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            "There's been an accident."
   

         

         Victoria's corn-gold hair was wild and disheveled, her face was chalk white. The small boy who clung to her hand was on the point of collapse, and his clothing was stained with blood.

          
   

         Miraculously, they had found their way through the forest to the home of Sir Peter Wycherley. Victoria closed her eyes in relief, but she couldn't shut out the horrible memory of the crash ... she was drifting back into a nightmare ....

          
   

         Sir Peter gazed down at her in disbelief. She was the girl who had occupied his dreams, the girl he had been waiting for. But now, it was too late.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One
   

         

         It was very dark 
      on the broad, straight stretch of road on which the accident had occurred. It was dark because as yet there was no moon, and as well as tall hedges there were towering trees shutting out the fields of shimmering grain and the patches of dense woodland receding into the dim distance on either side of the road.

         Victoria prayed for the moon to rise, and wished she could do something about Johnny's shivering so very close to her side. She could actually hear the uncontrollable chattering of his teeth. The little girl who had remained absolutely tongue-tied throughout all the turmoil and the nightmare, and whose name she did not as yet know, kept such a tight hold of her hand that the small fingers had induced a feeling of numbness in her own, and try as she would she couldn’t release them. She wanted to encircle the child with her arm, but that wasn’t possible unless her hand was freed.

         She spoke soothingly to both children, and in between trying to reassure them about the darkness, the silence, the continued absence of the police constable who had gone to hunt for a phone booth and was trying to provide them with some means of transport, made wild and desperate promises.

         “It won’t be long now,” she said over and over again. “The policeman will be back any minute now, and there’ll be a car to take us away from here. You’ll soon be cozily tucked up in bed, both of you, with glasses of nice hot milk!”

         She recollected that when she was young she had disliked hot milk, but perhaps these two pathetic creatures had a weakness for it. And, in any case, she didn’t really believe what she was saying…. For first of all, beds had to be found for the children, and that would mean further delays... police inquiries, possibly some sort of door-to-door search for people who would take them in. There might be a hotel open that would receive them, and she herself could put up anywhere, even the local police station if there was nowhere else.

         But the children must have proper attention, and that as promptly as possible. And more than anything else they required an understanding person to take charge of them, and cope with the shock that had numbed them temporarily.

         She could make herself responsible for Johnny. She had enough money to pay for hotel accommodation for both of them. But he was badly shocked... stunned. He needed hospital treatment. And the unknown little girl who was making dents in the palm of her hand with her sharp nails needed careful handling, also.

         It was undoubtedly a case for a psychiatrist when these two small humans were capable of assimilating the fact that an accident had deprived them of their nearest and dearest.

         In Johnny’s case, at any rate, that was so. The little girl’s parents had been badly hurt, but it was just possible they would live...or one of them might survive.

         Victoria felt as if the nightmare returned as she pressed back against the hedge, and a wave of horror and nausea welled up over her. The children pressed closer to her. They were terrified of the road, the straight stretch of road on which terrifying scenes had taken shape before their eyes. And why they hadn’t all been killed outright Victoria couldn’t think.

         The pileup of cars had been horrible. Johnny’s father’s... a neat convertible for which he was still paying, and behind the buckled wheel of which he had been pinned while she and Johnny had been flung clear. The car belonging to the parents of the little girl with fair hair who had lost the power of speech, had rolled over and over before it had made a violent noise like an explosion, and only the little girl had been miraculously unhurt on the back seat.

         Johnny whispered:

         “I’m c-cold….”

         Victoria hugged him.

         “You’ll soon be warm.” Again she was making wild promises. “There must be a town quite near.”

         The policeman’s light came bobbing along the road, but his face looked anxious when he reached them. He answered Victoria’s unspoken query immediately.

