse swept over him. He was the possessor of millions of
dollars. He had silver mines and oil wells, and railway shares, and
western mortgages, and this man, his next-of-kin, had been brought
penniless and dying to a public hospital.

He paused opposite Dick. He gave a swift, shamed glance at the pale,
thin face.

'Dick, my boy,' he said abruptly, 'I'm afraid you've had a tough fight
for it. I wish I had known. Why didn't you write to me?'

'I didn't know where you were. America is rather a vague address, you
know.'

'True, boy, true. It was my fault. I have been forgetful. But you were
at college. I thought you had a grand career before you. What has
happened? Come, sit down and tell me.'

And briefly, and with no undue dwelling on the miseries and hardships
he had endured, Dick Barrymore related the same story that he had
poured out in a moment of weakness to his pretty nurse. His very
reticence about his own sufferings and his own feelings touched the
older man as no complaint would have done.

The springs of life had run down very low. The tired face, the tired
voice, the spiritless patience, these were the things with which young
manhood should have naught to do. They were things Geoffrey Masterman
had never known, and in some new vague way they hurt him. He sat by
the table, one restless hand turning the leaves of a medical book, the
other shading his face. When he spoke at last his voice was strangely
quiet.

'It has been hard for you—terribly hard. But that's all over now. I've
come back in the nick of time, it seems to me. You're leaving here,
they said. What—had you any plans?'

'Yes.' The white face brightened, a softer light came into the brown,
sunken eyes. 'I have found a friend here who has been very good to me.
It is through her influence I have secured employment again.'

'Here? A woman then?'

'Yes—the woman who has nursed me back to life.'

'What!' and Geoffrey Masterman sprang up excitedly. 'That little
dolly-faced creature I saw. Do you mean to say you call her a friend.
That you would let her help you!'

'Why not?' asked Dick, simply. 'It is a case of "needs must." Through
her I have got a post on an Irish newspaper, and I am to start
to-morrow for Dublin. You have no idea how kind she has been—all she
has done for me.'

His voice broke. He was still so weak that any emotion mastered his
ordinary self-control. 'I can never be grateful enough,' he went on
presently. 'But for her I should have died. To her I owe not only life,
but the chance to make something of it still.'

'Humph!' said his uncle, gruffly. 'So that's it, eh? Those pretty
nurses are the devil for getting round men in their weak moments.
Catch me ever having one. Well, well, my boy, this was all right and
square as long as you were ill and friendless, as you say. But that's
all altered now. I'll make the pretty nurse a handsome present to buy
herself a gown, or some woman's fallals with, and you and I——'

'My dear uncle!' gasped Dick. 'For goodness sake don't insult this girl
by offering her money! She's a lady as—as my mother was. She has only
taken up nursing out of tender-hearted sympathy with the poor sufferers
who are brought to these hospitals. She is going to devote her life to
their service. It is very noble of her, and very self-denying.'

'Yes,' said Geoffrey Masterman, dryly, 'it is. How old is she, this
noble young martyr? About seventeen, I should say, from her looks.'

'Oh, she is much older than that,' said Dick, 'and quite a woman in her
ways—her thoughtfulness and delicacy and sympathy.'

Geoffrey Masterman looked at him with grim amusement.

'It strikes me,' he said, 'that you are leaving one disease behind
you here, and taking away another. Heart complaint, I fancy, brought
on by sympathy, and studying a woman's worth in the performance of
hospital duty. It won't do, my boy. It won't do. You must come away
with me. We'll go to Switzerland, Italy, Russia, anywhere you please,
and you'll pick up your health, and I'll look after you for the future.
I've no son, Dick, and I shall never marry now. All I have shall be
yours, my boy, and I'll put everything ship-shape at once. You can find
plenty of work as my secretary, if you must work, and you can write
your books, or whatever it is you do write, unhampered by the rapacity
of publishers, or the ignorance or bad taste of the public at large.
Come, cheer up. Don't pull a long face like that. Your troubles are
over, and you shall live life as a young man ought to live it. But no
philandering, mind! no hankering after pretty nurses, or nonsense of
that sort. You shall travel, you shall enjoy the good things of this
world, you shall get your grip on mankind in general, and make them
smart for past insolence. You can do it, I know. I read power in your
face, sarcasm on your lip. I like you, Dick, and I shall be proud of
you, I know. I'm not sorry that you've had this tussle with Fate, that
you've learnt the meaning of hardship. One takes these things better
young, believe me.'

He stopped at last, and Dick looked up at his excited face.

'You are very good,' he said, drawing a deep breath, 'very good. I
can't refuse your generous offer. But I am fond of my independence,
uncle, and I can't live a life of idleness.'

Geoffrey Masterman laughed.

'I'm not asking you to do that. I'll find you work enough, never fear.'

'But what about this appointment,' continued Dick. 'I have accepted it,
and they expect me to-morrow. I hardly like to put them off. Besides,
Miss Nugent took so much trouble——'

'Good little soul!' said Geoffrey Masterman, with an approving nod.
'Well, you must write and say your circumstances have altered, and
you are unable to accept the appointment. Why, you only look fit for
nursing and coddling still. Well, it's my turn to look after you.
You'll just come straight away with me, and see if I don't make a
different man of you before another month's out. Is there,'—and
his hand went to his pocket in a fashion that was the outcome of an
overflowing purse and a consciousness of many possessions—'Is there
anything to pay before you leave?'

Dick coloured hotly.
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