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         After falling under domineering Guy Monteith’s spell, Linnet had agreed to marry him. But she was unsure of her feelings for Guy, and, to add to her confusion, she found herself falling in love with another man!

      

   


   
      
         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. The text of this publication or any part thereof may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, storage in an information retrieval system, or otherwise, without the written permission of the publisher.

      

   


   
      
         
            “O, how this spring of love resembleth
   

            Th’ uncertain glory of an April day!”
   

            Shakespeare,

The Two Gentlemen of Verona
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter I
   

         

         “In my opinion weddings always give you a dreadful feeling of ‘let-down’ once they’re over,” Cathie Blake stated, as she watched Linnet emptying her suit-case and carefully folding away under-garments in her chest-of-drawers. “It’s all the excitement beforehand, and the rarefied atmosphere on the day itself. You know—’The Voice that Breathed o’er Eden’, and that soft of thing…. By the way,’ she concluded, “I suppose Dallas and her Robert are having a proper honeymoon?”

         “Oh, yes,” Linnet answered, beginning to don her uniform. “A week-end in Paris, and ten days if they can run to them at a little place on the Riviera coast where Robert once stayed.”

         “Amounting to barely a fortnight in all,” Cathie commented. She stretched her arms with a kind of voluptuous grace above her head. “When I get married—and it goes without saying that I shall marry a millionaire!—I shall insist on at least a fortnight in Paris, and afterwards I think the Bahamas would be a good idea, especially if it happens to be winter time. But Dallas’s Robert is not, I gather, a millionaire?”

         “No.” Linnet was concentrating on fastening her cuffs. “Merely a struggling young architect in a country town.”

         “How I loathe the very thought of struggling to do anything or get anywhere,” Cathie declared with a shudder. “It’s a struggle for me to get out of bed in the mornings—a worse struggle when I’m on ‘nights’ and it means getting up in the afternoons!—and I even find it difficult to drag myself off to bed once I’m up! I’d like to stay up and have a rip-roystering time!” She stood up and smoothed her own immaculate uniform, and the clear green of it did much for her titian hair and creamy skin, while the stark whiteness of her apron and cuffs lent her a look of impeccability. “Well, darling, I’m glad to see that your little excursion into the country has resulted in a touch of colour in your cheeks,” she observed as she walked over to the dressingtable and studied her friend. “Even if it wasn’t your own wedding it does appear to have done you a certain amount of good, and you’ve been looking pretty peaked since that dose of pneumonia. Heavens, what a winter we had, didn’t we?”

         “I suppose it could have been worse,” Linnet replied, as she adjusted her cap in front of the mirror.

         “Impossible.” Cathie selected a bloom from the vase of early spring flowers Linnet had brought back with her and held it appreciatively up against her nose. But she went on studying Linnet. “No one would think you were a country doctor’s daughter, darling—you’re still much too ethereal.”

         “That’s rubbish.” Linnet smiled at her. “I’m as strong as a horse really.”

         “There are horses and horses,” Cathie commented.

         Linnet’s smile deepened.

         “Are you inferring that I couldn’t even pull a pony-trap?”

         “Well…” Cathie grinned back at her. “I won’t go so far as to say you’re ready for the knacker’s yard… 1 However, if you will go in for an enchanting pallor and eyes with a shadowy purple look that defeat me to describe them exactly, except that they always remind me of Dutch irises on a grey spring day—there’s poetry for you!—and a figure even a sylph might envy, what can you expect?”

         “Tell me what’s been going on while I’ve been away,” Linnet changed the subject by asking.

         “Nothing very much—nothing in the least exciting. We had a fresh admittance today, and one last night.”

         Linnet looked at her questioningly.

         “A Mrs. Diana Carey, in Room 29—quite something to look at, I must say! Hair like palest wedding-ring gold with a suggestion of cobwebs caught up in moonlight about it, and eyes—wait till you see those eyes! And the Paris nighties she goes in for! I don’t think she’s going to be a very easy patient because she’s very strung up at the moment, and it’s not at all clear what the trouble is. Dr. Shane Willoughby, the Tropical Fevers expert, is looking after her. She’s in for observation.”

         “Then she must have been living abroad recently,” Linnet said.

         “Right first time, my child! Rhodesia, I think—and she’s a widow. An extremely interesting widow.”

         “And the other admittance?”