         “We’ll be picked up in about half an hour. There just isn’t a car available at the moment. It must be a night for accidents.” He sank down on the grass verge beside her, and explained, “Another one over at High End, and Sergeant Buckley away on a course. It means that we’ve been caught off balance, as you might say, and we’ve all got to do double duty. But we will be picked up as soon as it can be managed. It’s just a question of waiting.”

         He attempted to relieve Victoria of the little girl who clutched at her, but the child started screaming all at once, and she went on screaming so determinedly that he had to desist. Johnny was violently sick, and Victoria faced up to the indisputable fact that something had to be done about the situation immediately.

         “Surely there’s a house somewhere near at hand,” she suggested to the policeman. “A cottage, at least?”

         “There’s only Wycherley Park.”

         “How far away is that?”

         He indicated the dark woods behind them with his flashlight.

         “It’s back there in the trees. Sir Peter Wycherley’s place. There are two lodges, but they’re both approached from the other road, and the only way you can get to Wycherley Park is by taking a shortcut through the wood. I’d go myself, but I have my orders, and they’re to stay put where we are now.” Nevertheless, he looked as uncomfortable as a man with two small children of his own, who fully appreciated the desperate urgency of the situation and could do little or nothing about it, could possibly look under such circumstances. “It does seem a bit silly, I know, but orders are orders, and I can’t go against them. However, it’s pretty plain to me that the kids need help. That’s a cut over the boy’s eye, isn’t it?” he asked, and he bent forward to inspect it.

         “Yes, but it’s not deep.” In sheer desparation Victoria rose and at the same time managed to free her hand from the clasp of the little girl. “Why can’t I go?” she suggested. “If you’ll lend me your flashlight, I’m sure I can find my way.”

         The policeman looked startled.

         “But those woods are deep. There’s no proper track ….”

         “It doesn’t matter. If you’ll indicate the general direction of the house I can follow what track there is. I’m country born and bred, I won’t get into difficulties.”

         “But on your own—”

         “Why, are there poachers?”

         The police constable looked indignant.

         “We do our best to keep them down,” he protested.

         Victoria looked impatient.

         “In any case, it doesn’t really matter now, does it?” she said. “I’ve got to find this house.”

         She received the most concise instructions he could give her as to how to find it, and then she tried to hand Johnny over to his care, but Johnny was the one who now attached himself to her like a limpet. He refused to let her set off without him, and by this time the little girl had fallen into a kind of half-doze, and it was comparatively easy to transfer her to the doubtful comfort of the policeman’s navy blue lap.

         He sat cross-legged on the grass verge in the light of the slowly rising moon and hugged her to him a little awkwardly, while her fair hair streamed over his arm, and her small, pale, unconscious face upturned itself to the sky; and he warned Victoria to be as careful as she knew how, and if her effort to penetrate the wood proved too difficult, to come back. He also stated somewhat glumly that if he was severely reprimanded for allowing her to set off on her own— or what was even worse, hampered by Johnny—he would expect her to speak up for him to the superintendent when the opportunity came her way.

         Victoria promised that she would do that very thing if it ever became necessary, and then possessed herself of his flashlight and set off.

         At first the going was comparatively easy, for the path through the wood was fairly clear. And then it more or less petered out, and not even the fitful moon finding its way through the spreading branches above their heads helped matters. Johnny stumbled constantly, and all the time he whimpered and appealed to her like a lost soul, and she wished she had the strength to pick him up and carry him in her arms for the remainder of the way. But as he was a fairly well-developed little boy of eight years old she didn’t think she could possibly manage this, and in any case the attempt might have precipitated them both into the underbrush...and as it was she was being badly scratched and scarred by the latter.

         At last, miraculously, there was a clearing, and then the dark bulk of a house. But it was still surrounded by shrubberies, and the trees seemed to close in on it from the rear.