         “A man—not so interesting, although he, too, has been living abroad. I imagine he’s on leave, and he’s suffering from malaria. Was staying at the Granchester when Shane Willoughby got him rushed in here. Odd how we hardly ever see that man, and then we get two of his cases together.”

         “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him,” Linnet admitted.

         “No? Well, you will now. He’s very interested in the Carey case.” She smiled a trifle mysteriously. “I won’t prepare you for him beforehand, but I’ll warn you I don’t like the look of the Monteith man.”

         “The Monteith man?”

         “Major Guy Monteith. Invalided out of the Army because of a gammy foot, or something, started up on his own tea-planting in Ceylon—or maybe it was somewhere else. I’m not absolutely certain of all his details, but I do know I don’t like the look of him. He’s a hard-liver.”

         As Linnet looked a little perplexed Cathie carelessly flicked her cheek and smiled at her as she might have smiled at someone very young indeed.

         “Wine, women and song—you know the sort of thing! And in addition he strikes me as a trifle sinister, and he’s really very ill. That’s why I don’t like the look of him.”

         “I see,” Linnet said, and turned to make certain that her room was quite tidy before she left it. “Well, I’ll have to hurry or Night Sister will give me a bleak look. I’ve just had four days off, and they weren’t really due to me, so if I don’t want to start off with a bad mark….”

         “You’ll step on it!” Cathie smiled at her. “Sorry you’ve got to go on nights as soon as you’re back, darling, but maybe it won’t last long. In your case you ought not to be on nights for some while yet. However, I’m not matron, and I don’t organize these things—but I do know that if that August Personage was my own mother’s only sister I’d try and wangle things a little better than you do! But you’re not exactly a born wangler, are you, Linnet, my pet?” accompanying her out into the corridor.

         Before they parted Cathie once more stretched herself luxuriously and announced:

         “And now I’m going to change. And I’m going out for the evening—if not to hit the high spots very high, at least to hit them as high as possible!”

         “Anyone I know?” Linnet inquired, thinking how quiet it was, and how serene and dignified, the thick corridor carpet muffling all sound, the lights shining down dimly on their two uniformed figures—quite unlike the somewhat tempestuous atmosphere of a country doctor’s house (the home of a large family) at that same hour of a spring evening.

         Cathie shook her head, and then grimaced a little.

         “I’m still in the five-hundred-a-year income group, but I’ll get out of it one day—you’ll see!”

         As she went on alone down the corridor Linnet thought how very different was the rarefied atmosphere of a luxurious nursing-home of this sort to the atmosphere of the big London teaching hospital where for two years she had trained. Indeed, but for the fact that her health had suddenly turned capricious she would still be at St. Faith’s, hoping in another couple of years to pass out as a fully qualified Sister. But now she sometimes wondered, in spite of her great love of the work—even the hard work which discourages so many probationers—how long she would last here, although the duties were not nearly so arduous because the patients were fewer. And those few patients paid enormous weekly sums for the privilege of being cared-for at Aston House, in one of the most salubrious corners of Kensington.

         The matron being her own aunt, the general idea in the beginning had been that she would not be taxed beyond her strength; but a bad bout of pneumonia on top of flu caught during an epidemic in the winter had set her back a good deal. The four days at home for her sister’s wedding had acted like a tonic, but as she walked along the corridor she knew that Cathie was right when she said that weddings were deflating things—other people’s weddings!

         One got carried away by the organ music, by the bride in her whiteness, with all her bridesmaids about her. It was such a solemn moment—even in this modern age—when a bride took her vows, and a bridegroom promised to love and to cherish, that the remembrance of it lingered and every time one recalled it one felt a little weak at the knees. At least, that was the way Linnet felt. She was sure that if ever the time arrived when she would have to live through moments like that on her own account her knees would refuse altogether to support her.

         The going-away in a shower of rice and rose-petals was the first actual “let-down”. Hearty voices of relatives calling good wishes after a speeding car, with an old shoe tied on behind it, seemed somehow like an anti-climax, and they meant that within a very short while one would be really back to normal. For her mother there would be a wildly disordered house to clear; the same hearty relatives to entertain over the week-end; for Linnet herself, just about to go on duty for the night, there was a feeling a little difficult to analyse, because it was rather complex.

         Part of her envied Dallas, starting out on a new life altogether. But another part of her was not so sure that Dallas was to be envied….

         And somewhere at the heart of her she felt quite deflated, as a similar experience had apparently let down even Catherine Blake, whose well-balanced equilibrium was seldom affected in such a way.