         To the accompaniment of owls hooting in a melancholy manner in the depths of the wood behind them, and the occasional faraway bark of a fox, they made their way through a series of paddocks and orchards and a walled kitchen garden to another door in another high wall, and on the other side of that wall a well-cared-for drive swept like a snake around an angle of the house. And from the front of the house, when they reached it at last, lights were streaming forth and the unexpected brilliance illuminated the whole of the first sweep of the main drive.

         Under normal circumstances Victoria would have been very much impressed by the tall Corinthian pillars that guarded the front door. She would have recognized that this was a very old house probably added to and extended about the beginning of the nineteenth century, and that inside it was almost certainly capacious and judging by the front of it in the flood of light in extremely good order. She had an impression of creeper-clad walls that received a lot of attention in order that the brickwork should sustain little or no damage, and the centuries-old lawns as smooth as billiard tables that crept close to the house, and dark cedar trees bending to inspect the turf. And although by this time he was in a very bad plight, Johnny was impressed—and also repelled— by the row of gleaming cars parked in the driveway.

         He shrank nearer to Victoria, and was all for turning and bolting back into the shadows, only she prevented him. She whispered to him that it was perfectly all right, and he would soon be in bed…. And then determinedly she approached the front door.

         She had already made up her mind that whoever owned the house—and apparently it was a Sir Peter Wycherley—he should put an end to Johnny’s purely physical miseries. Johnny should have the very maximum amount of attention. That much she would insist on, despite the fact that she was not exactly in a condition to insist upon anything.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
   

         

         The butler who opened the door 
      had a very surprised expression on his face. And the surprise grew as he took in the astonishing details of the pair who stood grouped on the doorstep.

         The girl’s corn-gold hair was wild and disheveled, and her face was chalk white. The boy was on the very point of collapse, and his clothing was stained with blood. Without waiting to ask any questions, since he was a man of action when he was not performing his more ponderous duties as a majordomo, the butler picked the child up in his arms and bore him into the very center of the hall, where the white light from a powerful crystal chandelier shone down upon them.

         “There’s been an accident, I suppose?” the butler said, looking over his shoulder at Victoria. “Where was it?”

         She explained in a thin voice, “On the main road.”

         “The main road?” He could hardly believe her. “Then how did you get here? How in the name of—”

         “Please.”’ Her voice was thinner than ever. The white walls and the portraits and the graceful curving staircase with its rose red carpet that flowed upward into a gallery were proceeding to spin around her in a strange, revolving corkscrewlike manner, and the white light from the chandelier was positively blinding her after the infinite darkness of the woods.

         “Please, does it matter? I’d like to sit down ….”

         She groped her way to a chair, and the butler stood holding Johnny and looking down at her as if this really was something rather more than he could cope with; and he didn’t quite know whether to relinquish Johnny and go to her assistance, or continue on his way to the library, which had been his original intention.

         “I’ll have to get help,” he said, looking around him helplessly. “But the housekeeper’s gone to bed, and the maids are off duty ….” Voices reached them—it seemed to Victoria that they were a tremendous way off—and laughter, and music that was muffled by closed doors. Both the voices and the music were light and bright, and a trifle hilarious, as if the party was taking place out of sight, and had gotten a little out of hand. “This isn’t a good night, I’m afraid. There are a lot of people here.”

         “People?”

         “Guests. There was a dinner party, and since then it’s been going on for hours.”

         “Hours?” she whispered. “Then what time is it?”

         “It’s three in the morning.”

         Victoria couldn’t believe it. But then she was only barely conscious, and she was beginning to be quite uncertain how that came about.

         In the end, without disturbing the party—which apparently he hesitated to do—the butler lowered Johnny to a rug and went off to fetch cushions, brandy and a medical kit. He did his best with the medical kit while Johnny lay on the rug and Victoria slowly sipped the spirit that began by degrees to combat her overpowering sensation of faintness. Then he succeeded in arousing the housekeeper, and also one of the maids, who bore Johnny between them up the stairs to a guest room where they put him to bed and provided him with the hot milk and the comfort Victoria had promised him. All the while, Victoria sat in the hall and the butler telephoned for the local doctor, although Victoria protested that it wasn’t necessary, and the sounds of music continued on the far side of the hall, and also the bursts of laughter.

         “I think you’d be better off in the library, miss,” the butler said, when he had made her some hot, strong tea and appeared with it on a tray. “Sir Peter isn’t using it at the moment, and he won’t mind if you rest there. When the doctor’s been we’ll know what to do with you.”

         “I’d much rather you went and fetched the little girl,” Victoria objected, feeling this was all wrong. Perhaps she ought to go back and fetch the little girl, and relieve the anxiety of the policeman.

         “Don’t you worry, miss.” The butler was horrified by the purple smudges under her eyes, and by the evident strain and shock in the dark blue eyes themselves. And although she wasn’t aware of it herself a livid bruise was beginning to disfigure the area above one of her cheekbones. “The doctor says the little girl’s been picked up by a police car and is on her way to the hospital. She’ll be well looked after when she gets there. You don’t have to worry.”

         He helped her into the library, and saw her comfortably installed in a deep leather armchair. He placed the tray of tea beside her on a low occasional table, and then although it was June he switched on a powerful electric fire and finally left her to her own devices while he went off to discuss the matter with the housekeeper and decide whether or not they ought to inform Sir Peter.

         Victoria closed her eyes and fought against returning nausea. Try as she would she couldn’t shut the horror of the accident out of her mental vision, and every time it recurred she felt swamped by the nightmare of it, and she wanted to run away somewhere where it couldn’t possibly pursue her. It was like falling into uneasy dozes and dreaming horrifying dreams.

         She was so thankful that Johnny was upstairs somewhere in this great house, and that he was safely tucked up in bed with a kindly Scottish housekeeper to attend to him, and an equally kindly maidservant to make a fuss over him.

         Poor Johnny…. It was what he wanted...endless fussing and cosseting, and no harsh awakening to realities on the morrow.

         For she was horribly afraid that on the morrow Johnny would learn that he no longer had a parent.

         It was very quiet in the library, and no intrusive noises shattered the utter peace and tranquillity of it. She opened her eyes and, in the one subdued light that the butler had left burning, as well as the glow from the electric fire, she could see the glass-fronted bookshelves and the beautiful bindings they protected, the chrome leather of the chairs and the deeper chrome of the carpet, the French windows standing open to what remained of the night.

         In an hour or so now the cocks would be crowing, and the light of dawn would appear in the sky. Already she thought she could detect a faint lightening of the sky toward the east, and there was that breathless hush that precedes the dawn. The air was cool, and there was the moist scent of roses floating in through the French windows. Far, far away, or so it seemed, a stable clock chimed the hour, and grandfather clocks all over the house joined in in a musical medley.

         Victoria felt herself drifting off into another one of those uneasy—even terrifying—dozes, and she tried to force herself to keep awake. She must have partially succeeded, for when she opened her eyes again the stable chimes were still quivering in the atmosphere, and two people had come in through the French window and were standing looking down at her in astonishment.

         “How extraordinary,” a woman with a brittle, amused voice exclaimed. “You don’t think we’re seeing things, do you, darling? I mean—you were rather generous with the champagne tonight.”

         “Don’t be silly.” The man spoke sharply. “This young woman isn’t a figment of our imagination. She appears to be taking a rest here.”

         “And she looks as if she might be the family ghost. She’s awfully pale.”

         “And she’s obviously in some sort of trouble.” He coughed. “Excuse me—”

         Victoria sat up with a jolt and grasped at the arms of the chair. If someone had presented her with a mirror just then she would have understood why they both continued to stare so hard.

         “You are real, aren’t you?” Even he sounded doubtful.

         “Of course.”

         “Then you must have found your way in through the window. Are you looking for someone? Do you want something?”

         She shook her head.