         Night Sister received her with her usual little tightlipped half-smile, and made no inquiries about the wedding or her four days’ holiday. Linnet went through into the kitchen and saw that everything was there for hot drinks, made a pot of coffee for Night Sister and herself, and then started on a round of the various rooms on the two floors she was responsible for. When she arrived at No. 29 the patient was either asleep or feigning sleep, and Linnet did not disturb her. But she carried with her when she noiselessly left the room an impression of golden hair spread out across a pillow, and a rather childish round white arm with the sleeve of a lacy bed-jacket fallen back from it lying across the satin eiderdown with the fingers of one very slim hand curled inwards like the petals of a flower that was scarlet-tipped. The bedside light glowed softly.

         In Guy Monteith’s room the bedside light also glowed softly, but Guy Monteith was awake. His eyes, dark and sunken in a haggard-looking face, watched Linnet closely as she crossed to the side of his bed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         “I haven’t seen you before,” Major Monteith remarked while she studied the chart at the head of his bed.

         “No.” Linnet smiled down at him, and her fingers pressed lightly upon his wrist, “I’ve only just come on duty. How are you?” she asked.

         He moved restlessly. He was obviously very tall, and the bed seemed a little inadequate for him. His head made an inky smudge upon his pillow, and his eyebrows were very thick and black but rather beautifully marked. There was a kind of scar running upwards from a corner of his mouth to his left eyebrow, and his teeth gleamed white and even as he smiled in a slightly distorted fashion.

         “I could do with another hot-water-bottle if you could produce one, nurse. It’s not—very warm,” and his teeth started to chatter a little.

         Linnet glanced again at the chart at the head of the bed. His temperature had skyrocketed the night before, shortly after his admittance; in fact it had climbed so steadily that he must have provided a good many anxious moments. And then, in the early hours, it had started to come down, and all day it had been below normal. Now he was starting to shiver again, and that meant another anxious night. Linnet went at once to collect hot-water-bottles.

         That first night back on duty after the better part of a week’s absence was destined to be a little hectic for both her and Sister Carpenter, the Night Sister. Shortly before midnight Mrs. Carey’s bell rang, and continued to ring until it was answered, and when Linnet entered her room it was to discover the golden-haired widow sitting up in bed and looking enormous-eyed with a mixture of impatience and frenzy.

         It was one of the symptoms of the, as yet, undiagnosed malady she had contracted while she was living abroad that her voice was very thin and weak, and at times it was no more than a mere thread of sound which threatened to die away altogether. The fact that she could not control it, and that it could fail her when it was most urgent that she should express herself by means of speech, seemed to terrify her unreasonably, and when Linnet approached the bed and bent over her her hands were clutching convulsively at her throat, and her small, pinched face was working.

         “A drink,” she gasped. “Please bring me a drink…! And I don’t want to be left alone again! I want someone to stay with me.”

         “Very well,” Linnet answered, with the utmost composure, and smiled at her soothingly. She poured water from the carafe into a glass and held it herself to the shaking lips. “Just take a sip of this, and then I’ll get you some nice warm milk…. Or would you prefer it if I made you some tea?”

         “No.” A paper-white hand clutched at her, and the scarlet-tipped fingers were surprisingly strong. “I just want you to stay with me. I’ve been dreaming—horrible dreams!—and this place is so silent it frightens me!”

         Her great eyes, shadow-haunted, gazed round the room. Linnet felt certain that in the full light of day those eyes were extraordinarily beautiful, probably dark like agate, and the eyelashes that fringed them were at least half-an-inch long. Her mouth was petulant and scarlet, even without make-up, and the cobwebby nightdress revealed infinitely more than it concealed.

         “You don’t have to leave me, do you, Nurse?” looking again at the uniformed figure and refusing to relax her grip.

         “Not if you feel you want me to stay with you. But I think you’ll get to sleep again before very long. I can give you something to help you sleep….’’

         “Drugs,” Diana Carey exclaimed wearily, lying back limply against her pillows as if she were a suddenly deflated balloon, “and more drugs! How tired I am of them, and how tired I am of being like this…!” She looked quiveringly, piteously up at Linnet, whose small oval face was gentle with sympathy. “How much longer am I going to be like it? What hope is there that I’ll ever be myself again…?”