         “Only to hear how Johnny is. And I think the doctor will be here any moment….”

         But at that moment the door opened, and in came the doctor. He was a middle-aged man who had been in bed when he was sent for, and he wore his pajamas beneath an overcoat. He was accompanied by the housekeeper in a thick wool dressing gown, and the butler who was still in his formal black coat and pinstriped trousers. At sight of the two people who were standing staring at Victoria he looked mildly surprised, and then hurriedly explained.

         “There’s been an accident, Sir Peter. This young person was involved in it, and there’s a child upstairs who has been put to bed by Mrs. Grainge and at the moment seems to be settling down quite comfortably. I thought the doctor ought to take a look at this young woman first—”

         “You were quite right.” The doctor ignored the rest of them and moved forward to the side of the chair that contained Victoria and bent over her. He smiled at her reassuringly as he picked up her wrist and felt her pulse. “You’ve had a nasty shock,” he said. And then, over his shoulder, “I’d be glad if you would all leave the room while I make my examination... all, that is, except Mrs. Grainge, whom I shall probably need.”

         The butler looked mildly scandalized at the very idea of Sir Peter being requested to leave his own library, but Wycherley took the young woman with whom he had entered the room by the arm and propelled her toward the door.

         “Out, sweetheart,” he said. “We’re not needed here.”

         She protested immediately, looking up at him with great dark eyes. She was a graceful slip of a thing in scarlet brocade, and not only was she attractive, but the depth and color of her dress emphasized her peculiarly exotic type of loveliness.

         “But, Peter,” she argued, “you can’t have your house turned into a kind of hospital just because there’s been an accident. We’re having a celebration, remember? And there’s the local hospital ….”

         “Probably they’re full up,” he replied, still urging her purposefully toward the door. “And Dr. Brown wants us out of here.”

         “But what about all the guests? You’re not going to break up the party?”

         “It’ll soon be breakfast time,” he said, fairly whisking her into the hall, “and it’s high time the party was broken up in any case.”

         As soon as they were outside, and the room was cleared, the doctor gave his undivided attention to Victoria. He pronounced, at last, that apart from a few abrasions and some rather bad bruises she appeared to have sustained little damage—which was, of course, remarkable; and at the moment she was suffering from shock. He could tell by her dilated eyes, and by the quality of her pallor, that she was suffering from rather serious shock, and his prescription was bed immediately, and on the following day he would look in and give her a rather more detailed examination just to make absolutely certain there were no bones broken, or anything of that sort.

         He gave her an anti-tetanus injection, which made her feel slightly worse than she had before, and then he took the housekeeper aside and issued a few instructions. Victoria, who realized she was putting these people to an enormous amount of trouble, and perhaps it wasn’t necessary if she could be fixed up with a hotel room, or the local hospital would take her in for the remainder of the night, interrupted the discussion to protest feebly that she was perfectly all right now, and she didn’t think she ought to remain. But the doctor crossed over to her again and smiled at her understandingly.

         “Don’t be silly,” he said. “You’re not putting anyone to undue trouble, and this house is so full of rooms that are only infrequently used. Isn’t that so, Mrs. Grainge?” He appealed to the housekeeper.

         She was a motherly woman with a Scottish accent, and she answered at once.

         “That’s right, love.” She laid a hand on Victoria’s shoulder. “And Sir Peter’s a very kind gentleman and you mustn’t take any notice of what Miss Islesworth said because she’s only become engaged to Sir Peter, and tonight they were having a bit of a celebration...an engagement party I suppose you’d call it.”

         “Oh, I’m sorry.” Victoria was sorry, and she looked faintly appalled.

         Mrs. Grainge patted her gently on the shoulder.

         “It’s not your fault, love. Accidents will happen, and the little lad upstairs is the one to be sympathized with if his father was badly injured in the crash. Let’s hope there’ll be some good news of him tomorrow.” She looked rather more curiously at Victoria. “Is the gentleman a relative of yours, my dear?”