         Linnet talked to her soothingly, in the way her training had taught her to talk to patients who were mentally as well as physically as ill as this, seated in a chair beside the bed, and after a short while some of the strain went out of Diana’s face, and the tension of the slim figure in the narrow bed seemed to relax a little. She smiled half apologetically, but not with her eyes.

         “That nice Dr. Shane Willoughby has assured me that I will get all right again,” she said, and then she sighed. “Even the cleverest doctors make mistakes, don’t they…? But he does look clever, and I like him. My godfather, Sir Paul Loring, got him to take on my case, and already I feel much better when he’s around! Do you think I’ll see him tomorrow?”

         “I should think it’s very likely,” Linnet answered.

         The heavy eyes seemed to brighten for an instant.

         “Strange about the fascination of doctors, isn’t it?” she inquired huskily. “Even if they’re not particularly goodlooking—and Adrian Shane Willoughby, as his nameplate calls him, is rather more than merely good-looking, don’t you agree?—they do do things to you when you’re feeling lost and afraid…. You’re so terribly glad of them!” And then, with a return of gloom and despair: “If only I’d never gone to Africa—if only I’d never married!” She turned her head sideways and looked harshly at Linnet. “Never marry in haste, Nurse—?”

         “Kintyre,” Linnet supplied.

         “Whatever you do, never marry in anything remotely approaching haste, Nurse Kintyre. If you do you’ll live to regret it!”

         Linnet made an excuse to leave her for a few minutes, and when she returned she was carrying a tumbler of hot milk and some sedative tablets. She managed to persuade Diana to drink the milk and swallow the tablets, and after sitting with her for a few minutes longer she had the satisfaction of seeing her begin to look drowsy, and as soon as the long eyelashes fluttered down on the wan cheeks she stole away to rejoin Sister Carpenter in No. 23, which was Guy Monteith’s room.

         There things were not going so well. The hot-water-bottles had served their purpose, but now Night Sister was once more waging a battle with a climbing temperature. Her expression was a trifle grim, as if she were prepared for battle.

         Linnet felt shocked when the information was passed on to her that that temperature was about as high as it could be and still leave a margin for safety.

         Night Sister signed to her to take her place beside the bed, and when she withdrew and the door closed silently Linnet knew that she was getting on to the telephone.

         The man in the bed was tossing and muttering a little incoherently—but considering his temperature the incoherence was not as marked as it might have been.

         “What time is it, Nurse?”

         He looked at her with a queer, glittering little smile in his dark eyes.

         Linnet told him, her cool fingers once more encircling his wrist. The touch of his skin felt like hot biscuit, and she wondered why it didn’t actually scorch her.

         “One o’clock,” he muttered. “A good many hours yet before dawn! And dawn is the time when—when these things decide themselves, isn’t that it, Nurse?”

         Linnet smiled at him as if she were humouring a child with a somewhat perverted sense of humour.

         “Dawn isn’t going to decide anything for you, Major Monteith,” she answered him coolly. “You’ve got to make your own decisions, and just because you’ve got a bit of a temperature there’s no reason to panic. You’re used to malaria, aren’t you?”

         “I’ve had it often before,” he admitted. “But this is one occasion when I could have dispensed with it.”

         “Because you’re on leave?”

         “Because I’m staying in an hotel, and one should never be taken ill in an hotel. It’s the unforgivable crime.”

         “Nevertheless, a good many people are taken ill in hotels.”

         “In places like the Granchester?” His black eyebrows arched, and she felt that it was a mocking arch, and an habitual mannerism of his. “If anything happens to you they smuggle you out the back way and hope that nobody sees you go!”

         “You’re morbid,” she said, but she was still smiling.

         His eyes remained almost avidly glued to her face.

         “You’re pretty,” he told her, “and it’s nothing to do with that fetching uniform….. And then he started to toss again restlessly, and watching him closely she could almost see the dryness of his skin. “How much longer can this go on? And how much higher can a mere temperature climb?” he wanted to know, with a tight, mirthless smile on his cracked lips.

         “We’ll get it down,” she assured him, softly, and having released his wrist she was surprised to feel his fingers fumbling for hers. Quite unashamedly he clutched at them and hung on. “I like the feel of your hand,” he said. “It’s small and cool and it smells nice — a mixture of lavender soap and antiseptics.”

         It seemed hours later that the door opened and Sister Carpenter returned, ushering in Dr. Shane Willoughby. At least, Linnet guessed instantly that it was Dr. Shane Willoughby, and she stood up at once and made room for him beside the bed. He did not glance at her or say a word to her, but he grinned amiably at the patient.

         “Well, well!” he greeted him. “So you’re determined to make another night of it, are you?”

          
   

         Afterwards, when it was all over, for the first time in her experience, Linnet felt as if the night had drained her of something vital. At five o’clock, when dawn was just beginning to break, she stood in the kitchen and made coffee for the doctor, Sister Carpenter and herself, and she felt as if all her limbs were trembling.

         She told herself angrily that that was because she was out of condition, and more than once Sister Carpenter’s keen looks had told her so, too, as the night wore on. Sister Carpenter had no use for any sign of weakness in any of her vital helpers, and although Linnet never missed a cue, was never slow to obey a behest even when it was unspoken and. merely inferred by a look, and never fumbled or betrayed any awkwardness, she had the feeling that if Night Sister had been the matron at Aston House she would have told her niece to stay at home in Kent for some time, at least, and take long walks in the open air and get herself thoroughly built up again before reporting for duty as a nurse.

         But fortunately for Linnet, who would have been appalled by such an edict, Night Sister was not her aunt, and she knew that it was not merely the strain of the past few hours that was causing her to feel how unusually exhausting the night had been. It was something to do with the patient in Room 23, and his clinging, burning fingers before the doctor arrived.

         And now that he was out of danger, although the doctor had not yet taken his departure, the relief she experienced was in some queer way almost personal. She was, after all, only a second-year nurse, and experience never does away entirely with the hollow feeling of loss and dreadful inevitability which clamps down like a garment when a patient fails to respond to every known treatment. Linnet knew that if the vital spark that animated the body of Guy Monteith had decided to slip its moorings with the dawn light and steal away and leave an empty husk behind, as he himself had been so very much afraid it was going to do, then, added to the sensations of loss and inevitability she would be feeling this morning, as she mechanically did such an every-day thing as make a pot of coffee, would be something un-nameable and even more acute; something much more like personal failure and personal grief.

         Which was absurd, because she knew nothing at all about Guy Monteith, apart from the fact that he had been taken ill in one of London’s best-known hotels, that his eyes were strangely dark and his smile strangely twisted, that he had clung to her hand, and that Cathie Blake had decided he was a “hard liver”.

         The little Pro who was on duty came in with a request from Sister to make tea instead of coffee for Dr. Shane Willoughby, and Linnet mechanically switched to making tea. She was preparing a tray with a small individual teapot and some biscuits on a flowered plate to carry along to Sister’s office when there came a light tap at the door and the doctor himself entered.

         The light was growing fast outside the tall window, and there was a rosy, flushed look in the air, heralding the rising of the sun and another fine spring day. From the garden on to which the window looked a blackbird suddenly lifted up its voice, piping vigorously in a thicket of lilac, and the sound cut through the silence of the kitchen like a deliberate challenge to a world that was coming awake.

         Dr. Shane Willoughby, just a trifle jaded, looked closely at Linnet as she poured him his tea. He took a seat on the edge of the well-scrubbed table.

         “I was going to bring it along to Sister’s office,” she informed him, in her rather shy voice.

         “There was no need to do that.” He stirred the tea almost absent-mindedly as he continued to gaze at her. “I don’t think I’ve met you before tonight, have I, Nurse?”

         “No, Doctor.” His eyes were so blue that they were a little confusing—a kind of searchlight blueness, or an under-water blueness, that had the effect of making them difficult to meet, particularly as their gaze was undeviatingly direct. His face was thin and set in taut lines, and it was a young-old face—young because the eyes were so clear and alert, old because the mouth was so serious. In the spreading light his brown, crisp hair had a touch of greyness at the temples, and it was an early greyness, for he was probably somewhere in his middle thirties. The spare, athletic lines of his figure emphasized the youthful side of him.

         “I’m afraid it’s been one of those nights,” he said, smiling slightly.

         “Yes, Doctor.”

         “A repeat performance of last night, but you weren’t here then.” He helped himself to more sugar, and then flickered a glance at her coffee cup. “I don’t know how you people can consume so much coffee—to me it’s rather a revolting beverage, particularly when taken black. I’ve the old-womanish habit of enjoying tea.”

         “I think most women—young or old—enjoy tea.”