         Victoria answered briefly, “My employer.”

         “I see.”

         The doctor looked impatient at this questioning, and Mrs. Grainge recollected what was expected of her. She withdrew to supervise the preparation of a bedroom for Victoria, and Dr. Brown took his leave after once more feeling the victim’s pulse and explaining that he had left a sedative for her to take, and that he would look in and see her early the following morning. He then made his way upstairs to have a look at Johnny.

         Victoria was once more alone when Sir Peter came back into the library and stood regarding her with a good deal of quite unconcealed concern in his eyes.

         They were very pleasant—even exceptionally attractive—gray eyes, and for a man his eyelashes were unusually long and thick and dark. He was a slenderly built man a little above average height, and he had light brown hair and well-cut features, and a slight air of diffidence seemed to cling to him, although under normal circumstances his lips could curve humorously and there was often a humorous twinkle in his eyes. It was quite obvious that he had an excellent tailor, for his evening clothes were beautifully cut and fitted him to perfection, and the impeccable quality of his linen threw into prominence the rather dark cast of his countenance.

         Either he had lived abroad a good deal, and acquired a healthy tan, or his light brown hair should have been dark as a raven’s wing to suit the bronze of his skin and the strange blackness of his lashes.

         When he smiled at Victoria she felt strangely warmed and comforted by his smile. She certainly didn’t feel that he regarded her as a nuisance, even if his recently acquired fiancée thought of her as such.

         “How are you feeling?” he asked, as she lay somewhat limply in the chair and he stood beside it and looked down at her. “I’m afraid you’ve had rather a nasty time. Was that needle of old Brown’s very painful when he gave you the injection?”

         She shook her head, and for a moment she felt too vague to answer him. Then she managed a rather husky whisper.

         “It didn’t hurt at all. But I’m feeling a bit confused. It all happened so suddenly,” she said in a more throaty whisper.

         “I understand.” He moved nearer to her, and for one moment she thought he was going to rest his hand on her shoulder as his housekeeper had done. “I’ve been up to look at the child, but I don’t think you have to worry about him too much. Children have a way of surviving these things better than adults.”

         She agreed with him that this was miraculously so.

         “I understand his father is—in pretty poor shape....”

         She nodded and agreed with him, this time soundlessly.

         “I telephoned the hospital. The report is not good. But of course it may be better tomorrow.”

         She made a faint movement with her lips. For the first time she realized that he was studying her hand—her left hand, which was completely ringless.

         “The child is not yours?” he stated rather than asked.

         Her drugged blue eyes—and they were as deep and dark as harebells—expressed surprise.

         “No.”

         “But he is some sort of a relative?”

         “No.”

         Sir Peter Wycherley moved awkwardly. Perhaps he realized that this was no time for questioning.

         “My—my fiancée was a little upset just now,” he murmured. “You mustn’t think she objects to your presence in the house. As a matter of fact, she’s intensely sympathetic, and would like to provide you with everything you need during your stay here. Fortunately she, too, is staying here, and she has plenty of things with her.” He made a vague gesture with his hand. “Sleeping things and so on. She’s put everything you’ll require in your room.”

         “That—that’s extraordinarily kind of her,” Victoria murmured back, and then struggled to her feet because she thought that if she didn’t reach her room soon she might disgrace herself by being sick, or fainting, or something of the sort. She stood literally swaying on her feet and added: “In fact, you’re both very kind. You’re all being very—very—very k-ki—”

         And then her senses deserted her quite abruptly, and Sir Peter caught her in his arms before she fell and narrowly averted a further catastrophe as a result of her head hitting the stone hearth and possibly causing concussion. He held her for a moment as if she were a baby in his arms, and he thought how exceptionally fair her hair was, and how thin and pinched her face.

         Then without any further hesitation he bore her out into the hall and up his gracious curving staircase to the room that had been prepared for her.
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