         “Then why don’t you throw that away and have some of this? It’s Noir comme le diable, Chaud comme l’enfer—but that refers to coffee as well, doesn’t it?” He stood up rather abruptly and walked to the window. “Major Monteith should do very well now, I think. I should imagine you’ll find him quite an easy patient. He’s had a bad fright.”

         “Yes,” Linnet agreed soberly, “I think he has.”

         “There were moments during the night when I was very definitely not at all happy about him….” He stared down into the green tangle of the garden, where the blackbird was now blithely hopping about on the lawn and looking for worms for his breakfast, while a golden bar of sunlight cut the square lawn in two. “That temperature of his looked like defeating us at one time.’’

         “Yes,’’ Linnet found herself breathing barely audibly.

         Dr. Shane Willoughby turned and glanced at her again. She looked, he thought, too pale for night duty.

         “Apparently his attacks of malaria have been getting worse for some time now, but he’s never done much about them. He’s on leave for several months, so I’ll keep my eye on him for a bit. Then there’s Mrs. Carey.”

         Sister Carpenter quietly pushed open the door and stood smiling at him in the tight-lipped fashion she permitted herself. The tighter the lips the higher the esteem in which the Medical or Surgical Authority was held by her, or so it was generally agreed. And this morning her lips seemed very tight.

         “I’ll be looking in again this afternoon to see Mrs. Carey, Sister,” he told her. “I’ve had some tests made, and I should have the results some time today; and in any case I shall want to have another look at that fellow Monteith.”

         “Very good, Doctor,” Sister Carpenter seemed almost to purr.

         She accompanied him out into the corridor, and although he didn’t glance again at Linnet she watched him go before carrying his cup and saucer to the sink. As she looked down into the cup, still with a little tea at the bottom of it, she completed his quotation silently:

         “Pur comme un ange, Doux comme l’amour.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter III
   

         

         That night when Linnet went on duty she found that the prospects of a comparatively undisturbed night were reasonably high. No one to whom she need attend was critically ill, or threatening a sudden crisis, and the two most recent admissions seemed both to have settled down very well indeed.

         Diana Carey looked like a contented cat who had stolen the cream when Linnet went in to her room to bid her good evening. She was sitting up in a lace bed-jacket and a chiffon nightdress both the colour of the inside of a shell, and her golden hair was arranged in a beautiful cloud about her shoulders. Tonight her eyes glistening as if with satisfaction, looked golden as cairngorm in the light of the bedside lamp, and even her face looked less pinched. She also looked absurdly young, Linnet thought, to be a widow — young even for a wife.

         “Oh, Nurse Kintyre,’’ she greeted her, “I’m feeling so much happier because Dr. Willoughby is going to start treating me at last! He thinks he’s on to the beastly bug that’s been causing all the trouble, and if all goes well I’ll be a hundred per cent fit before long! And what do you think,” waving a hand to indicate the pile of books beside the bed, “he brought me these! Wasn’t it sweet of him?”

         “It was,” Linnet agreed, glancing at the books. There were a couple of new novels and what looked like a biography, and a volume of verse. Linnet looked at the volume of verse more carefully and saw that it was Masefield, her own favourite.

         “Do sit down,” Diana begged her prettily—she could be very charming, with a delightful childish peremptoriness, when she chose, and felt like it, Linnet realized. “I must have someone to talk to for a little while, and you’re not hectically busy, are you? That poor man in No. 23 isn’t likely to die tonight, is he?”

         Linnet looked shocked.

         “I—I hope not!” she exclaimed, and took a seat on the edge of the locker.

         “I’ve been hearing about him today,” Mrs. Carey explained, stretching herself under the silk eiderdown like a luxurious kitten. “And, what’s more, I think I know him— or I know of him! A man called Monteith—Guy Monteith.”

         “That’s right,” Linnet answered.

         Diana frowned for a moment and pursed her lips. Then she shrugged her shoulders.

         “Of course, it might not be the same man.”

         “No,” Linnet agreed, and wondered why the patient in the bed was studying her almost speculatively. “Although it’s not a name one would be likely to meet every day,” she added.

         “No.” This time it was the widow who agreed, and for some reason she did not look too pleased. But she did not ask for Guy Monteith to be described to her. Instead she said, picking up one of the books she had already read, and which she had brought in with her, and handing it over to the nurse: “Perhaps you’d like to borrow this, Nurse—if you care for contemporary essays. I think those are rather good.”

         Linnet fetched her a glass of hot milk and saw her settled for the night, and then went along to Guy Monteith’s room. For some reason she had a curious, hesitant feeling as she paused with her hand on the door handle—as if she had been wanting to do this all day, and the fact that she had not been able to do so until now had given her a queer, tensed, strung-up, almost anxious feeling.

         But as soon as she was inside the room she knew that the feeling was ridiculous, and all her professional calm returned.

         His voice reached her from the bed.

         “So there you are, Nurse! I’ve been wondering how much longer I’d got to wait for you to put in an appearance. I wasn’t even sure that I would see you tonight, but you do work to a kind of rota, don’t you?”

         Linnet, admitted that they did. She moved to the bed and automatically began to plump up and turn his pillows for him. He was lying very comfortably up against them, and he did not look as if he wished to be dislodged. He was wearing heavy silk pyjamas of deep cerulean blue, and was looking much, much better than on the previous evening. There was no angry flush under his skin that she realized now was deeply tanned, and he was not even looking as wan as she had expected. Apart from a tendency to natural gauntness, emphasized by an obstinate jaw and slightly high cheekbones, he could have been in almost a normal state of health. His sleek dark hair was beautifully brushed, and she noticed for the first time what extraordinarily luxuriant eyelashes he had—almost feminine eyelashes. But there was nothing else feminine about him.

         He might have been just a little younger than Shane Willoughby, but it was difficult to judge until she saw him out of bed.

         “What’s this?” he asked, reaching for the book that was tucked under her arm.

         Linnet answered at once:

         “You can borrow it if you like. It has just been loaned to me.”

         But instead of opening the book he looked deliberately up at her. She received the impression that he was actually deriving some sort of satisfaction from his study of her, and having always regarded her own reflection in the mirror as a near escape from definite plainness she would have been amazed if she had known what he was thinking. Cathie Blake’s description of her eyes as having “a shadowy purple look” was not lost on him, and neither was the sheer delicacy of her camellia-like pallor. And the dark feathers of fringe formed by her soft hair lying on her wide, white brow under the stiff little starched cap intrigued him He wanted to put out a finger and touch them.

         “In a few days I shall be turfed out of here,” he said, as if he had been rehearsing this speech all day, “and unless I do something about it now I might not see you again.”

         Linnet looked down at him, and although she heard the warning voice of Cathie crying, “Wolf, wolf!” her expression was almost gentle. For there was urgency in his voice, and there was urgency in his look.

         “Do you have to see me again?” she asked, as she smoothed his top sheet.

         “Of course.”

         He said it as if he was surprised that she asked.

         She produced a thermometer.

         “Let’s see what your temperature’s doing tonight.”

         “I haven’t got a temperature,” he answered, almost impatiently. “And in any case you can wait to find out until we’ve got something settled. Supposing I don’t see you again tonight, and you don’t come on duty tomorrow night!”

         “Why suppose anything of the kind?” she asked, and skilfully stopped his mouth with the thermometer.

         Although his black brows frowned at her, and they gave him a curious, scowling look, while his mouth looked thwarted and told her that he had by no means an even—or even an easy—temper, she felt tempted to smile at him as she studied the result when she removed the thermometer, “You’re quite right,” she told him, “you haven’t got a temperature. It’s still a little sub-normal.”

         His fingers grasped her arm impatiently, and they were strong, firm fingers.

         “Last night,” he said to her, without embarrassment, “I thought I was going to die, but I don’t honestly think I would have minded dying so much while I was holding your hand. And having made that discovery do you think I’m going to run the risk of never seeing you again?”

         “Well?” she said, quietly, and felt as if the excitable pulse that was beating away at the base of her throat must be noticeable to him. For she knew that she, too, felt she must see him again.

         “I’ve got to go home to Hertfordshire when I leave here —my mother’s place—but I’ll be back in Town in less than a fortnight. Will you dine with me the very first night I’m back?”

         “I——” she began, hearing Cathie’s voice again—Cathie who was so much more worldly-wise than she was.

         “Will you?” he insisted.

         Although the sheet was without a wrinkle she started to smooth it again. This time he caught hold of her hand, and the pressure hurt her fingers. But as soon as he realized he was hurting her he let them go.

         “I’ll telephone,” he said, as if that was as good as settled, and lay back with a faint sigh against his pillows. Then he flicked open the fly-leaf of the book he had taken from her. His black brows bent again in a frown. “Diana Carey,” he exclaimed. “Good Heavens!”
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